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EDITORIAL 
 

 
Dear Reader, 
 
A warm welcome to the pages of the first volume of Peace Prints! 
 
An initiative by WISCOMP, Peace Prints is a new journal dealing with questions related 
to peacebuilding in the South Asian context. Since its foundation in 1999, WISCOMP 
(Women in Security, Conflict Management and Peace) has done a great amount of 
prioneering work in this field. WISCOMP is a research and training initiative which 
pays particular attention to the leadership of women in the areas of peace, security and 
international affairs. Throughout the years, the organization has conducted, amongst 
others, a series of conflict transformation workshops between young Indian and 
Pakistani professionals. Emphasizing the gender aspect of peace and security, 
WISCOMP has paved the way for South Asian women's voices to be heard in this 
discourse.  
 
But why yet another journal? Peace Prints is actually not just another publication - it 
opens a whole new chapter by being the very first-of-its-kind in the field of 
peacebuilding in South Asia. It seeks to go beyond the established paradigms and 
conventional discourse, with the aim to generate research and discussion on issues that 
lie at the intersection of peace, conflict, security and gender.   
 
Likewise, it aims to facilitate a cross-fertilization of ideas by highlighting perspectives 
from different sociopolitical contexts and different regions of conflict – also those 
beyond South Asia. Hence, Peace Prints seeks to provide a forum for South Asians to 
showcase their peacebuilding lessons internationally and, at the same time, offers them 
insights gained in peacebuilding projects in other parts of the world. 
 
The journal is also unique with respect to the dialogue it seeks to open up between 
senior, mid-career and entry-level practitioners and scholars. Perceptions and 
experiences of peace and, indeed, the lack of it vary from one generation to another. In 
today's world, the notion of comprehensive peace and security is no novelty anymore, 
but even then, it can be approached from very many different angles, based on different 
historical experiences. 
 
The journal consists both of articles and book reviews, some of them dealing more 
closely with the academic research aspects of peacebuilding, some of them crossing 
horizontally over to narratives based on personal experiences, and even to Indian epics. 
The categorization of "academic papers" and "perspectives from the field" has been 
done with a purpose to open up a much-needed conversation between scholars and 
practitioners where theory is enriched by praxis, and vice versa.  
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The papers bring to the fore a whole range of different issues and give a five-course 
meal worth of food-for-thought for all of us. Howard Zehr's article on restorative justice 
and Lisa Schirch's on strategic peacebuilding touch upon the theoretical and 
terminological foundations of the discourse. The conceptual frameworks are 
highlighted also in the book reviews that take on Ken Booth and Nicolas Wheeler's 
security dilemma, as well as a compilation of alternative approaches to security. 
 
Saira Yamin examines the aspect of religion and religious identities in the analysis of 
causes for violence. Kevin Kester talks about the crucial role of education in 
peacebuilding efforts, as does Zahid Shahab Ahmed and Michelle Antonette Baxter's 
book reviewed in the journal. And as Leszek A. Cwik shows in his article, 
peacebuilding can be done also by very innovative means – such as by using football as 
an entry point to reconciliation.  
 
Examples of South Asian peacebuilding efforts are also many. Eirene Chen and Mariam 
Jalalzada highlight the multiple roles women have, and restrictions they face, in making 
peace and resolving conflicts at the community level in Afghanistan. Priya Parker 
elaborates the structural challenges of the ongoing reconciliation processes in Gujarat. 
Alpana Kishore takes us on a very thought-provoking tour to the Lolab Valley in 
Kashmir and Swarna Rajagopalan takes us back in time to the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata that are introduced as epic efforts of reconciliation.  
 
Peace Prints is a precious contribution to the cause of peacebuilding in South Asia. The 
problem in the international peacebuilding discourse has for too long been its very 
heavy reliance on Western, particularly Anglo-American research. In spite of its strong 
merits, it still has failed to address many perspectives emanating from the rest of the 
world. It is, therefore, particularly important that a journal such as Peace Prints has been 
conceptualized, to create a vocabulary of peacebuilding that transcends a purely 
Western perspective and that resonates for women and men living in the South Asian 
region.  
  
May these peace prints evoke many good thoughts and many good actions. May they 
become footprints on a path towards a more reconciliatory world around us. 
 
Ms. Anna-Kaisa Heikkinen 
Consulting Editor  
 
 
Ms. Anna-Kaisa Heikkinen is Second Secretary at the Embassy of Finland, New Delhi. Her 
responsibilities at the Embassy include the follow-up of Indian political affairs, development 
questions, press and cultural affairs as well as the follow-up of Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh. 
Ms. Heikkinen has an M. Soc. Sc. degree (International Relations) from the Tampere University, 
Finland. She has been serving at the Finnish Embassy in Delhi since June 2004. In August 
2008, she begins her next posting in Moscow.  
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Strategic Peacebuilding: State of the Field  
Lisa Schirch  

 

 
 

Abstract 
 

What is peacebuilding? Is it post-war economic development, relationship building, or any project aimed 
at social change? Terminological confusion negatively impacts how the field is understood and funded. It 
makes it hard for funders or policymakers to know what they are supporting.  It makes it difficult for 
practitioners to collaborate on peacebuilding projects when people bring different expectations about 
what the scope of peacebuilding includes. “Mission creep” may occur as groups with imprecise 
definitions of peacebuilding move from one task to another without conscious choice. Achieving clarity 
on the different definitions – and the implications of those definitions – of peacebuilding is a first step in 
preventing these problems. 

 
 

Author Profile 

Lisa Schirch is a Professor of Peacebuilding at the Center for Justice and Peacebuilding, 
Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, Virginia, USA. A former Fulbright Fellow 
in East and West Africa, Schirch has worked in over 20 countries with communities and 
government leaders to build peace and security. She is the Program Director of the 3D 
Security Initiative at www.3Dsecurity.org to help make the links between community 
level peacebuilding work with think tanks, members of Congress, State Department, 
Department of Defense, USAID, and others who shape U.S. foreign policy. She holds a 
B.A. in International Relations, and an M.S. and Ph.D. in Conflict Analysis and 
Resolution from George Mason University, USA. 

Schirch is the author of five books on peacebuilding and conflict prevention, including 
The Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding, Ritual and Symbol in Peacebuilding and, Women in 
Peacebuilding Resource and Training Manual: Part 1 and Part 2. 

 

http://www.3dsecurity.org/
http://www.3dsecurity.org/
http://www.3dsecurity.org/
http://www.emu.edu/personnel/people/show/resources/wip_part1.pdf
http://www.emu.edu/personnel/people/show/resources/wip_part2.pdf
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Strategic Peacebuilding: State of the Field  
Lisa Schirch 

 
 
Introduction  
What does peacebuilding look like?  Is it high-level diplomats working out a regional plan for addressing 
the conflict in Iraq?  Is it civil society organizations bringing religious leaders together to dialogue in 
Nigeria? Or women’s groups working together across the lines of conflict in Israel and Palestine to 
deliver humanitarian aid to families in Gaza?  Peacebuilding is all of this, and much more. 
 
The questions related to peacebuilding are debated among policymakers in many places around the 
world, and they relate to a more general set of questions.  Is conflict something to be managed, mitigated, 
negotiated, mediated, resolved, prevented or transformed? Is peace something to be kept, made or built? 
The creation and evolution of a language to talk about conflict, violence and peace is not unlike the 
struggle in any other field or discipline. As one scholar put it, the term peacebuilding is in its 
“etymological adolescence” – it is “gangly and undefined.”1  In the early stages of the exploration of an 
idea, scholars and practitioners in separate locations develop different ways of talking about the same 
thing.  As the field grows, they begin to bump into each other, identify similarities and differences in their 
approaches, and hopefully, a consensus of terms begins to emerge. 
 
This paper explores the terminological challenges in the broad field of peacebuilding, the term that is 
emerging as the umbrella term for all the other approaches to address conflict, violence and peace.2 The 
field of peacebuilding did not originate out of a central place. Rather, the work of peacebuilding took root 
in different cultures around the world. It is not surprising then, that peacebuilding practitioners have 
developed different terminology.  Some use the term “peacebuilding” to refer to post-conflict work. 
Others use it as an umbrella term for all work geared toward social change at all levels of society and in 
all stages of conflict. There is an increasing sense of confusion about the terminology or language in the 
field of peacebuilding, and these challenges impact coordination efforts.  
 
Peacebuilding Terminology 

Peacebuilding is most often used as an “umbrella term” or “meta-term” to encompass other terms such as 
conflict resolution, management, mitigation, prevention, or transformation.33   It is preferred by those who 
want a focus on the larger goals of peace and security rather than on the problem of conflict.  Conflict-
related terms focus on the negative and they label whole regions by their experience of conflict rather 
than their capacity for peace.  There is also confusion about how to spell peacebuilding: is it peace 
building, peace-building, or peacebuilding? 
 

TThhee  tteerrmm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  rreessoolluuttiioonn””  iiss  uusseeffuull  wwhheenn  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  ggeenneerraall  ppuubblliicc,,  

aanndd  ttoo  ffuunnddeerrss  wwhhoo  ggeenneerraallllyy  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  tthhiiss  tteerrmm..    YYeett  tthheerree  aarree  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  

pprroobblleemmss  wwiitthh  tthhee  tteerrmm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  rreessoolluuttiioonn..””    FFiirrsstt,,  mmaannyy  bbeelliieevvee  iitt  iimmpplliieess  ttoooo  mmuucchh  

                                                           

1 Robert Miller, “Governance and Peacebuilding: Second Annual Peacebuilding Consultations”, Foreign 
Affairs Canada (September 30, 2004) 
http://www.humansecurity.gc.ca/canadiens_consultations_secondannual_governance-en.asp  
2 In choosing the title of this paper, I am also revealing my own preferences based on my own practice 
and scholarship. In researching the topic of terminology, I refrained from using any terms when possible. 
At some point, it becomes impossible to even have the conversation of terminology if we do not take a 
stand to describe what terminology we are describing!   
3 Peacebuilding is also used interchangeably by groups that use terms such as peace practice; 
collaborative decision-making; dispute resolution system design; Track Two, Multi-Track or Unofficial 
Diplomacy; community cultural development; conflict intervention; mediation; negotiation; or psycho-
political dialogue. 
 

http://www.humansecurity.gc.ca/canadiens_consultations_secondannual_governance-en.asp
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ffiinnaalliittyy..    CCoonnfflliiccttss  rraarreellyy  eenndd  nneeaattllyy..    IIss  tthhee  ccoonnfflliicctt  iinn  SSeerrbbiiaa  oovveerr??    OOrr  hhaass  iitt  

ttrraannssffoorrmmeedd,,  cchhaannggeedd  iinn  tthhee  wwaayy  tthhaatt  iitt  iiss  eexxpprreesssseedd??  

  

AA  sseeccoonndd,,  rreellaatteedd  ccoonncceerrnn  iiss  tthhaatt  tthhee  tteerrmm  ddee--lleeggiittiimmiizzeess  nnoonnvviioolleenntt  ffoorrmmss  ooff  

rreessiissttaannccee  aanndd  ssttrruuggggllee,,  mmaakkiinngg  tthhee  pprroobblleemm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt””  aanndd  nnoott  vviioolleennccee,,  tthhuuss  

iinnhheerreennttllyy  ssuuppppoorrttiinngg  ssttaattuuss  qquuoo  ssttrruuccttuurreess  ooff  ppoowweerr..    MMaannyy  eeqquuaattee  tthhee  tteerrmm  

““ccoonnfflliicctt  rreessoolluuttiioonn””  wwiitthh  AAlltteerrnnaattiivvee  DDiissppuuttee  RReessoolluuttiioonn  ((AADDRR))  aanndd  tthhiinnkk  ooff  llooccaall,,  

ccoommmmuunniittyy  aapppplliiccaattiioonnss  iinn  sscchhoooollss,,  ddiivvoorrccee,,  aanndd  bbuussiinneessss  sseettttiinnggss..    TThheessee  

ccoonnnnoottaattiioonnss  mmaayy  lliimmiitt  tthhee  uuttiilliittyy  ooff  tthhee  tteerrmm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  rreessoolluuttiioonn””  ttoo  aallssoo  

ccoommmmuunniiccaattee  aabboouutt  mmoorree  ccoommpplleexx,,  mmuullttii--lleevveell  eeffffoorrttss  iinn  vviioolleenntt  ccoonntteexxttss..    

  

TThhee  tteerrmm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn””  oonn  tthhee  ootthheerr  hhaanndd  ccoommmmuunniiccaatteess  tthhaatt  ccoonnfflliicctt  iiss  

iinnddeeeedd  ttrraannssffoorrmmeedd  rraatthheerr  tthhaann  mmaannaaggeedd  oorr  rreessoollvveedd..    YYeett  iitt  iiss  uunncclleeaarr  eexxaaccttllyy  wwhhiicchh  

wwaayy  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  iiss  hhaappppeenniinngg  aanndd  wwhhaatt  iiss  bbeeiinngg  ttrraannssffoorrmmeedd..    TThhee  ccoonnfflliicctt  bbeettwweeeenn  

SSuunnnniiss  aanndd  SShhiiaass  iinn  IIrraaqq  hhaass  ttrraannssffoorrmmeedd  oovveerr  tthhee  llaasstt  ffiivvee  yyeeaarrss,,  bbuutt  mmaannyy  wwoouulldd  ssaayy  

tthhaatt  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  hhaass  nnoott  bbeeeenn  aa  ppoossiittiivvee  ttrreenndd..    TThhee  tteerrmm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  mmiittiiggaattiioonn””  iiss  

uusseedd  bbyy  ssoommee  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  aaggeenncciieess..    SSoommee  ccrriittiiqquuee  tthhiiss  tteerrmm  aass  rreeffeerrrriinngg  ttoo  eeffffoorrttss  tthhaatt  

mmaakkee  ccoonnfflliicctt  lleessss  ppaaiinnffuull,,  rraatthheerr  tthhaann  aaddddrreessss  iittss  rroooott  ccaauusseess..      

  

TThhee  tteerrmm  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  pprreevveennttiioonn””  rreeffeerrss  ttoo  eeffffoorrttss  ttoo  bbuuiilldd  ppeeaaccee  pprrooaaccttiivveellyy,,  ttoo  pprreevveenntt  

vviioolleenntt  ccoonnfflliicctt..    SSiinnccee  tthhee  ffiieelldd  ooff  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  tteeaacchheess  tthhaatt  ccoonnfflliicctt  iiss  nnoorrmmaall  aanndd  ccaann  

bbee  aa  ppoossiittiivvee  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ffoorr  bbrriinnggiinngg  aabboouutt  nneeeeddeedd  cchhaannggeess,,  iiff  hhaannddlleedd  ccoonnssttrruuccttiivveellyy,,  

ssoommee  nnoottee  tthhaatt  iitt  iiss  vviioolleennccee,,  nnoott  ccoonnfflliicctt  tthhaatt  sshhoouulldd  bbee  pprreevveenntteedd..    AA  UUSS  wwaarr  wwiitthh  IIrraann  

sshhoouulldd  bbee  pprreevveenntteedd..    CCoonnfflliicctt  bbeettwweeeenn  TTiibbeett  aanndd  CChhiinnaa,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  mmaayy  bbrriinngg  aabboouutt  tthhee  

ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  ooff  aa  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  tthhaatt  iiss  bbuurrddeenneedd  wwiitthh  iinnjjuussttiiccee..  

  

SSoommee  ggrroouuppss  pprreeffeerr  ttoo  uussee  tthhee  tteerrmm  ““ccooeexxiisstteennccee””  oorr  ““rreeccoonncciilliiaattiioonn””  ffoorr  aa  ffrreesshheerr  

aapppprrooaacchh  wwiitthh  cclleeaarreerr  ccoonnnnoottaattiioonnss  ooff  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  eeffffoorrttss  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  iinntteerr--ggrroouupp  

rreellaattiioonnss..    YYeett  eevveenn  tthheessee  tteerrmmss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  ssuubbvveerrtteedd  bbyy  sseevveerraall  ggoovveerrnnmmeennttss  wwhhoo  hhaavvee  

uusseedd  tthheemm  ttoo  aaccccoommppaannyy  ssuuppeerrffiicciiaall  eeffffoorrttss  tthhaatt  ddoo  nnoott  aaddddrreessss  ccrruucciiaall  jjuuddiicciiaall  oorr  

eeccoonnoommiicc  ddiimmeennssiioonnss  ooff  ccoonnfflliicctt..    IInn  ssoommee  aarreeaass  ooff  tthhee  wwoorrlldd,,  tthhee  tteerrmmss  ““rreeccoonncciilliiaattiioonn””  

aanndd  ““ccooeexxiisstteennccee””  aarree  lloossiinngg  ccrreeddiibbiilliittyy..    IInn  FFiijjii,,  ffoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  tthhee  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt’’ss  

rreeccoonncciilliiaattiioonn  pprrooggrraammss  aallll  bbuutt  jjuussttiiffyy  tthhee  ccoonnttiinnuueedd  eexxcclluussiioonn  ooff  tthhee  nnoonn--iinnddiiggeennoouuss  

hhaallff  ooff  tthhee  ppooppuullaattiioonn  ffrroomm  ppaarrttiicciippaattiinngg  ffuullllyy  iinn  tthhee  FFiijjiiaann  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt..  
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The Multiple Meanings of Peacebuilding  
To add to the terminological confusion, not only do similar terms refer to similar if not identical 
processes, but the word peacebuilding is defined and used in different ways.  The chart below 
and the pages that follow explain a range of differences in meanings of the term 
“peacebuilding.”4 However, many of the different uses of this term also equally apply to other 
terms that are used as “umbrella terminology” such as conflict resolution, management or 
prevention.  
 

 

 
Spectrums of Meaning in Peacebuilding Terminology 

 

Focus on post-conflict time span Focus on all stages of conflict 

Narrow focus on specific kinds of activities  Wide focus on a range of activities including 
peacekeeping, human rights monitoring, 
mediation, development, education, 
governance, etc. 

Immediate focus on ending direct violence Long-term focus on addressing root causes of 
violence, including structural injustices 

Outcome-oriented focus on solutions Process-oriented focus on transformation 

Focus on the role of outside experts 
“intervening” in local conflicts 

Focus on the role of insiders and increasing 
their capacity for building peace 

Focus on high level national and international 
interventions 

Focus on all levels of interventions, from the 
community, regional, and national levels 

Focus on military peace operations Focus on non-military approaches to building 
peace and security 

 
 

What Focus? 

A third and related challenge is whether the term peacebuilding refers to ending direct violence 
or whether it addresses structural violence.  The debate continues on whether the mission of 
peacebuilding becomes too large, too difficult to evaluate, and too unrealistic if it aims at the 
latter.  The United Nations, given its own limited resources, mandates and power, has been 
hesitant to use the term peacebuilding to refer to efforts to address structural violence. 
Governments also worry about “mission creep” or the evolution of objectives that happens in 
places like Iraq, where the U.S. military has shifted its stated mission several times, from 
removing Saddam Hussein to eliminating weapons of mass destruction, to developing an Iraqi 
constitution, to holding democratic elections, to reconciling religious groups in Iraq.  When the 
U.N. or governments do not have a concrete goal, such as achieving a signed peace agreement, it 
becomes difficult to assess when they can appropriately leave the context and transfer authority 
to local leaders.   
 
Others insist that the term peacebuilding must also include efforts to address the root causes of 
violent conflict.  The Carnegie Endowment’s Commission on the Prevention of Deadly Conflict 
defined peacebuilding as “structural prevention” which consists of the strategies to address the 

                                                           

4 For two other conceptual frameworks for categorizing peacebuilding terminology, see Charles 
T. Call and Susan E. Cook “On Democratization and Peacebuilding” in Global Governance 9.2 
(April-June 2003), pp. 233-246, and Bronwyn Evans-Kent, “Reconstruction over Transformation: 
The Structural Appropriation of Peacebuilding” at www.isanet.org/noarchive/evanskent.html.  

http://www.isanet.org/noarchive/evanskent.html
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root causes of deadly conflict.5  Likewise, the Joint Utstein study of peacebuilding concludes that 
“peacebuilding attempts to encourage the development of the structural conditions, attitudes, 
and modes of political behavior that may permit peaceful, stable and ultimately prosperous 
social and economic development.” It states that there are four main headings related to 
peacebuilding: to provide security, to establish the socioeconomic foundations of long-term 
peace, to establish the political framework of long-term peace, and to generate reconciliation, a 
healing of the wounds of war and justice.6    
 
The Institute for Multi-Track Diplomacy argues that there are three broad types of peacebuilding:  

a. Political peacebuilding is about agreement and legal issues, and includes formal 
negotiations, diplomacy, etc. 

b. Structural peacebuilding is about infrastructures and includes building economic, 
military, social and cultural systems that support a culture of peace through 
activities such as voter education, disarming warring parties, police training, 
building schools, and good governance. 

c. Social peacebuilding is about relationships and includes dealing with feelings, 
attitudes, opinions, beliefs, and values through dialogue processes, community-
building activities and training.7 

 

                                                           

5 The Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict, Preventing Deadly Conflict (Washington, DC: 

The Commission, 1997) 
6 Dan Smith, Getting Their Act Together: Towards a Strategic Framework for Peacebuilding (Oslo: 

International Peace Research Institute, April 2003) 

7 John McDonald, Institute for Multi-Track Diplomacy, http://imtd.org/cgi-bin/imtd.cgi  

http://imtd.org/cgi-bin/imtd.cgi


 8 

Figure 1 

 
 

 
Likewise, Australian scholar Kevin Clements argues that peacebuilding is “as much about 
unmasking the powerful, and equalizing unequal relationships as it is about solving present 
problems… it puts the emphasis on justice and fairness rather than on preserving harmony and 
political order.”8 
 
Peacebuilding seeks to prevent, reduce, transform, and help people recover from violence in all 
forms, even structural violence that has not yet led to massive civil unrest.  Latin American civil 
society analysts distinguish structural violence from secondary violence.  They looked at rebel 
movments across the South American continent as responses to the oppressive dictatorships in 

                                                           

8 Kevin Clements, “Towards Conflict Transformation and a Just Peace”, Berghof Handbook for 
Conflict Transformation (Berlin: Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict Management, 
2004) www.berghof-handbook.net  

Reactions and responses to structural violence are “secondary violence.” 

Self 

Destruction 

 

 Alcohol abuse 

 Drug abuse 

 Suicide 

 Depression 

 Internalized 

Oppression 

Intrastate and 

Interstate 

Destruction 

 
 Rebel movements 

 Terrorism 

 Civil wars 

 Revolutions 

 Coups 

 War 

Community 

Destruction 

 
 Crime 

 Interpersonal Violence 

 Domestic Violence 

 Rape 

Structural Violence 

The disabilities, disparities and even deaths that result from systems, 

institutions or policies that meet some people’s needs and rights at the expense 

of others’ constitute structural violence. This “architecture” of relationships 

creates the context where other types of secondary violence occur. 
 

Cycle of 

Violence 

http://www.berghof-handbook.net/
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many countries in the 1970s, ‘80s, and ‘90s. While Western governments such as the US saw rebel 
movements as “terrorists,” democratic movements in many Latin American countries instead 
viewed their own dictatorial governments as the root of the violence.  
 
Structural and secondary forms of violence are cyclical. Structural violence refers to the 
disabilities, disparities, and even deaths that result when systems, institutions, or policies meet 
some people’s needs and rights at the expense of others’. Structures that foster disparity and 
satisfy the needs of people from one ethnic, religious, class, age, language, or gender group at the 
expense of others propagate violence. Many states are unable to provide an environment where 
people can meet their basic needs. Societies that permit or encourage economic and social 
disparity, exclude some groups from full participation in decision-making and public life, or 
direct harm toward some people, suffer more from all forms of violence, both public and private.  
 
Different forms of violence spread like a virus. When public structures are violent, they infect 
entire cultures. Disparities in income and wealth between the rich and the poor are the most 
powerful predictors of homicide rates in any city, state, or country. Structural violence is 
statistically linked to higher levels of secondary violence, which includes civil wars, terrorism, 
crime, domestic violence, substance abuse, and suicide.9 The diagram above illustrates the 
cyclical connection between structural violence and the three main forms of secondary violence 
that result from it. 
 
What types of programs? 
A second debate revolves around what types of activities peacebuilding includes.  As noted 
above, for some scholars, peacebuilding is routinely used to refer to specific activities such as 
democratization efforts, reconstruction of infrastructure, and reintegration of soldiers in the post-
war context.10 Others use the term peacebuilding without a specific timeframe, yet with a limited 
scope in a way that closely links it to development work.  Whaley and Piazza-Georgi, for 
example, define it this way: “Peacebuilding, although it is not synonymous with development, is 
in practice very closely identifiable with development” using the same critical elements, such as 
“building up local capacities, strengthening civil society, restoring essential infrastructure and 
commercial relations.”11 
 
Some use peacebuilding interchangeably with conflict prevention, conflict mitigation, conflict 
resolution, or conflict transformation.  Some use peacebuilding to refer to community-level or 
“Track Two” relationship-building processes such as negotiation, mediation, dialogue, or to 
describe the emotional or psychological dimensions of work with people in conflict. In an early 
version of the definition of peacebuilding posted on the website www.beyondintractability.org, 
peacebuilding is defined as “the process of restoring normal relations between people.  It requires 
the reconciliation of differences, the apology and forgiveness of past harm, and the establishment 
of a cooperative relationship between groups, replacing the adversarial or competitive 
relationship that used to exist.”12 This definition built on several experts’ focus on the relational 
dimensions of peacebuilding. 

                                                           

9 James Gilligan, Preventing Violence (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2001), p. 39. 
10 For analyses of U.N. peacebuilding efforts, see Elizabeth Cousens and Chetan Kumar, 
Peacebuilding as Politics (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2000) 
11 J. David Whaley and Barbara Piazza-Georgi, “The Link between Peacekeeping and 
Peacebuilding”, Conflict Management, Peacekeeping and Peacebuilding: Monograph No. 10 (South 
Africa: United Nations Development Program, April 1997) 
12 International Online Training Program on Intractable Conflict, “Glossary”, Conflict Research 
Consortium (Boulder: University of Colorado, October 1, 2004) 
www.colorado.edu/conflict/peace/glossary.htm   

http://www.beyondintractability.org/
http://www.colorado.edu/conflict/peace/glossary.htm
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Many groups now use peacebuilding as an umbrella term for many different activities that 
nonviolently prevent, limit, resolve, or transform conflict, and create peaceful and just societies.  
It centers on relationship-building processes, but is not limited by them.  It includes diverse 
activities that may intensify conflict in the short-term through the use of activism, and may 
separate the groups in conflict through the use of peacekeeping. 
 
Strategic peacebuilding recognizes the complexity of the tasks required to build peace.  
Peacebuilding is strategic when resources, actors, and approaches are coordinated to accomplish 
multiple goals and address multiple issues for the long-term. A strategic peacebuilding approach 
in Sri Lanka, for example, would include international actors playing mediating roles and 
monitoring human rights; local religious leaders, media, and academics engaging in dialogue 
across the lines of conflict; humanitarian workers integrating reconciliation into their community 
development programs; and school teachers integrating peace education into school curriculum.                                                                                                 
 
Peacebuilding requires a range of approaches. While many actors engage in multiple categories 
of peacebuilding, the map (Figure 2) highlights the unique goals of different approaches to or 
categories of peacebuilding. Peacebuilding is a process of building relationships and institutions 
that support the peaceful transformation of conflict. 

 

AAddvvooccaattiinngg  ffoorr  CChhaannggee::  AAddvvooccaatteess  aanndd  aaccttiivviissttss  sseeeekk  ttoo  ggaaiinn  ssuuppppoorrtt  ffoorr  

cchhaannggee  bbyy  iinnccrreeaassiinngg  aa  ggrroouupp’’ss  ppoowweerr  ttoo  aaddddrreessss  iissssuueess,,  aanndd  rriippeenn  tthhee  

ccoonnddiittiioonnss  nneeeeddeedd  ttoo  ttrraannssffoorrmm  rreellaattiioonnsshhiippss..  
 

RReedduucciinngg  DDiirreecctt  VViioolleennccee::  IInntteerrvveennoorrss  sseeeekk  ttoo  rreedduuccee  ddiirreecctt  vviioolleennccee  bbyy  

rreessttrraaiinniinngg  ppeerrppeettrraattoorrss  ooff  vviioolleennccee,,  rreelliieevviinngg  tthhee  iimmmmeeddiiaattee  ssuuffffeerriinngg  ooff  

vviiccttiimmss  ooff  vviioolleennccee,,  aanndd  ccrreeaattiinngg  aa  ssaaffee  ssppaaccee  ffoorr  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  aaccttiivviittiieess  iinn  

ootthheerr  ccaatteeggoorriieess  tthhaatt  aaddddrreessss  tthhee  rroooott  ccaauusseess  ooff  tthhee  vviioolleennccee..  
 

Transforming Relationships: Intervenors aim to transform destructive 
relationships with an array of processes that address trauma, transform conflict 
and restore a sense of justice. These processes give people opportunities to create 
long-term, sustainable solutions to address their needs. 
 
Capacity Building: Longer-term peacebuilding efforts enhance existing 
capacities to meet needs and rights and prevent violence. These activities aim to 
build just structures that support a sustainable culture of peace. 

 
 

Figure 2  
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Intention and Outcome 

The international development organization CARE conducted its own study of peacebuilding 
terminology.  Author Colleen Malone argues that peacebuilding activities must be done with 
intention.  In other words, distributing seed packs to villagers can help create economic stability 
and contribute to peace.  But seed packs are considered part of peacebuilding only when those 
development agencies involved clearly intend for the activity to contribute to peace.   
 
Peacebuilding activities must be planned strategically, implemented by a skilled staff, and held to 
standards of monitoring and evaluation.13 There is an important difference between programs 
whose principal objective is to facilitate peacebuilding, and programs which may indirectly 
produce similar results. Other organizations argue that peacebuilding activities are defined by 
their outcome, whether or not they contribute in some measurable way to building peace. 
Identifying achievable indicators for measuring the outcomes of peacebuilding processes is 
essential in determining whether the gap between “intent” and “impact” is large or small.   
 
What Time Frame? 
 
Post Conflict vs. All Stages of Conflict 
When former UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali defined peacebuilding in his well-
known Agenda for Peace, he put the term alongside “preventive diplomacy,” “peacekeeping,” and 
“peacemaking,” and relegated peacebuilding to the post-conflict phase of UN activities.14  Yet 
within the NGO world in the 1990s, peacebuilding began to be used as an umbrella term to cover 
the wide range of activities at all stages of a conflict. 
 
In the post-conflict perspective, peacebuilding is what happens after peace agreements are signed 
in a particular conflict; after the fighting stops. It includes reconstruction, nation-building, 
demobilization and other activities. It is part of a spectrum of peace activities, starting with 
conflict prevention or preventive diplomacy, moving to peacemaking and peacekeeping aimed at 
ending direct violence, and then moving to post-conflict peacebuilding.  Boutros Ghali’s 
definition was reinforced in the Brahimi Report which identified peacebuilding as the term for 
activities “on the far side of conflict to reassemble the foundations for peace.”15  While a 
significant number of authors and scholars still use peacebuilding in this post-conflict sense,16 
there has been a strong movement toward using the term in a wider sense. Many other scholars 
and practitioners reflecting on nongovernmental efforts to address violent conflict and build 
peace, use the term peacebuilding without specific reference to a conflict’s lifecycle or 
timeframe.17  
 
In preparation for my own book on peacebuilding, I eventually settled on the following 
definition.  “Peacebuilding seeks to prevent, reduce, transform, and help people recover from 

                                                           

13 Colleen Malone, “Peacebuilding Terminology and its Use within CARE”, Consultancy Report 
(London: CARE International, 2004), p.13. 
14 Boutros Boutros Ghali, An Agenda for Peace (New York: United Nations, 1992) 
15 Lakhdar Brahimi. The Brahimi Report: Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations. New 
York: United Nations, 2000. 
16 See Krishna Kumar (Ed.) Rebuilding Societies after Civil War (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Press, 
1997); Elizabeth Cousens and Chetan Kumar, Peacebuilding as Politics (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rinner, 
2000); Stephen John Stedman, Donald Rothchild, and Elizabeth M. Cousens, Ending Civil Wars: 
The Implementation of Peace Agreements (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2002)  
17 See John Paul Lederach, Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace, 1995); Luc Reychler and Thania Paffenholz, 
Peacebuilding: A Field Guide (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2001) 
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violence in all forms, even structural violence that has not yet led to massive civil unrest.  At the 
same time it empowers people to foster relationships that sustain people and their 
environment.”18  This wider definition draws on the working definitions of many of the major 
development organizations who now label some of their work as peacebuilding.   
 
Peacebuilding in Iraq, for example, would include conflict prevention efforts in villages and 
regions of the country not yet experiencing severe violence to build relationships with Sunni, 
Shia and Kurdish leaders across the lines of conflict.  Peacebuilding might also include 
international or regional peacekeepers taking over from US forces, regional diplomacy, 
humanitarian work, employment generation projects and other reconstruction activities, and a 
wider range of other activities. 
 
The Aid Worker’s Network, for example, defines peacebuilding this way: “Peacebuilding covers 
actions which support political, economic, social and military measures and structures aiming to 
strengthen and solidify political settlements in order to redress the causes of a conflict.  This 
includes mechanisms to identify and support structures which tend to consolidate peace, 
advance a sense of confidence and well-being and support economic reconstruction.”19 Likewise, 
International Alert defines peacebuilding, its preferred umbrella term for all of its work, as 
“measures designed to consolidate peaceful relations and strengthen viable political, 
socioeconomic and cultural institutions capable of mediating conflict, and to strengthen other 
mechanisms that will either create or support the necessary conditions for sustained peace.”20 
 
The UN Security Council decided in February 2001 to no longer limit the concept of 
peacebuilding to the post-war context. They defined peacebuilding as “aimed at preventing the 
outbreak, the recurrence or continuation of armed conflict.”21 NATO also defines peacebuilding 
in this wider sense as “a peace support operation employing complementary diplomatic, civil 
and – when necessary – military means to address the underlying causes of conflict and the 
longer-term needs of the people.  It requires a commitment to a long-term process and may run 
concurrently with other types of peace support operations.”22 
 
Outcomes/Solutions vs. Process/Transformation  
Some groups use “relationship-centric” terminology that identifies their work primarily as the 
process of building and transforming relationships across the lines of conflict.  Other groups are 
more “outcome-centric” seeing the achievement of a peace settlement or the decrease in violence 
as the focus of a peacebuilding process. 
 
Some groups use “solution” language to talk about how they help their clients.  They see conflict 
as a problem to be solved, creatively and collaboratively.  Others are not so optimistic.  They see 
conflict as an intractable problem defying solutions. “Conflict management” language is used to 
emphasize the need for what some would see as a realistic view of conflict as never-ending. 
Management language also is a “hook” into metaphorical language from other business or 
government settings.  Those who prefer transformation language also emphasize that conflict is 
never-ending. Transformation language suggests the movement from destructive forms of 
conflict to the constructive expression of conflict. 

                                                           

18 Lisa Schirch, The Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding (Intercourse, Pennsylvania: Good Books, 
2005) 
19 “PSO Terminology”, Aid Workers Network, http://www.aidworkers.net/   
20 Resource Pack for Conflict Transformation, (London: International Alert, March 2003), Section 2:3. 
21 S/PRST/2001/5 of 20 February 2001 (New York: United Nations) 
22 NATO Glossary of Terms and Definitions  (AAP-6, 2006) 
http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/other/nato2006.pdf 

http://www.aidworkers.net/
http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/other/nato2006.pdf
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Who is Involved? 
 
Outsiders vs. Insiders 
Some emphasize the need for impartial, expert outsiders.  Others emphasize identifying and 
building the capacity of culturally-sensitive insiders.  John Paul Lederach’s books promote the 
use of local culture as a resource rather than an obstacle to peacebuilding.23  The Collaborative for 
Development Action’s Local Capacities for Peace project, for example, seeks to encourage 
peacebuilding methodologies that draw on and empower local actors to use their own existing 
peace practices to address conflicts and promote effective outsider/insider partnerships in 
peacebuilding.24 
 
In places experiencing severe conflict, like Kenya, Colombia, and Myanmar, for example, 
strategic partnerships are needed between outside influential experts like former Secretary 
General Kofi Annan or former US President Jimmy Carter, and local leaders of civil society and 
government.   
 
High Level vs. All Levels 
For U.N. scholars and many government representatives, peacebuilding is still a high-level 
process engaging elites in formal capacity-building, negotiations, and other programs.  For many 
in the NGO world, peacebuilding is a more complex undertaking, requiring multiple processes at 
all levels of society and including grassroots, mid-level, and elite-level actors.  John Paul 
Lederach’s well-known pyramid model, for example, emphasizes the need to reach all levels of 
society through peacebuilding processes.25 
 
 

Figure 3: Peacebuilding Pyramid 

                                                           

23 John Paul Lederach, Preparing for Peace: Conflict Transformation across Cultures (Syracuse, New 
York: Syracuse University Press, 1995) 
24 Collaborative for Development Action, Partnerships among Outsider and Insider Peace 
Practitioners 

http://www.cdainc.com/rpp/partnerships_among_outsider_and_insider_peace_practitioners.p
hp 
 

25 John Paul Lederach, Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies (Washington, 
D.C.: United States Institute of Peace, 1997) 

http://www.cdainc.com/rpp/partnerships_among_outsider_and_insider_peace_practitioners.php
http://www.cdainc.com/rpp/partnerships_among_outsider_and_insider_peace_practitioners.php
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Adapted from John Paul Lederach 
 
 
Military Involvement vs. Cautions Regarding Military Involvement 
Some who use the term peacebuilding see the military as an essential component of many 
peacebuilding missions.  NATO defines peacebuilding, for example, as “a peace support 
operation employing complementary diplomatic, civil and – when necessary- military means to 
address the underlying causes of conflict and the longer-term needs of the people.  It requires a 
commitment to a long-term process and may run concurrently with other types of peace support 
operations.”26 

 
Others are more cautious. Some oppose any use of the military in peacebuilding. NGOs in 
countries where the military has played an exclusively negative role in escalating violent conflict 
warn of the involvement of military actors in peacebuilding processes.  Many militaries operate 
primarily on the basis of national interest. Since national interests are often not the same as 
human rights values that guide peacebuilding, military personnel often get caught trying to 
fulfill multiple, contradictory goals (e.g. secure democracy in Iraq while also securing access to oil 
and contracts for rebuilding Iraq). Militaries require training in peace operations and conversion 
to civilian control that enhances their capacity for legitimately contributing to peace. 
 
In places like Darfur, the issue is complex.  While the solution to the conflict in Darfur requires 
robust diplomacy between Sudan and its international supporters and detractors, immediate 
peacekeeping is needed to protect refugee communities from further attacks. Yet peacekeepers 
themselves do not have a good track record of respecting human rights in some regions; and 
there is extensive evidence that, rather than protecting refugees, peacekeepers have committed 
further sexual violence on women in places like Sierra Leone. 
 

TTeerrmmiinnoollooggiiccaall  CChhaalllleennggeess  
Everyone working in the field of peacebuilding has a story to tell about terminological confusion. 
For some, the story begins with a funder’s request for a proposal for “conflict mitigation” work.  
Others sigh with exasperation at going to conferences where different groups are using the same 

                                                           

26 NATO Glossary of Terms and Definitions  (AAP-6, 2006) 
http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/other/nato2006.pdf 

Top Level Leadership:  
Security policymaking, Track One Diplomacy 

Mid-Level Civil Society Leadership:  
Religious, Business, Media, Academic Leadership 
Track Two diplomacy and coexistence efforts 

Community Level Civil Society Leadership: 

Grassroots peacebuilding and coexistence efforts 

http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/other/nato2006.pdf
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terms in different ways.  Still others refer to the challenges of explaining our work to strangers or 
relatives who know little or nothing about peace work.  

  

WWhhiillee  tthhee  nneeeedd  ffoorr  aa  ddiissccuussssiioonn  oonn  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  iiss  wwiiddeellyy  rreeccooggnniizzeedd,,  ssoommee  aarree  

hheessiittaanntt  ttoo  ooppeenn  tthhee  ccoonnvveerrssaattiioonn..  IInn  rreessppoonnssee  ttoo  aa  ssuurrvveeyy  oonn  tthhiiss  ttooppiicc  wwiitthh  

mmeemmbbeerrss  ooff  tthhee  UUSS--bbaasseedd  AAlllliiaannccee  ffoorr  PPeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg,,  rreessppeecctteedd  mmeemmbbeerrss  ooff  tthhee  

ffiieelldd  ooff  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  rreessppoonnddeedd  wwiitthh  tthhee  ffoolllloowwiinngg  ssttaatteemmeennttss..    ““TThheerree  aarree  

aacccceepptteedd  ddeeffiinniittiioonnss  ooff  aallll  tthheessee  tteerrmmss  aallrreeaaddyy……  lleett’’ss  ssttiicckk  wwiitthh  tthheemm..””2277    ““OOuurr  

oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn  ssttaayyss  aawwaayy  ffrroomm  tthhee  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  ddiissccuussssiioonn--  iitt  ddooeessnn’’tt  lleeaadd  

aannyywwhheerree..””2288    ““EEvveerryy  ggrroouupp  sseeeemmss  ttoo  wwaanntt  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  tteerrmm  ttoo  bbee  tthhee  uummbbrreellllaa..””2299      
  

TTeerrmmiinnoollooggyy  iinn  tthhee  ffiieelldd  ooff  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  rreeqquuiirreess  aatttteennttiioonn  ffoorr  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  

rreeaassoonnss..    FFiirrsstt,,  tthheerree  aarree  ssoo  mmaannyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  tteerrmmss  rreellaattiinngg  ttoo  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  tthhaatt  

ppeeooppllee  tteenndd  ttoo  bbeeccoommee  oovveerrllyy  vveerrbboossee  aass  tthheeyy  ““ssttaacckk””  ddiiffffeerreenntt  tteerrmmss  ttooggeetthheerr  

aass  aa  ccaattcchh--aallll..  MMeemmbbeerrss  ooff  tthhee  ffiieelldd  ccoommee  oouutt  ooff  ddiivveerrssee  aaccaaddeemmiicc  bbaacckkggrroouunnddss,,  

ddiivveerrssee  wwoorrkk  eexxppeerriieenncceess,,  aanndd  ddiivveerrssee  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  aanndd  sseeccttoorraall  aarreeaass..    IItt  iiss  

nnoott  ssuurrpprriissiinngg  tthheenn,,  tthhaatt  wwee  hhaavvee  ddeevveellooppeedd  ddiiffffeerreenntt  wwaayyss  ooff  ttaallkkiinngg  aabboouutt  

oouurr  wwoorrkk..      

  

SSoommee  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  hhaavvee  ttrraaddeemmaarrkkeedd  tthheeiirr  aapppprrooaacchh  aanndd  tthheeiirr  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  

wwiitthh  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  tteerrmmss,,  ccllaaiimmiinngg  ““ccoonnfflliicctt  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn,,””  ““ssuussttaaiinneedd  

ddiiaalloogguuee,,””  ““ccooeexxiisstteennccee””  oorr  ““pprriinncciipplleedd  nneeggoottiiaattiioonn””  aass  tthheeiirr  bbrraanndd..  PPeeooppllee  uussee  

ddiiffffeerreenntt  tteerrmmss  ffoorr  ddiiffffeerreenntt  aauuddiieenncceess  ––  cchhoooossiinngg  tthhee  tteerrmm  tthhaatt  wwiillll  sseellll  bbeesstt  ttoo  

ddiiffffeerreenntt  aauuddiieenncceess  ssuucchh  aass  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt,,  ffuunnddeerrss,,  oouurr  cclliieennttss  iinn  ccoonnfflliicctt,,  oorr  tthhee  

ppuubblliicc..    

  

LLaanngguuaaggee  iiss  aallssoo  aa  ffaaccttoorr..  PPeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  iiss  aann  EEnngglliisshh  wwoorrdd..  IItt  ttrraannssllaatteess  mmoorree  

eeffffeeccttiivveellyy  iinn  ssoommee  ccuullttuurreess  aanndd  llaanngguuaaggeess  tthhaann  iinn  ootthheerrss..  LLaanngguuaaggee  cchhaannggeess  

oovveerr  ttiimmee  aass  tthhee  ffiieelldd  iittsseellff  mmaattuurreess..  TThhee  pprroolliiffeerraattiioonn  ooff  tteerrmmss  ccoonnttrriibbuutteess  ttoo  

oouurr  iinnaabbiilliittyy  ttoo  bbee  aaccccuurraattee  aanndd  ccoommpprreehheennssiibbllee  iinn  ddeessccrriibbiinngg  oouurr  wwoorrkk  ttoo  

ootthheerrss..    OOuuttssiiddeerrss  aarree  ccoonnffuusseedd  aabboouutt  tthhee  ssuubbttllee  ddiiffffeerreenncceess  iinn  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy..    

EEvveenn  tthhee  eexxppeerrttss  wwiitthhiinn  tthhee  ffiieelldd  hhaavvee  aa  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  ttiimmee  ppiinnppooiinnttiinngg  ddiiffffeerreenncceess  

iinn  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  aanndd  ddiiffffeerreenncceess  iinn  aapppprrooaacchh..    TThhee  aauutthhoorrss  ooff  tthhee  wweebbssiittee  

wwwwww..bbeeyyoonnddiinnttrraaccttaabbiilliittyy..oorrgg,,  wwhhiicchh  hhoossttss  tthhee  mmoosstt  ccoommpprreehheennssiivvee  gglloossssaarryy  

ooff  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  aavvaaiillaabbllee  oonn  tthhee  wweebb,,  rreegguullaarrllyy  uuppddaattee  tthheeiirr  

ddeeffiinniittiioonnss  aass  tteerrmmss  eevvoollvvee  iinn  tthheeiirr  uussaaggee  aanndd  mmeeaanniinngg..3300  

  

SSeeccoonnddllyy,,  ppeeooppllee  uussee  tthhee  tteerrmm  ““ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg””  iinn  wwiiddeellyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  wwaayyss..  OOnnee  

ggrroouupp’’ss  eexxppeeccttaattiioonnss  ooff  wwhhaatt  aa  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  iinntteerrvveennttiioonn  wwiillll  iinncclluuddee  ((ee..gg..  

                                                           

27 Respondent #4, Terminological Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
28 Respondent #9, Terminological Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005)  
29 Respondent #1, Terminological Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
30 Interview with Heidi and Guy Burgess, hosts of the website www.intractableconflict.org 
(January 2005) 

http://www.intractableconflict.org/
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eeccoonnoommiicc  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt))  ccaann  bbee  eennttiirreellyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  tthhaann  aannootthheerr  ggrroouupp  wwhhoo  ddeeffiinneess  

ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  iinn  aa  rraaddiiccaallllyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  wwaayy  ((ee..gg..  ssuussttaaiinneedd  ddiiaalloogguuee  bbeettwweeeenn  

eetthhnniicc  ggrroouuppss))..      

  

TTeerrmmiinnoollooggiiccaall  ccoonnffuussiioonn  ccoonnttrriibbuutteess  ttoo  aa  sseennssee  ooff  ““mmiissssiioonn  ccrreeeepp””  wwhheerree  ppeeooppllee  

lloossee  ttrraacckk  ooff  tthheeiirr  ggooaallss..    IInn  aa  ppoosstt--wwaarr  sseettttiinngg  ssuucchh  aass  AAffgghhaanniissttaann,,  ssoommee  eexxppeerrttss  

uusseedd  tthhee  tteerrmm  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  ttoo  mmeeaann  ddeemmoobbiilliizziinngg  aanndd  rreeiinntteeggrraattiinngg  ssoollddiieerrss..    

OOtthheerrss  mmaayy  hhaavvee  aann  eexxppeeccttaattiioonn  tthhaatt  ppoosstt--wwaarr  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  iinncclluuddeess  bbrrooaadd  

ccoommmmuunniittyy--lleevveell  ddiipplloommaattiicc  eeffffoorrttss  aanndd  ccaappaacciittyy--bbuuiillddiinngg  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  tthhaatt  ccaann  

ttaakkee  ggeenneerraattiioonnss..    PPeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  ppllaannnneerrss,,  tthheenn,,  mmaayy  sshhiifftt  mmiissssiioonnss  aass  tthhee  

tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  iittsseellff  iiss  uunnddeerrssttoooodd  ssoo  ddiiffffeerreennttllyy..  

  

TThhiirrdd,,  tthheerree  iiss  ggrroowwiinngg  ccoonnffuussiioonn  aass  ggoovveerrnnmmeennttss  aanndd  mmiilliittaarriieess  bbeeggiinn  ttoo  uussee  tthhee  

tteerrmm  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg..  AAss  NNGGOO  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  ccoonncceeppttss  mmaakkee  tthheeiirr  wwaayy  iinnttoo  

ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  aanndd  mmiilliittaarryy  ddiissccoouurrssee,,  ssoommee  qquueessttiioonn  wwhheetthheerr  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt--lleedd  

ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  pprroojjeeccttss  tthhaatt  ttaallkk  aabboouutt  aaddddrreessssiinngg  ““rroooott  ccaauusseess””  aanndd  aacchhiieevviinngg  

““ssuussttaaiinnaabbllee  ppeeaaccee””  hhaavvee  iinntteeggrriittyy..    TTeerrmmiinnoollooggiiccaall  aaggrreeeemmeenntt  wwiitthhiinn  aanndd  

bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  UU..NN..,,  rreeggiioonnaall  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss,,  ggoovveerrnnmmeennttss  aanndd  iinntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  aanndd  

llooccaall  NNGGOO  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  wwoouulldd  iinnccrreeaassee  tthhee  aabbiilliittyy  ffoorr  aallll  ggrroouuppss  ttoo  mmoonniittoorr  aanndd  

eevvaalluuaattee  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  eeffffoorrttss..    FFoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  iiff  ccoonnfflliicctt  pprreevveennttiioonn  iiss  wwiiddeellyy  

rreeccooggnniizzeedd  aass  iinnvvoollvviinngg  ssttrruuccttuurraall  cchhaannggeess  tthhaatt  pprroommoottee  ooppeenn,,  ddeemmooccrraattiicc  

ddiissccuussssiioonnss,,  iitt  iiss  mmoorree  lliikkeellyy  tthhaatt  eeffffoorrttss  bbyy  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  oorr  nnoonn--ggoovveerrnnmmeennttaall  

ggrroouuppss  iinn  ppllaacceess  lliikkee  LLiibbeerriiaa  wwiillll  bbee  wweellll--ccoooorrddiinnaatteedd  aanndd  eeffffeeccttiivvee..  

  

FFoouurrtthh,,  uunncclleeaarr  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  wweeaakkeennss  tthhee  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  pprroommoottee  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  

pprrooggrraammss  ttoo  ootthheerrss..    OOuuttssiiddeerrss  oofftteenn  ffiinndd  ppeeaacceebbuuiillddiinngg  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  ssllooppppyy  

aanndd  iirrrriittaattiinngg..    OOuuttssiiddeerrss  aasskk,,  ““IIss  tthheerree  rreeaallllyy  aa  ddiiffffeerreennccee  bbeettwweeeenn  wwhhaatt  

ccoonnfflliicctt  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt,,  mmiittiiggaattiioonn,,  rreessoolluuttiioonn,,  aanndd  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  llooookk  lliikkee  oonn  

tthhee  ggrroouunndd  oorr  ddooeess  iitt  oonnllyy  mmaatttteerr  ttoo  tthhee  aaccaaddeemmiiccss??””    IItt  mmaakkeess  iitt  cchhaalllleennggiinngg  

ffoorr  uuss  ttoo  ccoommmmuunniiccaattee  wwiitthh  ffuunnddeerrss,,  wwhhoo  oofftteenn  hhaavvee  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  tteerrmmss  ttoo  ttaallkk  

aabboouutt  tthhee  wwoorrkk  tthhaatt  wwee  ddoo..    IItt  ppoosseess  oobbssttaacclleess  ttoo  ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn  wwiitthh  eeaacchh  ootthheerr,,  

aass  wwee  mmaayy  nnoott  rreeccooggnniizzee  oorr  ffeeeell  ccoommffoorrttaabbllee  wwiitthh  eeaacchh  ootthheerr’’ss  llaanngguuaaggee..  

PPrroojjeeccttss  aanndd  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  bbeeccoommee  ““oouuttddaatteedd””  aass  tthhee  ffiieelldd’’ss  tteerrmmiinnoollooggyy  

cchhaannggeess..  MMaannyy  ssuurrvveeyy  rreessppoonnddeennttss  rreeccooggnniizzeedd  tthhaatt  wwhhiillee  tthhee  ddiissccuussssiioonn  

wwoouulldd  bbee  cchhaalllleennggiinngg,,  iitt  iiss  iimmppoorrttaanntt  ttoo  oouurr  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  wwoorrkk  ttooggeetthheerr,,  ttoo  

ddeevveelloopp  pprrooppoossaallss  ttoo  ffuunnddeerrss  ttooggeetthheerr,,  aanndd  ttoo  ccoommmmuunniiccaattee  oouurr  wwoorrkk  iinn  aa  

ccoohheerreenntt  aanndd  ccoooorrddiinnaatteedd  wwaayy..      
 
Strategies for Terminological Clarity 

Scholars often note that the field of peacebuilding is in its adolescence.  As with other fields, we 
will no doubt mature and decide more clearly on which terms we will use and what specifically 
these terms will mean.  In the meantime, there are a number of strategies we can employ to 
increase conceptual clarity and reduce terminological confusion. 
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Respondents to the Alliance for Peacebuilding survey proposed a number of steps.  Some said, 
“Let’s agree on a set of definitions and post them on our websites.”31  One respondent suggested 
choosing an organization to be the “arbiter” of terms so that people in the field speak with similar 
and non-competing voices.32  Others insisted, “We need to harp on and hang onto specific, 
already agreed upon meanings.”33  Still others suggested, “Let’s understand the differences, but 
not press for conformity in terminology.  Clarity of communication is important but it should not 
take precedence over the richness that comes from diversity.”34 
 
Respondents also suggested a series of processes.  One asked whether the Alliance for 
Peacebuilding could address the issue of terminology by facilitating discussion on “turf” issues 
between organizations that use different terminology.35 Another respondent asked for a 
facilitated discussion on the different theories of change that are implicit in different terms and 
suggested that there could be dialogue with each other on our philosophical differences.36 A third 
respondent suggested surveying the general public to see which terms they thought best 
described our work and resonated with their experience.37 
 
Acknowledging the terminological challenges is essential in the pursuit of more effective and 
more coordinated peacebuilding. When we understand that there are multiple ways of defining 
peacebuilding, or referring to the field that we work in, we can begin to take responsibility for 
clarifying what we intend to communicate.  While all of the suggested steps may be important, in 
the immediate future, we can all take one positive step: we need to define our terms when we use 
them.  
 

                                                           

31 Respondent #3, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
32 Respondent #19, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
33 Respondent #22, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
34 Respondent #13, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
35 Respondent #18, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
36 Respondent #14, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
37 Respondent #5, Terminology Survey (Alliance for Peacebuilding, January 2005) 
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Doing Justice, Healing Trauma:  
The Role of Restorative Justice in Peacebuilding 

 
Howard Zehr 

 
 

Abstract 
 

Tracing the origins and evolution of the restorative justice movement, this paper 
explores its relationship with the related frameworks of conflict transformation 
and trauma healing, within the broader field of peacebuilding.  
 
Over the last three decades, the conceptual framework and practices of 
restorative justice have received wide currency internationally. For example, 
restorative justice was used to help provide a conceptual framework for the 
mission of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa as well as 
for the Gacaca Tribunals in post-war Rwanda. Exploring some of the learnings 
from the implementation of this framework, the paper draws attention to a 
much-needed conversation between the diverse yet related fields of conflict 
transformation, trauma healing and restorative justice. Such a dialogue will not 
only facilitate a cross-fertilization of ideas, it will also strengthen peacebuilding 
practice. In this context, the paper explores some of the critical issues that lie 
ahead at this intersection as well as the areas of confluence and divergence 
between the three fields.  
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Doing Justice, Healing Trauma:  

The Role of Restorative Justice in Peacebuilding 
 

Howard Zehr 
 
 

 
 
The spring of 2004 marked the 30th anniversary of the first case of what was then 
called the Victim Offender Reconciliation Program (VORP), the case that is 
widely credited with initiating the contemporary international restorative justice 
movement. Although there are parallels with the conflict resolution field, this 
first case, in Elmira, Ontario, did not grow directly out of that. In fact, Dave 
Worth, one of the two men who facilitated that first case (it involved twenty-two 
property offenses), once told me that as they took the two young offenders to 
meet their victims, their role as facilitators was to say, “You knock on the door 
and say you are the offenders. We’ll be right behind you.” In spite of the crude 
approach, this first case was so successful that the movement was born – serving, 
perhaps, as a testimony to the power of encounter in itself.  Shortly after this, the 
other facilitator, Mark Yantzi, wrote a Master’s thesis on the role of the third-
party in victim-offender conflicts, and the fields of conflict resolution and victim-
offender reconciliation began to connect. From early on, then, the fields of 
conflict resolution and restorative justice have intersected. 
 
In the United States and Europe, the best known form of restorative justice is 
what is often called victim offender mediation (VOM). Led by a trained mediator 
or facilitator, victims and offenders come together in an encounter that allows 
questions to be asked, stories and feelings to be shared and, in some cases, 
restitution contracts to be negotiated. Though such encounters were originally 
used primarily for “less serious” crimes, many jurisdictions today are offering 
possibilities for the same in the most serious cases of violence. Thousands of such 
programs are operating in North America, Europe and elsewhere.  
 
This paper seeks to:  

 Situate VOM within the larger field of restorative justice, 

 Explore some of the intersections between restorative justice, conflict 
resolution or transformation,38 and trauma healing, and 

 Suggest some of the critical issues ahead for these interrelated fields. 
 

                                                           

38 For a discussion of the distinction between conflict resolution and transformation, see John 
Paul Lederach, The Little Book of Conflict Transformation (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2003).  
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It is important to note that VOM is only one of a number of victim-offender 
encounter models that are being utilized in the restorative justice field today. 
Family Group Conferences (FGCs) originated in New Zealand in 1989, 
responding in part to the concerns and values of the indigenous Maori tradition. 
Like VOM, these are facilitated encounters but with a significantly larger circle of 
participants including not only victims and offenders but family members, the 
police and others. In New Zealand, FGCs form the hub of the entire juvenile 
justice system, with courts serving as a backup instead of the norm.39 Various 
forms of FGCs have been implemented in many communities in North America, 
England, South Africa, Australia and elsewhere. 
 
An even larger circle of participants is included in Peacemaking Circles; of the 
various encounter models, circles most consciously include community 
members. Circles are usually facilitated by a “circle keeper” who uses a talking 
piece and a circular process to guide the interchange. Unlike most mediation 
processes, circles often explicitly name and draw upon the core values of the 
participants. Initially entering the restorative justice field from Canadian First 
Nation indigenous roots, circles have been widely adapted not only in cases 
involving crime but also within schools, religious institutions and the workplace, 
and to facilitate community dialogues or problem-solving.40 
 
While programs are often designed around one of these approaches, increasingly 
these models are being blended, blurring the lines between them. Also, programs 
often see these models as options to be employed depending on the nature of the 
specific case.  In addition, there is considerable discomfort with the term 
“mediation” in the justice arena. Unlike civil mediations, in criminal cases there 
is often a clear case of wrong-doing, and victims are often uncomfortable with 
the moral neutrality implied by “mediation.” Some use the term “victim-offender 
conferencing,” further blurring the distinction between models. 
 
Whatever its form, victim offender conferencing is today situated within a larger 
framework called restorative justice. As a conceptual framework, restorative 
justice seeks to reframe the way we conventionally think about wrongdoing and 
justice:  away from our preoccupation with lawbreaking, guilt and punishment, 
toward a focus on harms, needs and obligations.  Restorative justice especially 
emphasizes the importance of the engagement and empowerment of those most 
affected by wrongdoing, and uses a problem-solving approach. Some have 

                                                           

39 Allan MacRae and Howard Zehr, The Little Book of Family Group Conferences: New 
Zealand Style (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2004). 
40 Kay Pranis, Barry Stuart and Mark Wedge, Peacemaking Circles:  From Crime to Community (St 
Paul, MN: Living Justice Press, 2003). 
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termed it a needs-based understanding of justice, in contrast to the desserts-
based approach of the western legal model.41   
 
Although a notable consensus is evident on the basic elements or outlines of 
restorative justice, there is no clear agreement on a specific definition or list of 
principles.  However, the general idea is suggested by the following definition: 
“Restorative justice is a process to involve, to the extent possible, those who have 
a stake in a specific offense, and to collectively identify and address harms, needs 
and obligations, in order to heal and put things as right as possible.”42 I have 
argued that restorative justice reflects three basic assumptions:43   

 Crime is a violation of people and relationships,  

 Violations create obligations, and  

 The central obligation is to put right the wrongs.  
 
Translated into a set of principles, restorative justice calls one to:   

 focus on the harms and consequent needs of the victims, as well as the 
communities’ and the offenders’; 

 address the obligations that result from those harms (the obligations of 
offenders as well as the communities’ and society’s’); 

 use inclusive, collaborative processes to the extent possible; 

 involve those with a legitimate stake in the situation, including victims, 
offenders, community members and society; 

 seek to put right the wrongs. 
 
In the past three decades, the conceptual framework and practices of 

restorative justice have received wide currency internationally. Restorative 
justice was used to help provide a conceptual framework for the mission of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, for example, and since 
then has been used to address justice issues in other post-conflict situations. 

 
Restorative justice programs are being advocated or implemented in 

many countries, in a variety of arenas.  The European Economic Community 
called upon its members to begin implementing restorative measures by the year 
2006, and governments in the U.K., Canada and elsewhere are actively 
promoting restorative measures. A survey published in 2000 found that twenty-
three U.S. states had implemented restorative justice programs and that the 

                                                           

41 Dennis Sullivan and Larry Tift, Restorative Justice: Healing the Foundations of Our 
Everyday Lives (Monsey, NY: Willow Tree Press, 2001). 

42 Howard Zehr, The Little Book of Restorative Justice (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2002). 
43 Ibid 
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majority of states have used restorative justice language in law or policy 
documents.44  

 
With its focus on interpersonal relationships, on human need and on 

collaborative, problem-solving processes, restorative justice might be viewed as a 
peacemaking or conflict-resolution approach to justice. Indeed, after working in 
the restorative justice field for many years, I now teach in an international 
graduate-level Conflict Transformation Program in which most of my colleagues 
have come from the conflict resolution field. This has encouraged all of us to 
explore the links and overlaps between our fields. In addition, our work in the 
aftermath of the Murrah federal building in Oklahoma City in 1995, the Nairobi 
embassy bombing a few years later, and the aftermath of the bombing of the 
World Trade Center in New York in 2001, has increasingly drawn us into trauma 
work.45 This has been a fruitful interaction and we have found that the three 
fields – conflict transformation, trauma healing and restorative justice – are 
highly interrelated and have much to learn from one another.  While space does 
not allow the full exploration of these intersections, the following suggest some 
of the lessons that we have learned: 

 

 An experience of victimization, and even trauma, is involved in most 
situations of conflict and wrongdoing. Both restorative justice and conflict 
transformation must acknowledge and address this sense of victimization 
and the resulting needs – often for everyone involved, including those who 
have offended. (Indeed, it can be argued that much offending – perhaps most 
or all violence – grows out of a sense of victimization and/or an experience of 
trauma.) 

 

 Most, if not all, situations of conflicts and harm involve questions of justice 
and injustice, and situations of injustice frequently involve trauma. James 
Gilligan has argued that “All violence is an effort to do justice, or undo 
injustice.”46 Both conflict and justice processes, therefore, must find ways to 
address these issues of justice and injustice. The conflict 
resolution/transformation field has not often acknowledged or provided a 
language to do this, but restorative justice does provide such a framework 
that is consistent with the values and principles of conflict transformation. 

                                                           

44 S.P. O’Brien, Restorative Justice in the States: A National Assessment of Policy Development and 
Implementation (Ft. Lauderdale, FL: Florida Atlantic University, 2000)  
45 In the months leading up to the trial of Timothy McVeigh, accused of the 1995 bombing of the 
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, USA, then student Tammy Krause and I 
helped defense attorneys work with survivors of the bombing. When the bombing of the US 
embassy in Nairobi, Kenya occurred, our program linked survivors from the two bombings for 
mutual support and assistance.  
46 James Gilligan, Violence: Reflections on a National Epidemic (New York: Random House, 1996) 
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Indeed, restorative justice might be viewed as a peacebuilding or conflict 
transformation approach to justice. 

 

 Processes to resolve harm or conflict often must find ways to explicitly 
address both needs and responsibilities. Too often, resolution processes focus 
on the former and downplay the latter. 

 

 Personal and communal narratives – story and “re-storying” – play critical 
roles in conflict resolution, trauma recovery and restorative justice, and 
opportunities for storytelling must be incorporated into our processes. 

 

 Successful resolution and transformation often turns on the creation of 
empathy for one another by the participants.  The dynamics that impede or 
encourage empathy need conscious attention by practitioners.  They also 
merit further research.   

 

 Humiliation and shame play a role in most conflicts, traumas and harms. 
Conflict resolution and justice processes need to acknowledge and address 
this dynamic in some way. At minimum, these processes require sensitivity to 
the way shame and humiliation affect participants. To be successful, they 
often require proactive steps to remove or transform shame.  

 

 Both restorative justice and conflict transformation reflect a common set of 
underlying values, and both need to make these more explicit. If these are not 
made explicit, practices are highly susceptible to misuse. These values include 
respect, humility, empowerment and engagement.  These values can be seen 
as reflecting an underlying worldview based on a sense of 
interconnectedness.  

 

 Structural injustices and problems play a role in many crimes, conflicts and 
traumas.  Both fields are in danger of overlooking or even perpetuating such 
injustices by individualizing conflicts and harms. 

 

 Both fields are susceptible to unconscious biases of gender, culture, etc.  Both 
need to more consciously incorporate the voices of women, people of color 
and indigenous people. 

 

 Like all social interventions, both conflict transformation and restorative 
justice have unintended consequences of which we must be aware.  Both 
fields are susceptible to forces of co-optation and diversion that can sidetrack 
them from their intent.  Indeed, these processes are inevitable and require 
constant vigilance on the part of practitioners and advocates. 
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Figure 1  
Conflict Transformation & Restorative Justice: A Comparison of Two Fields 

© Lisa Schirch and Howard Zehr 

 
 

 Conflict Transformation Restorative Justice 

Where did 
these fields 
come from? 

-Began gaining momentum as a field 
of study and practice in the early 
1980s, building on the previous 
work of indigenous peace processes, 
religious teachings about conflict 
and violence, peace movements, 
peace researchers, and community 
activists starting mediation centers. 
-Built upon but expanded the 
conflict resolution field, a “mid-
range theory,” by placing conflict in 
a larger context, chronologically and 
socially, economically and 
politically. 

-Began as a field of practice in 
the 1970s and as a theory in the 
1980s.  Initially built upon the 
fields of conflict resolution, 
offender restitution, 
alternatives to prison, victim 
services and Christian 
theology.  However, it has 
much deeper roots in 
indigenous practices, various 
religious traditions, feminist 
theory, etc. 
-Originated in criminal justice 
but was quickly applied to 
other arenas such as schools, 
churches and the workplace. 
-Developed as a “mid-range 
theory” although various 
critical perspectives (e.g. 
“transformative justice”) are 
pushing it to expand its 
framework of application and 
analysis. 

What are the 
assumptions 
about human 
nature made 
by many in 
this field? 

-People engage in conflict when they 
perceive that their material, social 
and cultural human needs are 
threatened or violated.  
-Humans can switch from a 
paradigm where “I meet my needs 
at the expense of others” to a 
framework that links each person’s 
human needs to the needs of others. 

-All people seek and deserve 
respect. 
-Most people are capable of 
and respond to empathy. 
-When properly guided, 
supported and safeguarded, 
people and communities are 
capable of finding solutions to 
their problems. 
-Shame is a basic emotion that 
can be used for good or ill but 
cannot be ignored. 
-An offense is often a symptom 
of a larger problem and 
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dysfunction. 

What are the 
basic values 
that are 
shared by 
many in this 
field? 

- Belief in the interconnectedness of 
all.  
-Empowerment of self and other. 
-Recognition and respect for the 
needs of the “other.” 
-Creating processes to ensure 
everyone’s basic human needs are 
met (e.g. structural justice). 

-Belief in the 
interconnectedness (shalom) of 
all but also the uniqueness of 
each. 
-Empowerment of self and 
other. 
-Importance of respect and a 
care-response. 
-Centrality of needs and 
responsibilities. 

What does 
their practice 
look like? 

-All stakeholders in a conflict engage 
in a process that includes gathering 
information and sharing experiences 
about the issue in conflict, and 
developing creative options for 
addressing the problem. 
-Processes include facilitated 
meetings, dialogues, mediation, 
negotiation, or conciliation. 
-Processes occur at all levels: 
between individuals, in 
organizations, communities, regions, 
nations or internationally. 
-Processes are sometimes based 
within the structure of the state 
(court-based mediation and 
international diplomacy) and other 
times outside the state structure 
(community mediation centers, 
grassroots dialogues, etc.) 
-No offenders and victims are 
identified.  Groups work 
collaboratively toward constructive 
ways of addressing the conflict 
under the unstated pretext that there 
is “shared blame” for the conflict. 

-Core processes often include 
an encounter between victims, 
offenders and community 
members to understand the 
harm and accompanying 
obligations, and together 
fashion a response. 
-A variety of partially 
restorative practices attempt to 
address components, e.g. 
victims’ judicial needs, 
offender accountability, or 
healing. 
-Often, but not always, 
associated in some way with a 
formal justice process or 
system. 
 

What are the 
fundamental 
assumptions 
or 
principles? 

-Conflict can be a constructive 
experience of mutual needs 
satisfaction by increasing the 
capacity of individuals, groups, and 
nations to meet the needs of self and 
other. 

-Offenses involve harms. 
-Harms imply obligations. 
-A justice process should seek 
to “put right” by addressing 
harms and causes. 
-This is best done through a 
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-Creative win-win solutions to the 
problem of meeting the human 
needs of all stakeholders is best 
done in participatory processes 
where all parties contribute to 
information gathering and sharing 
and join in brainstorming for 
possible solutions. 
-Conflict has material, social, and 
symbolic dimensions.  Each 
dimension needs to be addressed in 
the process. 

participatory, inclusive, 
collaborative process involving 
victims, offenders and relevant 
community members. 

What types 
of situations 
do they 
address? 

-All types of conflicts: interpersonal, 
group, community, international. 
-Conflicts where there is no clear 
separation between “victims” and 
“offenders” because more than one 
individual or group in the conflict 
perceives themselves as  a victim, 
and more than one individual or 
group has taken part in offensive 
behavior. 
-Conflicts where there is no clear 
outside authority to apply legal 
frameworks to determine the 
identities of victims and offenders, 
particularly in developing countries 
without sufficient infrastructure or 
internationally, where the U.N. is 
not often able to apply international 
law effectively. 

-Originated to address 
situations where wrongs had 
been identified, often by a 
justice process, and offenders 
admitted some responsibility; 
however, also has application 
where the above are only 
partially present. 
-Increasingly, restorative 
conferences and circles are 
being used to address 
problems where there is no 
individual harm or offender. 
-If it is true that all conflicts 
involve perceptions of 
injustice, the “guiding 
questions” of restorative justice 
may have application to many 
conflicts.47  

What 
terminology 
do they use? 

- Disputants, stakeholders, parties in 
conflict, etc.; i.e. neutral terms 
needed to encourage shared 
responsibility. 

- Victims, offenders; i.e. 
“labels” often needed initially 
to make moral statements, 
create safety for victims, and 
reflect the terminology of 
referring justice structures. 

What -The concept of “shared blame” or -An appreciation of the 

                                                           

47 Guiding questions of restorative justice: Who has been hurt?  What are their needs? Whose 
obligations are they? Who has a stake in this situation or event? What is the appropriate process 
to involve these “stakeholders” in fashioning a “solution” – i.e. in putting things as right as 
possible (by addressing harms/needs and causes)? 
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contributions 
do they make 
to the other 
field? 

mutual responsibility.   
-A focus on the 
social/economic/political roots and 
context of harms and conflicts. 
-A deep analysis of the causes of 
conflict as well as the role of time, 
both past and future. 
-An expanded range of intervention 
options. 

fundamental role of 
justice/injustice in conflict. 
-A specific concept of justice 
compatible with a 
peacemaking framework. 
-An understanding of the 
meaning and importance of 
accountability. 
-An understanding of the 
dynamics of shame in conflict 
and justice. 

 
  
Trauma, Conflict and Justice   
 

As noted earlier, the role of trauma in peacebuilding has emerged as an especially important 
focus of our work at Eastern Mennonite University. After September 11, our program was funded 
by Church World Service to conduct an ongoing series of seminars for religious leaders and care-
givers from around the world. Termed STAR (Strategies for Trauma Awareness and Resilience), 
these seminars explore the intersection of trauma, conflict and justice and brought those of us 
working in various related fields into the same teaching and practice arenas. This has helped us 
to understand that trauma is pervasive and multidimensional. It affects individuals, not only 
emotionally but spiritually and physically as well; indeed, the cognitive processing of the brain is 
often altered.48 However, trauma also profoundly impacts communities and societies. Trauma 
shapes overall behavior including patterns of wrongdoing and conflict as well as processes of 
recovery, resolution or transformation. The social as well as the individual dimensions of trauma 
must be addressed as part of peacebuilding and restorative justice processes.   
 
Through STAR, our faculty and staff have begun to explore how trauma impacts both victim and 
offender, and especially the ways that victimization and trauma, if not adequately addressed, can 
cause people to get stuck in a victim identity and can lead to offending behavior. More recently 
has come an awareness of “perpetrator-induced trauma” and its role in perpetuating the cycle of 
victimization and offending; severe offending can itself cause trauma in offenders.49 This is an 
arena that deserves much more research:  how trauma arises, how it affects social as well as 
individual well-being, how it plays into victimization and into offending behavior, what 
approaches and strategies can be used to address trauma not just on the individual level but with 
communities and even larger societies. Within that larger research agenda are important 
questions about the role of shame and humiliation in trauma, in victimization and offending 
behavior and in processes of recovery or transformation.50    

                                                           

48 Peter Levine and Ann Frederick, Waking the Tiger: Healing Trauma – The Innate Capacity to Transform 

Overwhelming Experiences (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 1997). 

49 Robert MacNair, Perpetration-Induced Traumatic Stress: The Psychological Consequences of 
Killing  (Westport, CN: Praeger 2002). 
 

50 For more on this topic, see the work of Evelin Linder and her colleagues at 
www.humiliationstudies.org. For a discussion of the role of shame in victim and offender 
experiences, see Howard Zehr, “Journey to Belonging,” in Elmar Weitekamp and Hans-Jurgen 
Kerner (Eds.), Restorative Justice: International Foundations (UK: Willan Publishing, 2002). 
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The following two diagrams, which are part of a larger analysis used in the STAR seminars, 
suggest some of the ways trauma plays itself out in victim and offender experiences and thus 
impacts the search for peace and justice.51   
 

                                                           

51 These diagrams were developed by Carolyn Yoder, Nancy Good Sider, Barry Hart, Lisa Schirch 
and Jayne Docherty. The victim cycle is adapted from Olga Botcharova, “"Implementation of 
Track Two Diplomacy: Developing a Model of Forgiveness" in Raymond G. Helmick and Rodney 
L. Petersen (Eds.), Forgiveness and Reconciliation (Philadelphia, PA: Templeton Foundation Press, 
2001). 
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Figure 2:  
Cycles of Violence 

Copyright © 2004 Eastern Mennonite University 
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Questions 8, 9 and 10 above suggest an area of special importance for further research.   Where 
are these fields going wrong?  What are the dangers, and how can we address them?  In the field 
of restorative justice, this suggests questions such as these:52 

 

 Will restorative justice truly be as victim-oriented as it claims given the 
offender-centered nature of western justice systems? 

 Can we move beyond the focus on offender accountability and address their 
needs more holistically? Can we better understand and incorporate the 
dynamics of transformation, including the role of honor and humiliation, of 
empathy, and of “re-storying” in offenders’ journeys? When we talk about 
shame in these processes, can we avoid the wrong lesson being learned? 
Already, there are examples of practitioners seeking to impose shame rather 
than emphasizing the removal or transformation of shame. 

 Can restorative justice become a way to truly empower communities, 
encouraging not only involvement but also responsibility? Can we do this 
without side-tracking victims and while forging new partnerships between 
government and community?   

 Can we learn to genuinely listen to and incorporate the perspectives of 
indigenous communities and people of color – without expropriating their 
traditions or re-colonizing them? 

 Can we move beyond the individualization of wrongdoing to address social 
causes? 

 Can we learn from our mistakes and avoid “butterfly collecting?” – that is, 
can we truly open ourselves to self-reflection and evaluation and openly 
share the bad as well as the good? 
 

One significant difference between restorative justice and conflict 
transformation is that restorative justice is usually applied in situations where 
there is a legitimate structure such as a legal or disciplinary system to name 
wrongdoing.  Thus, even where there may be some shared blame, restorative 
processes often begin with a clearly-identified wrong and “offender.”  This is one 
reason for discomfort with the term “mediation” in the restorative justice field.  
Yet, as I argued above, most conflicts involve a sense of both wrongdoing and 
harm, perhaps on the part of all parties, and these often must be explicitly 
addressed in any resolution process.  Conflict resolution processes often have not 
done this well. 

 
However, if restorative justice is thought of as a set of “guiding 

questions,” it may help to address such issues in conflict transformation 

                                                           

52 For a fuller discussion of such issues, see Howard Zehr and Barb Toews (Eds.), Critical Issues in 
Restorative Justice (2004). 
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processes.  What if we found ways to address the following questions not only in 
restorative processes but conflict transformation processes as well? 

 

 Who has been hurt in this situation and what are their needs? 

 What obligations result from these hurts and needs, and whose obligations 
are they? 

 What are the causes of these hurts and needs, and what can be done to 
address them? 

 Who has a “stake” in this situation? 

 What is the appropriate process to involve these stakeholders in an effort to 
put things right and resolve the conflicts?  

 
Several years ago, I watched a role play in the United Kingdom by high 

school students and their principal. In the first role play they showed how a fight 
between two girls had been handled in the past: the principal behind his desk, 
interrogating participants and meting out judgment. In the second, they 
illustrated a conference or circle process in which the principal took part as one 
of the participants, without dominating the process, led by a facilitator. Each 
party told their story and expressed their sense of harm and wrongdoing, then 
began to acknowledge their responsibilities. A consensus was achieved that 
acknowledged some mutual harm as well as shared blame and allowed the 
disputants to leave as friends. 

 
“Why,” I asked myself, “is this called restorative justice rather than 

mediation?  Why did it specifically emerge from the restorative justice field 
rather than the mediation field?”   After all, the process itself looked much like a 
form of mediation.  Perhaps the reason it emerged from the restorative justice 
field is that restorative justice, unlike mediation, provided a context and 
language for specifically naming and dealing with wrongdoing and injustice.  It 
specifically allowed space for concepts of right and wrong, of justice and 
injustice, to be named and explored, and provided a conflict-resolving concept of 
justice to facilitate that process.   Restorative justice, then, provides a conflict 
transformation approach that allows wrongdoing to be named and addressed, 
and provides a concept of justice appropriate for this interaction. 

 
My colleague Lisa Schirch has argued that there is a larger umbrella field 

that she calls “strategic peacebuilding.”53 At a recent conference, I heard 
theologian Ched Myers call it “full-spectrum peacemaking.” Many fields that we 
often see as somewhat separate or even competing – justice work, conflict 
resolution, human rights advocacy, trauma healing and so on -  might actually be 
conceived as part of, and contributing to, the overall work of building a peaceful 

                                                           

53 Lisa Schirch, The Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding (Intercourse, PA:  Good Books, 2004) 
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and just world. That, perhaps, is the most important agenda ahead for those of us 
in the conflict transformation and restorative justice fields.  In this context, I 
might add, restorative justice provides a way to address justice issues that is less 
polarizing and more healing than the punishment-oriented model of most courts 
and tribunals. 

 
To pursue that agenda, we will have to surmount some substantial 

personal, institutional and cultural barriers. A major obstacle is the tendency to 
divide the world into separate fields of study and practice, each with its own 
traditions, definitions of professionalism and language.  The latter is especially 
significant:  the interrelated fields of conflict “resolution” and conflict 
“transformation” themselves use somewhat different terminology and 
frameworks, and the differences are even more significant between them and the 
fields of restorative justice or trauma healing.  To learn from each other, we will 
have to develop a common language or at least find ways to understand one 
another’s.   

 
The competitive nature of our disciplines and indeed our culture, provide 

another challenge.  To learn from each other, we will have to begin to ask first of 
all, “What can I learn from the other?” rather than “How can I critique the 
other?”  Competition for resources and attention is also an issue.  For example, as 
the “new kid on the block,” restorative justice is sometimes seen as threatening 
the hard-won gains of other fields such as victim services.   

 
To overcome these obstacles, then, we will need to see each other as co-

workers instead of rivals.  We will need to come together to learn from each 
other and to develop joint, coordinated strategies for study and practice. Most 
important, perhaps, we must together explore our common values and 
understandings. “Building a just and sustainable peace requires coordination of 
action and a coherent overall framework,” Schirch argues, and calls for us to 
develop a common vision of “justpeace.”54 

 

                                                           

54 Ibid.  
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Developing Peace Education Programs: 
Beyond Ethnocentrism and Violence  

 

Kevin Kester 
 
 
The intent of this chapter is to outline a Peace Education Program (PEP), working with formal 
schools and non-formal centers, in order to educate teachers and citizenry with the knowledge, 
values, skills and capacities conducive to the social transformation of repressive cultures. The 
outlined program is generated from an analysis of historical Peace Education programs, adapting 
the best of each, and showing them in specific time-place contexts as part of the history of Peace 
Education. The curriculum of the Peace Education Program addresses myriad forms of violence 
(e.g. racism and gender intolerance) and the systems sustaining the presence of that violence. 
This program is intended as a model for educators to use in considering the problems in 
educating for peace in their educational contexts. The overarching goal of education for peace is 
to raise awareness and take action to liberate our schools and consequent cultures from 
oppressive systems.55 To realize this aspiration, the Peace Education Program herein will 
purposefully educate for peaceful values, cultural solidarity, personal and community 
empowerment and creative minds, in order to foster students who are responsible citizens, open 
to other cultures, respectful of diversity and committed to nonviolence.   
 
Assessing Contextual Conditions  
 

This program was developed specifically in response to research conducted on ethnocentrism, 
race and gender in classrooms in two supposed homogeneous contexts: Kentucky and Japan.56 
The study shows connections between forms of gender discrimination and racial bigotry, and 
concludes that schooling in a supposed homogeneous context may assist the maintenance of 
discriminatory attitudes and behaviors. Not only is racial and gender prejudice present, in many 
schools there are no policies or actions taken to mitigate or abolish the discrimination. Research 
respondents conceded:  

 Our high school is over 99% Caucasian and often times, students will make inappropriate 
comments about others of a particular race, especially at events such as when playing 
basketball against a more diverse team. (Kentucky) 

 There are a number of foreign students on campus, mostly from China, who are 
ostracized. Some of the Chinese students do not like to mingle with the Japanese students 
— that then sets up a vicious circle of bad relationships. The school has an international 
student association, but it has not done enough to break the vicious circle of 
incompatibility. (Japan) 

 Many students have negative feelings about migrant workers and blacks in this school. 
Comments about both groups have been made even in my classroom. (Kentucky) 

                                                           
55 See Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum International Publishing, 2006); S. 
H. Toh and V.F. Cawagas, and O. Durante, “Building a Peace Education Program”, in Peace Education 
Miniprints No. 38 (Malmo: Preparedness for Peace, 1992), pp.1-25; Betty A. Reardon, Education for a 
Culture of Peace in a Gender Perspective (Paris: UNESCO, 2001); and Kevin Kester, “Peace Education: 
Experience and Storytelling as Living Education,” in Peace and Conflict Review, issue 37 (San Jose, Costa 
Rica: University for Peace, 2007). 
56 Kevin Kester, “Homogeneous Schooling and the Perpetuation of Gender and Racial Discrimination: Inside 
Kentucky and Japanese Classrooms,” MA thesis, University for Peace, 2007.  
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 Foreign students are held to a different standard of behavior, and most Japanese students 
don't want to make friends with the "dirty" Chinese. Some of the faculty are unwilling to 
help the foreign students (but most are great). (Japan) 

 I understand that there are outbreaks of tension and sometimes physical violence 
between Japanese and exchange students (last year there was a violent incident with a 
Korean student victim, who was a teaching assistant, which resulted in the university 
publishing an exhortation to students to observe the [University] spirit of racial equality 
and harmony. (Japan) 

The vitality of discriminatory attitudes and behaviors in schools must be intentionally 
challenged; for, as Betty Reardon comments, “when these symptoms exist in the community, they 
probably exist in the schools,”57 and vice versa. The schools are not separate from the “real 
world” but are one facet of a person’s whole socialization and experience. Elise Boulding 
similarly says, “Learning sites are everywhere — at home, in our neighborhoods, in the places 
where we work and play and talk and act. School is only one of those learning sites.”58 The 
interplay between the schools and the external world help form each person’s perceptions of 
reality, so what is present in one is present in the other, and alleviating the problem will require a 
comprehensive approach in each sector. It is axiomatic from this documentation that bigotry is 
alive in schools.  Furthermore, some educators posit that schooling in monolithic contexts assists 
unfairness and hatred because the schools do not recognize and address the diversity that is 
present,59 or they address the diversity in a homogenizing way.60  So how do we transform this 
egregious situation to educate for, and nurture, a culture of peace in our schools and societies?  

Peace Education as Intervention  

In order to combat the current culture of discrimination and intolerance in schools, the Peace 
Education Program has been conceived with the aim of cultivating a culture of respect and 
peaceful coexistence. To the extent that this is an expression of a culture of peace, Reardon 
explains:  

“Learners must be guided towards a clear comprehension of the major obstacles to a culture of 
peace: the normative and behavioral obstacles that lie at the heart of our discussion of capacities 
and skills; and the institutional and existential obstacles, the global problems that are the 
worldwide manifestations of the culture of war. Together these problems comprise the problematic 
of creating a culture of peace….One way of looking at the main tasks of creating a culture of peace 
is to think of the primary goals as reducing and eliminating violence, and enhancing and 
universalizing human dignity and equality by increasing gender justice.  Every global problem 
has a gender dimension….What education for peace must undertake is the facilitation of the 
learning that will enable people to understand that war and other forms of physical, economic, 
political, ecological and gender violence are not on the same order as natural disasters. These are 
not inevitable eventualities to be prepared for; these are the consequences of human will and 
intent, and can be avoided, even eliminated entirely, if human will and intent so desire.  We can 

                                                           
57 Betty Reardon, Tolerance (New York: UNESCO Publishing, 1998), p.20. 
58 Elise Boulding, Building a Global Civic Culture: Education for an Interdependent World. (Syracuse, New 
York: Syracuse University Press, 1988), xxi-xxii. 
59 Christine Sleeter, Multicultural Education as Social Activism (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 
1996). 
60 Eugene E. Garcia, Rethinking School Reform in the Context of Cultural and Linguistic Diversity: Creating 
a Responsive Learning Community (California: University of California Berkeley, 2001). 
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prepare for peace as intentionally and systematically as we prepare for potential ‘natural 
disaster’.” 61 

Conjointly, the Campaign Statement of the Global Campaign for Peace Education asserts: 

“A culture of peace will be achieved when citizens of the world understand global problems; have 
the skills to resolve conflict constructively; know and live by international standards of human 
rights, gender and racial equality; appreciate cultural diversity; and respect the integrity of the 
Earth.  Such learning cannot be achieved without intentional, sustained and systematic education 
for peace.”62 

The PEP laid out herein is primarily informed by my experience with the peace praxis of the 
Peace Education Center at Teachers College Columbia University, Dr. Betty Reardon, and the 
Peace Education Masters Program of the United Nations mandated University for Peace. Primary 
attention in the development of the content and process of the program has been paid to the 
conceptual framework of Peace Education as manifest in the previously mentioned programs, 
and as articulated in Learning to Abolish War.63 The curriculum of the PEP includes visions of 
peace, violence as the core problematic inhibiting a culture of peace, media and justice, human 
rights, gender and conflict resolution.  

The plan includes content, form and structures, that is to say, Peace Education theories, 
anecdotes, knowledge, skills and values conveyed through storytelling, dialogue, reflection and 
participatory classes. The rationale for the program is supported by thorough analyses of historic 
Peace Education programs as seen hereafter, and through consultation with colleagues and other 
educational actors. It is created through a dialogical process, as follows: 
 
Review of historical Peace Education programs 
The review studies four renowned Peace Education frameworks as exemplary cases: the Integral 
Model of Peace Education,64 the Learning to Abolish War model,65 the University for Peace MA in 
Peace Education framework,66 and the “flower-petal” model.67 From these cases, a conceptual 
framework of the PEP is drawn. It proceeds in length hereafter. 
 
Consult professional educators 
Through research questionnaires, educators in the target communities shared their views of 
racism and sexism in their schools and classrooms, and expressed their concern with the need to 
take action. Several educators suggested pedagogies to offset the discrimination. From their 
questionnaires, the necessity for a Peace Education Program in these schools and communities 
was supported and drafted.   

 

                                                           
61 Betty A. Reardon, Education for a Culture of Peace in a Gender Perspective (Paris: UNESCO, 2001) 
pp.111-114. 
62 The Campaign Statement of the Global Campaign for Peace Education is available online at 
www.haguepeace.org.  
63 Betty A. Reardon and Alicia Cabezudo, Learning to Abolish War: Teaching toward a Culture of Peace: 
Book 1, Rationale for and Approaches to Peace Education (New York: Hague Appeal for Peace, 2002). 
64 Abelardo Brenes, “An Integral Model of Peace Education” in A. Wenden, Educating for Social and 
Ecological Peace (New York: SUNY Press, Ch. 3, 2004). 
65 Betty A. Reardon and Alicia Cabezudo, Learning to Abolish War: Teaching toward a Culture of Peace.   
66 Tony Jenkins, Comprehensive Program and Course Planning Frameworks for the University for Peace 
Master’s Degree Program in Peace Education. in consultation with Betty Reardon and Janet Gerson.  
Revised by Abelardo Brenes.(New York: Teachers College Columbia University, 2004).  
67 S. H. Toh, “Education for International Understanding toward a Culture of Peace: A Conceptual 
Framework” in V.F. Cawagas (Ed.) Education for International Understanding toward a Culture of Peace, 
Teachers Resource Book (Seoul, South Korea: Asia-Pacific Center of Education for International 
Understanding, 2004), pp.7-22. 

http://www.haguepeace.org/
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Create a draft proposal for a Peace Education Program 
The PEP is constructed around elements of historical Peace Education programs as previously 
discussed. These programs inform the structure, content and process of organizing the 
substantial lessons and form of the PEP. The PEP is being suggested as an intervention for local 
high schools, tertiary institutions and other, non-formal initiatives interested in addressing issues 
of peace, violence, security and conflict resolution, particularly as it pertains to mainstreaming 
gender and race issues relevant to the context in which it is implemented. 
 
Send to a larger pool of teachers/professionals for input 
After taking the PEP into a specific community, local teachers and committees working with non-
formal structures will be asked, via a draft of the proposed program, to give their input, shedding 
light on any aspects of the program they find too broad or too narrow in scope, irrelevant, or 
infeasible to actualize with time and space constraints. The critiques and additions of local 
educators will shape the final plan as implemented in schools and non-formal agencies. 
 
It is duly noted here that some educators and schools may be initially hesitant to the program 
and its mission, as many teachers view education itself to be apolitical, neutral and objective. 
Peace Education, on the other hand, posits that the specific social purposes of education make it a 
political/value-laden process. Therefore, Peace Education is explicit with its intentions and social 
purposes — to address problems relevant to the locale with a comprehensive meta-conflict 
approach, to problem-solve and propose new social and institutional possibilities. As such, 
educators may feel inhibited working with a program they view as political, subjective, and an 
agitating force to the status quo. The dominant ideology so many teachers accept, with fatalistic 
quietude, as historically deterministic, often conflicts with the objectives of the PEP. Raising 
issues such as racism, sexism, heterosexism, globalization, and other forms of oppression 
threatens the ruling forces and those profiting from such authoritarianism. To raise these issues 
in an all-White or all-Japanese school, for instance, may be seen as resistance to a socio-economic, 
cultural, linguistic and political order in which many of these teachers advance. Furthermore, 
some educators may see peace as an idealistic, utopian concept, non-academic in nature, and not 
a subject for schooling. The program will work actively toward deconstructing these notions 
among educators and challenging their compliance with an unjust social order. This process, 
again, will be facilitated through dialogue fora. 
 
Adapt the proposal and create the program 
After receiving recommendations from teachers, the final program and curriculum will be 
adapted through organized meetings with educators, students, parents, and other local actors, to 
ensure the relevance of the program’s mission to the specific community in which it is 
implemented, as well as the appropriateness of the curriculum being used in classrooms. This 
phase will ensure that the program is visibly linked to both the formal schools and the 
community, and that the mission of the program is beneficial for those involved. 
 
 
 
Organize instructional materials and disseminate to educators 
The curriculum included in this essay is intended as an initial platform from which to create a 
local PEP with local involvement. The program and materials will be disseminated during in-
service training conducted by Peace Educators and educational centers, with the local teachers. 
The materials will be given to non-formal actors during training with these agencies. During the 
training sessions, educators will reflect on and develop concepts of freedom, responsibility, 
diversity, democratic participation, tolerance and respect. The training should be holistic, 
relevant and democratic, aimed at addressing ethnocentrism, racism, sexism and the inter-
linkages of myriad social problems or assets in the locale. The training ultimately hopes to 
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cultivate in educators a sense of urgency toward eradicating intolerance, violence and 
authoritarianism in the classroom, with a commitment toward constructive, cooperative 
relationships, reflective educational praxis, and an increased knowledge of fundamental issues 
related to peace studies, peace education and nonviolent social activism.68 
  
The educational parties involved throughout the process may include: 

 Government 

 Local Businesses 

 Board of Education officials 

 School administrators 

 Schoolteachers 

 Community organizations  

 Community participants  

 Colleagues 

 Students 

 Parents 

These actors will be consulted to assess their interest in the PEP, taking into 
account the specific needs of the community in which the program will be 
implemented, assessing potential common projects with schools, NGOs, local 
organizations, businesses, philanthropists’ foundations and clubs. 
Communication will be initiated with other programs working in the same 
sphere of community-building and social justice. This is intended to overcome 
the ego and fragmentation of the various institutions often working toward a 
common goal of peace, justice and sustainability. 

The PEP will ultimately be the product of local teachers, administrators, parents and students 
living in the context of the program. The process of creating this program is participatory and 
engaged, and over time, the program will be transformed to take on new roles as the community 
grows and changes (politically, economically, socially, spiritually, etc.). This process of 
community engagement is continuous and dynamic. 
 
Historical Peace Education Programs  

 
The following is a brief review of Peace Education programs and conceptual frameworks, 
including an Integral Model of Peace Education, the conceptual framework of Learning to Abolish 
War, the framework for the Master of Arts Program in Peace Education at the University for 
Peace, and the “Flower-petal” Model of Peace Education.69 The PEP conceptual framework is 
born of this analytic, exploratory investigation. 

                                                           
68 Betty Reardon, “Educating the Educators: The preparation of Teachers for a Culture of Peace” in Peace 
Education Miniprints No. 99 (Malmo: 1999); and Betty A. Reardon and Alicia Cabezudo, Learning to Abolish 
War: Teaching toward a Culture of Peace. 

  

 

 

 
69 Abelardo Brenes, “An Integral Model of Peace Education”; Betty A. Reardon and Alicia Cabezudo, 
Learning to Abolish War: Teaching toward a Culture of Peace; Tony Jenkins, Comprehensive Program and 
Course Planning Frameworks for the University for Peace Master’s Degree Program in Peace Education; 

and S. H. Toh, “Education for International Understanding toward a Culture of Peace: A Conceptual 
Framework.”  
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The Integral Model (Figure 1) is based on a person-centered conceptual framework that integrates 
the United Nations principles for a culture of peace described earlier. According to this 
framework, peace is a state of integrity, security, balance and harmony, expressed in three 
contexts: with the self, others and nature. These conditions are seen as fundamental to self-
realization, that it is our relationships with others and nature that helps define and sustain us. 
Such a framework is a useful reference from a pedagogical viewpoint, as it reflects the human 
rights framework it is built upon, and the necessity of community learning over didactic 
inculcation. A culture of peace, therefore, needs to simultaneously be constructed at ethical, 
cognitive, emotional and action levels. This Peace Education framework is described in more 
detail in Brenes (2004).70 
 
The Learning to Abolish War model71 emphasizes four spheres: root causes of conflict, international 
law, conflict management and global disarmament (Figure 2). The conceptual framework 
perceives violence to be the core problematic to a culture of peace, and as such, is education for 
the abolition of war. It is particularly concerned with the role of international law, peacebuilding 
mechanisms, and the formation of personal lifestyles and behaviors conducive to a culture of 
peace and to the peaceful resolution of conflict. This education relies on a radical re-
conceptualization of what constitutes peace, violence and war among the learners, as well as a 
commitment among educators to educate for nonviolence.  
 
 

Figure 1  
Integral Model of Peace Education 

 
 
 

 

                                                           
70 Ibid. 
71 Betty A. Reardon and Alicia Cabezudo, Learning to Abolish War: Teaching toward a Culture of Peace, 
Book 1: Rationale for and Approaches to Peace Education (New York: Hague Appeal for Peace, 2002). 
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Figure 2  
Learning to Abolish War Framework 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The University for Peace Master of Arts in Peace Education Program is framed around the 
multiple themes generated through consultation with leading international peace educators. 
Unlike the other programs, this program explicitly includes a gender perspective. It additionally 
is framed around broad concepts of gender and militarism, human rights, disarmament, healing 
and reconciliation, ecological sustainability, economic and social justice, and nonviolence and 
conflict transformation. These concepts are used as developmental points in the construction of 
peace education programs. In this program design, Jenkins explains gender justice as “the 
integral relationship between patriarchy and militarism, and the consequences of the exclusion of 
women from security decision making.”72 Peace Education organizing principles ensure the 
program is comprehensive in scope, conceptually designed, holistic in organization, and uses 
learner-centered pedagogy to explore values and norms, cultivate peace-related skills, engender 
inquiry into problematics, and direct transformative learning. This program is discussed in more 
detail in Jenkins (2004).73 
 
The “Flower-petal” model74 (Figure 3) is yet one more framework for a Peace Education program. 
In this model, six categories of a culture of peace are used to organize learning topics and 
materials: 1) dismantling a culture of war, 2) environmental peace, 3) education for justice and 
compassion, 4) human rights education, 5) intercultural solidarity, and 6) inner peace. 
Dismantling a culture of war is concerned with mitigating all support for the war system, 

                                                           
72 Tony Jenkins, Comprehensive Program and Course Planning Frameworks for the University for Peace 
Master’s Degree Program in Peace Education, p.15. 
73 Ibid.    
74 S. H. Toh, “Education for International Understanding toward a Culture of Peace: A Conceptual 
Framework” in V.F. Cawagas (Ed.) Education for International Understanding toward a Culture of Peace, 
Teachers Resource Book (Seoul, South Korea: Asia-Pacific Center of Education for International 
Understanding, 2004).  
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including competitive games, gender oppression, defense spending, and security systems. 
Environmental education includes utilitarian concepts of natural resources and global 
stewardship, simple living, and the environmental degradation that accompanies development 
and violent conflict. Educating for justice and compassion looks at global markets, capitalism, 
poverty and gross inequities. Education for human rights ensures that all students are aware of 
their civil, economic, political, cultural and religious rights, among others, and assesses the 
nature of violations of these inalienable rights. Intercultural solidarity is concerned with 
interactions between differing groups and cultural norms, and national and international 
institutions that perpetuate oppression. Education for inner peace allows students to evaluate 
their own physical, emotional, and spiritual states as well as the interplay between micro and 
macro conflicts. The six themes are interrelated and studied together as a holistic vision of peace.   
 

Figure 3  
Flower-petal Model of Peace Education 

 
 

 
 
 
These models concomitantly have informed the formation of the PEP proposed hereafter.  Each 
model has been conceived in a different working region of the globe, under a myriad of unique 
social conditions (i.e., structural violence, conflict, gender oppression, etc.). Thus, through the 
analysis of these various programs, the PEP has been developed specifically to address 
ethnocentrism, race and gender in supposed homogeneous contexts (though the program could 
be adapted to other contexts as well). 
 
Peace Education Program (PEP) Model  

 
The development of the PEP and its curriculum is suggested here as the intervention to help 
alleviate problems associated with, and derivative of, sexism and racism in homogeneous schools 
(specifically from the Japanese and Kentucky research centers). The hope is to get to the roots of 
social problems in order to collectively effect better social relations. Where peace education is 
concerned with addressing the multiple manifestations of violence and exploring alternatives to 
transform and transcend conflict, whereby assisting students in realizing their full potential, the 
goals of this program are:  

(1) To value diversity 



 46 

(2) To increase democratic participation 
(3) To develop empathy for others 
(4) To understand consequences evolving from actions 
(5) To create peaceful environments 

 
The educational purposes include 1) raising student awareness of the multiple perspectives of 
peace, particularly beyond the traditional sense of peace as the absence of war, 2) developing a 
personal sense of a culture of peace, 3) using human rights and other peace documents to better 
understand the role of law in cultivating and maintaining peacefulness, 4) discussing the role of 
gender in peace-building, and 5) exploring personal and interpersonal peace though theater 
activities that focus on person-to-person awareness, sensitivity, cooperation, and problem-
solving.  
 

The program curriculum addresses ethnocentrism, racism and sexism through the following five 
learning modules: 1) Is Peace Possible?; 2) Violence and Its Alternatives: Cultivating a Culture of 
Peace in our Communities; 3) Media and Peace; 4) Human Rights in a Gender Perspective; and 5) 
Decision Making and Conflict Approaches. Each module is framed around preparatory readings, 
a short introduction, learning activities, and supporting international documents. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights from a Gender Perspective, the 
UN Resolution 1325, The Hague Agenda and The Seville Statement on Violence are the central 
organizing documents (Figure 4).75 
 
 

Figure 4  
PEP Matrix of Goals, Concepts, Objectives, and Pedagogy 

 

PROPOSED 
MODULE 

PROGRAM 
GOALS 

CORE CONCEPTS LEARNING OBJECTIVES PROPOSED 
PEDAGOGY 

Is Peace 
Possible? 
 
(Two fifty-
minute 
sessions) 

To envision 
and design a 
peaceful 
world (in the 
relevant 
context of the 
student) 

Negative/positive 
peace 
 
Peace as 
passive/active 
 
Experiencing peace 
 
Peaceful 
countries/societies 

Students will: 
Explore multiple 
perspectives of peace, 
particularly beyond the 
traditional sense of 
peace as the absence of 
war 
 
Discuss peace more 
deeply and holistically, 
develop a personal 
sense of a culture of 
peace. 
 

Dyads 
 
Inquiry and 
discussion 
activities 
 
Case studies of 
peaceful 
countries 
 
Drawing 
peaceful worlds 

Violence and To build a Physical, structural Students will: Storytelling of 

                                                           
75 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights: General Assembly Resolution 217A (III), 1948; 
United Nations, A Declaration of Human Rights from a Gender Perspective. UN DOC. E/CN.4/1998/NGO/3, 
1998; Hague Appeal for Peace, The Hague Agenda. UN Ref A/54/98, 1999; and UNESCO, Seville 
Statement against Violence, 1989; United Nations, Security Council Resolution 1325, 2000. 
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its 
Alternatives: 
Cultivating a 
Culture of 
Peace in our 
Communities 
 
(Two fifty-
minute 
sessions) 

cooperative 
spirit in our 
classrooms 
and explore 
how to do so 
in larger 
society 
 

and cultural 
violence 
 
Differentiating 
between violence 
and conflict 
 
Personal 
perspectives on the 
use of violence 
 
Nonviolent action 

Explore multiple 
expressions of violence 
in their lives (direct, 
indirect, cultural, etc.) 
 
Understand nonviolent 
action and multiple 
alternatives to violence. 
 

experiences 
 
Brainstorming 
forms of 
violence 
and alternatives 
 

Media and 
Peace 
 
(Eight fifty-
minute 
sessions) 

To explore the 
role of the 
media in 
propagating 
ideologies and 
violence 

World ideologies 
 
Critical viewing of 
news 
 
Dialogue 
 
Paraphrasing/ 
reframing 

Students will: 
Research various world 
ideologies 
 
Analyze news from a 
particular ideological 
standpoint 
 
Practice dialogue for 
understanding, as 
opposed to defending, 
debating, and 
persuading 

Cooperative 
activities 
 
Keeping a 
reflection 
journal 
 
Research/News 
simulation  
 
Draw a map of 
regions 
represented by 
various 
ideologies 
 

Human 
Rights with a 
Gender 
Perspective 
 
(Three fifty-
minute 
sessions) 

To raise 
consciousness 
of human 
rights and  
gender issues 
 

Human rights 
 
Individualism/ 
communalism 
 
Women and peace 
efforts 
 
Solidarity and 
peace coalitions/ 
Organizations 

Students will: 
Read the Universal 
Declaration of Human 
Rights 
 
Relate violations of 
human rights with their 
corresponding articles 
 
Discuss the role of 
gender in 
peacebuilding efforts 
 

Role-play 
 
Discussion 
groups 
 
Class discussion 

Decision 
Making and 
Conflict 
Approaches 

To practice 
cooperative 
decision-
making and 

Group building 
 
Elections/communi
ty participation 

Students will: 
Create groups through 
a collective process 
 

Group making 
 
Storytelling 
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(Two fifty-
minute 
sessions) 

approaches to 
conflict 

 
Problem-solving  

Elect leaders and assign 
roles to each 
participant 
 
Assess their methods of 
group-making and 
electing leaders 
 

Reenacting 
stories 
 
Brainstorming 
alternative 
endings 
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The Peace Education Program is proposed either as an independent non-formal center or in 
conjunction with formal schooling (particularly secondary schools or undergraduate institutions) 
in the research regions. For formal schooling, the program is proposed as an Advanced Peace 
Certificate to be earned concurrently with a high school diploma or undergraduate degree. In 
earning the Advanced Peace Certificate, students will complete seventy-five to a hundred hours 
of coursework from Peace Education modules, 150 hours of service work (service learning, to be 
jointly prepared and documented with supporting teachers), and fifty hours to be dedicated to 
the development of a peace project (research paper, community presentation, etc. to be created 
with the mentorship of supporting teachers). The 300 hours of service culminate in the awarding 
of the Advanced Peace Certificate. 
 
The PEP reflects two integral themes in the organization of content and form in Peace Education 
as seen in the review of historical Peace Education programs. First, Peace Education programs are 
designed in a comprehensive manner in order to counter the fragmentation of knowledge and 
narrow perspectives of teaching and learning that occur in traditional classrooms. In Peace 
Education, the content and form of education is presented holistically, through trans-disciplinary 
courses that combine knowledge from myriad disciplines to create a new construct of intelligence 
based on proficiency in multiple subject-areas, rather than specialization in one discipline. This 
comprehensive perspective of knowledge lends to the diagnosis of social ills and the creation of 
knowledge to solve social problems. Through exploratory and critical dialogue, students define 
their world and create alternatives together. Furthermore, problematics and alternatives are 
considered at the multiple levels at which they are bred — the personal, interpersonal, 
community, national, regional, structural and cultural arenas. Burns and Aspeslagh opine, “Peace 
education should include five domains: 1) the international system, 2) peace, 3) development, 4) 
human rights, and 5) the environment.  In educating about these five domains, education should 
look at different levels of human existence, including the personal, community, national, 
regional, structural, cultural and global” (Figure 5).76 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
76 R. J. Burns and R. Aspeslagh (Eds.), Three Decades of Peace Education Around the World: An 
Anthology. (New York: Garland, 1996), 333-334. 
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Figure 5  
 Living Systems Model 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This framework buttresses the analysis of social problems affecting our communities and schools. 
Students who analyze problems and reflect through this model will understand peace and 
violence on a deeper and more substantive level than the superficial and fragmented analysis 
derived from studying only one of these sectors.   
 
Second, the PEP emphasizes the exploration of the root causes of conflict, because it is imperative 
that citizenry understand that actions both have consequences and are the consequence of 
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previous actions. Additionally, related to the systems analysis above, it is imperative that 
students differentiate between symptoms and root causes. Hence, a model to analyze root causes, 
the institutions that support them, and antecedent-consequent relationships is used to illustrate 
how attitudes, behaviors and actions form palpable manifestations of violence — or nonviolence. 
The analytic model illustrates the root causes of violence, institutions that support the violence, 
and the manifestations of violence. The model is a visualization of the old adage that “violence 
begets violence” (Figure 6). 
 

Figure 6  
Root Causes of Conflict and Institutionalized Violence 

 

 
 
 
                                           Manifestations of violence 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
                                                 Institutions that 

                                                     perpetuate  

                                                       violence 

 
                                           Root causes of violence 
 

 
 

The conceptual framework of the PEP is outlined in detail below (Figure 7), including 
educational objectives, content, actors and resources. The objective, as discussed in the 
introduction of the PEP — to cultivate a culture of peace in our schools — requires educators to 
consider the multiple spaces in which learning occurs (in schools, homes, communities, et cetera). 
Furthermore, it demands a study of the attitudes (love, respect, empathy) as well as their 
formation or stagnation, and behaviors (cooperation, dialogue, nonviolence) conducive to 
supporting peaceful societies. To this end, educators use reflective and validating praxis to assure 
their knowledge of the subject, awareness of the self, understanding of the educational purposes, 
and refined faculties to direct transformative learning. Building a Peace Education program is 
reliant upon an inclusive, comprehensive approach to designing and facilitating holistic 
education. 
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Figure 7  
Conceptual Framework of the PEP 
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Evaluation of the Program  
 

Educators for peace argue that Peace Education is an absolute necessity in the modern world. The 
conditions around the world — the continued divide between the rich and the poor, global 
military spending, gender inequalities, racial intolerance and the degradation of the environment 
— provide ample evidence that our generation needs to change attitudes, behaviors, and the 
knowledge and skills that accompany such a dramatic paradigm shift from a culture of war to a 
culture of peace. But how do we evaluate Peace Education programs to be sure that they are 
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producing changes in the attitudes and behaviors of the participants, and ultimately in the 
construction of a more peaceful school and society?    
 
Ian Harris notes, in his article concerning the evaluation of Peace Education programs,77 that 
educators must focus on changes that are feasible for a program of study. Primarily, educators 
should be attentive to changes and transformations, especially in individuals, that they can 
influence, rather than have grand notions of ending militarism or other broad institutions that 
support violence and inhibit peace. However, at the same time, educators should not lose sight of 
the goal of abolishing war and violence through addressing individual behaviors, cultural norms, 
anomie, and the social, economic, political and ecological institutions that give rise to violence. 
Harris notes that violence is caused by a myriad of factors, including the media, cultural norms, 
government policies, educational programs and individual behavior. To end violence, Peace 
Education programs must take a holistic approach to addressing the root causes of violence, and 
to this end, the implementation and practice of Peace Education needs to be properly and 
continuously evaluated to ensure effectiveness. 
 
The typical school-based evaluation measure is to conduct entrance and exit interviews to gauge 
changes in attitudes and behavior among students. This method is effective in drawing out 
attitudinal changes at the end of the course, though it is limited at several levels. This type of 
study cannot assess the sincerity of students’ responses (which may be sugarcoated to acquiesce 
teachers), nor can it assess the change of behavior longitudinally. Students may easily revert to 
prior beliefs and philosophies on violence after the end of the course, particularly if these prior 
beliefs and dominant values are supported in learning in other classrooms, extra-curricular 
activities, and in the surrounding community.  
 
Fountain states that Peace Education evaluation methods may include surveys, questionnaires, 
observations and reviews of school records.78The surveys/questionnaires may be taken at the 
beginning of the course, to assess foundational knowledge and attitudes prior to the class, which 
are to be compared with results on exit interviews/surveys. Surveys and questionnaires may be 
used by students to assess their own progress, by teachers to assess their teaching outcomes as 
well as their students, and even by parents or administrators to assess the teachers’ teaching and 
students’ learning. Observations focus on the changes in students’ behavior, such as willingness 
to work cooperatively, and approaches to managing conflict. Observations may be conducted at 
any stage during the course, before, during and after, and the comparison of phenomena during 
those stages of observation may result in compelling proof of behavioral changes.  If observations 
are conducted by evaluators not directly involved in the program, the information is often 
considered more credible. King, Morris and Fitz-Gibbon describe observations: 
 

…reports of observers are what people have directly seen while observing the program in 
operation. They have witnessed participants talking with teachers and working with program 
materials; they have explored the instructional setting or attended planning meetings; they have 
experienced a live enactment of the program.79  

 
Also, a review of school records of bullying and violence prior to, during, and at the completion 
of the Peace Education program, will reveal increased/decreased/unchanging accounts of 
violence among students who have participated in the program. This would give important 
quantitative evidence of the success of the program, and may prove invaluable to some 

                                                           
77 Ian Harris, Peace Education Evaluation (Unpublished text: Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, 2003). 
78 Susan Fountain, Peace Education in UNICEF (New York: UNICEF), 1999. 
79 J.A. King, L.L. Morris, and C.T. Fitz-Gibbon, How to Assess Program Implementation (London: Sage 
Publications, 1987), p.85. 
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administrations, particularly when compared with a control group. Harris cautions, however, 
due to the many forces influencing education, that comparison studies with a control group “are 
hard to carry out…Two samples of students may appear similar, but their participation in Peace 
Education learning may be influenced by a wide variety of factors, including parent beliefs, 
religious upbringing, previous experience with conflict resolution education…Subtle and 
dramatic exposure to violence and/or experiences with peace, inside and outside the classroom, 
would also influence how well students respond to peace instruction.”80 
 
Peace Education is ultimately concerned with transforming cultures of war into cultures of peace. 
Thus, to this end, the aforementioned context-specific intervention mainstreams ethno-relativism, 
race and gender issues in classrooms, within the broader framework of educating for skills, 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviors conducive to anti-racism, respect and gender equality. The 
goal of the program is “to educate educators and citizenry with the knowledge, values, skills and 
capacities necessary for social transformation and the realization of a culture of peace.” The 
conceptual model for the Peace Education program, therefore, emphasizes the attitudes and 
behaviors to be cultivated within the school environment, home and community, to realize this 
goal. The attitudes emphasize respect, love and empathy, and the behaviors to be promoted 
include cooperation, nonviolence, dialogue, reflection and active listening. Observations and 
school records may help reveal these attitudes and behaviors among students.  
 
Reardon outlined goals and methods of educating for peace in a gender perspective.81 Two of the 
goals, cultural integrity/diversity and gender equality (Figure 8), directly relate to the gender 
and race problematics of this essay. They, therefore, inform the proposed Peace Education 
program, and, as such, are a platform, in addition to the previously outlined PEP matrix (Figure 
4), to evaluate the outcomes of the program implementation. Are these values, capacities, skills, 
knowledge and pedagogy integral to the comprehensive program of education for peace? Have 
students expressed changes in values, displayed new knowledge, or practiced peace skills?   
 

Figure 8  
Framework for Education for Cultural Integrity and Gender 

Equality82 
 

 

Values Capacities Skills Knowledge Pedagogy 

Cultural 
integrity/diversity 
Respect for 
cultural difference 
and role of culture 
in human identity 
and fulfillment 

Cultural 
proficiency 
Knowledge of, 
and ability to 
function 
positively in, one 
or several other 
cultures 

Cultural 
interpretation 
Social skills in 
another culture 
 
Converse in 
another language 
 
Taking the 
perspective of 
another culture 

Knowledge of the 
history, values, 
worldviews and 
beliefs of another 
culture 
 
Knowledge and 
understanding of 
myths of origin 
and meaning of 
another culture 

Readings about, 
and discussion 
of, other 
cultures 
 
Cultural 
interpretations 
of the arts and 
literature of 
other peoples 
 
Gender 
interpretation of 

                                                           
80 Ian Harris, Peace Education Evaluation, 10-11. 
81 Betty A. Reardon, Education for a Culture of Peace in a Gender Perspective. 
82 Ibid, 158-160. 
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literature and 
films of other 
people 

Gender equality 
Commitment to 
the equal value of 
women and men, 
rooted in the value 
of universal 
human dignity. 
Belief that gender 
balance should 
prevail in all social 
institutions and 
human 
relationships 
based on concept 
of 
complementarity 

Gender 
sensitivity 
Behaviors that 
provide equal 
opportunities to, 
and honor both 
the similarities 
and differences 
between, men 
and women 
 
Avoidance of 
gender 
stereotyping and 
limiting human 
achievement on 
the basis of sex, 
as a form of 
injustice 
 
Seeking 
partnerships 
between men and 
women based on 
complementarity 
and mutual 
enhancement 

See issues and 
problems from 
perspectives of 
both men and 
women, boys and 
girls 
 
Recognize 
stereotypes; 
observe their 
inaccuracies and 
limitations 
 
Use of gender-
inclusive 
language for 
general references 
to human beings 
 
Analyze 
differences, 
similarities and 
complementarities 
in a cultural 
context 

Knowledge of 
origins and 
formation of 
gender roles 
 
Cultural variations 
in gender roles and 
perceptions of 
masculine and 
feminine 
 
Negative 
consequences of 
devaluing or 
repressing one 
gender and of 
privileging one—
specific knowledge 
of oppression of 
women 
 
Positive 
consequences of 
equality, 
mutuality, and 
complementarity  

Keeping 
journals on 
personal gender 
experiences 
 
Readings in 
gender studies 
and women’s 
issues 
 
Study of 
women’s 
movements and 
international 
standards on 
women’s rights 
 
Role-plays of 
‘gender 
incidents’ from 
both 
perspectives 

 
 
To evaluate the program, the PEP matrix has been organized outlining the program’s goals, 
concepts, objectives and pedagogy. This matrix may be used to assess content (gender 
proficiency, intercultural understanding, poverty awareness, etc.), pedagogy, increased 
comprehension of peace issues, global problems, gender and racism as human rights violations, 
methods of nonviolent change, and a commitment to cooperation. To assess this, students, 
teachers, administrators and other involved parties will be involved in the evaluation process 
delineated hereafter. 
 
 
Evaluation of Curriculum and Instruction  

 
In conjunction with the development of the Peace Education program, a specific curriculum has 
been organized in order to work toward the goal of this program. The curriculum addresses:  
 

 Concepts of peace and dismantling a culture of war 
 Violence — inherent or a socialized process 
 Human rights and gender 
 Peaceful approaches to decision-making and conflict management 
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The desired outcomes of the curriculum include: 
 

 Raising student awareness of the multiple perspectives of peace, particularly beyond the 
traditional sense of peace as the absence of war 

 Developing capacities to discuss peace more deeply and holistically 
 Increased comprehension of human rights and other peace documents to better 

understand the role of law in cultivating and maintaining peacefulness, as well as values 
(universal and differential) that underscore behaviors and cultures 

 Appreciation for the urgency of mainstreaming gender in peace-building 
 Exploring personal and interpersonal peace though theater activities that focus on 

person-to-person awareness, sensitivity, and respect for cooperation.  
 
The evaluation of the curriculum and instruction will mirror its effectiveness in realizing the goal 
of the program, objectives, content and pedagogy.  
 
Student assessment 
Student assessment will be conducted through reflective journals and/or portfolios. Students will 
keep a journal throughout the duration of the program, charting their feelings toward peace and 
conflict, as well as their increased knowledge and capacities of cooperative learning. The journals, 
if kept over the course of a semester, year, or successive years, should highlight the change in 
students’ attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors. These journals would act as an assessment of the 
students and as an evaluation of the program’s success in realizing its goals and objectives. 
Educators will provide clear guiding inquiry to assist students in journaling, particularly 
concerning reflection on how students learned what they learned. Teachers are responsible for 
giving students qualitative feedback concerning their work and progress. In the implementation 
stage of the PEP, educators will collectively decide on assessment procedures. If the teacher(s) 
and students wish for a more comprehensive assessment, the development of a “peace” portfolio 
is also suggested. This includes daily/weekly reflections, research articles with summaries and 
critiques by students, and the development of an active peace-oriented project to be carried out in 
the school or community. The portfolios are to be constructed individually, though the peace 
projects need to be completed in small groups. This enhances the emphasis on cooperative 
learning and creativity. Should the school(s) require written examinations, tests may be 
constructed with open-ended questions, or in the form of an analysis of conflicts to draw out 
problematic areas and propose alternatives. One such examination may focus on the use of 
human rights instruments to combat human rights violations, particularly as it relates to racial 
intolerance and gender bigotry.     
 
Teacher self-evaluation 
Through in-service training, in formal schools and in non-formal sectors, educators will grapple 
with the conceptual Peace Education framework as well as their own attitudes toward 
ireneology, knowledge about violence and peace, racism, gender insensitivity and the objectives 
and methods of Peace Education. A number of educators may find the alternative approach to 
education exciting and challenging, and enthusiastically adopt Peace Education practices, putting 
the theory to use in daily interactions with students and other practitioners. Other educators may 
find the approach lacking, unrealistic or even idealistic, but it is hoped that the networks 
involved in the creation of the policy will continue beyond the writing and implementation 
stages of the PEP, so that any hesitations teachers may have will be dialogically explored and 
reflected on with their colleagues. The constant praxis of reflection-action-reflection, integral to 
Peace Education, will assist in this matter as educators discuss their inhibitions and hopes for 
their schools, families, communities and future generations. 
   



 57 

Peace Education frameworks and teacher training again converge in the ways in which 
evaluation processes will be conducted.  The PEP’s assessment was modeled upon the “three 
relational contexts” in which the Integrated Model of Peace Education “assumes each person lives: in 
relation to the self, to others, and to nature.”83 Ben Chetkov-Yanoov developed a triadic model of 
learning objectives for teachers: “getting to know oneself: self-understanding with respect to 
one’s own attitudes to violence and peace; getting to know the subject: knowledge about the 
factors of war and peace and peace education; and learning to communicate the subject: 
objectives and methods of peace education.”84 These relationships inform aspects of the PEP 
conceptual framework.  The two paradigmatic perspectives of teaching and learning overlap and 
blend into a comprehensive framework to assess the PEP by addressing the following inquiry: 
Have educators integrated the values, capacities, skills and knowledge of peace and conflict into 
their Peace Education courses, and, if applicable, in courses outside their program? Have 
educators used appropriate methodologies to educate for peace, such as the pedagogies outlined 
by Reardon?85Furthermore, and through personal contemplation rather than professional 
observation, do educators personally live by and practice values and behaviors consistent with 
peace, thus becoming true and holistic practitioners of Peace Education? 
 
A comprehensive evaluation of the program will be conducted after enough time has elapsed to 
do a thorough analysis of the program, its implementation and outcomes. It is estimated that the 
inaugural programmatic evaluation will occur within the first two years. During that time, 
teachers, students, and other faculty will be actively engaged in reflective praxis, constantly 
reflecting and acting to improve the program where they deem fit, in consultation with the 
community of educators. The evaluation will be conducted as the proposal and implementation 
stages were, with the involvement of all actors concerned. The evaluation, conducted through 
scheduled meetings with each of the actors and groups involved, includes feedback from 
students, parents, teachers and administrators, concerning their experiences with the 
introduction and infusion of Peace Education into their schools and classes. Furthermore, as is 
suggested in the evaluation period of the EURED teacher-training program, action research will 
be used as a model of self-evaluation among the educators “in order to better understand the 
causes for their own actions, to arrange future actions more reasonably, and generally to 
consolidate understanding for pedagogical interaction.”86 Action research also gives the 
educators a feeling of validation: without dramatically altering their daily lives, they gain the 
feeling of making a true professional contribution to their field. Through context-appropriate 
Peace Education, educators will be addressing the needs and hopes of their particular schools 
and communities, and with action research teachers will better understand the effectiveness of 
their peace-oriented teaching strategies as well as what students best respond to in the classroom. 
This comprehensive and holistic approach to implementing and evaluating the PEP recognizes 
Peace Education as living education, a human, collective and dynamic act. It shall de-anesthetize 
the educative process and mobilize students and educators for peace at home and across the 
global community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
83 Abelardo Brenes, “An Integral Model of Peace Education,” p.83. 
84 EURED, The EURED Teacher Training Program: Design for a European Peace Education Course 
(Austria: EURED, 2002), p.29. 
85 Betty A. Reardon, Education for a Culture of Peace in a Gender Perspective.  
86 EURED, The EURED Teacher Training Program, p.41. 
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Understanding Religious Identity and the Causes of Religious Violence 
 

Saira Yamin 
 
 
Le coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît point." ("The heart has its reasons that reason does not 
know at all.") Les Pensées, (Thoughts) Blaise Pascal, 1665  
 
The Problem 

 
Empirical research reveals that “about two thirds of contemporary wars turn on issues of religious, 
ethnic, or national identity. Less than 10 percent begin as interstate conflicts.”87 What causes conflict 
between religious groups and why does the preservation of religious identity lead to violent 
conflict? The post 9/11 state of world affairs has revived an interest in scholarly research in 
investigating the causes of “religious” violence. Religiously motivated violence is not a recent 
phenomenon,   however the post 9/11 rhetoric, much of which seems to promote theories such as 
Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations, is a compelling enough reason to explore whether the world 
order is really in the process of being redefined by major civilizations and religious groups.   
 
Amongst the many possibilities of confrontations that Huntington’s thesis examines, foremost are 
the existing frictions and hostilities between Islam and the West, the latter, to a certain extent, 
being an allusion to Christian culture and values.88 Huntington maintains that trends in global 
conflict after the end of the Cold War are increasingly appearing at the civilizational cleavages 
illustrated in Figure 1. Examples of wars such as those following the break up of Yugoslavia, in 
Chechnya, and between India and Pakistan have been cited to substantiate his thesis. The notion 
that religion plays a critical role in the mobilization of ethnic conflicts is also being actively 
investigated by social scientists. In  predominantly Muslim Chechnya, which has been 
experiencing high and low intensity warfare since 1991, the roots of the conflict between the 
Muslims and the Russian authorities can be traced back to the mid-eighteenth century. Likewise, 
religious cleavages between the Catholics, the Serb Orthodox and Muslims of former Yugoslavia 
have been cited as a distinctive factor in the disintegration of the country. The case of India’s 
partition at the time of liberation from the British Raj in 1947 was also premised on the struggle 
for identity by the Muslims of British India. One attempt to estimate the loss of Hindu and 
Muslim lives at the time of partition places it at two million.89 
 
Most recently, the Global War on Terror (GWOT), spurred by the terrorist attacks on 9/11 and 
perceived by various quarters as a wider Islamist threat, has been observed as the  the most 
blatant manifestation of the clash of civilizations.    

                                                           

87 R. Scott Appleby, Ambivalence of the Sacred (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2000), p.17 
88 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1996), pp. 204-245. 
89 Robert D. Crane, “Postwar Ethnic Cultural Conflicts: Some Quantitative and Other Considerations” 
(N.Y.: Ms. Hudson Institute, 1968) cited by Harold R. Isaacs, Idols of the Tribe: Group Identity and 
Political Change  (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1989), p.3 
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Figure 1 

“The Clash of Civilizations” as per Huntington’s thesis (1996) 
Greater line thickness represents greater conflict in the civilizational relationship 
 
 

Huntington’s theory has generated immense debate in the developments since 9/11 with the 
launch of the GWOT, and others incidents that have signalled an escalation of tensions between 
Islam and the West. Events that point towards the salience of a clash of civilization of sorts, 
include the recently released Dutch film “Fitna” featuring verses from the Quran out of their 
context, as evidence of Islam’s hostility towards other religions. A Dutch newspaper’s cartoon 
caricatures of Prophet Muhammad in 2006 which had offended Muslims around the world, and 
Pope Benedict’s subsequent comments regarding violence as Prophet Muhammad’s legacy, were 
also deemed highly controversial. The US-Iran standoff on the latter’s nuclear program, observed 
in the hawkish rhetoric on both sides, has been a cause of great concern in the international 
community. The Iranian leadership, on the one hand, has expressed a desire to annihilate Israel, a 
Jewish state and the closest U.S. ally. The U.S. leadership, on the other, has voiced a consideration 
of obliterating Iran with a nuclear attack. These incidents have reinforced the perception that a 
clash of civilisations, manifested mostly in religious cleavages, is well underway. 
 
Huntington’s clash of civilizations theory is not the only lens which brings out the religious 
dimensions of conflict. Religion is often used to justify conflict, and becomes a source of conflict, 
even though most religions of the world emphasize peaceful coexistence and tolerance. Many 
scholars, including Johan Galtung, have pondered over religion’s ambivalent nature and 
suggested that it contains, in varying degrees, elements that contribute to both war and peace.90  
 
Consider, for example, the deep rooted and protracted conflict between Israeli Jews and 
Palestinian Muslims in the Middle East. While the conflict seems embedded in religious ideology, 
it has political and psychological overtones as well. Among the underlying causes of the conflict 
are a multitude of factors including deprivation of basic human needs; competition for scarce 
resources including territory; extreme levels of insecurity and fear; historical grievances; a 
psychology of victimization; and an incessant cycle of asymmetric warfare which has caused 
untold trauma, loss of life and collateral damage.  The existence of  a number of non-Muslim 
Palestinians in the struggle for liberation from Israeli occupation is evidence also that the conflict 
                                                           

90 Johan Galtung, “Religions, Hard and Soft”, Cross Currents, Winter 1997-98 (1997). 
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in the Middle East does not stem entirely from religious ideology and exclusivism.  Notable 
among the non-Muslim activists for the Palestinian cause has been Dr. Hanan Ashrawi, an 
eminent scholar and peacemaker, belonging to the Christian faith.   
 
The conflict in the disputed territory of Kashmir, bearing a strong religious dimension, is another 
case in point.  In trying to generate options for resolution, it would be imperative to address the 
interstate territorial dispute, and equally importantly if not more so, to bring to the fore, the 
plight and concerns of the indigenous communities, as well as to steer processes that shall 
promote conflict transformation in the area. As with most deep-rooted and protracted conflicts, 
however, diagnosing the Kashmir issue is an extremely complex task. Huntington’s thesis vis-à-
vis the protracted conflict between India and Pakistan suggests that the seeds of contention lie in 
the civilizational cleavages between Hindus and Muslims. Ironically, however, it is not just large 
groups or civilizations that have mobilized in the name of religion - there are many states where 
groups belonging to the same faith, albeit of different sects, are at loggerheads with each other, 
ready to kill and to die in the name of religion.    
 
Reflect on the history of Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland, or the Sunnis and Shias in 
Iraq for instance. In Northern Ireland, the protracted conflict which emerged in 1920 was 
primarily rooted in religious identity and contextualized in the Protestant aspirations to unite 
with Britain, and the Catholic struggle for a united Ireland. While the 1998 Good Friday 
Agreement has contributed to a slow and steady restoration of peace, it is claimed that in some 
parts of Ireland “the sectarian mindset seems as strong as ever.”91 Iraq, the other case in point, is 
also deeply split along sectarian lines. The cleavages between the majority Shias and the minority 
Sunnis, who have been at the helm for many years, have been attributed to a power tussle that 
extends beyond its boundaries, in the wider Middle Eastern region. Interestingly since the US 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, and the addition of another party in the physical conflict environment, 
the Shia-Sunni divide in Iraq has become more intense than ever.92 Why does religious identity 
become a factor in group mobilization and violence in such cases? 
 
Against this backdrop, this paper proposes to explore the following questions: 

 What elements of religion contribute to violence and protracted conflict? 

 How does religious identity motivate groups engaged in aggressive behavior? 

 Other than threat to, and preservation of religious identity, what might be significant 
underlying causes of the conflict? 

 What parallels could be drawn between ethnic conflict and the construction of religious 
identity and organization?   

 
Scott Appleby poses some important questions: why is religion a source of “intolerance, human 
rights violations, and extremist violence, but also of non-violent conflict transformation, the 
defense of human rights, integrity in government, and reconciliation and stability in divided 
societies?”93 I shall attend to these questions in the light of Vamik Volkan, Marc Gopin and Scott 
Appleby’s psychoanalytical insights on identity and collective religious violence. The paper shall 
examine and evaluate the applicability of these frameworks in finding answers to the myths and 

                                                           

91 For more on the subject, refer to  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/panorama/7334308.stm  
92 Mike Shuster, “Shia–Sunni Conflict Forces US Shift in Iraq”, available online at 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=7439998  
93 Scott Appleby, “Religion as an Agent of Conflict Transformation and Peacebuilding, in Chester 
Crocker et al (Eds.), Turbulent Peace (Washington D.C.: United States Institute of Peace Press, 
2006), pp.821-840 
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realities of religious and sectarian identity. I will identify the similarities and contradictions in 
these paradigms, as well as comment on how these theories may complement other work in the 
field of conflict resolution. In the final analysis, I shall present a synthesis of the causes of 
religious violence based on the discourse, and make suggestions for an approach to addressing 
religious conflict. 
 
What is identity? 

 
A person’s identity has many attributes. It is a representation of one’s unique personal 
experience, memory, ethnicity, culture, religious orientation, gender, occupational role, amongst 
various other factors. Erikson refers to identity as “some belief in the sameness and continuity of 
some shared world image.”94 Identity may be defined as one’s consciousness of one self and 
others’ perception of one’s individuality. Figure 2 illustrates some traits of one’s identity that are 
timeless and could be applied to a person across cultures, religions, and boundaries. The 
attributes suggested in Figure 2 could become more pronounced at certain times in one’s life, 
such as the sense of one’s ethnicity, occupational role, or religious orientation, depending on the 
stage in one’s life cycle and unique experiences of a person. The relationship of identity with 
personal development has been the subject of extensive psychological research. Erik Erikson 
explores how the teenager’s sense of identity derives from occupational and sex roles, 
relationships, politics, and religion.95    
 

                                                           

94 E.H. Erikson, “Reflections on the Dissent of Contemporary Youth”, International Journal of 
Psychoanalysis, 51 (1970), p.18 
95 E.H. Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis (New York: Norton Press, 1968) 
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Figure 2  
The Components of Identity 

 
 

 
   
 
Individual identity and its relationship with the group 
 
The website www.dictionary.com defines identity as the set of behavioral or personality 
characteristics by which an individual is recognizable as a member of a group. A person’s individual 
identity is therefore, invariably linked with one’s group identity which may derive from one or 
more of the affiliations given in Figure 2. It appears also, that the term identity per se is 
understood by psychologists as connoting a “subjective and persistent sense of sameness” referring 
essentially to group identity.96 The element of “groupness” is inherent in some of the elements 
shown in the diagram, such as nationality, ethnicity, peer grouping, social ranking, family, 
culture, and even religion.  However groups may not form along these lines in all conditions and 

                                                           

96 Vamik Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity (Virginia: Pitchstone Publishing, 2006), p.14. 
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circumstances. Also, a person may not at all times be aware of his or her “group” or the need to 
be part of one.    
 

Formation of large group identity – psycho-social theories: 

 
How does a group form and what is group identity? Volkan suggests that identification with a 
large group (such as a religious, ethnic or national one) begins in childhood and each member’s 
core personal identity is intertwined with the large group identity.97 Elsewhere, Volkan refers to 
Erikson’s theory of “pseudospeciation” which reinforces his understanding of large group 
identity and the development of a group’s sense of superiority over other groups. To borrow 
from Volkan’s discussion on the process of pseudospeciation:  
 “…at the outset of human history, each human group developed a distinct sense of identity, 
wearing skins and feathers like armor to protect it from other groups who wore different kinds of 
skins and feathers. Erikson hypothesized that each group became convinced that it was the sole 
possessor of the true human identity. Thus each group became a pseudospecies, adopting an 
attitude of superiority over other groups.”98  
 
Erikson’s hypothesis, however, is specific to distinctive racial attributes. What his argument does 
not reflect upon are the forces that trigger “groupthink” or the underlying conditions that lead to 
group formation. These causal dynamics may include: competition over resources; power 
asymmetries; shared history; ethnic cleansing; heightened awareness of the perception of “the 
other” and dehumanization; opportunities for bonding with one’s group; threat or perception of 
threat from the “other” group, inter alia.   
 
Volkan elaborates upon these as conditions that promote the mobilization of large groups, such 
as chosen trauma and glories, shared grievances, and collective history.99  
 
Religious “pseudospeciation” and group mobilization 
 

Given the presence of the aforementioned conditions, could Erikson’s theory of pseudospeciation 
be applied to the formation of religious groups? I would like to propose that religious groups 
under similar circumstances may be highly prone to such attitudes. It may be observed that 
group formation serves many purposes, and is as natural and instinctive among humans, as in 
animals and birds. Groups represent safety, strength, harmony, and familiarity. They fulfill the 
needs for bonding, identity, cohesiveness, integrity, recognition and security.   
 
The “grouping” instinct will emerge in conditions that politically and economically discriminate 
against and marginalize religious communities; promote conflict along ideological lines, when 
the threat perception is high and when competition for scarce resources is intense. Social 
scientists have discussed identity as a basic human need, the fulfillment of which comes through 
affiliation with a group. It sometimes emerges as a response to aggression through group 
mobilization, and functions as a defense mechanism for the individuals involved. It is the 
teaming impulse. Comparison and the consciousness of the “self” and “the other” is the logical 
consequence of group identification. It also creates the required distance and boundaries to 
dehumanize the other. A culture of pseudospeciation advanced on the basis of religious 

                                                           

97 Vamik Volkan, “Large Group Identity, Large Group Regression and Massive Violence”, 
International Newsletter of the Group-Analytic Society, December 30, 2005 (2005), p. 11. 
98 Vamik Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity (Virginia: Pitchstone Publishing, 2006), p.15. 
99 Vamik Volkan, Blood Lines: From Ethnic Pride to Ethnic Terrorism (Colorado: Westview Press, 
1997), pp.50-80 
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distinction is often difficult to resist or challenge, because it is grounded in non-negotiable values 
and the sense of one’s identity and self-esteem. The threat to religious identity, therefore, is 
potentially a source of high levels of violence and conflict that are often extremely difficult to 
resolve. 
 
Historical grievance and collective identity 

 
Why is an acute sense of group identity sometimes visible in social structures that are fairly 
equitable and just? What are the factors that feed into the sense of collective identity in post-
conflict situations as years go by? Volkan proposes that aggression is a necessary defense against 
psychotic anxiety; that people need enemies and when they lose one they will, by implication, 
need another one. He maintains that there are human needs that define a group’s friends and 
enemies. Thus, human beings possess an inherent need to have both enemies and allies. Freud 
was, in effect, the first to advance the idea of the death instinct and its fulfillment through 
aggressive behavior.100    
 
How does the need for enemies, as stated by Volkan, converge with religious identity in a post-
trauma environment? He argues that collective history, shared memory of grievances and trauma 
often feed into, or are consciously infused in collective identity in groups through 
“transgenerational transmission” which is the reinforcement of memory across time and space.101 
The repertoire of the past is passed down to new generations through story-telling and other 
rituals. Strassberg offers an insight that substantiates Volkan’s thesis. In sharing her experiences 
as a Polish Jew who immigrated to the United States, Strassberg mulls over the development of 
the Polish Jewish identity.102 She emphasizes that group identity is shaped by the experience of 
violence and post-traumatic grief. In her essay on identity she remarks that “identity re-membered 
in community can be more than the sum of the past's fragmented and violent experiences”. Further, she 
comments on the need to remember the past, and elicits endorsement from Malpede’s words in 
"Thoughts on a Theater of Witness": “What was dismembered needs to be re-membered;. . . it 
requires the gathering together of forgotten and denied fragments from dreams, memories, 
history. It asks to bear witness to the shattered narratives of survivors. . . The wholeness. . . 
suggests that the true self is fluid, changeable, inclusive. . . that it might be broken and then be re-
membered, emerging stronger and more varied than before.”103 
 
Here, it would be useful to recall Volkan's reference to the concept of "time collapse"104 in which 
parties to conflict, as in post-traumatic stress syndrome, can regularly re-experience a "chosen 
trauma", on each occasion as if for the first time (e.g., the effect on Catholics, of the annual 

                                                           

100 R.D. Nye, Three Psychologies: Perspectives from Freud, Skinner and Rogers (Wadsworth, 1999), 
pp.7-43 
 

101 Vamik Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity (Virginia: Pitchstone Publishing, 2006), p.17. 
102 B. Strassberg, Talking Across Boundaries: Cultures of Violence -- Cultures of Peace (Paper presented 
at The Joan B. Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies University of Notre Dame, April 3-4, 
1998). 
103 K. Malpede, "Thoughts on a Theater of Witness and Excerpts from Two Plays of Witness: 
Better People, The Beekeeper's Daughter," in Charles B. Strozier and Michael Flynn (Ed.), 
Genocide, War, and Human Survival (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), p.518. 
104 Vamik Volkan, Blood Lines: From Ethnic Pride to Ethnic Terrorism (Colorado: Westview Press, 
1997), pp.50-80.  
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"Marching Season" in Northern Ireland which primarily celebrates Protestant victories and 
Catholic defeats).105 
 
A South Asian take on the sectarian Shia-Sunni dynamic in Pakistan and its correlation with 
historical memory is offered by Ahmed who refers to the notion as a “specialization of hatred.”106 
Ahmed infers that sectarianism in Pakistan was a spillover from the Arab-Iranian conflict in the 
Middle East and the Arab influence in Pakistan during the Afghan jihad. He suggests that the 
main factor in the sectarian ‘hate specialization’ is the “secret nature of the Shia faith (taqiyya) 
especially in some aspects of the historic quarrel with Sunni Islam. The clerics who target the 
Shias dig into early Islamic history to find evidence of ‘insult’ offered by the Shias to the 
Companions of the Prophet.”  
 
Religious contextualization of identity-based conflict - role of history and religious leadership: 

 
Marc Gopin puts forth the relevance of socio-economics and religious psychology in 
understanding violent trends in religious cultures. He suggests that economic reality is 
imperative for understanding the conflict dynamics between minority and majority groups, but 
emphasizes that the former often have the status quo due to cultural or religious distinctions. 
Like many of his contemporaries, Gopin maintains that the response to the status quo may also 
“express itself in religious terms.” Gopin takes into account the influence of religious texts, myths, 
metaphors, laws, values and traditions which promote trends that engender conflict and provide 
inroads to peacemaking, in the pro-social and antisocial values they advocate. He underscores 
that religion is embedded in the inner life and social behavior of millions of people.   
 
“Group conflict is constituted by a series of unique human beings who evolve, for one reason or 
another, into a complex interaction of adversarial relationships. To understand this, we cannot 
suppress the roots of that human being, or group of human beings, in the historical cultures and 
religions from which they have emerged. Connecting the human being to her cultural moorings 
will help us understand why and when she fights and when she makes peace.” 107   

 
In reference to the Jewish community in Israel, Gopin adds an important dimension to his 
understanding of religious conflict, namely the “fear of life”, a perception of acute threat, on the 
part of a group, which leads to aggressive manifestations of conflict behavior giving semblance to 
religious fundamentalism.   
 
In some cases, the exploitation of the religious card to promote a political cause effectively 
encourages radical behavior. Gopin cites the example of the Israeli Left which tries to garner 
support through religious justification rather than by separating religion from the ground 
realities of the conflict. Osama Bin Laden’s manipulation of religion to elicit support for his 
terrorist campaign has also been denounced by a vast majority of the global Muslim community. 

                                                           

105 “For more than 200 years, the marching season has been a source of conflict between Northern 
Ireland's Protestant and Catholic communities. Members of the Protestant Orange Order, who 
stage the vast majority of the parades, insist it is part of their cultural heritage to march in 
commemoration of key historical events. Catholics argue that they should not have to endure the 
"triumphalist" parades, mostly celebrating Protestant victories over Catholics, through their 
neighborhoods.”  
For more on the Marching Season, refer to   
http://www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2000/n.ireland/marching.html   
106 K. Ahmed, “Pakistani Madrassas and Apostatisation of the Shia”, The Friday Times (December 
16-22, 2005).  
107 Marc Gopin, Between Eden and Armageddon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.5-6. 
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Quite appropriately, Gopin’s debate on the importance of understanding religious sub-cultures 
and conflict also takes into account the role elites play in using religious metaphors, symbolism 
and myths to legitimize their agendas.108 
 
Demagogues often tend to incite a sense of religious pseudospeciation by distortion or selective 
use of religious texts, to generate hatred and dehumanize the other. They may also create the 
perception of fear and marginalization to make people feel victimized. Group grievances may be 
imagined or real. It is a moot point, therefore, whether many of the identity conflicts justified in 
the name of religion are actually based on real or imagined threat from the other. In many cases, 
the cycle of violence appears to be a self-fulfilling prophesy based on lessons from history. 
Consider Bin Laden’s religious stance against the “infidels” in the West, and the response by 
President George Bush in launching the GWOT referring to them as the “crusades”, although he 
later retracted his words. 
 
Gopin’s thesis may also be considered in the context of Kashmir. An analysis of the conflict is 
indicative of underlying socio-economic and political factors in the formulation of religious 
identity. Although the conflict appears to have emerged at the partition of British India and 
independence from colonial rule, the friction between Hindus and Muslims in the region dates 
back a few centuries. In exploring the Hindu Muslim dynamics in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, a renaissance of Hindu religious identity is evident. Some scholars such as 
Rai and Chitralekha claim that religion (Islam) was used as a political tool for social mobilization 
in response to political and economic processes introduced by Dogra Rajahs and British 
colonialists.109 Research suggests that the intervention of the Dogra State in disputes for sacred 
space and political legitimacy in conjunction with socio-economic reform, prevented the 
articulation of a wholesome Muslim identity, thereby sowing the seeds of rebellion against the 
Hindu ruling clique. While the Dogras did not seek to glorify Hinduism, they were essentially 
exploring avenues to establish their authority. Gilmartin reports that “battles over the right to 
control spaces were a manifestation of religious, landed and commercial elites’ struggle to 
maintain their social and financial positions in a rapidly changing social and political milieu.”110   
 
It would be useful, here, to cite Schafer’s work (2004) on the dual character of religion. Gopin 
(2002) and Appleby (2000, 2006) also take note of this dichotomy. Schafer views religion as deeply 
ambivalent and as both a basis for respect and coexistence; and for violence and war. Using 
Bosnia as a case study, Schafer discusses religious interventions to mobilize communities within 
conflictive environments. The war in Bosnia Herzegovina lasted from 1992 to1995, and killed 
more than 200,000 people. It has been the most violent and destabilizing development in Europe 
since World War II. “Most of the victims were Muslims, killed in the waves of expulsions - or so-
called ethnic cleansing - as the Serb army and paramilitaries swept through eastern and northern 
Bosnia”.111 Schafer’s study elucidates upon religious socialization; collective ethnic identity; 
emotional security drawn from religious rituals and rites; and the significance of sacred places 
and shrines. All of these elements, Schafer claims, contribute towards the framing of religious 
identity in politics. What is egregious, however, is the inability of religious groups to share sacred 

                                                           

108 Ibid, p.19.  
109 M. Rai, The Question of Religion in Kashmir: Sovereignty, Legitimacy and Rights, c. 1846-1947 
(Ph.D. Columbia University, 2000) and Z. Chitralekha, Community, State and the Nation: Regional 
Patriotism and Religious Identities in the Kashmir Valley, c. 1880-1953 (Ph.D. Tufts University, 2000). 
110 D. Gilmartin, “Shrines, Succession and Sources of Moral Authority” in   Barbara Daly 
Metcalf (Ed.), Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of Adab in South Asian Islam (Berkeley: UCLA 
Press, 1984). pp.221.  
111 A brief summary of the conflict is available online at  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/1032685.stm  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/1032685.stm
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sites with others, or to relate with other religious communities as equal human beings. It is 
undoubtedly the exclusivist nature of many religious cultures that they perceive a grave threat in 
opening up their environment to the “other” or in welcoming opportunities to co-exist in peace.    
 
If we examine the issues pertaining to religious identity raised by Schafer, we see that his analysis 
is equally relevant to the Israeli-Palestinian case. It seems apparent that in societies where 
religion is deeply embedded in social life, people tend to derive their emotional strength and 
stability from religious identity and traditions which set them apart from those not adhering to 
them. They also possess a strong individual and group attachment to religious sites and sacred 
places as well as territory. Any threat of detachment or denial of access to these is perceived as an 
assault on identity. Gopin also offers an explanation for the militant guardianship of religious 
sites. He submits that collective trauma is liable to become ingrained in religious identity which 
has a consequential bearing on religious violence.112   
 
“If a group suffers massive injury, this is a direct challenge to faith in a providential deity, unless 
the trauma is seen as part of some divine plan. Traumatic events then become the center of 
spirituality. Responding to this violence becomes the crux of religious faith.” Gopin’s 
understanding of trauma and its linkage with the formulation of religious identity resonates with 
Volkan’s (2005, 2006) and Strassberg’s (1998) interpretations of the impact of historical grievances 
in group formation and religious violence.  
 
The Militancy and Misuse of Religion: Myth or Reality?   
 
Appleby suggests that the dual nature of religion is impractical in both instances – whether it 
generates conflicts or peace. He contends that the use of violence or nonviolence as a strategy in 
the name of religion is militant, passionate and fundamentalist.113 Appleby borrows from Eck’s 
description of three broad typologies of religious diversity:  the exclusivist, the inclusivist, and the 
pluralist, which is useful in classifying religious trends around the world. These typologies are 
helpful in deciphering religious texts, traditions and scriptures, and interpreting the behavior of 
religious groups towards their adversaries.   
 
In investigating collective violence, Appleby underscores religion’s capacity to engender 
fundamentalism, religious nationalism and liberation theology. He highlights in particular, 
ethnoreligious nationalism which is when people identify their religious tradition “so closely with 
the fate of a people or a nation that they perceive a threat to either as an assault on the sacred.114 
Like fundamentalists, they may demonize missionaries of other faiths, foreign business people, 
troops stationed on the country’s sacred soil, educational and social service volunteers, relief 
workers and international peacekeepers.”  

 
He refers to the predisposition of religious leadership to look for scapegoats, a concept he borrows 
from Girard, a cultural theorist. The scapegoat is “a sacrificial victim who served as a surrogate 
for the enemy.”115 This concept was technically used as a psychological device to create cohesion 

                                                           

112 Marc Gopin, Between Eden and Armageddon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.57-
58. 
113 R. Scott Appleby, Ambivalence of the Sacred (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2000), p.11. 
114 R. Scott Appleby, “Religion as an Agent of Conflict Transformation and Peacebuilding” in 
Chester Crocker et al (Eds.), Turbulent Peace (Washington D.C.: United States Institute of Peace 
Press, 2006), pp.824.   
115 R. Scott Appleby, Ambivalence of the Sacred (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2000), pp.78-79.  
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within a group and promote alienation from the “other”. Appleby substantiates his argument by 
citing the targeting of Bosnian Muslims as scapegoats, by the Serbs and Croats in the Bosnian 
war. 
 
In further applying Girard’s theory to religion, Appleby takes the notion of ethnic chauvinism 
and compares it with the predisposition for self-exaltation and self-glorification evident in 
religious sub-cultures. Although he says this tendency was typical of primitive tribes engaged in 
fierce competition for territory and control, he observes similar patterns in the religious appeal to 
ultra-nationalism and ethno-religious violence.  According to Appleby, human rights abuses, 
religious violence and atrocities are committed against other religious groups in defense of the 
principle that other doctrines are a threat to their own.116 
 
Analyzing the role of leadership, Appleby adds that they often mobilize uneducated youth 
towards political ends. This is true of many developing countries where unemployed youth are 
recruited and indoctrinated by religious demagogues. The emergence of the Taliban is a case in 
point. An interesting explanation for adolescent males’ vulnerability to provoked aggression, 
which supports Appleby’s theory of vulnerable young males, is offered in a study by Olweus, 
Mattsson, Schalling and Low. The research study conducted on normal adolescent human males 
suggests that circulating levels of testosterone in the blood had a direct causal influence on 
provoked aggressive behavior: “A high level of testosterone led to an increased readiness to 
respond vigorously and assertively to provocations and threats. Testosterone also had an indirect 

and weaker effect on another aggression dimension: High levels of testosterone made the boys 
more impatient and irritable, which in turn increased their propensity to engage in aggressive-
destructive behavior.”117  
 
Appleby also observes the use of media propaganda by religious demagogues to inculcate a 
sense of victimization in groups and to instigate collective violence. Information technology has 
turned the world into a global village where swift and effective mechanisms are available to 
disseminate information, indoctrinate, induce grievance, and organize. 

 
Demographic Issues in Religious Violence 
 
Group population as a proportion of a country is one of the major indicators that Ted Gurr uses 
to explain ethnic group formation, and this factor must be given due emphasis in deconstructing 
collective religious violence as well.118 Consequently, where the religious minority is relatively 
small in size and well-integrated with the mainstream community, outbreaks of religious 
violence are less likely. Its geographic consolidation and the role of leadership in inspiring the 
movement would be equally critical in predicting the propensity for collective religious violence. 

 
External and Internal Alliances and Influence 
 

                                                           

116 Ibid.  
117 D. Olweus, A. Mattsson, D. Schalling and H. Low, “Testosterone, Aggression, Physical and 
Personality Dimension in Normal Adolescent Males”, Psychosomatic Medicine, 50, (3) (1988), p.261. 
118 Ted Robert Gurr, “Why Minorities Rebel: A Global Analysis of Communal Mobilization and 
Conflict since 1945,” International Political Science Review, 14 (1993), pp.161-201. 
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Gurr identifies a linkage between alliance formation and ethnic conflict. His 
theory focuses on the effect of alliances on conflict initiation and behavior.119 It 
appears that many religious groups engaged in conflict receive external support 
that tends to prolong the conflict. Exogenous and endogenous influences often 
act as catalysts in collective religious and political violence. The allies may have 
religious or ethnic ties with the group that receives their support, or they may be 
framing their benefactors in a proxy war with their common adversary. For 
example, it may be noted that the problem of sectarianism within Pakistan 
between some Shia and Sunni militant groups thrives on funding and armament 
from foreign governments such as Saudi Arabia and Iran to advance their own 
sectarian and political ideologies.120   
 
Conclusion 
 
Finally I would like to submit that there are a host of complicated issues that 
contribute to collective religious violence (recapitulated in Figure 3).  It would be 
important to consider as many of these variables as possible in attempting to 
design an intervention strategy.  One must examine how they have evolved in a 
particular social, economic, and political milieu; their relationship and bearing 
upon each other and the local, regional and international environments.   
 
 
 

                                                           

119 C. Sprecher and V. Krause, “Alliances, Armed Conflict, and Cooperation: Theoretical 
Approaches and Empirical Evidence,” Journal of Peace Research, July 1 (2006), pp.363-369. 

120 S. Anwar, Anatomy of Sectarianism, http://www.onlinenews.com.pk (November 17, 2006).  
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Fig 3: Elements contributing to religious identity and group violence 
 

 
Further I would like to propose as a point of departure, Figure 4 which presents a hierarchy of 
the salient features of religious identity and collective violence.  In presenting Figure 4, I am 
hoping to provide a preliminary analytical framework to explain the formulation of religious 
identity and the propensity for collective violence in religious sub-cultures. (A key is provided 
below Figure 4, briefly explaining and summarizing its contents.) It is hoped that the model 
would be able to inform the diagnosis of the problem and the development of a conflict 
resolution and transformation strategy for religiously motivated conflict behavior.   
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Religious Identity and the Propensity for Group Violence: 
A Hierarchy of Underlying Factors 

 

Key: 
 

Religio-psychological contextualization of dispute: role of religious leadership, cultural 
religiosity, dispute over religious sites and territory; manipulation or selective use of religious 
text 
  
Psychological factors: communication, media, perceptions, collective history, historical 
grievance, pseudopeciation, insecurity, mistrust and suspicion 
 
Socio-economic and political factors: rank disequilibrium, political participation, economic 
factors 
 
Demographic: relative strength of groups, ability to consolidate and mobilize 
 

Alliances: sources of support and funding: providing fuel and vigor 
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How do you make it possible for people who have been fighting bitterly with each other to 
resume their lives, living together and moving past their experiences after violent ruptures in a 
way of being? This essay surveys the stories of two Indian epics, the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata, to glean what reconciliation might mean to Indians, and by extension, what 
approaches to reconciliation might be consistent with Indian ways of being, doing and seeing. 
Two kinds of ruptures are studied: Considered here are irrevocable ruptures like war and 
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Reconciliation in the Indian Epics 

Swarna Rajagopalan 

India has a rich heritage of political ideas and practices, including those relating to 
“reconciliation.” This brief essay surveys the stories of two Indian epics, to glean what 
reconciliation might mean to Indians, and by extension, what approaches to reconciliation might 
be consistent with Indian ways of being, doing and seeing.  

Sidestepping the problems of politics and translation relating to the keywords “Indian,” 
“political,” “tradition” and “reconciliation,” this study is operationalized simply: How do you 
make it possible for people who have been fighting bitterly with each other to resume their lives, 
living together and moving past their experiences after violent ruptures in a way of being? Two 
kinds of ruptures are possible. In the first, it is possible to recover from the break as in 
displacement or exile, or even a curse. The second kind causes irrevocable changes, and therefore, 
calls for a different kind of response. Examples of this are war or bereavement. 

Always cognizant of diversity, inclusion-exclusion, war and peace, Indian polities evolved 
distinctive ways and rules of engagement, person-to-person and polity-to-polity. It is possible to 
generalize five features of this political heritage: 

1. The polity was usually subservient to social structures and ritual relationships. 

2. The ideological underpinning of the polity was a singular value system and social 
arrangements that gave it form. (This is true even if the value system has changed.) 

3. The function of the state was to protect this value system, provide refuge and guarantee 
justice. 

4. From persuasion to coercion, statecraft entailed the judicious employment of a range of 
options. However, punishment or coercion kept a central place in each configuration of 
options. 

5. Strict rules of interaction or engagement governed every aspect of life.   

Arguably, the extensive and living mythological and literary heritage of the subcontinent 
constitutes a more relevant source of political thought than the didactic manuals of the past. The 
epics reviewed here, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, are extant in innumerable versions, 
feature protagonists from the warrior/ruler caste, and serve often as tropes in the political 
context—Ramarajya being a good example.121 Exile and war are central to the Ramayana and the 

                                                           

121 The term ‘Ramarajya’ refers to the perfect rule of Rama in which the integrity and fairness of 
the ruler assures to the kingdom a bounty beyond its jurisdiction, described by Valmiki as 
regular rains, rich harvests, freedom from sickness and, to borrow a phrase from Bhutan’s 
contemporary politics, ‘gross national happiness.’ This utopian vision finds a place in the 
common, collective cultural knowledge of people in the areas where the Ramayana has been 
known. In modern times, M.K. Gandhi first used the term to evoke his vision for an independent 
India. In recent decades, it has been used more loosely as a handle to identify a narrow vision of 
Indian society as primarily Hindu in certain fixed, essentialized ways, but not so casually as to 
not call into play for that vision, the traditional association of the term with perfect governance. 
The result is a political sleight-of-hand that suggests that recognition of India as primarily and 
simplistically Hindu will result in perfect governance. One incentive for revisiting in the epics in 
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Mahabharata stories. What happens and how characters respond will form the substance of this 
essay, identifying spaces for reconciliation initiatives in our time. First, however, a very short 
account of the plots of the two epics, for those who may be unfamiliar with them. 

The stories in brief 

The Ramayana is the story of Rama, the prince of Ayodhya, who is considered the epitome of all 
that is virtuous and perfect (“maryada purushottama”) and who, largely unknown to him, is a 
divine incarnation. His father had three wives, and sons by each one. When Rama was about to 
be anointed ‘crown prince,’ his youngest stepmother was convinced that her son’s future and her 
own place in court were threatened. Reminding her husband of unclaimed favours, she had 
Rama exiled and her own son, Bharata, anointed in his stead. Rama left for the forest, with his 
wife and his other brother, without argument or rancor. When approached by Bharata to return 
to Ayodhya and take his rightful place, Rama declined, insisting on serving his exile. The exiles’ 
journey through hermitages, encounters with the demonic and the accursed that eliminate or 
redeem them, and finally a fateful crossing of swords with a member of the Lanka king, Ravana’s 
family. Soorpanakha, Ravana’s sister, propositioned Rama and Lakshmana in turn, and attacked 
Sita, seeking to eliminate obstacles to her path. The events that followed led to Sita’s abduction by 
Ravana and upon her refusal to accept his propositions, her captivity in his gardens. The quest 
for Sita led Rama and Lakshmana to ally with the Vanaras (forest-dwellers/monkeys) and once 
they located her, to march upon Lanka to free her. In the war that followed, Ravana lost, but we 
learn that Sita was freed, not to rejoin Rama but to vindicate his honor. The couple was reunited 
only after Sita underwent a trial by fire to prove her fidelity to Rama. The exiles returned to 
Ayodhya where Rama was crowned and ruled Ayodhya in such a just and honorable way that 
his rule (Rama-rajya) became the metaphor for perfect, utopian governance in the Indian 
tradition. The twist in the epic tale is added by a later addition in which Rama’s penchant for 
unimpeachable governance standards led him to exile a pregnant Sita in order to answer one 
person’s doubts about his integrity. The epic ends with the restoration of Rama’s sons to his court 
and Sita’s decision to die rather than go through a second fidelity test at the instance of her ever-
scrupulous husband.  

The Mahabharata is a far more complex braiding together of many large and small stories. The 
central strand is the story of the fraternal and ultimately fratricidal rivalry between the sons of 
two brothers, Dhritarashtra and Pandu. The one hundred sons of the first, the Kauravas, are 
associated with all the negative qualities of power: arrogance, avarice, anger, insecurity and 
ultimately, folly and dishonesty. The five sons of the second, the Pandavas, embody their mirror-
image: integrity, courage, intelligence, humility and honor. The events leading up to this rivalry, 
the upbringing of the princes and the growing engagement of dynasties and kingdoms across 
India with this rivalry, set the stage for two periods of exile and the eponymous war that involves 
practically every army in the Indian subcontinent. Into this strand, making it something more to 
Indians than a possible history of an event in the distant past, is woven the story and 
involvement of the divine incarnation, Krishna. Krishna knows his divinity and deploys it 
strategically, altering the plot at critical turns.  

The Pandavas and Kauravas grew up together, but when the time came for Yudhisthira to 
assume the throne that had belonged to his father, the Kauravas conspired to rid the court of 
their cousins. First, they gifted the Pandavas with a new palace, constructed with wax so that 
they may burn to death. Escaping this, the Pandavas went into hiding for a year, at the end of 
which they emerged at the competition held to find a suitor for Drupada’s unusual daughter. As 

                                                                                                                                                                             

studies such as this one is to be able to return an authenticity of meaning to terms like 
‘Ramarajya.’  
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it turned out, she became wife to all five of them and they returned to their uncle’s court. The 
next ploy to marginalize the Pandavas was a partitioning of the kingdom that left them its most 
barren reaches. When the five brothers succeeded (through good governance) in making their 
part prosperous, it was time to challenge them again. This time, they were invited to a game of 
dice, and upon losing several rounds, the Pandavas went into a thirteen year exile, of which the 
last year was to be spent undetected and in disguise. This period was a period of ferment and 
preparatation, and when it ended, the princes sought to return to their kingdom. Diplomatic 
efforts failed and war became inevitable, resulting in a bloodbath that killed most of the princes 
of the subcontinent. The Pandavas won, with Krishna’s help, and they ruled well (although the 
credit for a perfect reign remains exclusively Rama’s). The epic ends with their abdication in 
favour of their grandson, and their retirement to the Himalayas.  

Exile and homecoming 

In both epics, exile works as a plot device to engineer the confrontation that is the crux of the 
story. In the case of the Ramayana, that point and purpose for which Rama is born is the killing 
of Ravana. Unless the princes and Sita leave Ayodhya, the encounter that precipitates conflict 
cannot occur. In the case of the Mahabharata, where a fratricidal war marks the climax of the 
epic, the case has to be built for that war and this is done through the many machinations that 
lead to two periods of exile. None of the protagonists are aware of the larger project guiding the 
events in their lives, and their experiences and responses have an ordinary context. 

In the Ramayana, Rama was exiled at the behest of one person and it was temporary. Therefore, 
his departure was marked by grief and his return by jubilation. He was crowned king, and all 
those who had played positive parts in his period of exile attended the coronation.  

Nevertheless, Rama’s reaction to the exile is of interest. In the plot, it underscores his divine 
temperament. While everyone else, including his brother and wife who follow him into the forest 
voluntarily, express anger against Rama’s stepmother, the prince himself ascribed the exile to the 
workings of fate. He appears to lack rancor, and when his family visits him to beg him to return, 
Rama welcomes them with unaffected warmth and does not berate his stepmother even when he 
learns of his father’s death. We know all along from Valmiki that Rama is divine, but neither he 
nor his family knew this for sure; they merely knew he displayed qualities beyond the capacity of 
a human. Therefore, his forgiveness may be attributed to this divinity and commonly 
disregarded. 

In spite of his brother’s demonstration of filial loyalty, when Rama returned after fourteen years, 
he took the precaution of sending a follower ahead to test the waters to see if he was truly 
welcome. Valmiki’s sensitivity to the difficulties of reentry is a signal that the manner of Rama’s 
return may have been exceptional.  

The second exile in the plot occurs at the instigation of Rama. At the end of the war with Ravana, 
he insists on Sita undergoing a fire-ordeal to establish her chastity. However, on hearing that 
some subjects still doubt her, Rama exiles her in order to establish his impartiality as a king. 
Bound by devotion and obligation, both Sita and Lakshmana accept this diktat, albeit with 
sorrow. The difference lies in the moment of return. The first exile ends in a triumphal return; the 
second does not. Returning to court, Sita is once more asked to prove herself. This proves 
unbearable to her and she chooses to end her life (she is also an incarnation). Thus, even 
reversible ruptures can result in irreversible alienation.  

The protagonists of the Mahabharata, the Pandavas faced two banishments, both consequences of 
conspiracies. The first was disguised as a gift and the second was the consequence of a plot 
openly hatched. In both cases, the conspiring branch of the family had every intention of 
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assassinating the protagonists before the exile period ended. Over time, both sides kept a tally of 
wrongs and perceived wrongs and this dreadful account was settled in a war that engaged most 
of the polities in the subcontinent. 

On the first occasion, it is gently suggested to the eldest Pandava, who has been anointed crown 
prince, that he and his brothers might enjoy a year away in a remote province. Unable to refuse, 
yet alert to the motivation—jealousy of their prowess and popularity—they move. Their jealous 
cousins commission the construction of a new palace—in wax—which they hoped to burn down 
along with the Pandavas. The long and the short of the story is that the Pandavas escape and 
spend the rest of that year in hiding. This banishment ends with their marrying the daughter of 
Drupada.  

The exile ends in a compromise arrangement: the partition of the kingdom. The Pandavas were 
given the arid, undeveloped part and in the spirit of conciliation, they accept it. With the help of 
their friends, they develop it into a beautiful place and hold a public sacrifice—the rajasuya—
which brings them tribute from everywhere in the subcontinent. This idyll ends with a game of 
dice that is rigged so that they lose everything again. This time, the events leading up to the exile 
are marked by humiliation and insult, so exile is a gestation period for feelings of revenge and of 
preparation for the next encounter. Every event during the period of exile is part of both sides’ 
preparation—psychological, diplomatic and military—for war. In this, the second Mahabharata 
exile resembles more closely the conflict displacements of our time, notably Afghanistan. 

At the end of the exile, the Pandavas return to their kingdom and are received with little grace. 
The diplomatic exchanges that follow leave no room for compromise although they try hard to 
avert war.  

What are the lessons we can learn from this brief analysis about successful return and 
reconstruction? First, the conditions that led to the displacement must cease. In Rama’s case, this 
was his stepmother Kaikeyi’s ambition and it passed as soon as she learnt her son did not want 
the throne after all. Therefore, he was able to return without acrimony. In the Mahabharata, the 
resentment and envy that motivated the exiles were exacerbated until the war left no one to be 
jealous any more. At that point, one set of negative sentiments was merely replaced by another: 
grief, anger and guilt. There is no scope for reconciliation here and the story winds to a close with 
one self-destructive plot turn after another. Rama’s persistence in asking Sita to prove herself and 
her subsequent self-immolation also illustrate this.  

Second, the Mahabharata suggests that good faith is an important part of post-conflict (or post-
exile) settlements. The settlement made with the Pandavas after their first exile was grudging and 
mean-spirited. To grant them the worst part of the kingdom and then to resent their making good 
of it anyway is no way to build a peace. It is to seek more war.  

This brings me to the third condition, which is that an amicable return from exile is possible 
when bad actions are not chased down by worse. In the case of the Ramayana, the prince went 
into the forest, served his sentence and returned, and that was that. It was a contractual absence, 
in many ways and when the terms were met, they were done with. In the case of the 
Mahabharata, there was no leaving well alone. The hostilities and intrigue worsened. First, the 
Pandavas were not just sent away but a plot was hatched to burn them to death. When they 
returned alive, they were sent to the worst part of the kingdom. The reaction to their success 
there was to invite them to a rigged game of dice. Alienating their kingdom and belongings as 
lost stakes in the game was not enough, but each of the princes was also staked and lost. When all 
five were lost, they were asked to (and did) stake their wife. She was dragged into court and 
humiliated before everybody. The story goes on, one humiliation or intrigue following another, 
leaving no room for retraction, forgiveness or reconciliation. To imagine, then, that serving out 
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the term of exile and meeting all its conditions would suffice to create the conditions for peace, 
was an illusion and the Pandavas knew it.  

Finally, the experience of the exile itself matters. For Rama, the banishment to the forest was also 
a welcome sabbatical during which he could commune with nature and with forest-dwelling 
ascetics. Until the abduction of Sita, it was truly a sylvan idyll. Even after her abduction, Rama 
made good friends as he sought her and sought to rescue her. Therefore, the very real traumas of 
the abduction and the loss were off-set in many ways by friendships made along the way that 
mitigated that suffering. Rama and Sita could return to their kingdom unfettered by the memory 
of bitter experiences. 

Not so the Pandavas. The circumstances of each flight were bitter, but they carried the memories 
of that experience with them. During the second exile particularly, Draupadi fulfilled the purpose 
of her birth—the destruction of the Kauravas—by wearing matted locks to remind her husbands 
of her public humiliation at their hands. Every encounter cultivated their anger. Every experience 
either brought them an ally or taught one of them a martial skill. They fled from one dwelling to 
another and spent the last year in hiding as per the terms of their exile. In spite of this, they were 
open to conciliation, but when diplomatic efforts failed, they were more than prepared for war 
and had fourteen years of well-cultivated anger to fuel their determination.  

Conflict and its aftermath 

War is the inexorable end towards which both the Ramayana and the Mahabharata move. This 
information is shared with the reader/listener in a number of ways, but it is unknown to the 
protagonists who respond as we do, knowing nothing of the next moment.  

The Valmiki Ramayana is a simpler story than the Mahabharata and both characterization and 
plot lend themselves more easily to good-evil binaries. The destruction of Ravana is the purpose 
of Vishnu’s incarnation as Rama, or in other words, of Rama’s birth. Every event in his life moves 
him closer to achieving this goal, and where Rama finds it possible to forgive his stepmother and 
where his acts of punishment are also acts of grace, he finds the abduction of Sita unforgiveable—
not because he grieves her loss (which he does,) but because his honor has been violated. Sita, 
too, refuses to be rescued by anyone other than her husband. The conditions for a bitter fight to 
the finish are thus quickly set up.  

At the end of the Ramayana war, Rama, granted a boon, asks that all those who fought on his 
behalf be restored to life. He does not extend the same consideration to his opponents, and 
installs on the throne a prince who has defected to his side during the war. That prince remains a 
staunch ally. At the end of the war, for reasons delineated in the previous section, Rama is able to 
pick up and move on. The epic is not interested in how the people and princes of Lanka recover, 
and there is enough physical distance between them to negate the need for the two sides to 
actually interact and negotiate a new modus vivendi.  

It is tempting to say that such impassable physical separation was a feature of epic times, 
reflecting the technologies of travel available. However, we know that the kings of Lanka at least 
had access to a flying chariot that could take them everywhere—but that was just the kings!  

Further, there is no partial resurrection for those who died in the Mahabharata war, and on either 
side, they remain dead. Because the warring parties are first cousins, the winners’ triumph is 
marred by grief at the loss of loved ones on both sides. This is closer to the contemporary 
experience of conflict as an internecine, fratricidal affair. Moreover, the war is fought not on 
distant, alien shores but in the vicinity of the kingdom. Therefore, moving on from this conflict is 
harder.  
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Indeed, fighting is, itself, harder. Unlike the Ramayana, where the human princes and their 
monkey allies are also asserting their moral superiority over rakshasas, the Pandava prince 
Arjuna looks out at the enemy’s battle formations and sees an uncle, a teacher, a grandfather and 
cousins. It weakens his resolve to fight until he is convinced that his duty is to fight for what is 
right without a thought to consequences.  

What makes moving on possible in the Mahabharata is that there were no survivors to reconcile 
with—the other side’s elimination is almost as total as in a successful genocide, and the elderly 
retire to the forest.  The author of the epic tells us that a pall of gloom remains over the kingdom 
after the funerals and coronations. The performance of public rituals is the suggested way out of 
that mood. This brings to an end the mourning and legitimizes the Pandavas’ gains in war.  

What is noteworthy is that in neither case was there a question of justice for war crimes, apology 
or reparations. The observance of the rules of engagement—when to fight, how to fight, whom to 
fight—made most actions justifiable because they were in consonance with the prescribed code. It 
was accepted that the conflict had resulted from the actions of either side, and in either case, that 
efforts had been made to avert it. Therefore, there was no question of apology. In both cases, the 
losing side was all but decimated and so there was no one to pay reparations to.  

Lessons for our time on post-conflict reconciliation? First, both epics suggest a pragmatic war 
ethic. If all other expedients have been tried and have not worked, then war is to be entered into 
without a second thought. If conciliation, diplomacy, duplicity and patience have not worked, 
then it is appropriate to prepare and go to war. When this becomes necessary, as the hesitant 
Arjuna is told, it is the duty of the warrior caste (and rulers) to go to war, do what is needed and 
take the consequences. There is to be neither post mortem nor ex post facto guilt. From the point 
of view of reconciliation and recovery from war, this means an acceptance that war was 
inevitable, that it took place and wrought losses, and that now it is time to move on. 

Second, there had to be a universally acceptable rationale for war. In the case of the Ramayana, 
there were two reasons why Ravana had to be fought. The first was his growing power in the 
universe, but this was a reason unknown to any of the actors in the story. The second was his 
abduction of Sita, which, within the patriarchal framework of the story, is an outrage against 
Rama’s family and must be punished. Rama does not fight Ravana simply because he is a 
rakshasa—therefore, difference is not reason enough and although the destruction of the other 
side is merciless, it is important that destruction is not an end in itself. That would not be reason 
enough for war.  

The plot of the Mahabharata unfolds such that it paints a very clear balance sheet of wrongs 
done, by whom, against whom. Even as we see the actions of both sides move the plot along, step 
by step, we are left with no doubt as to which side gave greater offence. The judgments we form 
create the basis of our verdict that it is correct for the Pandavas to go to war. Having determined 
this, everything that follows has the same ‘tit for tat’ quality—one violation of rules calling for 
another, one lie calling for another lie. Therefore, when the day is done, and the Kuru elders walk 
through the battlefield, you feel sympathy for the living and not the dead.  

Third, as I stated before, there was some consolation in knowing that there were rules and codes 
governing all these things. Therefore, if the Kauravas encircled and killed Abhimanyu after 
disarming him, there was some natural justice in Karna being killed while getting his chariot 
wheels out of the mud. This calculus allowed the killers to feel that they were, in some sense, 
justified, so that they could move on from feeling guilt. More importantly, it allowed the suvivors 
to feel that in a situation of combat, their loved one had probably been fairly killed. I know this 
seems like empty consolation and I am not suggesting it as a tactic to console the bereaved, but 
pointing out that it seems to have helped in this epic at least.  
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Notwithstanding this, the mother of the slain Kauravas cursed Krishna, whom she saw as the 
architect of this destruction, that his family would be destroyed the same way the Kuru dynasty 
was, through internecine fighting. Krishna’s response is acceptance, and he adds, “Your anger 
has now found an outlet. You can never more be angry with Yudhishthira.” (Subramaniam 1988: 
694)  

Finally, the public rituals of coronation and sovereignty set in motion the healing process. The 
coronation marks the beginning of a new reign, but public sacrificial rituals like the rajasuya and 
the aswamedha were performed from time to time by kings so they also provided a sense of 
continuity to people. These sacrifices entailed great expenditure, but they also engaged every 
single member of society in some way and so they provided two opportunities—the opportunity 
to earn both merit and income through participation in the preparation for society, and the 
opportunity to rebuild a sense of belonging in the community. If the sacrifices were like 
potlatches, then partaking of the feast was a sign of being part of the family. For rulers who had 
fought each other, these could provide opportunities to forge new relationships without 
confrontation or losing face.  

Postscript 

Was there any way for rulers or the state to express compassion? In fact, there are three ways in 
which this is possible.  

The most important of these is the provision of refuge. The king was to provide refuge and 
protection to all under his jurisdiction, and any creature besides, who sought it. Even enemies 
were to be sheltered if they sought asylum. Turning away refugees was expressly disapproved 
of. When Ravana’s righteous brother, Vibheeshana, approached Rama for refuge, Rama asked his 
allies for advice but said:  

“... a major sin is incurred by failure to protect refugees under such 
circumstances; (for) such failure shuts out heaven, brings infamy and puts an 
end to one’s strength and virility... I vouchsafe security against all living beings 
to him who comes to me only once and seeks protection (from me), saying ‘I am 
yours’: such is my vow.”(SVR II Yuddha XVIII: 31, 33) (emphasis in original) 

In both the epics, the notion of grace also provides a way in which compassion can be 
experienced.  

“‘Men who, having perpetrated sins, have been subjected to punishment by 
kings become stainless and ascend to heaven like those who have performed 
meritorious deeds.’” (SVR I Kiskindha XVIII: 31) 

Accepting punishment at the hands of a king allows a person to atone for their wrongdoing and 
then to be released from the consequences of that act forevermore, as Rama told Vali in the above 
extract. Failing to atone results in endless misery for the offender, and failing to punish adds the 
sin of the offender to the karmic account of the king.  

When the king is also a divine incarnation, as Rama or Krishna were, then, having suffered your 
punishment in the short term, and paid your dues, you were redeemed by grace in the long run. 
In the Ramayana, Rama’s grace releases the accursed and assures to wrongdoers redemption 
after their atonement. If Ahalya, punished for infidelity by being turned to dust, was restored to 
her human form, and ascended to the heavens with her husband, so were Kabandha and 
Viradha, fallen celestial creatures. Unable to persuade Ravana that it is not wise to antagonize 
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Rama, Maricha says finally, “…the moment I see Rama again, I will die. He told me as much. But 
at least, if I die at his hands I will find heaven for myself.” (Menon 2003: 258)  

Similar stories of Krishna’s grace lie outside the Mahabharata in other Puranas. Nevertheless, we 
are reminded of his divinity on at least four occasions: the first is at the Hastinapura court when 
Draupadi is being disrobed; the second is again at the court when his last attempt to make peace 
between the two branches of the Kuru House fails; the third is on the battlefield during his 
discourse to Arjuna and the last is when Bheeshma invokes his grace, his divine form and asks 
his leave to die.  

Questions left unanswered 

In this very preliminary exploration, many questions remain unanswered.  

1. Is the epic the appropriate place to look?  

Speaking of Indian tradition, continuing to sidestep the definitional debates, there are three kinds 
of sources one could cull political ideas from: didactic literature on politics, the epics and other 
Puranic literature and finally, less overtly political ideas in the spiritual teachings of the region. I 
view the epics as still relevant because they marry narrative, political pedagogy and spiritual 
teaching—especially in their less-than-classical versions. They remain part and parcel of most 
Indians’ imagination and, I would argue, political vocabulary.  

However, do spiritual teachings (from the Gita itself to the discourses of contemporary teachers) 
matter more than that didactic tradition and even the epics? The lessons common to most 
traditions—to be in the present moment and not obsess over the past or future; to accept what is; 
to forgive both oneself and others in the interest of inner transformation; to detach oneself from 
events and actions and just do what one can; to control one’s emotions, including anger, and to 
heal anger with compassion—seem to form a core of useful ideas that may be more explicitly and 
immediately available to people.  

2. Is it the personal or the political level at which it is consistent with Indian traditions to talk of 
reconciliation? 

While all of us working in the policy realm focus on collective solutions and collective responses 
to conflict/post-conflict situations, the Indian tradition—whether political thought or spiritual 
practice—seems far more focused on the individual. Even the ruler acts as an individual given 
that most of this literature—didactic and epic—was composed in the context of monarchies. If we 
are seeking culturally consistent ways in which to promote the values that foster reconciliation, it 
is not clear that the most effective level of intervention is the state or even the community. 
Carrying the very individualistic orientation of this civilization forward, it seems that it is the 
individual who is the appropriate focus for our attention.  

This is the sort of thing that many contemporary spiritual communities within the Indic universe 
are promoting—social transformation through individual inner transformation. A quick and 
unscientific internet search for activities of some prominent teachers reinforced this idea. Their 
organizations focus on two types of activities, both pertinent to the reconciliation process. Service 
to society that takes the form of medical, educational or developmental activity is a common form 
of intervention. The second is to take their teaching of inner transformation to crisis zones so that 
people develop their own resources for coping with their experiences during conflicts, disaster, 
displacement and other times of crisis.  

“Revolutionary thinkers of the past endeavored to change society without 
changing the individual. Mostly, they did not succeed. The neglect of the 



 87 

connections between Self, spirituality, nature and collective wellbeing unleashed 
the destructive trends of globalization in modern history.” (A Statement on a 
Global Religion for the Third Millennium, 
http://www.sakshi.org/sakshi/misc_artemis/statement.htm, accessed March 
14, 2005)  

“..peace is the inner nature of everyone’s life.” (Maharishi Mahesh Yogi quoted in 
Subhamoy Das, “Maharishi’s Message for World Peace,” Your Guide to 
Hinduism, December 29, 2003, 
http://hinduism.about.com/cs/gurussaints/a/aa122903a.htm, accessed March 
14, 2005)  

“We have the potential to guide the world towards becoming a more loving 
place. It begins with our ways of thinking as our outer world is a reflection of 
what lies within our inner world.” (Brahma Kumaris—World Meditation, 
http://www.bkwsu.com/courses/wmed.html, accessed March 14, 2005)  

Three prominent spiritual movements observe peace meditations. The Brahmakumaris have, 
since 1978, observed a monthly World Meditation Hour on the third Sunday of the month at 6:30 
pm local time. Sadhguru Jaggi Vasudev’s Isha Foundation observes the International Day of 
Peace Vigil every year, with a Silent Peace Procession and day-long meditation. Mata 
Amritanandamayi’s organization does this as well, with a reading of prayers, one-minute silence 
at noon and satsang (group singing of devotional songs). Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, the founder of the 
Art of Living Foundation, also founded the International Association for Human Values which 
engages with a wide range of issues from community development to drug abuse to emergency 
relief, providing everything from medical assistance to trauma services in the last instance. The 
Art of Living Foundation has been active in conflict regions like Afghanistan, Kosovo, Iraq, and 
along the Israel-West Bank/Gaza wall. The core of their activities everywhere remains the 
teaching of the Sudarshan Kriya technique through ‘Breath, Water, Sound’ workshops. In all 
these cases, the accent is on the individual—either getting individuals to affirm their wish for 
peace by praying or meditating, or actively helping individuals to cope with the stress of living 
with conflict.  

Track Two initiatives also work at the level of the individual. People-to-people contact is 
ultimately person-to-person contact. With every cricket match, every seminar, every tour, every 
rally, there are interpersonal connections being built.  

3. What is the relationship between rebirth and reconciliation? 

One important difference between Indic and Semitic faiths is the idea of rebirth. The entire 
Western literature on reconciliation, both operational and scholarly, is rooted in the Judaeo-
Christian tradition, where a person is born, lives and at the end of her life, faces judgment. In 
Indic faiths—Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism—a person experiences life, death and 
rebirth in a cycle that continues as long as she accumulates karma and until she attains self-
realization.  

Therefore, discussions about forgiveness, atonement, punishment and healing take place within a 
very different time-span. Having several lifetimes for self-realization is not however, a ‘get out of 
jail free’ card. Individual culpability does exist and each person, in the course of their karmic 
evolution, pays for their acts of commission and omission. A larger karmic justice prevails over 
every single person—every character in the epics, for instance, no matter how heroic. Thus, the 
oldest Pandava, who was known for his exemplary devotion to the truth, pays at the end of the 
Mahabharata for the sole lie he has told in his life, which was told during the war. The existence 

http://www.sakshi.org/sakshi/misc_artemis/statement.htm
http://hinduism.about.com/cs/gurussaints/a/aa122903a.htm
http://www.bkwsu.com/courses/wmed.html
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of a karmic account book might account for the ‘pick up and move on’ attitude displayed by the 
characters in these stories.  

The point is: are the very questions we are posing wrong, given the elastic time-frame with which 
we are dealing? 

What are the spaces for reconciliation based on the Indian epics? 

Can we find spaces within the Indian epic tradition that are conducive to reconciliation, which 
(spaces) we can seek to replicate? The summary discussions at the end of each section suggest the 
following entry points for those who would seek to facilitate reconciliation. 

1. Since the Indian polity is traditionally dominated by society, focusing attention on civil 
society rather than the state makes sense.  

2. The ideological underpinning of the polity was a given value-system, and the function of the 
polity was to protect this value-system, provide refuge and guarantee justice. Therefore, 
reconciliation interventions are most useful at the level of redefining that value-system, on its 
terms.  

3. Reconciliation activity in cases where displacement has taken place must address the 
conditions that led to the displacement in the first place, and do so in good faith.  

4. Seeking to limit violence during a conflict and being vigilant about human rights violations 
and atrocities can increase the possibility of an amicable return from exile.  

5. Experiences during the period of displacement make a difference to how prospects of 
reconciliation are perceived. Therefore, particularly where displacement is internal, the 
interests of reconciliation are best served by paying attention to life in refugee camps and the 
experiences of IDPs and refugees.  

6. War undertaken decisively, after all other methods have failed and for a universally 
acceptable rationale, is more conducive to reconciliation.  

7. Rules of interaction and engagement, codes of conduct in war all ensure a certain 
predictability in dealings and events that reduces anxiety, builds confidence and induces 
acceptance in the face of tragedy.   

8. Public rituals and ceremonies, that are not triumphal celebrations but dedicated to the public 
welfare and that are inclusive, can create economic opportunities as well as begin to heal 
alienation.  

9. Following the focus of the epics on individual actions and of spiritual teachers on individual 
transformation, it seems that individuals rather than institutions or collectives are the most 
culturally appropriate unit for reconciliation activity.  
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“Who will tell them this land belongs to your father when I die?” 
A Journey through Kashmir’s Landscape of Dislocation  

 
Alpana Kishore 

 
 

Abstract 

Who will tell them this land belongs to your father when I die? deals with the ethnic 
cleansing of Kashmiri Pandits from the Kashmir Valley when the Pakistan-
backed insurgency took root in 1990. At one level, it is a purely human story of 
betrayal and friendship. At another, it provides the political backdrop and 
changing emotions through years of violence and dislocation during the 
conflict, nuances of fractured relationships between the two communities and the 
breakdown of society during those difficult years and later. 
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“Who will tell them this land belongs to your father when I die?” 
A Journey through Kashmir’s Landscape of Dislocation  

 
 

Alpana Kishore 
 
 
The chicken lies so submissively in its green plastic bag under the seat of the 
Sumo, that I forget it’s there. It’s counting its last moments. The Lolab Valley is 
about 24 kms long. When we reach one of its last villages nestled in its 
mountains of rich beauty, it will be cooked and I will eat it. It is a token of my 
host’s respect and desire to please me that he has bought it. Laden with other 
goodies like the fresh produce of Kupwara and its invaluable, prime commodity 
- walnuts - we have set off in time to beat the witching hour. The gates into Lolab 
will be shut for the night – even now there is steady infiltration of jehadi groups 
from Pakistan on this route. Entry and exit will be prohibited to slow down the 
militant traffic to the rest of Kashmir. That means I have to be in and out of there 
before 8:30 pm.  
 
I’m doing this because I can and someone else can’t. I am here to take a story 
back to its beginning. And to fathom an intriguing friendship between two 
middle aged men. I am also here because a strict line drawn between two 
communities 17 years ago has turned wavy and confusing. It no longer separates 
perpetrators from victims, aristocrats from serfs, oppressors from oppressed. 
Sometimes they even switch places. It’s appealing to swallow its dissonance, 
because challenging it is hard work. Yet it is for this that I have come to a place 
people don’t usually want to come to. I want to decipher this confusion, tease out 
its entanglements and get a grip on something that makes little sense to me. 
There may be plenty of time till 8:30 pm but I have a journey to complete and I 
am in a hurry to reach my destination. 
 

* * * * * 
 
The DC’s office is a vital spot in Kupwara town, the hub of Kupwara district 
whose frontier-like busyness comes with its location on the Line of Control. It 
had been prearranged through several unsatisfactory phone calls between 
Jammu, Delhi and the faraway Lolab, that I would meet Nazir Ahmed, my host, 
outside the Deputy Commissioner’s office when I arrived in Kupwara town. No 
fixed time was mentioned. I had no idea what he looked like and vice versa. Yet 
Kashmir is a place where strangers often meet through the good offices of 
bystanders. If I asked around for Nazir Ahmed of Lolab, I had been assured over 
the line from Jammu that I would find him. Or he would find me.  
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Since I hadn’t been given his mobile number, a precaution taken for both of us, I 
couldn’t call him. This seemed as vague as things could get, and considering I 
would be travelling practically to the country’s borders to see this man, pretty 
tentative to justify my effort of time and money. Yet I also knew enough about 
Kashmir to sense that these woolly directions would be enough. In fact the scene 
played out as if it were on stage. I arrived at the entrance and asked around for 
Nazir Ahmed of Lolab. Within minutes he was there, beaming and wringing my 
hands in welcome, his face wreathed in a giant smile that conveyed the 
importance of my visit to him. 
 
Beyond the ridge of mountains that encircle Kupwara district is Pakistan. State 
Transport Buses collect briskly at the frequently bombed market square ringed 
with the debris of small shops spilling out from their confining shacks. Some 
weeks later it will get bombed again but I will be far away and safe by then. 
Smoke blows as conductors holler out names of towns across the state and bang 
the sides of their buses with urgent, metallic thuds. People anxiously get on and 
go somewhere, schoolchildren jump over puddled holes in the slushy mudpack 
that passes off as a road and women and men shop for fresh fruit, vegetables, 
slaughtered, hanging goats, Surf, red buckets – the nuts and bolts of small town 
desires. Nazir Ahmed has pleaded for a moment to pick up something before we 
start our journey. The clamour washes over me as I wait for him in the Sumo, 
almost hidden from view. 
 
It is a loud clamour. Still, a subtler sound slowly overtakes its more obvious din. 
Its consistency makes it unnoticeable, a hum that rises above the ringed 
mountain town like a factory roar that workers don’t hear. I have to wait for 
other senses to register- the olive green, the fumes, the grumble of diesel engines 
– before I recognise the unmistakable resonance of gravel crunching under the 
giant tyres of a military convoy. It is the resonance of Kupwara – its heartbeat. A 
couple of hundred thousand soldiers are stationed along this border. Their 
needs, their life and their raison d’etre determine this town. Their daily rations 
drive the sales of local traders. Their supply chains power the movement to this 
remote location. “Beedi toh peeyega fauji, sabun toh khareedega. Ek anda toh roz 
khayega,” says Sultan Malik the walnut trader whom I have met just before Nazir 
Ahmed, dressed in a dark suit and silk cravat, a deliciously crazy spectre in this 
muddy, mountainous, garrison town.  It is why Kupwara has a flourishing 
economy and why sharp, wealthy businessmen are no aberration here despite it 
being one of the most dangerous places in the world.  
 
The walnut trade doesn’t hurt either. It brings in, according to Malik, roughly 
calculating on his fingers, 250 to 300 million rupees a year, and supplies the 
whole of India with its famed produce. Add to that the militancy – a profit 
making enterprise to rival the best. After all, even militants need porters, guides, 
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supply chains, bribes. Kupwara is not known as the Gateway to Pakistan for 
nothing. And finally there is the government. If the DC cannot send a man to the 
field area to pass bills because it is too dangerous, he will sign the bills in his 
office. There is no one to check whether the work has been done or not. That is 
how the Government of India has functioned for the last several years, keeping 
the economy afloat on corruption. The point being – Kupwara is flush with cash.  
 
The Lolab Valley that starts just outside the busy town is one of nature’s 
extravagant gifts. “If you have been to Lolab,” Puranji told me last year in 
Jammu’s 38 degree heat, “there is no need to go to heaven. You are already 
there.”  
 
Most people in Kashmir these days would correct him to say it has long been 
now, a stairway to heaven. IEDs, grenades, killings are what the Lolab is better 
known for. Six years ago, during the elections, a young college student 
monitoring the fairness of the polls for a civil society group was killed when their 
car set off an IED on the road. The elections themselves were held in the 
strangest circumstances possible. Candidates were warned not to campaign 
beyond a certain point even if they belonged to the forbidden villages 
themselves. The dense mountain forests where leopards and bears once roamed 
free now played host to a different tribe - 350 armed militants from across the 
border. They were a multinational bunch - Pakistanis, Afghans and Sudanese - 
from the Harkats and the Lashkars of the jehadi world. To ensure no one missed 
the message, posters were put up all over town promising 1000 rupees for the 
first person to cast his vote and the free “gift” of a bullet. Some of them – bearded 
and wild haired, came down from their mountainous hideouts and fired a volley 
of shots from their AK rifles in the local bazaar to make the threat real. MA Lone, 
the National Conference candidate who won finally, paid for it later with his life.  
 
One of Lolab’s more famous sons is Mushtaq ‘Latram’, formerly chief of the Al 
Umer Mujahideen militant group, who now currently sits in Pakistan directing 
terrorist strikes and operations in Kashmir. Through the 1990s, the unpredictable 
and volatile Latram’s reputation for brutality created a reign of terror while he 
carried out several bloody attacks. Latram, Pakistani Azhar Masood and Briton 
Omar Sheikh were the three prize terrorists in Indian jails released in the 
hostages-for-terrorists deal during the Indian Airlines plane IC-184 hijack to 
Kandahar, Afghanistan on New Year’s Eve 1999. While Omar Sheikh went on to 
execute the Daniel Pearl kidnap and murder, Latram went on to coordinate the 
activities of the feared Jaish-e-Mohammed in Pakistan; formed in 2000 and led by 
its shadowy founder Azhar Masood, the third and most powerful released 
terrorist.  
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Today the Lolab is still a “hot” militant zone in Army parlance. The old days of 
braggadocio swagger are long over but there is still a decent number hidden in 
those thick forests. When I set off on my journey from Srinagar, the sprawling 
summer capital of the state – safe and familiar – I am warned by several 
Kashmiri friends. “You will be careful,” admonishes one like a schoolteacher. 
“No heroics.” Some even admire my “adventurous spirit” confessing they 
haven’t been there since the violence started 17 years ago and won’t go till its 
well over. Their confessions and admonitions have the natural effect – I am 
nervous and have no desire to prove my ‘adventurous’ side. I want to hurry this 
thing up and get the hell out of there back to Srinagar. 
 
My host looks nothing like I expected him to. Sitting in the Sumo now, on our 
way to his home and someone else’s, Nazir Ahmed’s face puzzles me – it is an 
old face. The pointed, clipped beard is snow white, the hair whiter. With his pink 
and white lined complexion, thin, shortish physique and smiley face, he looks 
like a lean, pared down Santa Claus. This is not what I expected. Puranji looks 
nothing like him. He is dark complexioned and dark haired with a dark 
moustache. The heat and dust of the plains, life’s vicissitudes, have been pile-
driven deep into his bones. At first thought, he looks younger and wearier than 
Nazir Ahmed – later I can see their eyes are the same age. It’s difficult to believe 
however, that they studied together, ate out of each others’ tiffins, spent days 
shooting the breeze, studying, talking, getting married, having children and 
leading a full life before one saved the other from certain death.  
 

* * * * * 
 

During long stretches of non-Muslim rule, when Sikh and Hindu Maharajas 
ruled the old kingdom of Jammu & Kashmir in the 18th, 19th and early 20th 
centuries, Puranji’s Pandit ancestors strutted around with their chests out. This 
was the high point of their history, when they practically ran the state. As a tiny, 
immensely privileged, scholarly minority, they lorded it over the illiterate, 
peasant Muslim majority, their ‘superior’, ancient Brahmin genes inspiring a 
snooty condescension for their ethnic twins, the Muslims.  
 
As Puranji puts it, “In the Maharaja’s time (pre ’47) Hindu seena taan ke chalta tha 
aur 100 Musalmaan uske peechhe chalte the ki yeh humein sahi thikaane le jayega. 
Political power was in our hands though they were the majority.” 
 
And why not? For generations, the Pandit has taken pride in this scholarship, 
unmatched by the Muslim till very recently. And through history, he has used 
his learned mind strategically, the way the Muslims used violence in 1990. As a 
tool - to gain power and keep it.  
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As a survival tactic, it ranked among the best - his scholarship negated his 
powerlessness in the numbers game. It wasn’t an easy ride. Pandits faced bitter 
persecution, forced conversions, even mass exile under eras of Muslim rule in the 
earlier centuries. Yet their gift for survival and the rulers’ need for their learning 
ensured their continued prominence, bringing them back to Kashmir when the 
bad times passed. The Sultan may have been Muslim but all his sophisticated 
courtiers were not.  As the privileged landed zamindar, the powerful Court 
official, the authoritative kotwal – the Pandit remained the face of authority and 
power – it is the Muslims’ historical memory of him.  
 
In 1989, Puranji worked in a government department in Baramulla town, about 
50 kms from the Lolab. He would have to change three buses to get there. 
“Lolab-Kupwara, Kupwara-Sopore and Sopore-Baramulla,” he explained to me. 
The route was the first thing that he had to change when the letters first arrived, 
at the start of 1989. Sometimes he would take the later bus, sometimes the slower 
one. On his way back he would change his timing, hang about at Sopore beyond 
time or suddenly take the earlier bus home. The letters didn’t stop. “Ya maro ya 
mix ho jao” they warned in the beginning. To “mix” had only one meaning – 
conversion to Islam. By the time the new-year dawned, even that option had 
dried up. “Bhago – nahin toh maar denge”.  
 
“Life came first,” as Puranji puts it. At the time of Puranji’s letters, the killings 
had already started in Srinagar when the state’s chronic political unrest exploded 
into violence.  Though the declared agenda of militant groups trained, organised 
and financed by Pakistan was political freedom, their first target had a religious 
identity.  
 
Hit lists with Pandit names had been circulated in mosques. Prominent Pandits 
were being assassinated. A J&K High Court Pandit Judge Ganjoo who passed the 
first death sentence against a Muslim separatist leader accused of kidnapping 
and killing an Indian diplomat was gunned down on a street. No one came near 
him or tried to rush him to hospital. Lassa Koul, a Pandit  and the Director of the 
Central government run state television, was shot dead as he left his house for 
work in the morning. Another was shot limb by limb and delivered in a hand 
cart to the home of a Pandit leader who had appealed for peace.  
 
Others were killed in particularly brutal ways, some in their own homes, one 
horrifically, in Pandit lore, chased up to the loft in his own house and shot dead 
hiding inside a rice storage bin, in front of his pleading, screaming wife. Another 
was reportedly cut in half by a woodmill saw. On the nights of January 19th and 
20th 1990, the community remembers sitting terrified, huddled in their homes as 
neighbourhood mosques and loudspeakers fitted to cars spewed out a barrage of 
abuse and threats aimed at them, exhorting Pandits to leave, and frenzied mobs, 
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some a hundred thousand strong, roared slogans of Independence and Pakistan, 
their Muslim brothers supporting them from across the border. Some of them 
had specific messages for the Pandits: 
 

Aisi kya ghachi – Pakistan 
Batav rochtuy ta Batanyan saan 

 
“What do we want? – Pakistan. Without the Pandits but with Pandit women 
 
The subtext was very clear. Get out of Kashmir! The elite five percent minority that 
had coasted for centuries on the edge of their vaunted scholarship fled for their 
lives, leaving behind the Muslim majority Kashmir Valley, their home for aeons, 
to live in Hindu majority Jammu city across the Pir Panjal mountain range. The 
original community of the soil was cleansed from it so well that hardly anyone 
remains today in the villages, few in the towns. 
 
Many individual Kashmiri Muslim neighbours may have sympathised or helped 
but collectively there was silence and fear. No one tried to stop the Pandits when 
they started fleeing. No group spoke out against their exodus. No friend could 
guarantee their safety and neither could the government. It was an impossible 
task - the police force had melted down, the intelligence structure had been 
destroyed, its operatives killed; and armed militants roamed freely in several 
parts of Kashmir. The state had virtually collapsed – it was hanging on by a 
thread. For Pandits, especially like Puranji, caught isolated and scattered in the 
rural areas in ones and twos, there was no escaping the armed bands.  A Muslim 
junior colleague he had once helped out for a promotion kept him up to date 
with the mosque hit lists – an oxymoronic term that wasn’t - but other colleagues 
would avoid him.  
 

* * * * * 
 
Puranji’s neighbour has entered the discussion while we are talking about the 
Muslims. “Let me tell you,” he leans in closer, “Muslims cannot tolerate the 
presence of non-Muslims where they are in a majority – they will start the trouble 
by ethnic cleansing. Even at Independence – they couldn’t stomach the thought 
of living with Hindus – they had to make a separate Pakistan and throw all non-
Muslims out of there as well.” Heads nod around him. “A Muslim is a fine, 
loving individual, the best friend you can ever have. But put him together with 
other Muslims and you have to run for your life.” Puranji’s expression conveys 
his assent to this picture.  
 
Even so, a schizophrenia of sorts touches the relationship between the two. 
Fraught relationship aside, both communities have also been exceptionally close 
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through the ages, with common temperament, language, custom and history. 
Both flock to shared religious spaces like the ziarrats where they ask for divine 
intervention. Little wonder that the cramped room is crowded with emotions – 
they reek of a friend’s duplicity rather than an enemy’s expected assault.  
 
The Muslims have their own betrayal to remember. In the 1940s, when a popular, 
mostly Muslim uprising broke out against the Maharaja, the Pandits backed the 
ruler, protecting their elite positions. They were caught on the wrong side of 
history. Post Independence and accession, elected government replaced the 
Maharaja’s rule. The Muslims would be setting the agenda in this Muslim 
majority state now – and their priorities would be different.  
 
Overnight land reforms without compensation stripped Pandit landlords of their 
elitist swagger and unshackled the Muslim peasantry. Successive state 
governments tightened Pandit entry into government jobs by affirmative action 
for Muslims, sidelining Pandits to ensure their bright minds would not suck up 
all the jobs on offer.  The need of the hour was to help the less educated and less 
privileged Muslim catch up to form a new middle class. A new elite would start 
replacing the old. 
 
A story, apocryphal or not, about Chief Minister Bakshi who lowered 
benchmarks for medical and other admissions in the 1960s, goes like this. A 
Health Department official came to him with a complaint from the state medical 
colleges about the lack of cadavers for students to practice surgical skills on.  
 
“Don’t worry,” he is reported to have said. “Tell them to wait a couple of years – 
there will be no shortage once these new medical students become doctors and 
start operating!”  
 
Gradually and surely, the Pandits’ only weapon – their educated mind - was 
taken away from them. Effectively then, though they had not been rulers for 
centuries, they had lost an empire. It was as traumatic as it has historically been 
to nations and communities – something a Muslim is familiar with. Inevitably 
they were shrunk to size by reforms, unspoken quotas and the changing balance 
of state support that now tilted towards the Muslims. Yet Muslim insecurity 
refused to relax its guard - its jagged edge sharp with disbelief and mistrust. It 
ensured that the image of the Pandits, as the illegitimate usurpers of power 
positions that Muslims should rightly enjoy, persisted. 
 
The popular, underlying itch to see them being knocked off their perch was 
egged on by the Pakistan-directed groups in whose view Kashmiri Muslims had 
a separate destiny. To enable this destiny, Pandits had to be removed from the 
scene. The mythology of insecurity held powerful sway in 1989-90 when the 
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Pandits were forced by militant groups to flee, and would be rightly or wrongly, 
a key reason for Muslim silence. The undeniable fact that Muslims today benefit 
from an overwhelming domination of government jobs in Kashmir was possibly 
another.  
 
Puranji’s younger Pandit friend Aiman Raina who has been listening quietly to 
the story of the flight recalls his moment of truth. On a posting in Jammu for his 
first job, he received a late night call from his terrified family on January 19th 
seventeen years ago. “I could hear the roar of the crowd in the background,” he 
recalls. “They were begging me to somehow rescue them. I could do 
nothing….absolutely nothing for my father, my mother…. I was just helpless, 
sitting here. I desperately rang up whoever I could, whoever I knew from here 
but no one was there, no officer would pick up the phone.” His rage is smoking 
with heat even now – as a young man, he carries the full historical weight of this 
bitterness between the communities. Friendships with Muslims were cut short 
before they could mature enough to lighten its load.  
 
Aiman’s emotions are unexceptional among the Pandit community that blames 
the zealous pro-Islamic colour of the violence for their flight from the Valley in 
1990. He takes a hardliner’s view of the hit ‘lists’ and even the ‘friends who 
helped’.  
 
“I feel today that even the lists were a conspiracy. No Muslim can be a friend,” 
he says. “No Muslim group said ‘Stop! This is wrong’. Real friends come out 
when a person is in trouble – who the hell came out? With the passage of time I 
have understood. They used to sit in the mosque and conspire to kill us and give 
the hit list to a ‘friend’ who would tell you – so you would have to flee.”  
 

*  *  * 
 
The narrow lane is part of a labyrinth. ‘Houses’ of a single room each are built 
haphazardly, stretching far into the distance – it’s obvious there was never a plan 
here. A tap pokes its brass head out of a wall in a dingy looking toilet with dank, 
dark walls and a single bulb. Fresh water gushes out as a bucket overflows, then 
runs in to the open gutter below, coated with slime. Flies buzz above it. It is 
visible from Puranji’s room where we are sitting in Jammu’s sweaty April. Does 
safety truly mean so much? Is this hellish single room really preferable to the risk 
of living in one’s own home and land however dangerous it may be? I try to 
imagine what it would be like to think of neighbours as predators, to suspect 
colleagues, best friends, children’s school buddies. Or to see threat lurking in the 
most familiar, routine things like home, office, well-travelled routes, local 
markets. There is an air of ‘normalcy’ in Jammu that makes it difficult to do this. 
It’s easy to see why Puranji feels ‘safe’ here, with his ‘own’, where he is no longer 
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a religious minority. Possibly, being free to say who he is and which nation he 
wants to belong to without worry, soothes his temperament.  
 
He has not had this freedom since 1947 when Pakistan was born. Though the 
Pandits remained safe in their overwhelmingly Muslim Valley even as the whole 
of India went up in flames with riots and ethnic cleansing; the physical peace 
was only the glitter that wasn’t gold. Nothing would remain the same between 
the two. 
 
Pakistan’s Two Nation theory that claimed Muslims were a separate ‘nation’ 
regardless of shared ethnicity with Hindus, changed the way the two saw each 
other. Old power or class issues were now processed through a filter of religious 
identity and both downgraded their shared ethnic identity. For the Muslim, 
Kashmir came first where he was in majority and held the reins of power. He also 
held out the unspoken threat of Muslim Pakistan. For the Pandit India came first 
and with it, its counterbalancing threat. He may have now lacked the power that 
he had before in Kashmir - but he had the safety backup of the ‘mother’ country 
as the ‘nation’ that would command his first loyalty. Neither side could shed old 
baggage and make the leap to the new paradigms of India - democracy and 
secularism.  
 
Once the new elite began replacing the old, the Pandit sought security in 
flaunting his Indian connections. He saw himself as a heroic minority.  
Says Puranji, “We saved Kashmir for India. If we had supported their ideology 
as they wanted, Kashmir would have gone to Pakistan years ago”. “Jo ‘Jai Bharat’ 
bolega, woh apna hai. We don’t believe in Kashmiri nationalism,” bites out Aiman.  
For him, the Muslims are Pakistani stooges and Indian traitors.  
 
Yet, since the Kashmiri Muslim saw his chances of power outside these Indian 
connections, the Pandit in his eyes remained an Indian stooge and Kashmiri 
traitor who blocked and resisted popular Kashmiri aspirations for separation. 
The silence at his forced migration and the targeted violence came from this 
belief, despite the friendship, despite the shared culture. Neither could view the 
other’s version dispassionately.  
 
“They thought people from India would just come and take care of them like 
this,” a Muslim college principal once told me, snapping her fingers, her face 
angry. “They never dreamt we’ll be sitting in those miserable one-room camps for 
twenty years and our children will never see Kashmir again”.  
 
It is a notion Aiman confirms. “We had a phobia” he says. It is an interesting 
word he uses as a replacement for ‘an article of faith’. “We thought if one Hindu 
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is killed in Kashmir, 100 Muslims will be slaughtered in the rest of India. Jab nikle 
toh bhai ko bhai ka pata nahin tha,” he laughs.  
  

* * * 
 
Puranji, like Aiman, trusts no Kashmiri Muslim – he has made that very clear. He 
quotes an old saying:  

Zovuai vasa pose? 
Musalman banea dost? 

 
Roughly translated it means something not very nice. Can you take the skin off 
lice it questions? No, he shakes his head explaining. Then how can a Muslim be a 
friend, his fingers twist to ask? Both tasks are an impossibility!   
“Rishta unke saath? Na zyaada gehra, na zyaada door.”  
But that would be an insincere friendship I argue.  
“Yes it is a fact. It won’t be a sincere friendship – but it cannot be!” he argues 
back. “They have given us such a body blow that it will take seven generations to 
recover from it.”  
Yet there is one sacred friendship exempt from this category.  
“Except my friend who warned me and saved my life.” Puranji’s face physically 
softens as he forgets the bitter things ranting in his head, the anger that has 
overwhelmed him.  
“Woh friend bachpan ka tha. Kaththe job lagi, khaana peena, uthna baithna. He saved 
my life, honour and dignity. Except for him I can trust no other Kashmiri 
Muslim” 
“His children call me Mama,” says Puranji’s wife. “They call every Tuesday,” 
adds his daughter. “Bahut achcha lagta hai. They come every year.”  
“What were relationships like before all this happened?,” I ask.  
 
He reflects, eyes distant. My question has taken him past the bitterness into a 
sweeter place. The Muslims are, after all, Hindu converts from just 600 odd years 
ago. This is not an easily discardable ethnic bond. Perhaps why the shock of 
betrayal is so real on one side and the denial of guilt so vehement on another. 
 
 “They were not normal - but ….very delicious,” he rubs his fingers with his 
thumb. “Caring ka culture tha. If my wife was coming on the bus, phataphat boys 
would get up and offer her a seat – just - as a Hindu lady. If somebody’s 
daughter was going somewhere, they would automatically take care just because 
she was a daughter of the community. Jeena marna, uthna baithna, khaana peena – 
everything was together in the localities.” 
 
He disregards Aiman’s conspiracy theory. His friendship with Nazir Ahmed has 
withstood not only the weight of the Pandit flight from the Valley but also the 
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historical angst the communities’ relationship has borne for centuries. That’s an 
awful lot of weight. But then, this is quite a friendship.  
 
The decision was taken for him during his usual game of hide and seek on the 4 
pm bus from Baramulla on the 22nd of February 1990. It was the evening before 
Shivratri, the biggest Pandit religious festival of the year. He got a chilling 
though polite message from the group known as Allah Tigers.  
“Kal chhutti hai. Hum aapke ghar aayenge, Shivratri ki badhai denge aur aapko 
eliminate kar denge.” The Allah Tigers had cultured people on their roster who 
would remember to greet members of the other community before killing them. 

 
* * * 

Halfway through the beauteous Lolab, past the giant gates that will be locked at 
8:30 - a far more relaxed time from the earlier 5 pm deadline - past the Gujjar 
hostel, past the two checkpoints in the first part where we get off and do our 
entry so that we can get back out unhindered, there is no sign of anything 
unpleasant nor any hint of fear on the faces of the local residents who are visibly 
milling around on the meandering central road that cuts through the entire 
valley. Hundreds of schoolchildren reassuringly spill out from scores of schools 
that dot the route. Some sit under trees with slates, some inside classrooms in 
neat uniforms. A bunch of schoolteachers flags us down to have tea with them in 
the Middle School by the side of the road – delighted, we accept. Schoolgirls of 
the 2nd class in red checked kameez sit neatly under the tree. The 4th class is 
indoors and sings a Kashmiri poem for us in the high pitched voices so typical of 
Kashmiri folk music. Its sweetness is piercing - among the trees, the fresh, 
peaceable silence and birdsong outside, the little school and the guileless faces of 
the children, it embodies the Lolab for me in ways that no gun ever can.  
 
It makes me reflect on my reason for this journey to the far corners of this 
troubled state. On paper it is to meet the one, single friend Puranji says is the 
exception to his rule of Muslims as a community of insincere betrayers. But there 
is more. From the outside, living in Lolab today sounds terrifying – awash with 
jehadi Afghan and Pathan terrorists, located in the first district next to Pakistan 
from where this traffic originates, violent and tightly controlled by both the 
militants and the Indian Army stationed there. Perhaps today, much less by one 
and much more by the other but still…What could be more alien for a non-
Muslim?  
 
Yet it was home for Puranji and many of his community – it had to have been 
different in the older days. And living in an almost purely Muslim land in such 
small numbers, Puranji must have been immensely comfortable with Muslim life 
– the sound of the azaan, the sight of the skull cap, the neighbourhood pagoda 
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roof mosque, bearded friends, festivals. So much that he may have even felt alien 
in Jammu with his ‘own’. 
 
I ask a little 4th standard girl if she has ever heard about the Pandits 
“Haan.” 
“Kya suna hai unke bare mein?” 
“Woh saaf hain. Apne ghar ke aas paas bahut safai rakhte hain.”  
 
Listening to her, I discover what I actually want from this journey. I want to 
reclaim a slice of that relationship the two communities shared, scoop a bit of its 
unspoken ease, its comfort and its deep understanding and space for one 
another. In this day of ranting believers, this unspokenness is what I want to 
retrieve – perhaps for myself, perhaps for this land and its people. 
 
There are plenty of Army Headquarters of every level permanently settled in the 
area since 1947. Though no soldiers are conspicuous on the road except for the 
three checkpoints we pass, signs of their presence are all around. Tiny shrines of 
local saints - a secular Kashmiri tradition now under fire from the jehadis - lie on 
the route, many draped with giant green chaadars, shiny and new, with florid 
slogans in the Devnagari script – a rarity in these parts. They are offerings from 
the army and paramilitary units posted in the area. Things have changed a bit 
since the wild times five years ago. Perhaps it is time for my Srinagar friends to 
be ‘adventurous’.  
 
Nazir Ahmed confirms it. “Ab kaafi kam ho gaya hai,” he beams. Are conditions 
then good enough for Puranji to return? His face falls. “Not yet,” he says, the 
regret spilling out from every pore as if his entire body is a sigh. I switch topics, 
ask him about Puranji – his face lights up again.  
 
“At school, people would say what do you two talk about all day long – Kya 
kaanaphoosi karte ho?Aap thakte nahin ho ek doosre se baat karte? Hamari shaadi bhi 
kareeb saath hi hui. Meri shaadi mein shareek the. Lalpora gaye baraat ke saath. Mere liye 
aur biwi ke liye suit laye.”   
 
What did you like about Puranji’s family I ask? “Everything!” he answers eagerly 
and enthusiastically with such shining brightness that I am taken aback at the 
intensity of his emotion. “Har cheez!” he repeats. “Unki sociability - woh bahut 
candid the – truthful. Unka khaana-peena pasand tha. Bahut pyaar mila unke parivaar 
se, bhai se zyaada. Tyohaar ke din Hairat (Shivratri) pe, hum do din rehte unke ghar 
mein. Akhrot pani mein bhigote the, raat ko pooja ke liye istemaal hota tha – uske baad 
humsayon mein baant te the. Rishtedaaron ke saath hum bhi jaate the baantne ke liye. Us 
waqt der raat tak hum Wavoora se chal ke aate. Na gun ka darr tha na militant ka na fauj 
ka. Eid ke liye woh aate the 2-3 din ke liye.” 
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Puranji’s departure was traumatic.  
 
“Mere dil ke do tukde ho gaye” says Nazir Ahmed in his extravagant, emotional 
way. “I never wanted to let him go – I didn’t want him to become a migrant. I 
told him you shift here to my house. But when he said ‘my life is not safe, zyaadti 
mat karo, let me go – I had to give in. He told me ‘Intezaam karo’ so I fixed up the 
car, never told anyone.” 
 
Bound up with his tradition, Puranji’s story contains the strands of his soil, his 
religion and the interlocking weave of Hindu and Muslim, sacred and profane. 
At 11:30 at night on the 22nd of February 1990, his house was incandescent with 
the light and music of prayer and celebration as the nearly twenty strong joint 
family in the three storeyed house where they all lived, observed the holiest day 
of their calendar - Shivratri. Nazir Ahmed arranged for the car to arrive precisely 
then. Leaving the rest of his extended family behind amidst the chanting, as 
arranged – they would follow twenty days later- Puranji, his wife and their two 
daughters, one aged three years and the other a little baby, nine months old, 
sneaked out of their home together for the last time in their lives, walked quietly 
across their vast field and reached the road where the car was waiting with Nazir 
Ahmed and his eldest son. Quickly, they loaded it and set off for Kupwara.  
 
In the time-honoured departures of migrations, partitions and cleansings, people 
never imagine this will be the last time they will see the homes and lands they 
have lived in for centuries. They sever the link with the earth that has nourished 
their tradition, without knowing of its finality. They entrust their houses to 
neighbours as in pre-Partition Punjab, keep their keys safely for years as in 
Palestine and cannot think of a timeline beyond a few months. “My mother lived 
in Kupwara proper,” says Puranji’s wife. “We woke her up in the middle of the 
night. The bus was coming from Jammu in the morning. We sat in it and reached 
Jammu on the 24th. Us waqt humne socha – paanch-chheh mahinon mein aa jayenge – 
we will be back.” 
 
“Rone ke bagair kuchh nahin tha,” remembers Nazir Ahmed. Kupwara mein humne 
unko vida kiya. Socha ek-do saal mein wapas aa jayenge.  
 
Seventeen years later, Puranji’s family still lives in a one-room quarter with a tin 
roof in a refugee camp in Jammu. Summer temperatures go up to forty degrees – 
a matter of trauma for Kashmiris who pride themselves on their inability to bear 
the heat of the plains. It has the clutter of schoolchildren’s things, kitchen utensils 
neatly stacked in the corner, mattresses, suitcases and naked bulbs on the ceiling. 
There is also now a red telephone but in Kashmiri style, no furniture, just 
cushions on the durrie-covered floor where we talk for almost five hours. This is 
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where they sleep, eat, study and cook. Puranji also has a son born in the camp 
who has never seen Kashmir. The family of five shares a single bathroom with 
four other families. Their own family is scattered all over Jammu. Puranji went 
back to collect them and returned for the last time in April, hoping to sort out 
family affairs. On the sixth day of his visit the message came again – Aaj ki raat 
mat guzaro yahaan. He left on the 28th. On the first of May 1990, the massive Lolab 
style timber house was burned down by militants. It took three days to burn. 
“Chhat laga tha teen ka, usey policewalle le gaye,” he ends. 182 kanals of their land 
adjacent to it remain fallow. 

 
* * * 

 
We stop at a small village shop to buy something. The village idiot is drooling 
next to the Sumo, his eyes squinting, his face helpless and unfocussed. He sways 
from side to side and holds out his hand. He leans forward to accept the change I 
am giving him, the drool threatening to fall on the car. The driver has a fit and 
shoos him away. Nazir Ahmed is back, beaming with a green plastic bag he 
shoves under the seat in a flash. It has a live chicken in it, with feathers and eyes 
and beak. I try to suppress my city squeamishness but there is no sound from the 
doomed bird.  
 
“Logon ko pata nahin tha but the threat was there because of our friendship” he 
carries on the conversation interrupted. “Reports were coming that yeh tehreek ke 
khilaaf hai. Gaon ke do Gujjar the – anpadh, jaahil - jinhone mujhe hit karne ke liye ek 
militant bheja. Aaya hamare ghar, raha chaar din, usey achhi tarah rakha toh usne kaha 
logon ne aapke khilaaf galat report di. Baad mein un dono ko Army ne hi khatm kar 
diya.” 
 
His face is a mixture of relief, contempt and serves-them-right. He has paid a real 
price in fear and tension for this friendship. And unlike Puranji, there was 
nowhere to escape, no one to look to for support. And no one would raise the cry 
of Islam being in danger if a Muslim was brutalising a fellow Muslim.  
 
It has been two hours since we left Kupwara including our leisurely stop at the 
school. “Soon,” Nazir Ahmed says. We are nearing the place I have come to see. 
He counts off the villages we pass. At a turn when we see a mountain straight 
ahead, signalling the end of the Lolab Valley he stops the car. We get off. There is 
green, fertile, empty land on both sides of the road, mountains on all sides. 
Children play cricket on one side. “Yeh sab unki zameen hai,” says Nazir Ahmed 
spreading his hand out in an arc that covers both sides of the road. Where is your 
house I ask expecting it to be next door since they were so close. “Nahin nahin,” 
he says with startled eyes –“ woh toh bade ghar ke the, unke paas bahut zameen thi. 
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Hum toh thoda door rehte the.” It’s the first time I am made aware that there was an 
economic disparity between the two friends.  
 
He points to a clump of trees at the far end on the other side. “Wahaan ghar tha 
unka,” I can’t see anything. We decide to walk up to the spot – there is no 
motorable road till there, just empty fields. As we go nearer, I can see some 
houses at the back. I am expecting some ruins, some empty burnt out shell but I 
still can’t see anything except the stunning, green beauty of the place. Nazir 
Ahmed has stopped and is searching intently for something in the ground. He 
looks around and bends low. I am puzzled.  
 
“Where is it?” I ask.  
“Yahaan…..idhar, He summons me triumphantly having found what he was 
looking for.  
“Dekho yeh paudiyaan, yahaan darwaza tha.”  
 
He sketches out a door frame with his hands. I look. I see two exposed brick 
steps on one side of an uneven ridge in the grassy field. Two steps - just two! The 
cement is long gone, grass already filling in the cracks. This is all that is left of 
Puranji’s house. If I didn’t see the steps, I’d never know anything ever existed 
here. Within a year or so they will be gone too. 
 
In this wonderland of a place, there is a gurgling stream on the left, tucked into 
the end of the small valley, cosy in its small beauty with towering, forested 
mountains around it as if it were made for the family’s personal viewing 
pleasure. The clump of trees next to it is graceful and majestic – there is pine and 
walnut. A duck paddles in the brook, the setting sun giving its rushing, full 
waters the patina of an old jewel. It looks like a desktop screen. This is the way 
nature intended things to be. Truly, Puranji was right - if you are in Lolab, there 
is no need to go to heaven, you are already there. Yet in this place of his heritage, 
the cradle of his language, scriptures and poetry, there is not a trace of Puranji, 
not a whisper that he once lived here as did his ancestors, one of the oldest races 
on earth. The contrast with his one room in the refugee camp is horrible and 
painful even for me. It must be unimaginable for one who has lived a life here in 
this paradise.  
 
Nazir Ahmed walks me through the rest of the ‘house’. He opens the imaginary 
front door and points to the staircase going up in empty air. We turn left from 
the porch to ‘enter’ the main room where everyone sat together in the evening. It 
overlooks the stream. The rooms were upstairs his hands wave out. I imagine 
them. Puranji’s words from the Jammu camp sketch in the rest. 
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“There were thirty-six rooms in a three-story house with three ‘sets’. Joint family 
thi – saare shaam ko Pitaji ke saath khaya karte the. When we sit together now, it is 
like the old house - pachchis-chhabbis bande ek kamre mein reh sakte hain. Par yahaan 
purana mahaul ban hi nahin pata.” His wife’s memories, “Do badi bhabhiyaan theen. 
Kaththe saath baith te the. Yahaan din bhar akele rehte hain.” 
 
Puranji’s struggle with himself - “My father had 182 kanals of land left after the 
reforms. We still have it – registaan ban gaya hai. In my middle age I still feel I 
should get this property, if I dispose of it at least I will get something. My 
daughter says let it go to hell. The generation grown up here is least bothered 
about these things. Till I am alive, I can think about these things. If the problem 
isn’t solved till my death - who will tell them this land belongs to your father, 
when I die? No one, absolutely no one” 
 
Shaken by the vision I have just seen, I am quiet. So is Nazir Ahmed, lost in the 
memories of the old days. We get back in to the Sumo and head to his house five 
minutes away that lies nestled at the bottom of the mountain that ends the 
Valley. Beyond it lies Pakistan. A rushing stream is crossed by a little fairytale 
bridge down a path that leads to his Lolab style wooden log house. There is huge 
excitement at my visit and the fact that I have come via a very special connection. 
The chicken in a plastic bag is discreetly passed to the lady of the house to meet 
its fate. The family seems endless - children of different sizes keep appearing out 
of every nook. “I have eleven children – the youngest is seven years old - I am a 
sinner,” Nazir Ahmed confesses, touching his ears, so sweetly repentant that I 
have to laugh. The first grandchild is already five years. Three more have been 
born. It is necessarily a large house and next to it he is building another, but this 
one is a brick house.   
 
Within half an hour I am eating the fried chicken, Kashmiri bakery bread, apples 
cut just for me, kahwa and the walnuts cracked and kept before me in a little 
plate. Nazir Ahmed beseeches me with the pleading urgency of a mother feeding 
a recalcitrant child to eat, eat just a little bit more, his hand piling up my plate till 
I can have not even a walnut more to please him. We grapple hand to hand over 
a piece of the chicken. The hospitality of a rural Kashmiri cannot be outdone, no 
matter how poor he may be. Meri achhi behen he calls me, my good sister. His 
wife is twice his size, with a smiling face. She bounces the latest baby on her lap 
and never says a word. Perhaps she is not as fluent in Urdu.  
 
The photo albums tumble out. Puranji’s family came last year to visit for the first 
time in seventeen years. He didn’t come. His wife is in the photographs, wearing 
smart dark glasses and uncovered head in the bright sunshine at some tourist 
guesthouse nearby, on plastic folding chairs. Nazir’s wife stands next to her in 
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her traditional clothes – she looks far older, like the grandmother she is. All of 
them in this very room, laughing, chatting. 
 
“Kabhi ahsaas nahin tha Muslim ya Hindu ka – humein pata hi nahin tha,” says Nazir 
Ahmed. “We drank from the same cup. Once Puranji’s wife picked up a piece of 
meat from my plate. A Pandit lady looked at her shocked - she told her - we are 
all brothers and sisters. Bade gehre talluqat the.”  
 
There are also pictures of Nazir Ahmed’s son Inam visiting in Jammu. These 
show him with Puranji’s smart young daughters dressed in jeans and shirts, 
arms casually slung around his neck, smiling in to the camera; his twelve year 
old boy dressed in baggy calf-length shorts and sleeveless torn T shirt with a 
back-to-front cap. He looks like a dude and has a dude-like expression for the 
camera. Inam looks like he is a conservative schoolteacher trying hard to look 
fashionable in jeans. In another, the whole family and Inam are sitting, in winter 
Kashmiri style, under quilts in the room at the camp. Inam looks happy and has 
a can’t-quite-believe-this expression on his face. 
 
The pictures are telling a story that Inam will confirm on the way back to 
Kupwara. The eating and drinking has brought in the evening hours – darkness 
will fall soon. I will have to start well in time before the heavy gates shut the 
Lolab in for the night. But first I have to take my leave and bid farewell to the 
family. It has barely been four hours since I met Nazir Ahmed. He entreats me to 
stay the night, his elaborate rural hospitality will settle for no less. I insist I must 
go.  We say the sentimental farewell, offer lavish phrases of sister and 
brotherhood and wave the fond goodbye. It is not an insincere one. Nazir 
Ahmed’s generosity to me and his remarkable emotion for his friend through 
seventeen years is a rare thing to see and experience. We have been through an 
overwhelming personal journey together as strangers, with Puranji as the ghost 
who accompanied us. Like several experiences in Kashmir, a lifetime has been 
lived in a couple of hours.  
 
Inam is deputed to escort me back to Kuligam, just before the gates. We discuss 
the Jammu photographs in the car where he feels free to talk in his father’s 
absence.  
 
“Ajeeb lagta hai” he says when I ask him about his first visit to Jammu and seeing 
girls on the street wearing jeans and tight clothes. “Ladies ko nahin pehenna 
chahiye,” he admits hesitantly.  
“But if everybody wears such clothes then is it okay?” 
“Haan …… tab theek hai” he says, embarrassed; but clearly his demeanour 
suggests otherwise.  
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The incongruous photos of this Muslim village boy with his smart city ‘sisters’ 
and the dude younger ‘brother’ have spoken of this embarrassment already. The 
girls, unaware of his conservatism, casually posing with him, his struggle to 
disguise his awkwardness and unfamiliarity with more modern modes of 
behaviour, his desire to keep up with the city lights – all this is visible in every 
frame. So too is the realisation that modernity has snatched the migrant away 
forever.  
 
There is no way Puranji can come back here even if he can – at least with his 
children. His migrant life has moved far, far ahead of this simple, rural existence 
where emotions are extravagant and friends are for life. His wife has shed her 
rustic demeanour to acquire a city slick that leaves her rural sister far behind. His 
children may be at home in Delhi or Bombay but hardly in the conservative 
Lolab. The opportunities the world has given him and his children outside his 
sheltered “heaven” may never compensate for its loss. But they won’t let him go 
back easily either - maybe not at all. This partition-held-in-abeyance may just 
turn out to be as real and as divisive as any in history  
 
I drop off Inam at Kuligam and head to Kupwara. I remember the last 
conversation with Puranji. Do you miss that collective society, I ask? 
“Na yaad hai na asar,” says Puranji.   
“Hona bhi nahin chahiye,” interjects Aiman  
“They bargained us – gave us hell,” says Puranji. Just imagine – apna hi khoon – 
all convertees!  
“Jin logon ne bachpan cheena hai, unhe thodi maaf kar sakte hai,” adds Aiman as he 
exits the room to meet a neighbour. 
The conversation carries on after a pause.   
 “If attitudes change…..” begins Puranji, drifting off. From righteousness, his 
expression has changed to something tentative. He wants an acknowledgement 
of the trauma he has endured, some respect for the loss he has suffered. After 
that….  
“Do you feel the Muslims betrayed you?” 
“Definitely – yes,” he nods. 
“But you miss them still?”  
 “Yes”. 
 And you can forgive?” 
The answer comes before the question is over. “Yes.” 
 
The apology may be a long time coming. Neither side believes it is wrong, both 
believe the other ‘owes’ them. But “Apna khoon” is how Puranji has described his 
tormentor and closest friend - the Kashmiri Muslim. The pull of this blood may 
be too strong to fit into the ideological precision of nationalism and religion.  
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We reach the gates – they are open, the soldier waves me on ahead with a smile. I 
return it with some sense of relief. The Lolab is left behind me in the evening 
darkness as I re-enter the relative safety of Kupwara town.  



 110 

Gender and Community Peacebuilding in Rural Afghanistan 
 

Eirene Chen and Mariam Jalalzada 
 
 
 

Abstract  
 

This article examines prevailing cultural attitudes towards Afghan women as peacebuilders and 
explores the impact that an innovative UNHCR-sponsored refugee reintegration program has 
had on gender dynamics in several rural Afghan communities divided by a history of violent 
conflict. The program integrates inter-communal reconciliation activities with joint income-
generation projects, in an effort to restore trust and strengthen economic capacity. The authors 
discuss how implementation methodologies have affected the lives of the women who 
participated in the program as community peace mobilizers. They also propose culturally 
sustainable strategies to facilitate gender equality in rural communities.   
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In July 2003, two years after the Bonn Agreement (2001) paved the way for the establishment of a 
broad-based, multi-ethnic, fully representative, gender-sensitive national government in 
Afghanistan, the United Nations and the OECD/DAC Network on Gender Equality hosted a 
high-level workshop on gender and reconstruction in Afghanistan. They concluded that 
“sustainable peace, based on mutual respect, cultural diversity and gender equality, requires long-term 
efforts…including support to local communities as a way to induce a sustained process of social 
transformation in support of gender equality.”122  
 
What does it really mean to induce a sustained process of gender-equalizing social 
transformation on a community level in contemporary Afghanistan? When there are significant 
imbalances in the quality of life available to men and women, what kind of support to local 
communities can best facilitate full empowerment for all?  
 
The authors of this paper are two women who have explored these questions firsthand. We met 
in 2004 while implementing community rehabilitation programs at a leading grassroots Afghan 
peacebuilding and development NGO.123 We are grateful for this opportunity to share our 
perceptions of gender and peacebuilding, both generally and through the lens of one unique 
community-based reconciliation program.  
 
Mariam Jalalzada  

After living in Pakistan for ten years as a refugee, I returned to my war-torn country, wanting 
nothing more than to take part in the huge effort of rebuilding our nation. I was overwhelmed by 
the energy and optimism the people were putting into their everyday life. Kabul, the city in 
which I was born and the city that was dead during my teenage years, was full of life again. As a 
Project Development Officer in the Sanayee Development Foundation (SDF), I started working 
with various health, literacy, and peacebuilding projects that were being implemented in remote 
areas.  
 
As part of my job, I also had to report on new developments as well as challenges that faced our 
projects. For example, I had to check if our primary health clinics were fully equipped and 
equally accessible, if our peacebuilding and human rights training sessions included those who 
represented the entire community, and if women were consistently present in our literacy 
courses. I enjoyed working with women in villages, as I found them to be very willing to 
participate in our programs and capable of carrying out the responsibilities that we put on their 
shoulders. I was amazed at how eager they were to learn, from alphabets to women’s rights to 
reconciliation and mediation.  
 

                                                           

122 “Gender and Post-Conflict Reconstruction, Lessons Learned from Afghanistan,” Report from 
the Joint Workshop of the United Nations Inter-agency Network on Women and Gender Equality and the 
OECD-DAC Network on Gender Equality (Paris: July 10-11, 2003). Full report is available at: 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/ianwge/taskforces/ParisJoint_Workshop_Report_final.pdf 
123 Information on the Sanayee Development Foundation available here: 
http://www.nawidefarda.com/sanayee.org/ 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/ianwge/taskforces/ParisJoint_Workshop_Report_final.pdf
http://www.nawidefarda.com/sanayee.org/
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Although I was among those fortunate women who were raised within liberal families that 
respected women’s rights and roles in society, I was fully aware of the oppression women faced, 
especially in rural areas. I found the main reason to be lack of education among men and women 
alike. It was not only women but also men who did not know about women’s rights.  
 
Eirene Chen  
In 2004, I traveled to Afghanistan to complete a field practicum for my graduate studies in 
conflict transformation. As a former teacher and teacher trainer with a longstanding interest in 
both the practice of social empowerment as well as the cultures of central and South Asia, I 
looked forward to learning how Afghan peace educators facilitate nonviolent social change, 
particularly in a gender-polarized environment. 
 
I was also interested in how post-conflict peacebuilding programs are designed, implemented 
and evaluated. At the SDF, I focused on a UN-sponsored pilot refugee reintegration initiative 
known as Coexistence Afghanistan, for which the SDF has been the lead psychosocial 
implementing partner since 2004.124 While it is not representative of the many peacebuilding 
programs that now abound in Afghanistan, it does highlight several salient issues that can also be 
found in other post-conflict reconstruction initiatives. 
 

Context for Coexistence Afghanistan 
 

In several of the provinces where the SDF was active, there had been reports of numerous human 
rights abuses from the primarily ethnic Pashtun minority who claimed that following the 
departure of the Taliban in late 2001, ethnic Tajik warlords and their supporters had expropriated 
precious land and water access points that did not belong to them.125 Water was being siphoned 
off from lower-lying lands and re-sold to returnees at exorbitant rates. The lower-lying land 
available to repatriated refugees was less suitable for farming. Pashtun men experienced threats 
and difficulty in finding work. Pashtun women did not feel welcome at local markets and health 
clinics and preferred to walk two or three times the distance, often through land-mined territory, 
in order to buy food and obtain medical care. Their children were regularly harassed en route to 
and at local schools, which few of their sons and even fewer of their daughters attended.  
 
For their part, many of the Tajik residents upriver were incredulous at being asked to share 
resources that were not even enough for them. They claimed that the Pashtun returnees were 
lying and exaggerating stories of their victimization in order to gain favor with the international 
aid agencies, and that the truth was that among those very same Pashtuns were warlords who 
had aided the Taliban in destroying Tajik property and killing loved ones some ten years earlier. 
In one cluster of communities, most of the UNHCR field protection officers were Pashtun, as 
were the majority of beneficiaries selected for a small irrigation project—a fact noted with some 
cynicism by Tajik residents. A Tajik woman, commenting on her Pashtun neighbors, said: “We 

                                                           

124 Eileen F. Babbitt, “Evaluating Coexistence: Insights and Challenges,” in Antonia Chayes and 
Martha Minow (Eds.), Imagine Coexistence: Restoring Humanity (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 
pp.102-127.  
Coexistence Afghanistan is an outgrowth of a broader post-conflict peacebuilding intervention 
developed in 1999 by a team from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), Harvard University and the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts 
University. It was piloted in Bosnia Herzegovina, Rwanda and Sri Lanka before being introduced 
to Afghanistan in 2004. 
125 Further details on ethnic and sectarian dynamics in the provinces surrounding Kabul can be in 
International Crisis Group. Afghanistan: The Problem of Pashtun Alienation. Kabul/Brussels: ICG 
Asia Report 64, 2003. 
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might go to each other’s weddings, but our hearts are not clean. They’re lucky to be allowed to 
stay here at all.”  
 
Coexistence Afghanistan: An Exercise in Peacebuilding 
 

In Afghanistan, deep-rooted conflict between ethnic groups has existed for centuries.  Intervening 
civil wars prolong conditions of instability and insecurity, forcing both refugees and non-
refugees to remain focused on meeting basic survival needs. When these needs remain 
unfulfilled, it is very difficult for them to give attention to priorities that seem more abstract, such 
as conflict resolution.126   
 
In response, Coexistence Afghanistan aspired “to promote peaceful reintegration of people 
returning to communities that have been divided by a history of violent conflict.”127 As with its 
sister programs in Bosnia Herzegovina, Rwanda and Sri Lanka, Coexistence Afghanistan aimed 
to accomplish this by:  

(1) Promoting inter-communal interaction, trust-building, and cooperation,  
(2) Facilitating rehabilitation and equal access to shared resources, through small-scale 

income-generation activities that members from the various conflicting groups would 
jointly design and carry out.  

 
Generally, the UNHCR selected a local peacebuilding NGO to implement the trust-building 
activities and an international NGO to implement the livelihood and income-generation 
activities. That meant that for any given cluster of target communities, there were at least two 
NGOs, in addition to the UNHCR, various local constituencies, district and regional Afghan 
authorities, and military forces from other countries (in this case, NATO-sponsored ISAF patrols 
and Coalition-staffed Provincial Reconstruction Teams).  As can be imagined, the plethora of 
organizations with frequently competing mandates, operating styles and internal organizational 
cultures helped create tensions and misunderstandings among the field staff. The SDF’s 
peacebuilding team was eventually asked to also provide guidance in conflict-sensitive 
development practice for the donor, implementing partners and local authorities, drawing upon 
the principles of Do No Harm.128  
 

                                                           

126 There are two human needs theories that may be useful for peacebuilding practitioners in this 
context. One is the seminal work of American psychologist Abraham Maslow, who suggested a 
hierarchy of human needs moving from physiological to physical security, sense of belonging, 
social recognition, and self-actualization. Peacebuilding practitioner Lisa Schirch has further 
developed this framework to include social needs (respect, security, participation), cultural needs 
(culture, religion, identity), and material needs (food, shelter, healthcare). 
Abraham Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation”, Psychological Review #50 (1943) pp. 370-396 
and 
Lisa Schirch, The Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding (PA: Good Books, 2004), pp.13-17. 
127 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Coexistence Initiative in Afghanistan 
Progress Report: Mid-September 2004 to December 2004”, Office of Chief of Mission, Kabul, 
Afghanistan, 2004. 
128 Mary Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace—Or War (Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner, 1999). Do No Harm is a program-planning framework which ‘seeks to identify the ways 
in which international humanitarian and/or development assistance given in conflict settings 
may be provided so that, rather than exacerbating and worsening the conflict, it helps local 
people disengage from fighting and develop systems for settling the problems which prompt 
conflict within their societies.’ Information here: http://www.cdainc.com/dnh/ 

http://www.cdainc.com/dnh/
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But foremost, the SDF’s peace mobilizers were tasked with facilitating inter-communal 
reconciliation between the ethnic groups in the various communities, for the purpose of 
promoting both harmonious relations and inclusive local governance. At that time, the SDF’s 
preferred intervention method consisted of first conducting a comprehensive conflict analysis 
and needs assessment, followed by an intensive two-week inter-communal peacebuilding 
workshop held first for only men and then, with their permission, for women. In the beginning, 
the workshops were attended by up to thirty carefully selected community leaders from each 
identity group. Later, as the workshops grew in popularity and our understanding of community 
power dynamics improved, we realized the value of also inviting “spoilers,” those persons whose 
resistance to a peacebuilding activity needed to be acknowledged and explored if the activity 
were to ever get off the ground.  
 
Building upon the momentum generated by the workshop, participants would then be organized 
into an inter-ethnic peace council modeled upon a traditional Afghan shura or jirga.129 Peace 
council members were provided further training in conflict resolution and mediation skills, 
which they would then apply in their communities.130  
 
In addition to serving as mediators, peace committee members were also responsible for jointly 
planning and implementing income-generating projects. The micro-scale of the project was 
frequently a source of tension and mistrust between the donor and communities. At the time, 
several of the villages had yet to be brought into government community development 
programs, so Coexistence was “the only show in town,” and the UNHCR’s available funds for 
infrastructure and economic development could hardly match the communities’ needs.131  
 
Projects that were most frequently proposed by men included dam construction (yet to be 
funded), road construction, school/clinic rehabilitation, animal husbandry inputs and aqueduct 
repair. Women focused on literacy, health education, Qur’anic instruction and vocational training 
in tailoring. The proposals suggested by women were smaller in scale and actually easier for a 
donor like UNHCR to fund, manage and sustain. However, fiduciary authority for joint 
infrastructure and livelihood projects generally belonged to the men; the women’s shura could 
make suggestions but needed the men’s approval in order to submit an implementation plan to 
the donor and partner NGOs. 
 
Like many peacebuilding programs funded by international agencies, Coexistence Afghanistan 
was on a timeline, and its staff were under pressure to produce visible, exciting results within the 
project management cycle. Furthermore, because the UNHCR’s mandate lay in providing short-
term relief assistance to repatriated refugees, its scope of operations was incongruous with the 
larger amount of time and resources needed for enduring impacts to be solid and visible. Was it 
possible to make reconciliation and “joint problem-solving” sizzling, sustainable, and solvent—
within six months?    
 

Women as Community Peacebuilding Leaders 
                                                           

129 Sometimes a village council already existed; in other instances, due to the migration of former 
residents to other locations, no cohesive council was in place. 
130 See also Village Development Committees in contemporary Nepal. 
131 For a comparative study, see the National Solidarity Program (NSP), a national community 
development initiative funded by the World Bank and administered by the Afghan Ministry of 
Rural Rehabilitation and Development. Many Coexistence activities were implemented in areas 
that had not yet been targeted by NSP, although this had changed by late 2005, resulting in 
overlapping activities from both programs within the same communities. 
http://www.nspafghanistan.org/content/index_eng.html 

http://www.nspafghanistan.org/content/index_eng.html
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Almost weekly in the warmer months and monthly during the winter, we traveled by mini-van 
to visit a series of rural mountain communities in southern Parwan Province, about one and a 
half hours north of Kabul. Most of our community organizers were former school teachers who 
had mastered the art of listening and coaching; some were more didactic than others, but all were 
experts at facilitating discussion and exhorting people to uphold Islamic teachings on 
nonviolence and human rights. Separately and jointly, we met with Tajik and Pashtun women in 
their homes and listened to their stories, complaints, hopes and suggestions over cups of tea. 
 
These meetings were preceded and followed by initial or refresher workshops. Most workshops 
were either conflict resolution skills training or loosely structured Tajik-Pashtun dialogue 
sessions. They occurred over two to three days for about two hours each day and were held in 
the home of a community elder. Sometimes there was one senior facilitator who was fluent in 
Pashto as well as in Dari. Sometimes there were two facilitators who switched languages as 
needed. Depending on the skill, style and ease of the facilitator(s), the sessions would be either 
very elicitive or very didactic. Typically, a theme was presented and then opened for public 
discussion. Role-plays, drawing exercises, small group work and ice-breaker games were used 
less frequently. Most of the women were illiterate, so training materials consisted of hand-drawn 
pictures with minimal text, presented on an overhead projector. The projector ran on the host’s 
mobile electricity generator. We provided lunch.  
 
The rural women who attended the SDF peacebuilding workshops were not always able to offer 
each other empathy and compassion across ethnic lines, but they were certainly active in swiftly 
putting their conflict resolution skills to work within their own families and neighborhoods. In 
doing so, they demonstrated considerable resourcefulness, determination and courage. 
Gradually, the monthly and sometimes bi-monthly peacebuilding workshops became a venue for 
them to convene and share experiences as peacemakers. Accounts of marital infidelity, domestic 
violence and family disputes frequently dominated these discussions, but just as frequently, 
women were excited to report successes—persuading a husband not to expel his wife for having 
given birth to a daughter, talking two sons out of emigrating to Pakistan and into staying and 
working inside the village, settling a dispute between neighbors.  
 
The workshops also provided a social space in which local women could exercise their leadership 
away from the scrutiny and restrictions of male community members. One particular community 
hosted several very active and enthusiastic participants in the joint peace workshops, including a 
very dynamic middle-aged Pashtun woman (the wife of a leading Pashtun elder) and several 
slightly more subdued but no less active Tajik women.132 They might be thought of as the First 
Ladies of their communities and frequently were the ones who initiated joint social activities such 
as weddings and birthday celebrations. The next most populous group of women were the 
elders—widows and women beyond childbearing years, followed by young mothers. Unmarried 
women and girls generally did not participate on the council but sometimes observed the 
meetings.   
 
It should be noted that the influence of local warlords did not disappear with the creation of 
these peace committees. In many cases, zurguyon (powerful people) whose actions had likely 
contributed to ongoing conflicts within their communities simply transferred their power to a 
new title within the new governance structure offered by our peacebuilding program. Local 
power-brokers remained present in all the peacebuilding workshops. During the voting process 
for the joint inter-ethnic committee, the most powerful warlord was frequently “elected” as head 

                                                           

132 In this community, the Pashtun women were generally more socio-economically 
disadvantaged and were thus especially motivated to negotiate with their Tajik neighbors.     
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of the men’s committee and his wife was similarly chosen to lead the women’s peace committee. 
This was a significant challenge for peace practitioners, as the expectation to facilitate community 
“peace and justice” was frequently entrusted to individuals whose interest was far from neutral. 
 

Yet, according to the SDF’s peace facilitators, “village women, who are regularly 
put down by the men as illiterate and therefore incapable of making “sound 
decisions,” are actually much more motivated to make peace and resolve 
conflicts than the men are. They cannot travel as easily between the villages—it is 
easier for an older woman to travel to workshops than for a younger woman. But 
they work very hard to solve problems in their families and between families, for 
example, between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law. They are braver now 
and will involve men in solving family problems, whereas before, they were 
afraid to ask. The men will not make peace even if they are paid to do so, but the 
women do it freely and easily, out of their hearts, and yet we are not recognizing 
their hard work.” 
 
Why were the efforts of the women going unacknowledged?  
 
We believe that there were a number of factors at play, ranging from socio-
cultural constraints within the women’s immediate families and communities to 
diluted support from program implementers, many of whom were operating 
within organizational cultures that lacked the capacity or willingness to ensure 
equal allocation of resources to men’s and women’s peace committees.  
 
Challenges to Women’s Participation in Community Peacebuilding Programs 
 

The women’s lives were so heavily managed by male family members that initially we were not 
able to encourage the women to even participate in our workshops, let alone serve as mediators 
or peace activists in their communities. We had to first form male peace committees and present 
to them a full week of peace education workshops that included the roles and rights of both men 
and women in society. It was only after these first workshops that the women received 
permission from their male family members and male community elders to participate in our 
workshops. Cultivating allies among male community leaders, both secular and religious, made 
the subsequent work for our trainers much easier, as women were then given the authority to be 
active and have their contributions taken seriously.  
 
In addition to resistance from men, village women faced a number of other challenges to 
attending our inter-ethnic peacebuilding workshops. Poor security, travel restrictions, and 
obstacles to procuring child care and meeting household responsibilities made workshop 
attendance a privilege for many participants. Village women expressed enthusiasm for the 
workshops and requested monetary support in order to be able to participate. However, several 
months passed before we were able to persuade project sponsors to allocate funds for basic 
necessities such as transportation to and from workshops as well as meals.133 We tend to agree 

                                                           

133 Conflict transformation practitioners involved in facilitating dialogue workshops in contexts 
as diverse as Harare and Kosovo have raised similar concerns about the necessity of providing 
per diems for workshop participants. See Diane Francis, People, Peace and Power: Conflict 
Transformation in Action (London: Pluto Press, 2002), pp.223. 
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with Diane Francis that when participants have little money of their own, receiving an event-
based allowance in compensation for loss of income may be a precondition for their ability to 
participate in a peacebuilding workshop.134  
 
Men’s Resistance as an Entry Point and Resistance to the Men 
 

The aforementioned points were not always valued by some of our partners. In the beginning, 
planners at all the implementing agencies questioned the importance of allocating more time and 
human resources to secure the trust of the male community leaders. The reasons were manifold.  
 
Ideologically, some planners felt that addressing the local men before addressing local women 
sent the message that the international community condoned the existing power dynamics 
between men and women. There were concerns that this would lead local male warlords to 
consider their power legitimized by the UN. The truth was that these men’s power within a 
community was already tangible and legitimate, whether or not it was formally recognized by 
outside entities.  
 
Planners also initially suggested that workshops for men and women ought to begin 
simultaneously. It is likely that they experienced pressure from within their own organizations to 
keep fund disbursement and project activities moving at a brisk pace; particularly for bilateral or 
multilateral agencies and the NGOs they contract, continued funding is dependent on 
maintaining an appropriate “burn rate” of funds within the project cycle. Fortunately, our fellow 
planners were flexible enough to amend their design as community response demanded. 
 
Furthermore, after hearing descriptions of domestic abuse from the village women, it was 
difficult for many implementing staff not to demonize the mostly male perpetrators. 
 
Ultimately, each person working on this project had to find a balance between provisionally 
accepting a set of sociopolitical dynamics they wished to change and advocating more directly 
and immediately for that change. At times, the line between “consensual behavioral 
modification” and outright coercion seemed fine indeed.   
 
Deep-rooted Cultural Beliefs 
 

In Afghanistan, a combination of patriarchal attitudes and internalized low self-esteem among 
women has reinforced a widely held belief that women’s accomplishments are not as important 
as those of men, because women themselves are not held to be as valuable as men.  
 
This issue is deeply rooted in a culture where families celebrate the births of their sons with big 
smiles and the births of their daughters with regret — especially observable in very remote 
communities. Thus, from the very beginning, men are given the sense by their own families, even 
their mothers and sisters, that they are capable of feeding the household and are therefore better 
human beings. Such reinforcement establishes a sense of power and accomplishment within men, 
and they learn from the very early stages of their lives that they are the capable, responsible and 
more important members of the family. They begin seeing women as the vulnerable and weak 
members of the community and do not expect them to do more than bear children and perform 
household chores.  
 
In the early stages of their lives, women too, perceive the comparatively higher esteem in which 
their fathers, brothers and male relatives are held. They accept this as a matter of fact, and in 

                                                           

134 Ibid. 
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most cases, they do not challenge these deeply-rooted and regularly reinforced cultural 
perceptions as they get older. For example, in most households, if the male breadwinner is alive, 
it is still considered a shame for women to bring in money to the family. In the eyes of men, this 
might be a case of honor or of saving their naang and namoos (both literally mean honor.)  
 
However, male insecurity may also prevent men from respecting women as capable and 
successful figures in the community. A husband may be unwilling to accept that his wife is being 
appreciated by the community for the work she does, especially when he feels that he does not 
have a useful role. Furthermore, if her public stature even as a participant in a small 
peacebuilding program begins to overshadow his own sense of usefulness, importance or power, 
he may find ways to keep her from being able to remain active in the program.  
 
This collective belief is not only a rural attitude. It is still strongly entrenched in urban areas, 
where many men do not want to acknowledge women’s accomplishments. Women’s efforts and 
breakthroughs as peace advocates, educators and community leaders remain sidelined when 
men do not recognize their value or contributions. This is true even for educated men and 
women within the NGO community, academia, private sector and government.  
 
Fortunately, such attitudes are gradually changing. The demand for women’s participation in 
public life has increased, and many organizations active in the national reconstruction process 
have made special efforts to recruit women into their programs, not only as beneficiaries but also 
as staff members, managers and directors. Men who were previously unwilling to let their wives 
take on jobs outside of the house are now accompanying them to their work site. Although this is 
a challenging issue for many development organizations (as they have to pay for the husband in 
order to recruit the wife!), we are hopeful that the stature of Afghan women will improve in the 
long run, as more and more women enter the workforce.135   
 
Therefore, in order to respectfully, nonviolently and sustainably transform attitudes about men, 
women and peacebuilding on a community level in today’s Afghanistan, we suggest the 
following:  
 
Educate for Empowerment 
 

Education is the basis for any effort to bring about changes in the power 
structure of a society such as one in Afghanistan where women have virtually no 
role outside that of wife and mother. Education not only gives one the power to 
read and write, but also increases the confidence and self-esteem of both women 
and men who seek it. An educated woman can contribute financially to her 
household, which in return will give her greater authority within the family. An 
independent woman can claim her rights better than one who is dependent upon 
her husband or on other male family members for survival.  
 

                                                           

135 Although not the case in the Coexistence project, this was a widespread practice from some of 
our rural health initiatives, where our female community health workers had to be hired 
alongside their husbands because they were sent to “unsafe” communities. Their husbands 
would only agree to let them work if they could accompany them as their muharam (guardian). 
Needless to say, obtaining funding for “additional staff” required additional negotiations. 
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However, education cannot be the only element in changing a society. It is a 
foundation for further shifts in awareness.136 Once a woman or a man is 
educated, they will have the ability to critically consider the qualities preached 
by advocates of human and women’s rights. These educated men and women 
realize the importance of coordination between the two genders. The women will 
gain the confidence they need to use their rights in order to improve their lives as 
well as to persuade their male counterparts to recognize women's roles and 
importance in the community.  
 
Involve Men, Especially Religious and Political Leaders, in Awareness 
Campaigns  
 
In addition to education, awareness campaigns should consistently send out 
messages about human rights, peaceful coexistence, and healthy lifestyles. Since 
there is high respect for religion in every community in Afghanistan, especially 
in rural areas, messages spread through religious figures have a better chance of 
being received and taken seriously. Mosques, religious gatherings, and local 
meetings of village leaders are the best places to engage in spreading peace 
messages. Messages dispatched by these religious figures and community 
leaders are best accepted and heard by the rest of the community, as they are 
trusted more than outsiders are.  
 
Working together with the predominantly male religious and community leaders is a must if a 
new development project is to succeed in a rural area, no matter what the project is. It is essential 
to work with and not against them. In one village, male elders were initially extremely reluctant 
to allow the women to participate in our peacebuilding activities. They were afraid that the SDF 
trainers would try to convert the women to a western model of feminism. In another village, 
women were able to participate in our human rights workshop only after we had negotiated with 
the men. Until the structure of Afghan society is altered in the long run, this has to be accepted as 
an important entry point — if not the more respectful one, at least the most feasible one.   
 
Develop Economic Self-Sufficiency  
 

Economic stabilization should be given priority in the poverty-stricken communities of 
Afghanistan. No matter how much we preach the promotion of peaceful coexistence among 
villagers, it will not be effective unless they are financially stable. No one will listen to us if they 
do not have enough to feed their children or keep them warm during the harsh winters. Women 
are more vulnerable to poverty, as cultural obstacles in the male-dominant societies do not allow 
them to earn for themselves, thus leaving them dependent on men. When women begin to 
contribute financially to their households, they acquire more confidence in themselves and are 
more likely to respect themselves and gain respect from men. Community peacebuilding 
initiatives are more likely to succeed if they incorporate a way for men and women to earn for 
themselves.  
 
                                                           

136 For example, popular education strategies adopted by a number of Afghan women have 
inspired comparison to the emancipatory “conscientization” popularized by Paulo Freire in 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  http://www.rawa.org/policy.htm 

http://www.rawa.org/policy.htm
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Create Stronger Gender-Aware Structures and Cultures within Peacebuilding and 
Development Organizations 
 

While it is not our intent to conduct a gender audit of the Coexistence Afghanistan initiative, we 
have noticed a few things that may be relevant to other South Asian peacebuilding programs. 
 

First, it would be unfair to attribute the difficulties faced by women peacebuilders in Afghanistan 
solely to internal cultural resistance. They — as we all — were also impacted by bureaucratic 
requirements and imbalanced resource commitments from within the funding and implementing 
organizations who were responsible for ensuring that this community peacebuilding program 
adequately addressed the needs of women and men alike. This was true despite the presence of 
many strong advocates for women’s empowerment in each of the organizations participating in 
this project.  
 
Although gender parity was not a primary focus for Coexistence Afghanistan, gender concerns 
had been sufficiently mainstreamed into the UNHCR’s refugee protection protocol to require that 
each implementing NGO submit details on how their plans would address the needs of refugee 
women, youth and elders, as well as environmental impacts and HIV/AIDS concerns. While this 
input often amounted to little more than one paragraph in a twenty-five-page proposal, it is a 
promising step towards fuller integration.  
 
However, because the plans, actions, and even internal dramas of the men’s peace committees 
were more visible and directly applicable to the “good governance” aspect of the Coexistence 
program, the men’s peace committees became more prominent and received more attention from 
the donor as well as from implementing NGOs. “Women’s work,” relegated to relationship-
building within the domestic sphere, was not perceived as either exciting or substantive. Unless 
male NGO staff members were particularly intentional about highlighting gender parity, 
advocacy was left to their female counterparts.  
 
Within at least one NGO, more program resources were allocated to the men’s peace committees 
than to the women’s peace committees for the Coexistence projects. These resources took the 
form of time, creative energy and ideas, money (both for salaries as well as for direct project 
costs), transportation, logistical arrangements and materials (for both trainers and workshop 
participants). For example, peacebuilding activities directed towards the youth often focus 
primarily on young men (e.g., sport, public theater), while young unmarried women, who are 
just as capable of cooperating across ethnic and sectarian lines to rebuild their communities, are 
not offered similar outlets and opportunities. Instead they are offered early marriages, which 
may or may not give them these opportunities later on.  
 
These program resources also included training, mentorship, self-care and professional 
development opportunities for the invariably female staff assigned to conduct outreach to the 
rural women peacebuilders. Fewer women representing all the ethno-linguistic communities 
targeted by the project were recruited to staff the project, yet the demands for their performance 
to match that of their male peacebuilding counterparts (who outnumbered them 4:1) were high. 
And female Afghan field staff in each organization had to contend with the same cultural 
pressures as previously described. Even those working for international NGOs or multilateral 
organizations were not always able to spend as much time in the communities as they would 
have liked, as requisite monitoring visits could sometimes last for several hours, and the field 
monitors needed to return to their own families by the time the last bus left their workplaces.  
 
Additionally, providing psychosocial support is emotionally demanding work, and 
peacebuilding practitioners are not always able to remain neutral in charged situations. We 
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succeed best when we have resources to validate and understand what we experience in the field, 
including the gendered dimensions of inter-ethnic reconciliation.  
 
In short, greater mindfulness to the specific needs of women is needed in order to ensure that 
women’s as well as men’s concerns are adequately addressed in a community peacebuilding 
program, beyond merely the delivery of conflict resolution trainings. While not all agencies 
currently have the mandates, budgets and provisions to safeguard women’s full participation in 
peacebuilding, we need to create and develop these structures.  
 

Conclusion 
 
Changes within the lives of women and men after thirty years of war cannot be brought about in 
a short amount of time. In our work at the SDF, we found that rural Afghan villagers were wary 
of changes introduced from outside, especially the kind of changes that shifted the position of 
power within the family. By facilitating learning, self-empowerment, trust-building and 
reconciliation, community peacebuilding programs are invaluable in that they offer men and 
women at even the most marginal levels of society the opportunity to evaluate their choices on 
their own terms, not those of others. If planned with full input from participating community 
members, and implemented with sensitivity, patience and foresight, these activities can also help 
re-balance longstanding and distorted attitudes about male and female roles in society. We are 
optimistic that as the priorities and organizational cultures of both international and national 
development organizations evolve, the needs, voices and contributions of women and men will 
be treated as equally important.  
 
Women who have not been outside their villages their entire lives are becoming great 
entrepreneurs, activists and leaders within our societies. We are honored to learn from them.  
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aftermath. Have the citizens of Gujarat returned to a state of normalcy? What kind of 

compensation have victims of the riots received? Have there been efforts for reconciliation 

between the two communities? What scope is there for dialogue now? This paper gives a brief 

history of the Gujarat riots and Gujarat, describes aspects of the author's visits to the state in 2006, 

explores the relationship between justice and reconciliation, and lists some factors that continue 
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Reconciliation in Gujarat 

 
Priya Parker 

 
 

 
Gujarat is the westernmost state in India, with a population over fifty million. It is famed for its 
enterprising and widely traveled people – well before the days of H-1 B visas, Gujaratis made up 
the largest share of India’s far-flung diaspora.  
 
Sadly, in recent years, the state has become infamous for a different reason: “communal 
violence.” This is the Indian term for outbreaks of violence between followers of different 
religions – nowadays, and specifically in the case of Gujarat, it refers to violence between Hindus 
and Muslims. Gujarat, and particularly the capital city Ahmedabad and surrounding districts, 
suffered from terrible communal violence in 2002. Human rights groups estimate the loss of 
between 2,000- 2,500 lives (mostly Muslim) and an additional displacement of 140,000 people in 
the aftermath of the massacres.137 As of January 2006, it was estimated that between 60% and 90% 
of the people affected were still unable to return to their homes.138   
 
While there are many reports covering the pogrom139 of 2002, much less is known of its 
aftermath.  Have the citizens of Gujarat returned to a state of normalcy? What kind of 
compensation have victims of the riots received? Have there been efforts for reconciliation 
between the two communities? What scope is there for dialogue now? 
 
When I came to India in September 2005, I hoped to learn more about ethnic and religious 
conflict, and what approaches Indians were using to address such situations.  I also hoped to 
apply here, aspects of what I had learned previously through my experience with Sustained 
Dialogue. Through the course of my work with the International Institute for Sustained Dialogue, 
Washington DC, I had become engaged with various communities and groups using Sustained 
Dialogue on campuses in the United States, the Middle East and in southern Africa. Through the 
limited exposure that I, as a practitioner, had to these various contexts, I had struggled with the 
same questions: what factors need to exist in order to make a dialogue in this situation successful?   
 
In the course of 2006, I had the opportunity to do some work in Gujarat. This paper gives a brief 
history of the Gujarat riots and Gujarat, describes aspects of my visits in 2006, briefly explores the 
relationship between reconciliation and justice, and lists some factors that are contributing to the 
blockage of reconciliation between the communities.    
   
The 2002 Riots in Gujarat 

 
On February 27, 2002, the Sabarmati Express, a train that was returning from Ayodhya140 
carrying a number of Hindu activists of the VHP (Vishwa Hindu Parishad) party, was stopped in 

                                                           

137 http://web.amnesty.org/report2003/Ind-summary-eng  
138 Interview with Harsh Mander, President, Aman Biradari, Gujarat, January 13, 2006. 
139 The media, various scholars, activists and citizens use the terms “riots,” “pogrom,” and 
“genocide” to describe the events of Feb-March 2002 in Gujarat based on the number of people 
killed, and the disproportionate number of Muslims among them. 
140 Ayodhya is an ancient city in India that has become a controversial site after Hindu activists, 
lead by the ruling political party at the time (the BJP), demolished a mosque built on the site in 
1992 - which caused widespread riots throughout the country at that time.  The activists claimed 

http://web.amnesty.org/report2003/Ind-summary-eng
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Godhra (a town on the train line to Ahmedabad) when it caught fire. Word immediately spread 
that the fire was deliberately set by an angry Muslim mob. What actually happened is still 
unclear,141 however, fifty-nine of the activists were killed in the fire. Riots immediately broke out 
in a number of cities and districts in the state of Gujarat. The Chief Minister of Gujarat, Narendra 
Modi, rather than condemning the riots, is famously quoted as saying, “to every action, there is 
an equal and opposite reaction” to justify the riots.142  The carnage “was explained by the Sangh 
Parivar as the retaliation by Hindu masses to avenge the Godhra killings.”143  

 
The riots and planned nature of the massacre (the mobs had tax records, neighborhood plans 
marking Muslim and Hindu-owned property, coordinated cell phones, and police that were 
given orders to allow the killings) shocked the nation. Some reports cite mobs of up to 10,000 
people rioting, looting and burning people alive throughout the different districts.  One of the 
most infamous cases occurred on the afternoon of Feb 28th, when forty-three people including a 
Muslim former Congress Member of Parliament Ahsan Jafri, after repeated phone calls for help, 
were burnt alive in Gulmarg Society in the Chamanpura-Asarwa area in Ahmedabad.144 Human 
rights groups estimate the death toll was between 2,000 and 2,500.  Thousands of homes, 
businesses and places of worship were destroyed and “about 140,000 people fled their homes in 
the aftermath of the massacres and many remained homeless at the end of the year.”145 “There 
were at least 100,000 women, children and men in the 103 relief camps in Ahmedabad. An 
estimated 50,000 people were in similar camps across the rest of the state of Gujarat.”146  
 
Many people believed that Gujarat could only truly begin to heal when the administration in 
power at the time of the riots (the Modi government) was voted out. However, in the elections of 
December 2002, he and the BJP party were re-elected by a landslide by the 80% majority Hindu 
constituency.  Gujarat is a case that many people point to as one in which the politics of hate and 
fear succeeded. “The communal polarization caused by the post-Godhra pogrom and the 
subsequent hate campaign led by Narendra Modi, and the virtual absence of a serious secular 
challenge, enabled the Hindu right to score a landslide victory in Gujarat.”147  “Shockingly, the 
BJP made its greatest gains in the riot-affected areas—it captured fifty of the sixty-seven riot-
affected constituencies… with 126 of the 181 seats, improving on its previous score of 117 seats. 
Close to Godhra, in central Gujarat’s Panchmahal, Dahod and rural Vadodara, where the worst 
carnage occurred, the BJP won all the seats.” The journalist describes the hate tactics used up 
until the day of the election: “The BJP’s campaign of hate stretched over ten months. People were 
overwhelmed with Godhra propaganda—posters, t-shirts, advertisements, banners, SMS 
messages and video clips.  Gujaratis were not allowed to forget the burning of the train. Chief 
Minister Narendra Modi would talk about it at every public meeting, but would not mention the 
1,000 lives lost in the Sangh’s post-Godhra carnage. It was almost as if it did not happen.”148 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

that the mosque had been built over the site of an earlier Hindu temple that was the birthplace of 
the Hindu god, Lord Ram.   
141 Dionne Bunsha, “The Mystery of the Godhra Fire,” Frontline, Volume 20, Issue 6 (March 15-
28, 2003). See http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fl2006/stories/20030328003203700.htm.   
142 http://www.hrw.org/english/docs/2007/12/07/india17510.htm.   
143 Interview with Harsh Mander, January 13, 2006. 
144 Manas Dasgupta, “140 killed as Gujarat bandh turns violent,” The Hindu (March 1, 2002). See 
http://www.hinduonnet.com/2002/03/01/stories/2002030103030100.htm.   
145 See http://web.amnesty.org/report2003/Ind-summary-eng.  
146 Antara Sen Dave, K Sekar, Subhashis Bhadra, G P Rajshekhar, K V Kishore Kumar, R 
Srinivasa Murthy in Riots: Psychosocial Care for Individuals (Bangalore: Books for Change, 2002) 
147 Dionne Bunsha, “Hindutva’s Triumph,” Frontline (January 3, 2003) 
148 Ibid. 

http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fl2006/stories/20030328003203700.htm
http://www.hrw.org/english/docs/2007/12/07/india17510.htm
http://www.hinduonnet.com/2002/03/01/stories/2002030103030100.htm
http://web.amnesty.org/report2003/Ind-summary-eng
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Narendra Modi was re-elected once again in 2007, winning by a wide margin, on a platform of 
economic development rather than explicit Hindu supremacy. Political scientist Yogendra Yadav 
noted, “[the] Modi victory was not necessarily a referendum on the violence in 2002. The BJP 
swept districts that were affected by the riots and those that were not, as well as rural and urban 
districts across the state.”149 

 
History of Gujarat 

 
Gujarat, more than any other state in India, has suffered from numerous communal riots over the 
last half century. According to the National Sample Survey, “The city [Ahmedabad] has a history 
of terrible communal riots, in which the poor in general have suffered. The worst of all riots prior 
to the 2002 carnage in the city were the riots in 1969, which took an estimated 660 human lives, 
left 1084 person injured, rendered 27,750 Muslims homeless, who were pushed into refugee 
camps.  Property worth Rs. 42.3 million at that time was ransacked and pillaged.”150 Asgar Ali 
Engineer, Director of The Center for the Study of Society and Secularism explains: “The 
frequency with which communal holocausts have been taking place in India shows that there is 
something fundamentally wrong with our political system as well as our secular governance. The 
carnage in Gujarat did not occur suddenly and simply in reaction to what happened in Godhra.  
The Sangh Parivar politically thrived only through hate politics, opposing everything that went 
in favor of minorities.  Over the years it has created a mindset among the Hindus, who question 
not only the loyalty of minorities towards India, but also consider them fundamentalist and 
fanatical, and the Hindus as liberal and secular.”151  

 
Scholars and intellectual leaders have attributed numerous reasons for the political sensitivity in 
Gujarat, including:  

 a gradual and finally close to complete collapse of civil society;152  

 the location of Gujarat as a border state with Pakistan and the suspicion of easy 
infiltration from Pakistan and its national intelligence “which continued to be 
exploited by the Jan Sangh, particularly by its leader Balraj Badok and then by 
the BJP;”153  

 an extremely conservative and caste-conscious society;154 

 a political system that has a history of identity-based politics, including the 
KHAM (Kshatriya- Harijan-Adivasi-Muslim combine) electoral phenomenon in 
1980, in which the four lower caste and Muslim groups formed a coalition and, 
for the first time, threatened the political power of the upper castes; and,  

 Non Resident Indians’ financing of the religious right parties such as the VHP.155 
 
Notes from the Field  

                                                           

149 Somini Sengupta, “Hindu Radical is Re-elected in India,” New York Times (December 4, 2007). 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/24/world/asia/24india.html.    
150 www.censusindia.net/results    
151 Asghar Ali Engineer, "Gujarat riots in the light of the history of Communal Violence," 
Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 37, No. 50 (December 14, 2002), p.5047.   
152 Tridip Suhrud, “No Room for Dialogue”, Economic and Political Weekly (December 14, 2002), 
p.1011  
153 Girish Patel, "Narendra Modi's One-Day Cricket: What and Why?", Economic and Political 
Weekly, Vol. 37, No. 48 (November 30, 2002), p.4831.  
154 Upendra Baxi, “The Second Gujarat Catastrophe,” Economic and Political Weekly (August 24, 
2002) 
155 Asghar Ali Engineer, "Gujarat riots in the light of the history of Communal Violence," 
Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 37, No. 50 (December 14, 2002), p.5052.  
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Because there are already numerous reports documenting the events of 2002,156 I will only discuss 
a few aspects of my visits that help illustrate the larger context.  Over the course of my visits to 
Gujarat, I visited about ten village communities in Ahmedabad and Sabarkantha districts, met 
with a number of NGO leaders, and conducted a few workshops with community workers 
interested in dialogue.  I visited areas that saw the worst violence (such as Naroda Patia and 
Gulbarg), mixed communities that had managed to escape the violence and remain peaceful 
(such as Dioli) during the riots, and Muslim resettlement camps. 
 
Villages that Remained Peaceful 
 
The most heartening examples are those mixed villages and neighborhoods that resisted the 
violence and continue to actively maintain a peaceful community through peace committees, 
social events and the building of social capital (loose and informal networks of trust built 
between individuals and associations) through inter-religious schools and businesses.157 Meeting 
with some of the community leaders, we asked them what advice they had for the larger state in 
terms of maintaining peace. Some suggested starting with a model community where violence 
did not take place, and having them speak to other communities. Others suggested creating more 
social events between the communities, in which people simply sit together and eat. One 
community described a tradition of theirs: They collect money from everyone who can afford it to 
put together a fund for a joint community dinner once a year. There is a small team who plans 
the dinner and they call everyone and feed them. They also noted that their schools have a mixed 
Hindu-Muslim population. There are also some homegrown efforts including joint pre-schools 
such as Arzoo, started by concerned community members, which foster communal harmony and 
interaction between children of all communities and religions. The mission of Arzoo is to “work 
with riot-affected children and provide the necessary love and guidance to help them build a 
brighter future and to encourage them to work towards communal harmony.”158  Founded by a 
young woman named Sulekha Ali, the center runs classes for slum children in Behrampur, makes 
paper products which are for sale, and involves the children in community plays and dances.159    
 
Muslim resettlement camps 
 
During the course of my stay, we visited a number of resettlement colonies. These resettlement 
camps have been built in Gujarat after the riots, largely by funds from overseas Muslim 
organizations. While providing much-needed emergency housing for the communities since the 
government is not providing adequate relief, these resettlement communities also inadvertently 
contribute to the widening separation of the two communities. As these resettlement colonies are 
built by Muslims for Muslims, the distance between Hindu and Muslim communities within 
Gujarat is increasing, both physically and psychologically. Because only Muslims live in the 
resettlement colonies, a new generation is growing up without ever having met a Hindu, and 
only hearing about the atrocities of 2002. Without relationships of their own with Hindu children 
(and vice versa), fears and perceptions increase among both communities.  Studies have shown 
that the communities that are most riot-averse are those in which there are strong personal and 

                                                           

156 See for example, http://www.pucl.org/Topics/Religion-communalism/2002/gujarat-nhrc-
submission.htm#Details; 
http://www.amnesty.ca/stoptheviolence/news/view.php?load=arcview&article=2187&c=Wom
en+Reports; http://www.rediff.com/news/godhra.htm. 
157 See works by Robert Putnam and Ashutosh Varshney for more information on the impact of 
social capital in civil society.   
158 Arzoo brochure.  
159 See http://www.worldpeaceemerging.com/articles/publish/article_188.php.    

http://www.pucl.org/Topics/Religion-communalism/2002/gujarat-nhrc-submission.htm#Details
http://www.pucl.org/Topics/Religion-communalism/2002/gujarat-nhrc-submission.htm#Details
http://www.amnesty.ca/stoptheviolence/news/view.php?load=arcview&article=2187&c=Women+Reports
http://www.amnesty.ca/stoptheviolence/news/view.php?load=arcview&article=2187&c=Women+Reports
http://www.worldpeaceemerging.com/articles/publish/article_188.php
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professional ties, or social capital, between Hindus and Muslims.160   Instead, these resettlement 
colonies further ghettoize Muslims.   
 
When asked if any resettlement camps had been built by Hindus for Muslim victims after the 
riots, people said that there were no such examples. Whether or not there were, it is important to 
note that the perception among many Muslims is that they are not being helped by the Hindu 
community. And even if there are efforts (as I expect there likely may be), they are perceived as 
“exceptions to the rule,” rather than a helpful Hindu community. The lack of access and 
interaction between the communities, specifically in the case of the Muslim resettlement areas, 
are continuing to deepen the wedge between the Hindu and Muslim communities in Gujarat.   
 
NGOs working in the field  
 
During the course of one of my visits, I met with a number of NGO leaders and civil society 
activists who have been living in Ahmedabad and working in this area for the last twenty 
years.161  The Ahmedabad Women’s Action Group (AWAG) was founded in 1981 to boost 
women’s self-image, protest against demeaning images of women presented through the mass 
media, defend women’s human rights, seek justice and equality for women in courts of law, 
network to build and sustain campaigns on women’s issues, advocate policy change, law reforms 
and improvements in State’s systems, and raise women’s voices to support their survival.162 Mrs. 
Ila Pathak, Director of AWAG, is creating a base of about fifty women from each community who 
have experienced these workshops and are interested in reconciling and rebuilding community. 
While she was hopeful about the progress in that specific slum community, and the ability for 
individuals to build relationships, she was much less optimistic about this spreading to the rest of 
the state.163 Another NGO, Sanchetana, has been working in Ahmedabad since 1982. I met the 
Director of Sanchetana, Dr. Hanif Lakdawala, in his office in June, 2006 to learn more about the 
organization and to better understand his perspective on the current situation. Sanchetana started 
a project called The Institute for Initiative in Education in 1993 to address the problems of 
Muslims, both education-related and socioeconomic. Working with the community for over a 
decade, Dr. Lakdawala believes that one of the biggest problems in Gujarat is the poverty and 
lack of opportunities available to Muslims. Sanchetana also works with Dalits and the poor to 
improve their health and encourage peaceful coexistence. While he had been able to scale up his 
projects, setting up computer centers across much of the city, he was not optimistic about the 
situation between Hindus and Muslims getting better any time soon.164   
 
I also met Father Cedric Prakash, a Jesuit Priest who has been fighting for human rights 
(especially for minorities) for several years in Gujarat.  In 2001, Father Prakash founded and 
Prashant, a Center for Human Rights, Justice and Peace based in Ahmedabad, an organization he 
is now the director of.  He served as the Director of St. Xavier's Social Service Society from 1987-
2001, and has also lived and worked in tribal areas in Gujarat. He is part of a thirteen-member 
group called “Citizens for Justice and Peace” which is responsible for the Concerned Citizen’s 
Tribunal and a report “Crime Against Humanity.” When I met Father Prakash, he was in the 
midst of holding a press conference to publicize the contents of the recently published Gujarati 
government English language textbooks. He showed me the new textbooks which, besides being 

                                                           

160 Ashutosh Varshney, Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life: Hindus and Muslims in India (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2002) 
161 Because many of these NGOs are still actively working in the field, and some of them under immense 

amounts of pressure, I will leave out the names of individuals in certain cases.   

162 AWAG brochure.  

163 Interview with author, June, 2006.  

164 Interview with author, June 2006.  
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written in unintelligible English, represented Hitler and the Nazis in a positive light, with no 
mention of the Holocaust. The first chapter of the Class IX textbook titled “Present Currents of 
World History” states that “Hitler led the Germans towards ardent nationalism…In the thinking 
of Nazism, there is coordination of nationalism and socialism.”165 Conversations with Fr. Prakash 
reminded me of the complications of a system and the multiple ways in which it represents and 
reproduces itself. He was concerned about the things students are being taught in school. When a 
certain sector of society is in power, it can infiltrate a system in every sector.   
 
I also met lawyers who have been engaged in social activism and minority rights.  One man 
stood out for his descriptions of the reactions of his own family and neighbors to the work that he 
does. A Hindu himself, he has spoken out against the riots and helped Muslims in legal cases and 
said that he has been isolated by many of his friends and family.  
 
The Relationship between Justice and Reconciliation  
 

One of the main questions that I struggled with throughout both trips was the relationship 
between justice and reconciliation. While both are important, neither by themselves can be 
enough to heal and rebuild a system in the long run. Justice brings about an official message of 
the consequences of illegal actions. Reconciliation prevents those actions from happening again. 
A reconciliation effort should strengthen the capacity of communities to resist violence and 
protect one another.   
 
Aman Biradari, an NGO in Ahmedabad, has been coordinating a project for the past two years to 
help victims obtain legal justice. As this NGO is exploring the relationship between justice and 
reconciliation, it is useful to describe their approach, “The Nyay Agrah Project,” to illustrate the 
realities of obtaining either in Gujarat.166  

 
The Nyay Agrah Project  
 
The main focus of the Nyay Agrah project is to obtain legal justice for the victims of the 2002 
Gujarat riots. The project asks the fundamental question: “Where do poor people get justice in 
India?” Though thousands of lives were lost, and crores of rupees of damage were suffered, little 
has been done to address these losses. The overall goals of this project are to restore legal 
equality, guarantee compensation, and to fight discrimination on all levels. Their approach is to 
address the court system by going through the proper mechanisms to obtain justice, which they 
believe will, in and of itself, highlight the inadequacies and injustices of the system. The project 
leaders have identified three main districts - Ahmedabad, Sabarkantha and Anand - on which to 
focus justice reclamation.  
 
There are 200 courts in the surrounding seventeen districts of Ahmedabad.  Cases before the 
courts can be divided into three categories:  
(1) Closed cases: About 2000 cases that were registered in 2002, but due to lack of evidence, the 
courts closed them;   
(2) Ongoing cases: Those cases that are still in court;  
(3) Acquittals: Those cases in which the defendant was found “not guilty”, often due to witnesses 
refusing to testify.  
 

                                                           

165 Jumana Shah, “Gujarat textbooks hail Hitler,” Daily News and Analysis (June 15, 2006) 
http://www.dnaindia.com/report.asp?NewsID=1035792   
166 Nyay means “justice” and agrah means “struggle” or “movement.” 
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The project has been focusing on the ongoing cases.  However, in late January 2006, the Supreme 
Court ordered reopening of about 2000 cases, and this may change the approach of the project.   
 
In discussing the process of justice and reconciliation after communal violence, Aman Biradari 
President, Harsh Mander, outlines four “mandatory stages” that any process of reconciliation 
must first go through:  

(1) Acknowledgement  
(2) Remorse  
(3) Reparation 
(4) Justice  

 
The first of these involves a public acceptance that grave violence and discrimination actually 
took place: and the second, a public expression of collective regret for the violence and 
discrimination. He says that in Gujarat, neither of these has occurred, rather, there has been an 
active denial of the events, along with pride and a feeling that “they deserved it.” Instead of 
reparation, Mander continues, the state refuses to provide support in any way, and there is an 
informal social and economic boycott of the Muslim community. Mander explains that the “net 
cumulative outcome is that 60-70% of the Muslim community have not been able to return 
home.” There is a strong feeling within the project that justice needs to occur before they give any 
thought to reconciliation. Mander believes that reconciliation is problematic because these 
processes often ask people to deny their own right to reclaim dignity, and that reconciliation 
means humiliation and surrender on the more powerless side. He explained, “we would rather 
have an open hatred that brings people to justice, rather than a fake bond of insincerity and 
niceness between two communities that are of unequal power and do not trust each other.” 
 
People involved in the project recognize that even if they are successful in using the court system 
as a way to bring about justice for the Muslim victims, this will not improve relations between 
Muslims and Hindus. In fact, as many acknowledge, it will probably worsen relations. This is not 
to say that justice should be forsaken for the relationships; however, it is important to imbed 
processes of reconciliation as much as possible throughout the process.   

 
Exploring Justice and Reconciliation: Other efforts in Gujarat  
 
From what I could ascertain, there do not seem to be any projects that are combining 
reconciliation efforts and legal justice simultaneously, though there are a number of groups that 
are working on one or the other. In terms of legal justice initiatives, there are some larger NGOs 
and lawyers such as Teesta Setalvad and Jareer Sheikah, who are focusing on the big cases and 
large-scale massacres, for example, the now famous Best Bakery case, to secure convictions in 
court. While these victories are fundamental to the justice process, unfortunately they still leave 
90% of the affected population to cope as best they may.   
 
In terms of reconciliation efforts, there are NGO-led efforts as well as local projects.  After the 
riots, major international organizations such as Action Aid, Oxfam and the Ford Foundation 
funded projects that lead peace teams to focus on reconciliation processes. One of the projects set 
up groups of 100-200 people in every village, devoted to peace. They set up sports and cultural 
programs that would create safe spaces to bring Hindus and Muslims together. After two years, 
though the project itself won multiple national awards, funding and employment were reduced, 
and the project scope was cut back.   
 
From what I could determine during my time in Ahmedabad, it has been difficult to develop a 
systematic process for reconciliation. Meanwhile, due to a number of factors, including the 
current social and economic situation, a growing number of isolated resettlement initiatives and 
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an increased physical and psychological distance between Hindus and Muslims, the communities 
are growing further apart.   
 
Sustained Dialogue Workshop 
 
During both visits, I conducted workshops with some of the community workers who were 
working towards legal justice in Gujarat.167 They were interested in learning more about 
reconciliation and the relationship between justice and reconciliation. The goals of the workshop 
were to: (1) Introduce dialogue as a concept, (2) Provide an overview of the uses and types of 
dialogue, (3) Foster thinking about how they could apply dialogue to their own work, and (4) 
Determine whether there is a will to move forward.  

 
I found that the most effective method to explain dialogue is through stories of other groups in 
similar and different situations. Workshop participants mapped out the community and 
discussed their own experiences of living in Gujarat, their thoughts on dialogue and engaging 
with other communities, and current realities from their perspectives. Rather than going into 
detail about the workshop, I will focus here on the types of questions generated throughout the 
day from the participants. They described key challenges facing community members in the 
following terms: 
 

 How do we identify and prepare leaders from within the community?  

 How do we know whom to trust? Elders in the community? Police? Government?  

 Once reconciliation does happen, then what surety do we have that the situation will not 
revert to the same? 

 In villages where cases are going on and the accused also reside in the same village, on 
what grounds and how can we go about initiating the process of reconciliation? 

 In addition to building a relationship with members of the other community, how do we 
maintain a relationship which is the basis for long-term reconciliation? 

 When the problem affects so many people in a number of villages and cities, from where 
does one start?  Should the efforts be centralized, and if so, how?  

 
While the participants in the workshops were interested in dialogue as a concept, there were 
several points that emerged over the course of our conversations, which reinforced my 
perception that the situation, at least at that point, was not yet ripe for dialogue and 
reconciliation.   
 
Structural Problems 
 
Grave power imbalance 
 
One concern brought up by the participants was the grave power imbalance between Hindus and 
Muslims in Gujarat. In order for two parties to engage in dialogue, there must be some sense of 
equality. Admittedly, power is a factor in every relationship. However, in situations in which one 
side has a disproportionate amount of power over another, dialogue is particularly difficult, for a 
number of reasons. First, a core principal of dialogue is that all parties must come willingly and 
of their own accord. While participants may be encouraged by others to attend a meeting, or they 
may come because they are curious, they cannot be forced or required to attend. However, in 

                                                           

167 ‘Sustained Dialogue’ refers to a 5-stage process that focuses on transforming relationships 
between groups in conflict over time, and designing sustainable, implementable change 
processes.  For more information see www.sustaineddialogue.org, www.sdcampusnetwork.org, 
and www.wiscomp.org/sd. 

http://www.sustaineddialogue.org/
http://www.sdcampusnetwork.org/
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situations in which there is a drastic imbalance, the majority in power often does not have any 
incentive to engage in dialogue. People do so when they believe that the outcome they will obtain 
through dialogue will be better than if they do not engage. If an individual or a group is enjoying 
majority status, and the group is not in any way dependent on the group with which they are in 
conflict, there is usually no incentive to change the status quo.   
 
In Gujarat, not only do Hindus enjoy a numerical majority (Hindus make up about 88% of the 
population, Muslims make up roughly 9%), but they also hold institutional power. The 
overwhelming majority of positions of power and influence in the state are held by Hindus, 
including government positions, the courts (both lawyers and judges), industry, and so on.168 
One of the things we saw in the Muslim communities was that many of them tend to be self-
employed. While self-employment in and of itself is not a bad thing (as can be seen by the 
growing rates and success of Self Help Groups across the country), we were told that Muslims 
are moving towards self-employment because they cannot find jobs elsewhere.    
 
Dialogue can happen in cases of power imbalance, but to want to engage in the first place, the 
majority has to benefit from it as well. In some cases, the majority realizes they need the minority 
in order to function, and therefore they will engage. A good example would be in cases in which 
a minority in a community may contribute a large amount to the local economy, even if social 
relations are tense (one example often used is Korean store-keepers in African American 
neighborhoods in the US).169  
 
In the course of my visits, as well as during the workshop, the perception among the people with 
whom I met is that, broadly, Hindus in Gujarat are not interested in engaging in dialogue or 
reconciling with Muslims. In describing the situation, Mander says that there is little remorse 
shown, and in some cases, people even endorse the actions. He says that, possibly out of fear, 
people keep their shutters and windows closed in hopes of not getting involved.   
 
Hindus whom I spoke to who were fighting for Muslims said their friends and families have 
isolated them and are angry with what they are doing.  
 
Timing: Government under whom the violence took place is still in power 
 
Gujarat is also a unique situation because, unlike so many other situations in which people are 
looking at reconciling communities after violence, the community that was in power during the 
violence is still in power. Not only is the government still in power, it was voted back into power 
with a larger majority. Modi’s re-election in December 2002 was another indicator that even if 
voters didn’t endorse the actions of the riots, they excused the government for any responsibility 
it might have had. Between March and December 2002, there was a sense of hope among certain 
communities that “the people will speak” and that the government will be voted out. Rather, the 

                                                           

168 The Justice Sachar Committee Report on the Social, Economic and Educational Status of the Muslim 
Community in India (November 2006)    
169 In the US, there have been a number of examples in which Korean immigrants move into 
low-income, primarily black neighbourhoods, and set up local shops and convenience stores. 
“The disparity between African-American and Korean-American business-ownership rates has 
been a source of tension between the two groups. Studies have shown that Korean businesses in 
black neighborhoods, where they are mostly located due to relatively low entry barriers, are seen 
as threats to African-Americans, who often have difficulties starting their own businesses.  See 
“Korean Race Relations,” 
http://media.www.nyunews.com/media/storage/paper869/news/1999/02/16/UndefinedSect
ion/Korean.Race.Relations-2391989.shtml.  
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opposite happened. Districts that suffered the most violence voted in the highest numbers for the 
re-election of the ruling party.170 
 
At a conference I recently attended, regarding the likelihood for reconciliation in  
Gujarat, one participant pointed out that it is hard to reconcile with another community when 
there is no guarantee the violence won’t occur again. In any reconciliation process, both 
perpetrators and victims should be involved. This is often only possible when the perpetrators 
are no longer in power, such as the fall of Apartheid in South Africa, or the Nazi regime in 
Germany, or even the end of the genocide in Rwanda. Again, with a government still in power, it 
is difficult to imagine individuals engaging in a process that might expose them and lead to their 
own loss of power in a community.  
 
Withholding of Information  
 
Another challenge to starting any type of reconciliation process in Gujarat has to do with the flow 
of information in the state. Those involved in the Nyay Pathik project have described the lack of 
information as one of their biggest challenges in obtaining legal justice. Often, the police and 
courts refuse to share data. When petitioned, the Supreme Court reiterated the right of any 
citizen to obtain information. However, according to those working in the field, it has still been 
very difficult to gather information regarding the riots or current realities. Even with the relevant 
information, they estimate that no formal complaint was ever recorded in 30-40% of the incidents.  
 
Blocking justice 
 
One of the biggest obstacles in Gujarat is the systematic obstruction of justice. While there have 
been a few famous cases that have caught national headlines, there have been very few cases of 
victims receiving compensation, or perpetrators being punished. In many cases, one formal 
complaint (FIR or First Incoming Report) was filed for an entire village, rather than for each 
individual.171 This is problematic because if one part of the case is found “not guilty,” then the 
entire case is discarded. For example, if one FIR is filed for fifteen houses being attacked and 
burned, and twelve murders, and it is proven that only twelve houses were destroyed in that 
village, the entire case is then considered faulty, and no one receives compensation.      
 
According to field workers in Gujarat, there is also considerable community pressure on Muslims 
to “compromise.” In situations in which Muslims were displaced after the riots and want to 
return home, the community only permits them to return if they agree to “compromise,” and not 
file any petition in court. According to Harsh Mander, conditions of compromise may also 
include rules regarding namaz, or call to prayer, and other aspects of Muslim life.   
 
Reconciliation following violence requires the victims to feel a sense of justice, both for their 
general sense of belonging, and out of legal confirmation that such action will be punished.  If 
victims from the riots do not see such rulings in courts, they will continue to live in fear. And on 
the other hand, if those who committed these crimes are not punished, the state sends a signal to 
them that their actions are condoned.   
 
Physical/geographic separation  
 

                                                           

170 See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/1958555.stm  
171 FIRs are an important part of the justice system, because in order to file a case in the court, an 
FIR must first be lodged at a police station.  The case is then based on the details of the FIR.   

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/1958555.stm
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Another challenge to reconciliation is the physical separation of the communities.  Besides the 
famous “border” in Ahmedabad that effectively separates the Muslim and Hindu 
neighborhoods, housing policies are even more explicit. There are signs in Ahmedebad that read 
“Hindus only” for apartment renting, and most housing is controlled by “housing societies” that 
collectively agree upon who and whom not to rent apartments to. In addition to the Muslim 
resettlement communities, the physical segregation of Muslims and Hindus in cities is also 
worrying. When relationships are already tense, physical separation can increase and deepen the 
stereotypes and misperceptions of each community.  As casual interactions decrease between 
these communities, fear and suspicion on both sides tend to increase.   
 
Conclusion 

 
When there are so many structural factors blocking relationships in Gujarat, it is hard to see small 
dialogue groups making a significant impact. While justice and reconciliation can be 
simultaneous goals, it will be difficult to achieve either in the current environment. Gujarat is 
obviously not the only state in India to have suffered communal violence. In his writings, Harsh 
Mander observes: “Given the enormity of the paramount ever-looming threats posed by a 
deliberately fostered communal divide and violence to the very survival of secular democracy in 
India, it is remarkable that there has been no systematic, sustained process of reconciliation and 
justice in communal relations in India.”172 He emphasizes: “we need to look at 2002 not as an 
event, but as part of a process.” While there have been a number of individuals and groups, 
writers and activists, concerned about the aftermath of Gujarat, there has been no systematic 
approach towards healing or reconciliation. Until those in power, the government as well as the 
Hindu majority, don’t take the lead, the situation is unlikely to improve.   
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Football as a Tool for Peacebuilding 
 

Leszek A. Cwik 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 

In the unpredictable and uncertain context of local peacebuilding, football may 
provide a sense of normality and inter-ethnic contact, which could extend 
beyond broken communication lines. Often ignored and overlooked, possibly 
due to its simplicity and association with youth, football is a legitimate social 
force, which in its own way is capable of initiating reconciliation. In Africa, for 
example, its importance in peacebuilding is well-illustrated when one considers 
that young people have been the major participants in most wars on the 
continent, and that the population of Africa has youth as its majority. Its roots as 
a peace tool may be traced back to the 14th century when Edward II, the King of 
England, prohibited the game of football after becoming alarmed that the young 
men were spending more time playing it then practicing archery or other warlike 
activities.  These days, “The Beautiful Game,” is being used as a peace initiative 
in the ethnically divided areas of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Israel-Palestine, and the 
Ivory Coast.  
 
This paper introduces football’s role in ethnic reconciliation and associates it 
with the term “interactive conflict regulation,” known as a method toward 
transforming conflicts based on direct, physical, psychological, and emotional 
contact between hostile ethnic groups. Other than bringing people together 
across ethnic boundaries, football can also be used to improve the lives of 
refugees, help reintegrate former child combatants and provide peace education 
in conflict zones.   
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Football as a Tool for Peacebuilding  

Leszek A. Cwik 
 
 

In several regions of protracted conflict, Israel-Palestine, Rwanda, the Ivory 
Coast and Cyprus, to name a few, the game of football has begun to be seen as 
the entry point toward reconciliation between divided communities. In Bosnia, it 
is already seen as a major success story, and is showing potential in other 
divided societies. Most recently, an example of the game's potential for inter-
ethnic peacebuilding was seen on the hostile India-Bangladesh border. As a local 
correspondent reported, “On May, 18, 2007, in the town of Dawki, the same place 
where border guards have often traded gunfire across a porous frontier, Indian 
and Bangladeshi guards slipped out of their battle fatigues to play their first ever 
friendly football match in the hilly frontier town.”  P.K Mishra, Border Security 
Force (BSF) Inspector General for the Assam-Meghalaya frontier, welcomed the 
foreign delegation with open arms. “This is our first friendly match, it is a great 
day,” said Mishra. “Sports are a great way to develop cordial relations.” The 
General also added that football had expanded the arena for inter-ethnic 
cooperation, as a delegation of the Indian border guards’ wives is now on a tour 
to Bangladesh to meet the Bangladesh wives’ association. “When our wives are 
involved, we will surely become friends,” said one of the participants. The match 
was followed by unusual bonhomie between the families of Indian and 
Bangladeshi personnel.  Soon, it is very likely that their children, as well as their 
friends’ children, will play football together as well. This is very much an 
example of peacebuilding based on contact and relationships, as proposed in the 
method for solving identity conflicts, known as “interactive conflict regulation.” 
As the two countries are trying to improve relations, the match played between 
hostile ethnicities, as well as the valuable involvement of their wives, exemplify 
some of the features of a local peacebuilding approach.173   
      
In the field of peacebuilding, most contemporary methods designed to end 
violence have not taken local initiatives seriously enough, and have focused 
more on abstract, top-level solutions. Over the years, it is becoming increasingly 
evident that such an approach isn't equipped to address the problems of conflicts 
which are often entangled in complicated ethnic issues, in that it does almost 

                                                           

173 See www.bdnews24.com/smr/jr/bd/1729bdnews24.com       
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nothing to build trust where it is most needed – in the local community. 
Traditional peacebuilding techniques are guilty of not paying sufficient attention 
to the attitudes of the people on behalf of whom peace is supposedly being 
made. Thus far, the emphasis on state diplomacy and realpolitik has not 
demonstrated a capacity to control protracted social conflicts, much less lead 
them toward constructive, peaceful outcomes. Therefore, what is also required is 
a sphere in which relationship-building and reconciliation would be central 
goals. Based on this requirement, an approach which focuses on the grassroots, 
starting with the people, is slowly beginning to take command in peacebuilding 
practice. This fact shouldn't be at all surprising since many practitioners such as 
John Paul Lederach have been critical of the status quo in peacebuilding 
methodology. In particular, Lederach prefers a technique of transforming ethnic 
conflicts which is aimed at reconnecting broken relationships between conflicting 
groups, principally because, as he states, “the relationship is the basis of both the 
conflict and its long-term solution.” This method is aimed at building social 
networks that cut across the conflict divide.174 
  
This is perhaps most evident in Bosnia, where Football for Peace projects have 
been responsible for initiating as well as sustaining contact between ethnic 
identities. As part of its success story, participants who had shot at each other 
across a frontline just a few years earlier, now organize football activities 
together for their children. In the words of the founder of the Football for Peace 
project in Bosnia, Anders Levinsen: “I personally find that there is an greater 
need to facilitate tolerance projects in Bosnia-Herzegovina that are founded on 
positive energy rather than on the hatred, fear and national psychosis generated 
by the war. And in this context, what can be better than to use the best toy in the 
world as a tool: the ball?” Football can provide a non-political and informal 
forum to promote peaceful coexistence.175      
 
As for its role in peacebuilding, football can establish a more livable and 
psychologically healthy relationship between former enemies, where hate and 
revenge do not continue to take the conflict back into violence. In light of this 
claim, reconciliation would therefore refer to the new relationship, based on the 
healing of deep emotional scars. In other words, in approaches to peacebuilding, 
we should not neglect “irrational issues,” such as entrenched hatred and fear, in 
favor of well-known structural issues, such as the distribution of power or 
disarmament. Johan Galtung would add here that peace workers are finally 
beginning to realize that “peacebuilding is a process which has no end, thus 
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ways must be found to build peace sustainably once international funding has 
gone.”176 If explained in conflict resolution terminology, football would need to 
take on the role of a third party. “In transforming identity conflicts, third parties 
play a decisive role as initiators and agents of wide-ranging peace-alliances.”177  
   
Moreover, if identities emerge and thicken by virtue of their engagement in 
impassioned dialogues about cultural forms and the land upon which they 
depend, there is a need for a dialogue which is based on continuous contact.  The 
development of a positive relationship starts with the willingness to try and 
cooperate, and proceeds with the realization that a common interest is shared 
with “the other,” be it the love of a sport or the desire to see your village rebuilt.  
Peacebuilding can be taken forward with a social force like sport, which is able to 
connect to the emotional, psychological issues at stake. This is based on the belief 
that when building peace, it is important to provide the conflicting groups with 
the chance to have a shared experience with each other. The shared experience of 
sweating together to do something, whilst reflecting on what caused the hatred 
in the first place, can have a rewarding effect on the participants. The game's role 
in peacebuilding is about connecting to the hostile and polarized party. This is 
why it is possible to associate it with the term “nonviolent communication.” It is 
about the expression of your needs through your feelings, but in a contact-based, 
communicative style; first to express your most urgent needs, those of making a 
connection with the hostile party. Such a connection in itself humanizes the other 
side and initiates the exchange of feelings, which may then be transformed to 
incorporate basic needs and empathy. The feeling which results from playing a 
sport is really an expression of a hidden need to connect to the other side, which 
can easily, by virtue of its intensity, attach other feelings and needs, to be later 
discovered.  
 
Football is a particularly effective way of engaging children and youth, who are 
considered a challenging group to interest, and are often a marginalized 
constituency within peacebuilding. The importance of peacebuilding projects 
aimed at this constituency is brought home when one considers that “young 
people” (up to thirty-five years) are the major participants in most wars in Africa, 
and over fifty percent of the population in Africa is under eighteen.178 These facts 
need to be taken seriously, since the history and sociology of sport offers a rich 
collection of examples of it being used in efforts to develop and express 
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allegiances, to mobilize support for causes, to organize movements, mold 
identities, channel aggression and much more.  
 
Football’s Capacity for Peacebuilding  
 
If we wish to use the world's most popular game in order to address the 
challenges of reconciliation, it is important to remember that football is all about 
forming identity. Football is an identity in itself, and identity is extremely 
important in peacebuilding. Identity may be defined as a person’s sense of self 
and how he/she relates to the society they live in. It is dynamic as it is always 
changing, mainly as a result of its context. Football is an identity to which others 
may very easily connect, and it begins the important process of identity 
negotiation, which is key in reconciliation processes. 
   
Since identity is an important ingredient in the escalation of conflict, it needs to 
be addressed in processes of conflict resolution. The formation of identity is a 
natural way for a group or an individual to respond to the threat of isolation and 
insecurity. It is generally believed that both insecurity and isolation are, to a large 
extent, the result of hostile feeling, aggression, and therefore, conflict, which 
leads to violence.  They certainly are very much responsible for much of the 
“irrational” thinking and behavior which is caused by the uncertainty of a 
situation in which there isn’t any contact. Such divisions are harmful to peace as 
well as toward peoples’ psychological wellbeing. In Bosnia, for example, the 
people, leaders, trainers, and players involved in Football for Peace projects 
could be neighbors who do not share everyday activities due to ethnic, political 
or social divisions. As part of the Football for Peace project requirements, 
carefully selected and developed initiatives, based on geographic criteria, may 
bring them together across these divisions. “More often than not, football 
represents the only opportunity for vast, complex and impersonal entities such 
as towns, to unite.”179 The strategic guidance in the location of football projects 
may prove to be an excellent way to open the doors of cities that were blocked 
after the war.  
 
As in Bosnia, in Israel-Palestine, the projects select the most isolated 
communities, as well as those which do not have organized sporting frameworks 
for the youth. The projects are designed to facilitate, in a sustainable way, inter-
ethnic contact among the young generation. As a result of this, and in line with 
Galtung's view of peacebuilding as “a process which has no end,” projects are 
often organized into leagues which “can be run year after year, and provide a 
sustainable hub for mixed-identity teams to regularly meet in a safe, rule-
governed and neutral setting, where people can have fun and are treated equally. 
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When official matches are not being played, each team can continue to meet, 
train and have fun.”180 
 
The youth in Israel-Palestine also participate in a Peace Education component, 
structured around a manual that has been developed specifically according to 
the needs of such a project. The “Peace Education Manual” focuses on issues 
such as conflict resolution, better listening, inclusion and exclusion, similarities 
and differences, and more. In addition to this, in Israel the coaches often try to 
cause a conflict between the children, so that they can use it as a “teachable 
moment” to help the children learn about resolving conflict in a positive way, 
whilst playing in a safe environment. In the words of Gazi Nujidat from the 
Israel Sports Authority, who helped to coordinate such a project: “At first, you 
see some distance between the children, but with time, they get close to each 
other. There is more understanding. And through the year we keep the activities 
going. One of the co-coordinators in the Jordan valley told me that one Jewish 
parent phoned to say they were so thankful for the opportunity of taking part in 
the project. They were doubtful and worried about the moment that their child 
would face Arab children and how they would react. And when they got the 
opportunity, they were so happy and told their parents how much they enjoyed 
playing football with Arabs. Through the project, it was so easy for them.”181  
 
In Israel-Palestine as in Bosnia, one of the project's top priorities is that the 
participants of Football for Peace schools, in this case mostly the youth, are to be 
ethnically and equally mixed into teams. This is done in order to provide the 
group with the unifying component of football, as an identity in itself. This has 
been further explained by  Richard D. Ashmore, the author of Social Identity, 
Inter-Group Conflict and Conflict Reduction: “If two identities are to become 
compatible” in order to exist peacefully with each other, “they have to be 
redefined, and this will happen since they are to a larger extent constructed.”182  
 
 The process of connecting to another identity would be mediated by football, as 
it would cut through the psychological and emotional framework which acts as a 
protective of each and every identity. All of this would take place 
subconsciously, and require a lengthy period of time, but these are the 
requirements of peacebuilding, since it deals with the complicated process of 
healing sensitive human feelings. Usually this would be done through the youth 
who are the greatest catalyst for change and can be expected to be the most 
suitable agent to connect to the other identity, first through football, then 
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through other forms of peaceful cooperation. Increased contact and activities 
would surely decrease the feeling of insecurity toward the other group, which 
would then hopefully begin to be seen as a humanized and acceptable form of 
identity.     
 
It is important to keep the Football for Peace projects from becoming simply 
football schools. Such projects need to continue to emphasize the selection of 
equal ethnicity on the basis of their significance to reconciliation. Therefore, the 
criteria for mixed ethnicities in each school should be strictly adhered to. There is 
a risk that school organizers may revert to involving only children of a “majority 
ethnicity,” especially in countries where the need for reconciliation is either less 
evident, or ignored. They may also place too much emphasis on winning, which 
isn't always in line with peacebuilding. 
 
At the same time, it is important to remember that Football for Peace projects 
alone cannot be expected to achieve a major impact on national-level 
reconciliation.  This is a process which will take decades, and possibly, centuries. 
Football can and should be expected, however, to achieve reconciliation at the 
local level. Top-level reconciliation requires reforms in structure and systems, 
most of which are well beyond the scope of locally-based projects. However, in 
an almost ideal “football for peacebuilding” situation, the projects would take 
place at the local level, but the government would do something at the national 
level to at least set an example for youth and village sports.  As the following 
example illustrates, football and peacebuilding at the national level, have been 
connected with some success in the conflict-ridden Ivory Coast.  
 
Lessons from The Ivory Coast 
 
The Elephants, as the national football team is known, hold the hopes and 
expectations of many Ivorians. The Ivory Coast's southern-based regime has fomented the 

existence of a separate and hated identity. The immigrants and Muslims from the north are considered to be 
outside of the national identity, yet many of the country's best football players are from Muslim and 

immigrant families.183 As a result of this, the national team has become an irresistible symbol of unity and 

inclusion as well as the framework for a single Ivorian identity. Following the Elephants’ semi-final victory 
in the African Nations Cup in 2006, the head of the Ivory Coast Football Federation addressed a plea to 
President Laurent Gbagbo: “The players have asked me to tell you that what they most want now is for our 
divided country to become one again. They want this victory to act as a catalyst for peace in the Ivory Coast, 

to put an end to the conflict and to reunite its people. This success must bring us together.”184 One 
emotionally overwhelmed fan added on national television that he “prayed 
players would bring the cup first to rebel-held zones and then to the 
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government-held south.”185 Such comments, which had been delivered 
immediately after the victory, could be extremely useful in building unity, as 
they had been absorbed into the emotional and psychological identity of those 
watching.    
 
In fact, the national players themselves realize that football can unite people, and 
have appealed to the politicians of their country to support the peace process. 
Prior to the 2006 World Cup in Germany, Didier Drogba, arguably one of the 
most respected players in the world, took hold of the microphone, looked 
straight into the camera, and asked all of his teammates to kneel down with him: 
“Citizens of Ivory Coast” he declared, “from the north, south, center and west, 
we beg you on our knees to forgive each other!  Lay down your weapons, 
organize election, and things will be better.”186  
 
Partly as a response to this, the country’s politicians organized a friendly match 
between the top two league teams, to show Ivorians that the spirit of football can 
unite the country. Many of the Ivory Coast’s top dignitaries, including Prime 
Minister Charles Konan Banny and leader of the rebel New Forces Guillaume 
Soro, gathered in the de facto capital of the rebel-held north, Bouake. They were 
there to watch the symbolic reconciliation match between league leaders ASEC 
Mimosas and Africa Sports. At half-time, Banny told the many thousands of 
spectators that football will bring the two sides together. “Everything is possible 
through sport,” he said. “We will unite around the round ball, which,” he said, 
“is the same for everyone. A ball rolls in the same way for everyone and because 
of that it is a powerful symbol for reconciliation.”187 On the other hand, a 
member of the New Forces political front, Ben Souk, admitted the spirit of 
football can take Ivorians a long way. “The mentality of the players can bring 
peace. But not football alone, because football is a sport. We are trying to bring 
politics to change the mentality.  That is why you see the people here. Everyone 
here, we are together to try to change the mentality.”188   
 
The peace overture seen in the above statements should be the beginning of a 
bigger plan to bring permanent peace between ethnic groups in the Ivory Coast.  
The path to peace should be paved not just with the one-off success at the 
national level, but also with long-term efforts at the local level, as is the case in 
Bosnia and Israel-Palestine.  
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 It is possible to say that a balanced mixture at both the local and national level 
would provide football with the most effective way for peacebuilding. Sadly, in 
both Bosnia and Israel-Palestine where the local projects are intact, there hasn’t 
been any success at the national level.  In Israel-Palestine, this could change, as 
there is far more potential for football and peace to develop in that region. In 
particular, if Israel-Palestine were nominated to co-host the 2018 World Cup, for 
example, it would be a major injection toward national-level reconciliation. 
However, this is highly unlikely since some major structural changes would need 
to take place beforehand, as an event of such magnitude can take place only in 
the absence of violence. On the other hand, in the Ivory Coast, with its successful, 
colorful, and star-studded national team, there aren't any local football for 
peacebuilding projects which could lead to success at the national level. It is 
possible to say that in the near future, such a situation could exist in Iraq, as its 
national team is enjoying success at the top level of football, and hopefully, local 
peacebuilding projects will be able to build on this very soon.  
 
Football, Parity and Structure  
 
If football is to be utilized as a peace tool, nonviolence must be the foundation of 
its structure. In the makeup of the game, the core values are the same as those 
necessary for lasting peace, namely, parity, unity and interdependence, all of which 
are broken by violence. It is essential to implement those same values into the 
structure of Football for Peace projects. It needs to be remembered that football’s 
role in peacebuilding is to address the “emotional” component of the conflict. If, 
at the same time, a “material” goal is added to the context, such as winning, this 
will connect to the “structural” elements in the conflict, such as “resources or 
finance” for example, which may have caused the separation of the parties in the 
first place.  Ironically, the pathway to healing may not lie with becoming more 
rational. In most Football for Peace projects, activities would involve those of 
trust-building as opposed to skill-building, as in team sports it is a requirement 
that you trust you team-mates, for example by “passing” to them.        
 
Football and Violence  
 
If football's structure isn't set toward parity, the game may easily be used as a 
violence-enhancing tool. This is largely related to its potential of being a 
mobilizing, unifying force. As a result of this, football has the potential to inspire 
in people a feeling of nationalism, which can lead to polarization, including 
outright ethnic violence. There are plenty of examples in the history of football 
that question and challenge the role of football as a peacebuilding tool. One of 
the most well-known examples of football triggering violence occurred during a 
World Cup qualifier in 1969. “The football match escalated to full-fledged war 
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between El Salvador and the Honduras, where thousands of people were killed 
and over twice as many injured.”189  
 
Also, in the former Yugoslavia, the first to join military units of the emerging 
Croatian army were football fans, particularly the BBB and Torcida from Split, 
which organized their fighting mobs into political assault squads on the streets 
and squares of Croatian cities. What is even more shocking is that in the first 
phases of the war, soldiers on both sides of the conflict used the fan’s symbolism, 
which connected them toward their identity.  In turn, their identity which had 
been mobilized ethnically, had been connected to football, and it is possible to 
say, in a negative way. The first armed clashes were frequently described by 
those participants as a direct continuation of the clashes between Croatian and 
Serbian football clubs. This situation fits in very closely with the saying of the 
former Croatian president Franco Trujdman, from Karl von Clauswitz: “Football 
is merely a continuation of war by other means.”190  
 
The game's potential for violence has also been witnessed in refugee camps in 
Jordan.  This had been the case, particularly, when the Wihdat Football Club 
became the symbol of the Palestine struggle, and a victory was regarded as a 
national and political uplift, giving pride to the Palestinian identity. Needless to 
say, Wihdat was considered something holy for the people in the camps. When 
Wihdat played, their supporters sang “ma biddna thiin wa la sardine, bidna 
anabil” (we do not need wheat or sardines, we need bombs). “When Wihdat 
loses, Palestine loses!”191  

 
In light of these examples where football has been used to divide people and 
intensify conflict, it is important to emphasize that the game does not in itself 
cause war or violence. The game may, however, trigger it. Unfortunately, it does 
have the ability to take the conflict from simple structure to complex psychology 
and emotion, mainly because it can mobilize people along the lines of identity. 
Similarly, football cannot cause reconciliation and peace, but if organized 
responsibly, as in Bosnia and Israel-Palestine, it can trigger it, and that’s enough 
to consider it as a peacebuilding tool.     

 
Conclusion  
 
To a large extent, the possibilities of football as a peacebuilder are still under-
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researched. The game’s potential impact and success can be defined as the 
longer-term changes in the overall environment of ethnically conflicted societies. 
Naturally, measuring impact is very difficult. This is especially true when we are 
dealing with the healing of intangible issues like ethnic identity, which aren’t 
visible and fixed, and cannot be negotiated in tangible ways. Therefore, sufficient 
time needs to have passed to identify such changes, if they are at all possible. 
Also, even if they are possible to identify, the causes of change may be unknown. 
They, in fact, may not at all be attributed to football, but to some other part of 
peacebuilding, or one at least connected with it.  The long-term requirement is 
further complicated by the fact that peacebuilding is mainly about 
communication on the one hand, and justice on the other.  In this case, the 
identity and the system both need to be addressed. At this time, it would be 
possible to suggest that some degree of contact between, and the normalization 
of life for, otherwise polarized and hostile communities would be a key measure 
of success. Such success has already been achieved and documented in Bosnia 
and Israel-Palestine at the local level. At the national level, the Ivory Coast may 
be regarded as an example where football has been used in terms of national or 
top-level reconciliation. However, its role isn't continuous and formally 
organized toward peacebuilding, unlike in the other two regions. Therefore, it is 
possible to say that in places like the Ivory Coast, where football and 
peacebuilding lack any local support mechanisms, such reconciliation may be 
short-lived, since what is required is a sphere in which relationship-building 
would be the key. Based on this requirement, an approach which focuses 
attention on the grassroots level, starting with ordinary people, is beginning to 
take command in the field of peacebuilding, and is most visible in Bosnia and 
Israel-Palestine. All in all, it is possible to say that the continuous normalization 
of relations among divided ethnic groups is the area in which football could play 
a significant role.   
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The Security Dilemma: Fear, Cooperation and Trust in World Politics  
Ken Booth and Nicolas J. Wheeler 

 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008, 388pp) 
 
 

REVIEWED by Swapna Kona 

 
 
“The security dilemma should have a privileged place, for it is an old and 
brilliant concept for new and dangerous times”, write the authors of The Security 
Dilemma. In the first comprehensive detailing of the theories and logics of the 
concept of security dilemma in international politics, this book is immensely 
significant. Indeed, Ken Booth and Nicolas Wheeler appreciate security dilemma 
as a precept that now occupies an inevitable place in political theorizing, and 
perhaps always has, implicitly. The imperative to embolden this voice is taken on 
by the book. 
 
The book is divided in four parts – anarchy, society, community and the future. 
The section on anarchy landscapes insecurity as a concept. Exploring what they 
call “the logic of anarchy, the theme of tragedy”, the authors differentiate a 
security paradox from the security dilemma. Having so established a context, 
they lay out the three logics of the security dilemma as fatalist, mitigator and 
transcender. While examining the fatalist logic, Booth and Wheeler cautiously 
characterize it as being problematic because of its deterministic tendencies. It is 
emphasized, however, that even this deterministic fatalist logic “in practice” 
avoids embracing the logic of offensive realism. Grotius, Kant, Rousseau all form 
part of the narrative, although Kant’s cosmopolitan perspective finds more room 
for agreement on a broader theoretical canvas.  
 
Further on, a review of Herz’s and Butterfield’s work is essential in the first part 
of the book and is enlightening. John Herz, who first used the term security 
dilemma, has also contributed the foreword to the book. British historian Hebert 
Butterfield, also a pioneer in the field, is championed in his work on “absolute 
predicament”, a term he used to describe what essentially a situation of security 
dilemma was. Together, their work on uncertainty as the dynamic determining 
state behaviour makes for an interesting comparative. Progression to the logic of 
uncertainty in extremis results in the logic of offensive realism. Hence, offensive-
realist thinker John Mearsheimer is discussed at length with his impact on 
policymaking - “he turned the certain uncertainty of internal policies into the 
strategic predictability of offensive realism”, say the authors. Interestingly, 
Mearsheimer’s security dilemma sensibilities posited against defensive-realism 
proponent Kenneth Waltz’s semantic notions are interpreted as pre-conditions 
foreshadowing neo-realist strategic thinking. 
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The symbolism of weapons and that of national security, in tandem are 
elaborated, especially with the aid of Robert Jervis’s extensive work on offence-
defense paradigms and spiral-deterrence models. Much of the analogy is 
produced with the help of Kremlin-White House imagery of each other during 
the Cold War. The part on threat assessment touches upon ambiguous 
symbolism, the deduction of political intentions and the failure of intelligence 
gathering. Additional writing on the organizational culture of intelligence is 
most helpful and achieves its objective of alerting us to the “power of fear”. Cold 
war symbolism is skilfully employed to drive the point home.  
 
The section on fear is intriguing at best and alarming at worst – not because it 
breaks the narrative in any way, but because it stops shockingly short of spelling 
doom. Quoting Carey Robin on fear as the “justifying language of public life” 
steers attention to the pressing issues of ideological fundamentalism – a situation 
that precludes a dilemma, per se, thus pillaging the theory in the face of 
contemporary political scenarios beset with non-state actors. Theoretically 
speaking, such ideological fundamentalism and lack of a security dilemma “open 
up space for human agency to do more than simply try to survive the game of 
nations”. This infuses political violence with a new light and hints at the possible 
demise of choc-a-bloc security dilemma theorizing. The book is induced with a 
violent idea and forces the student of international relations theory to sit back 
and think out the exceptions to the rule – the (unbelievable) lack of a security 
dilemma as a situation of insecurity.  
 
Having, thus, experienced a jolt to theoretical bravado, the reader is then faced 
with the generous logic of mitigation. Whilst the promise of security regimes 
comes under scrutiny, the verdict is uneasy. The entire second part of the book 
explores the “potentiality for mitigator policies to ameliorate the security 
dilemma”. Whilst the constructivists are seemingly on to it, they never quite get 
there, presupposing what must be worked out. Alexander Wendt and the 
English School are divergent voices colliding with those of defensive realism. 
Ideas of identity dominate constructivist discourse but do not concretize a 
monolithic outlook on the security dilemma.  
 
The book then moves onto an exposé of the actual practice of security regimes 
through explorations of the Concert of Europe, super power détente following 
the Cold War and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Regime. But before that, there is 
the urgency of norms and how regimes collapse. Time cycles are hinted at with 
the imminent question being “Is it the shadow of the past, anxieties about the 
present, or the fear of the future that exercise most leverage on policymaking?” 
Thus, the praxis of norms, regimes and policymaking illustrates the “fragility of 
international cooperation”. No need to despair, however, as the Great Mitigation 
of the Gorbachev-Reagan Era points out. For the goal of common security to be 
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achieved, or even visualized, there is only the need for the “modalities of 
mitigation” to be laid down. These are done at length in this section of the book. 
 
Discussed next is the transcender logic, which removes security from a utopian 
high horse and makes it attainable. Yet, transcender theories are critiqued as 
having “mono-casual” understandings and worse, being reductive in their 
thinking. Distinction is sought between cooperation and trust and between 
escaping and transcending uncertainty. While the ideas of collective security, 
functionalism and security communities waddle on both sides of the cooperation 
and trust fence, they do not address the differentiation head-on. Similarly, it is 
clear that transcender theories fail at their task of transcending uncertainty too – 
they build their arguments on the theoretical premise of already having escaped 
uncertainty. Uncertainty, the authors argue is inevitable, thus making these 
theories inadequate to addressing the problem of the security dilemma.  
 
In the chapter on transformation, the authors take on ideas – “the idea of empire 
is in vogue again, (that of) world government is not”, they say. The end of war, 
history, capitalism and patriarchy are all ends to structures. From Marx to 
Fukuyama, the centrality of structures to theorising on security dilemma (or the 
lack thereof) is brought to the fore distinctly through the discussion of 
unexamined premises in their work. As the authors themselves put it, 
“Structured transformers have to meet the challenge of their security dilemma 
because they have too readily assumed predictable peace. This is the fallacy of 
the last (structural) move”.  
 
A much-awaited account of the “elusive concept of trust” finds itself explicitly 
stated in the following chapter. Clearly, the utility of the properties of trust to the 
realm of security dilemma theorizing is the underlying narrative of the book. To 
arrive at it finally is relieving. Unpacking the relation between trust and 
uncertainty shows how mutually implicated they are “because trust always 
develops under conditions of uncertainty and never entirely escapes it”. Thus, a 
“leap in the dark” is then required to move from talk of mistrust (as in the fatalist 
logic) to trust as a problematique (in mitigator logic) and finally to trust as “the 
possibility of transcending the worst forms of uncertainty in favor of more 
liveable ones” (in transcender logic). This process then opens doors for 
reconciliation and embeds trust. WISCOMP’s Athwaas program in Kashmir and 
the Derry Peace and Reconciliation Group and Woman’s Conciliation program in 
Northern Ireland are employed as illustrations of how civil society actions stem 
out such embedded trust in actual practice. 
 
The final section of the book, broadly titled “The Future” is the most intriguing. 
While the early promise of security dilemma as a defining concept did not 
fructify then, the authors are keen (as in this book) to see the development of the 



 149 

early theorizing on this concept. Indeed, they describe best the intent of this book 
as offering “… original insights, new definition, different vocabulary, a priori set 
of categories for concealing insecurity  and  a comprehensive conceptual 
framework for understanding the security dilemma”. While the present 
environment is by no means salutary for the facilitation of international 
cooperation, such a “crisis of trust in existing institutions and leaders” must be 
remedied. For that to happen, one must arrive at a broadly agreed-upon 
understanding of the security dilemma as a concept that envisages state behavior 
in times of insecurity, non-state behavior as the “unexpected unpredictable” and 
makes space for other “dangers of the unexpected”.  
 
The three logics that weave the book together have clear policy implications. In 
the future, these logics as organizing lenses become essential to the predictability 
of state behavior. The true merit of the book, quite obviously, lies in its 
presentation of the security dilemma as an essential part of the policymaker’s 
toolkit of the future, rather than as a brilliant but fossilised position on 
international politics.  
 
Moreover, the theory itself is well thought out and the book lays out a blueprint 
for future theorizing in the field – in that it brings together strands of thought on 
security from its many leading thinkers. Nonetheless, there is no attempt at 
consensus-building but on identifying points of parallelism that could become a 
larger unified bulwark of security dilemma theorizing.  
 
The book is a receptacle for all about security dilemmas and Hobbesian fear 
makes room for Lockean palatability as effortlessly as Morgenthau and 
Thucydides coexist. Determinate theorizing is unchartered territory for the 
concept of security dilemma. This book articulates the pensiveness of the 
authors, who seem perplexed by the lack of attention to this clearly obvious 
necessity to international relations theorizing and successfully take the initiative 
in making amends. Well thought-out chapterization makes the book immensely 
accessible while the lack of simplification keeps the symbol-hunters away – this 
book is not the answer to security dilemmas nor does it claim to be. Instead, it is 
fundamental reading for anyone looking to grasp the parameters of security 
dilemmas or familiarize themselves with the actual repercussions of such a 
situation. The vast referencing to events of the 20th century are helpful and rescue 
the book from becoming a theoretical camp-straddling misadventure that talks 
about what all others have not thought about.  
 
Surely, “uncertainty as the starting point to thinking about world politics” has 
promise for the political student. Similarly, the politics of peace are inevitable in 
the contemporary scenery of visible donor action in a war-ravaged comity of 
nations. If the “disappointing and violent dimensions of world politics” are to be 
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surpassed, then “the risks of embedding trust (as) the path to peace and security” 
must be adopted.  
 
Security dilemma theorizing does both – it reconstructs the problematic of war 
on the one hand and it deals with the underlying faultlines of history on the 
other. By doing this, it brings strategic thinking into the foray of theoretical 
exploration. Policymaking is thus, directly impacted. As Mitrany is quoted in the 
book, “the historic task of our times is not to keep nations peacefully apart but to 
bring them actively together”; the ability of security dilemma theorizing on trust-
building is consequential. In making the concept visible again, so is the book.  
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Texts and Contexts: Attitudes of Teachers in India and Pakistan 

Zahid Shahab Ahmed and Michelle Antonette Baxter 
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This cooperative research carried out by a young Pakistani and a young Indian, both working for 

international non-governmental organizations, explores how textbooks help determine political and social 

attitudes, especially attitudes toward India and Pakistan.  Through an in-depth analysis of history and social 

studies textbooks from India and Pakistan, the authors highlight how certain textbooks have been modified 

to serve political ends. The Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) government in India (in power at the Center till 

2004) wanted history texts to reflect their Hindutva agenda of a Hindu civilization, while the Islamization 

efforts of General Zia ul Haq in the 1970s-1980s eliminated the teaching of history at the secondary school 

level, and replaced history with social studies stressing the Islamic nature of the Pakistani State. 

  

As the authors note “History has often been distorted to create an ‘enemy’ image in the school textbooks of 

India and Pakistan. These textbooks feed the minds and imagination of millions of children in both 

countries. They play a major role in generating hatred and animosity between the two countries. Indeed, 

history textbooks have become victims of the official ideologies and foreign policies of both countries.” As 

the authors stress, “While Indian textbooks have a highly slanted and prejudiced view of minorities, 

particularly Muslims, Pakistani textbooks are no different. They are so designed as to promote hatred 

against Hindus and India. The powers that be, in both the countries, have vested interests in keeping the 

hatred between the communities alive so as to benefit politically from it. The textbooks are not simply 

written by prejudiced minds but with a particular purpose.” 

  

The dangers to the whole society of such an approach is well set out in the passage quoted from K.K. 

Aziz’s Pakistan Political Culture: “The atrocious manner in which history is taught in our schools, colleges 

and universities is a guarantee that the nation will remain ignorant of its past, oblivious to its present, and 

unmindful of its future. To tell lies to the school students, to relate fairy tales to the undergraduates, and to 

present fabrications in the university lecture halls is to sow an ill wind which will one day rise to a storm, 

disrupt the society and endanger the state.” 

  

While it is often difficult to change the teaching of national history given the political use of such teaching, 

much can be done to encourage students to study the history and culture of the local town, segment of a 

city, or the village where they live. By looking at the history of local buildings, at the way farming is 

structured, by looking at what goods are sold in the market and how they got there, by looking at who is 

selling what, students can analyze the local society, its evolution over time, and the fact that many different 

groups and cultures have contributed to today’s society. The study of local history with an enlightened 

teacher can facilitate cooperation with persons in the area, who have stories to tell of their own experience 

and skills. Thus, the study of local history can enrich the generalities which exist in textbooks concerning 

national history. 
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Of course, textbooks are not the only source of influence: family and friends, childhood experiences, 

literature, films, television, and other forms of mass media also play a role. Thus, the setting up of special 

clubs and reading rooms in schools that concentrate on peace news, social justice, and attitudes of respect 

and responsibility toward women are important. Films that promote values of justice and peace can be 

shown. Creative writing can be encouraged as well as arts and crafts. When a person is creative in one area 

of life, he/she is likely to be more open and creative in other areas as well.  

  

However, textbooks present information in a structured way, and being able to repeat text book information 

is necessary to pass examinations. Thus, it may be possible to publish “alternative textbooks” — books 

which deal with the same subjects but in a more objective or conflict-reducing way. It would be useful to 

have a follow-up study on how textbooks are chosen by the Ministry of Education or whichever body does 

the selection, the relation between the publishers and the education authorities, and how those who write 

the textbooks are chosen. For “alternative textbooks”, it would be important to discuss with publishers, the 

costs of production, the number of sales necessary to cover costs and the patterns of literature sales for 

children, secondary students etc. 

  

As the authors point out “Beyond textbooks, teachers are also a crucial element in the system of 

education. So far, in India and Pakistan, there hasn’t been any significant study on the role of teachers in 

shaping mindsets (enemy images, hatred of others etc.) of young generations, the way they want to or the 

way the national education system forces them to. However, the role of teachers in the nation-building 

process cannot be neglected because they are the artists of young minds.” 

  

In order to analyze the impact of textbooks and the attitudes of teachers, thirty teachers and thirty students 

were interviewed in three cities in each country: Delhi, Mumbai and Chennai in India; Islamabad, 

Rawalpindi and Peshawar in Pakistan. These were teachers and students in the governmental school system 

in each country. In both India and Pakistan, there are religiously-inspired schools, the madrassahs of 

Pakistan and the RSS schools in India. In addition, both countries have elite private schools, originally 

inspired by the English system. A follow-up study of the attitudes of teachers and students at all three types 

of schools would be useful. 

  

The conclusions of the research clearly indicate the difficulties faced in introducing an objective and 

balanced view of history. “According to this research study, the growth of intolerance, fundamentalism and 

extremism, while having many other sources, is strengthened by educational curricula and teaching systems 

operational in the large number of public schools in India and Pakistan.” 

  

Fortunately, there are efforts on the part of State education authorities to modify these negative practices. In 

India, the 2005 National Curriculum Framework for School Education has stressed that “peace education 

must be a concern that permeates the entire school life — curriculum, classroom environment, school 

management, teacher-pupil relationship, teaching-learning processes, and the entire range of school 

activities.  Hence, it is important to examine the curriculum and examination systems from the point of 

view of how they may influence children’s sense of inadequacy, frustration, impatience and insecurity.”  

  

 In Pakistan, President Pervez Musharraf said in his 2002 Independence Day speech, “There are no quick 

fix solutions to the problem of sectarianism and extremism; they are to be tackled in a systematic and 



 154 

methodical manner.” Certainly, a review and analysis of school textbooks and teaching methods is part of a 

systematic approach. 

  

This study is a good example of what cooperative research between Indians and Pakistanis on sensitive 

subjects can achieve. It is the first of the WISCOMP Collaborative Research Studies — the first of what we 

hope will be a long and productive series. 

  

 

 


