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WHEN 
LOVE 
WINS

C
onflict is a normal part of life. In most situations, it is resolved 

either through formal or informal mechanisms, and life goes 

on. It is when those mechanisms break down that violence 

becomes more likely. The Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), a 

leading authority on information about violent conflict, has recorded 

a total of 246 armed conflicts between 1946 and 2010. Of these, 

30 were active in 2010. 

VIOLENT CONFLICT IS A COMPLEX AND MESSY BUSINESS, AND EACH INSTANCE HAS 

a unique set of circumstances that has provoked the violence. But 

there are similarities among situations that slide into atrocities, one 

of the most important of these being how strong the social contract 

is between civil society and the state. A good social contract has a 

significant level of trust with its citizens, who have confidence in 

the state as a credible and reasonable authority that is fair to most 

groups. Functional institutions such as corruption-free courts and 

state departments, are central to the social contract being upheld.

A common reason for the breakdown of a social contract is when 

a government favours certain groups in society through legislation, 

resulting in inequality and the unfair treatment of other segments of 

that society. The case of the Tutsis and Hutus in Rwanda is a prime 

example. As colonial rulers, the Belgians decided to favour the Tutsi, 

making them the elite in a classic case of divide and rule. Years later, 

following independence, a frenzy of killing was unleashed as hatred, 

stored up during years of repression, ignited a genocide.

In a crisis situation, identifying with your peers instantly 

becomes all important. We know this from personal experience. 

And if you are under threat from another group, you start to mobilise 

to protect yourself. Group differences that did not matter before are 

suddenly vital to who you are. In the absence of a social contract, 

the state is unable or indeed unwilling to regulate inequalities, and 

tensions can erupt into violence.

Rebuilding the social contract is at the core of fostering peace. 

Devising new and fair systems must be driven by the people affected, 

with institutional frameworks imposed from the outside having little 

chance of success, like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. 

Equally important is levelling out the differences between groups 

previously ranged against each other by finding mutual interests and 

creating dialogue. 

The task of doing all of those things is simply too overwhelming 

for fragile, post-conflict states to manage on their own, and this 

is where the crucial work of thousands of non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) comes in. Striking the right balance of action 

in these incredibly sensitive conflict or post-conflict situations can 

literally be a matter of life and death. 

RESEARCH BY DR JONATHAN GOODHAND, READER IN CONFLICT AND 

Development Studies at London’s School of Oriental and African 

Studies (SOAS) shows that fairness rather than strict neutrality seems 

to be the keystone to acceptance of their work by the people they 

are trying to help. In fact, it seems that ‘neutrality’ can end up doing 

more harm than good. Understanding the dynamics and interests of 

the people involved is therefore essential. 

There are a growing number of organisations who have taken this 

message to heart. We travel across the globe through cultures and 

approaches learning how varied and colourful the spectrum of peace-

building can be. Over the following pages, we focus on a range of 

NGOs who work to transform fragile situations into genuine peace.

Words Katrine Carstens
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‘IT ISN’T ENOUGH TO TALK ABOUT PEACE. 

ONE MUST BELIEVE IN IT. AND IT ISN’T 

ENOUGH TO BELIEVE IN IT.  

ONE MUST WORK AT IT’

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT
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SCHOOL OF ROCK

Music can soothe the soul, but can it break down cultural barriers 

and obstacles to peace? Musicians Without Borders believes so.  

Since 2005, this international organisation has successfully 

helped revitalise broken communities in the former Yugoslavia 

by encouraging peaceful coexistence across cultural, political and 

religious borders based on its conviction that enduring peace 

necessitates real cultural change. 

Bringing varied cultural groups together, Musicians Without 

Borders has focused on combating discrimination and preparing 

the next generation by exposing youth to different musical genres, 

cultural traditions and languages.  

The ethnically divided city of Mitrovica, Kosovo is the stage for 

one of its most successful initiatives, the Mitrovica Rock School. 

A former centre for rock music in the region, the Kosovan war left 

Mitrovica divided along the river Ibar, separating the city’s Serb 

and Albanian communities and destroying its cultural life. 

The Mitrovica Rock School, run in cooperation with local 

institutions, teachers and musicians, hopes to change that. Here, 

experienced local musicians train young rock stars from both 

sides of the Ibar, gathering them for annual summer schools and 

connecting them online. 

As one of the city’s first shared organisations, which is now being 

developed into an established, self-sustaining institution,  

the Rock School hopes to restore the former glory of the city’s  

rock-music tradition and, in doing so, bring about a lasting peace. 

Their mantra: ‘Only the music matters’.

musicianswithoutborders.com

mitrovicarockschool.org

NEVER FORGET

Trying to keep memories of war alive might 

not seem the best way to bring about 

lasting peace, but in Lebanon there is a 

growing unanimity that the strategy of 

forgetting is failing to break the cycle of 

blame and conflict afflicting the country. 

Armed only with a truth-seeking agenda, 

UMAM Documentation and Research 

organises cultural events including lectures, 

film screenings and exhibitions, some of 

them held in its own converted warehouse 

in South Beirut. It brings Lebanese artists 

and the public together in an atmosphere 

that encourages the exchange of memories 

of conflict and violence, in the hope that 

the experience will inspire new strategies 

that will prevent conflict in the future. 

Seeking to counter the ‘enforced 

amnesia’ it says politicians have imposed 

on the country, the organisation has 

lobbied fiercely for the public’s ‘right to 

know’. Thanks to donations, it has amassed 

an impressive archive of materials and 

memories of the violence and war that 

have helped to divide Lebanon along 

social, political and sectarian lines. 

umam-dr.org

MAKING SENSE OF 

THE LAW
 

Brokering peace often results in complex legal 

documentation that is beyond the comprehension 

of a local community. In Sudan, the Paralegal and 

Human Rights Centre took it upon itself to break down 

the language and legal jargon contained in the 2005 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) which brought 

a fragile peace to the war-ravaged nation and, through 

seminars, has helped communities understand the laws 

which are meant to benefit them. 

The lawyers of this organisation also see themselves 

well placed to mediate dialogue between the government 

and various tribal groups. In one initiative, emergency 

meetings were held between the leadership of two tribes 

and government representatives over recurring land-use 

conflict. Speaking with all parties involved, the Paralegal 

Centre helped them to reach an agreement and then 

further reinforced it with workshops on the rule of law 

and the benefits of the CPA.

insightonconflict.org

LOVE IS ON THE AIR

While the mainstream media seems more intent on 

reinforcing the status quo and feeding the flames of 

fear that serve government interests more than the 

people’s, some have mustered the courage to broadcast 

a new voice.

Joint Israeli-Palestinian radio station All for Peace 

was established in 2004 by the Jewish-Arab Centre for 

Peace at Givat Haviva and the Palestinian organisation 

Biladi. Rather than promoting a political agenda, 

All for Peace discusses issues of common interest 

including health, the environment, culture and the 

economy, to engender a sense of unity and hope that 

the conflict may one day end.

Realising that part of the problem stems from the 

feelings of alienation that both sides feel, All for Peace 

works to break negative stereotyping by interviewing 

and showing respect for artists and guests from both 

Israel and Palestine. Broadcasts are made in Arabic, 

Hebrew and English. 

‘Genuine peace can only be achieved and 

subsequently maintained by forging a strong bond 

between Israelis and Palestinians on an individual level, 

rather than erecting a relationship of convenience 

between two governments,’ All for Peace stated.

In a startling sign that not everyone advocates 

this approach to conflict resolution and the coming 

together of two peoples, All for Peace was forced off 

the air by the Israeli authorities in late 2011. 

allforpeace.org

conflict resolution special conflict resolution special

IM
A

G
E
 ©

 C
R
A

IG
 F

IN
L
A
Y

IM
A

G
E
 ©

 M
U

S
IC

IA
N

S
W

IT
H

O
U

TB
O

R
D

E
R
S
.C

O
M

IM
A

G
E
 ©

 M
A

U
E
E
N

 L
U

N
N



84 | SUBLIME SUBLIME | 85

SLAM DUNK DIALOGUE

Few things can unite people around a cause the way sport can. 

Founded in 2001 on the ethos that ‘children who play together 

can learn to live together’, Peace Players International uses 

basketball as an instrument of cooperation, mutual respect and 

cross-cultural tolerance.

Motivated by the success of its original programme in 

Northern Ireland, which brings together young people 

from Catholic and Protestant backgrounds, Peace Players 

International has expanded to South Africa, Cyprus, Israel 

and the West Bank, creating mixed basketball teams where 

participants learn to overlook religious, ethnic or cultural 

divides and through exposure to positive role models, gain 

fundamental leadership skills.  

The curriculum is further anchored with peace and leadership 

education. By training young adults from local communities 

to work as coaches and mentors, Peace Players International is 

developing the leaders of the future.

More than 52,000 participants have gone through the 

programme over the past ten years, building lasting friendships 

that have helped change perceptions and attitudes.

In the words of one participant in Cyprus: ‘We work together. 

There is no “I and you” now, only “we”.’  

peaceplayersintl.org

THE TIE THAT BINDS

Eliminating conflict and achieving lasting peace is impossible without 

going to what is often at the root of the problem – development. 

Winner of the Coventry International Prize for Peace and 

Reconciliation, Cord is an international peace-building organisation 

with over four decades of experience working in 26 countries, and 

with some 800 people on the ground. The majority are locals, all 

striving to develop the building-blocks needed for peace and working 

towards the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.  

In Burundi since 2005, Cord has been working with former 

refugees who have now returned home. Using a holistic approach 

encompassing infrastructure, education and environmental action, 

Cord has rebuilt schools, roads and bridges, given training on how 

to care for livestock and prevent the spread of HIV and malaria and 

initiated irrigation and reforestation programmes. 

In Chad, one of the poorest nations on earth, ravaged by both 

conflict and a brutally inhospitable climate, Cord assists both 

Chadians displaced by internal conflict and around 250,000 refugees 

from Darfur, Sudan. Knowing that peace depends on improving their 

quality of life and their skills, Cord runs 19 schools for 21,000 children 

and young adults, trains locals to become teachers, runs adult literacy 

classes and gives vocational training to young men to help them resist 

the lure of becoming a conscript in the rebel army.

Cord is giving people the tools needed to make their own decisions 

and take development and peace into their own hands.

cord.org.uk

FOLLOWING THE TEAM

Imagine walking into a field and finding two men arguing heatedly 

over a plot of land, machetes in hand, prepared to fight to the end. 

Search for Common Ground (SFCG), an international organisation 

with teams in 26 countries, is working to empower citizens to prepare 

for, and learn how to defuse, such a situation. 

Through its training and mentoring programmes, SFCG works with 

influential peacemakers and youth in vulnerable communities to 

improve their mediation and listening skills, teaching them how to 

deal with aggression before things turns violent. 

Bringing conflicting sides together, SFCG uses a system of 

collaborative problem-solving activities, which include conflict-

provoking questions, games, sport, role-playing, dramatisation and 

other guided interactions to discuss areas of disagreement or conflict 

and encourage the building of mutual trust and respect between sides. 

SFCG’s most ambitious project has been the production of a highly 

popular television series, The Team. The series follows the characters 

of a football team, who must overcome their differences, be they 

cultural, ethnic, religious, tribal, racial or socio-economic and work 

together to win. 

Produced in 19 countries across Africa, Asia and the Middle East, 

The Team successfully blends the global appeal of football with 

the melodrama of a television soap opera, all the while working to 

transform social attitudes and diminish violent behaviour in countries 

grappling with deeply rooted conflict. 

In the Ivory Coast, The Team’s first season attracted an estimated 

3.4m viewers each week, and mobile cinema screens brought the 

series to a further 15,000 people living in villages.

sfcg.com

LEGAL EAGLES

After losing all of her children to disease or war, 78-year-old 

Mama Kabibi was powerless to stop a former combatant from 

evicting her from her home in Eastern Congo and depriving her 

of her cassava field – her only source of food. She complained to 

local authorities, but they did little to help.

Bringing justice to poverty-stricken, war-torn places is a 

challenge that governments cannot deal with alone. Eastern 

Congo is a case in point. Peace-builder Flory Kazingufu was 

told by a local lawyer that out of the 2,000 cases that went to 

the official courts last year, only eight were resolved. With legal 

processes so expensive, desperately poor villagers often cannot 

afford even to launch a case. 

But the need for justice is pressing. In Congo, war and 

violence have caused the displacement of entire populations 

from their homes and communities, and over 2m people have 

become refugees. If they haven’t already been forced out of their 

homes, they might return from a period of displacement to find 

them taken over by others. An influx of returning refugees can 

also play havoc with stability and spark violent incidents as 

people fight for scarce land.

To deal with this, Flory founded Chirezi, a system of village 

courts based on traditional ways and staffed by volunteers 

whom Flory trains as impartial observers to manage cases. 

Thanks to Chirezi, people now have somewhere to turn to bring 

non-violent resolution to disputes and conflicts. 

peacedirect.org
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WEATHERING WAR

When governments around the world invested 

in biofuels to reduce fossil-fuel consumption, the 

resulting hike in food prices caused violent clashes. 

Environmental policy and peace are inexorably linked, 

often in indirect ways that communities are unprepared 

to deal with. 

International Alert, founded 26 years ago in the UK, 

has made climate change a prime focus in its global 

peace-building and research efforts. It is no longer under 

debate whether climate change will happen: its effects 

are already being felt in the form of extreme weather, 

longer dry seasons and rising sea levels. 

Knowing that it’s not only the consequences of 

climate change that we need to be worried about, 

but also the consequences of those consequences, 

International Alert conducts research on how nations 

vulnerable to the impact of climate change are able to 

deal with its effects. It then recommends reforms that 

institutions can make.

International Alert fosters dialogue between the 

different stakeholders, ensures that community voices 

are represented at the highest levels of policy-making, 

provides policy guidance and trains actors involved in 

climate change, development and peace-building efforts. 

With the effects, and knock-on effects, of climate 

change likely to be an instigator of conflict in the future, 

there is hope, thanks to the work of International Alert, 

that progress can be made in learning how to cope with 

these effects. 

international-alert.org

SOWING THE SEEDS

Peace accords and declarations are meaningless without 

working to educate the youth of today to become the 

peacekeepers of tomorrow. 

With that conviction, American journalist John Wallack 

founded the Seeds of Peace International Camp in 

Powhatan, Maine in the US. While attending a state dinner, 

he so inspired leaders from Israel, Egypt and Palestine that 

they each promised to send 15 youngsters to his camp, 

sparking the growth of an organisation that has seen more 

than 4,300 young ‘seeds’ from seven conflict-ravaged 

countries pass through its gates. 

Aiming to engender empathy, respect and confidence, 

the non-profit camp works to forge tight-knit friendships 

between attendees, who range in age from 13 to 18, 

teaching them communication and negotiation skills, and 

‘enabling them to see the human face of their enemies’. 

‘Treaties are negotiated by governments, but peace is 

made by people. Our mission is to empower young people 

with the understanding and skills needed to lead the 

way towards a better and more peaceful future, free from 

violence, hatred and fear.’

seedsofpeace.org

PUT DOWN YOUR GUNS

Our cities, too, are the stage for violent clashes.  

While the popular view holds that the number of 

people captured and incarcerated is a key measure of 

success in our fight against violent urban crime, there 

is growing evidence that intelligent prevention can 

yield much better results.

Launched in 2000 in one of Chicago’s most 

violent communities, CeaseFire is based on the idea 

that crime should be fought like an epidemic, using 

proven disease-control methods, and by accepting 

that violence is a learned behaviour that must be 

targeted and changed.

CeaseFire uses a three-step approach: identification 

and detection, interruption and intervention and 

changing behaviour and norms. By zeroing in on 

vulnerable areas with staff that know where to look, 

thanks to their background and street cred, CeaseFire 

gets involved in disputes before they escalate, 

mediates and then defuses them. 

In its first year of activity, shootings in Chicago 

fell by 67%. By providing the tools to resolve conflict 

differently, CeaseFire is also changing the culture of 

what is appropriate behaviour and what is not.

The programme and its widely hailed results have 

been replicated in more than a dozen instances across 

the US and twice in Iraq, proving that prevention, 

not prosecution, can bear the real fruits of peace.

ceasefirechicago.org

THE RICHEST OF BLENDS

Believing that the best way to bring peace between conflicted 

groups is to get them to break bread together, the All Nations 

Café was born on the road from Bethlehem to Jerusalem in a 

buffer zone squeezed between an Israeli Army checkpoint and the 

Palestinian Authority. 

It was founded in 2003 by an Israeli Jew, a Palestinian Muslim, 

an American Christian and, for good measure, a café stakeholder 

who was born to a Jewish mother and a Christian father but who 

has recently converted to Islam. 

Bridging the divide between two peoples in a warm atmosphere 

where live music is played and tea made from local herbs is 

brewed, the café’s vision is to empower the next generation. Here, 

tourists mingle, soldiers talk with local farmers and families of 

Palestinian prisoners bare their soul to open-eared Israeli settlers. 

Boosted by its early success, the group went on to open 

another coffee shop in East Jerusalem, located opposite the Al-

Aqsa mosque, at the height of the Al-Aqsa Intifada. They have 

organised a myriad cultural, environmental and musical events 

that have brought people together in unprecedented ways from 

across borders and from both sides of the Middle Eastern divide, 

not only as spectators but also as performers.

allnationscafe.org
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