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Introduction
I am a youth worker delivering face-to-face work with young
people who are described in my job description as
‘challenging’. My work is based in locations characterised by
conflict and the distance between negotiation and violence, as
a means of problem-solving, seems to have shortened
considerably for many of the young people I encounter. 

Trends to transform youth work into problem-orientated
youth policies triggered by young people’s deficit (e.g.
disaffected, disengaged, disadvantaged) have confirmed that
the advent of conflict in youth work is inevitable, though it is
often perceived negatively, as an event to be overcome,
equated with risk and fear, and kept outside of a youth work
session. Young people can easily become expelled when they
exhibit defiant or confrontational behaviour which creates a
disparity between the rhetoric of youth work and actually
doing the job. 

This article will explore the concepts of violence and peace
with reference in part to research undertaken via discussion
groups with young people targeted by the language and
institutions of social exclusion, who are quoted throughout.
The research focuses on the types, causes, locations of
violence; discussion about two young soldiers killed in Iraq
(known to some groups); and making, teaching and drawing
peace. This is social research that hopes to inform practice
and bring the narrative, attitudes and experiences of young
people to the fore. To enter the discourse of conflict is to
engage in a politicised moral debate about power and change
both locally and globally. It affects us all and is particularly
relevant to young people in England who remain more
susceptible to violence than any other group, both as
perpetrators and victims. 

Young people and war-thinking
There are so many people doubting it, so many people
questioning it, why are we there in the first place? If he [Tony
Blair] hadn’t made that decision and he’d listened to
everybody else by saying hold on, get a little evidence backed
up, our friends wouldn’t be over there dying. We’ve still got
friends over there and I worry about them. (Jade)

It is an extremely relevant time to discuss violence and
peace with young people. Questions of national security fuel
uncertainty and the threat of violence. The so-called War
against Terror has led to ‘shoot-to-kill’ police operations like
Operation Kratos (news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/4716645.
stm); British soldiers still operate under the oxymoron of

peacekeeping by force; domestic and global affairs are
completely preoccupied with terrorism and the Muslim
population; and the Prime Minister Tony Blair regularly
proclaims that violence and warfare are not wrong if they can
be justified. 

The industrialised world is saturated by hostile and
provocative ‘war-thinking’ (Reardon, 1988). We are raised on
fast, high-tech machines and toys that replicate war. We are
taught to fight physically or metaphysically for dominance and
security (economic, political, cultural) and rarely educated
about the need to understand or manage peace. We are taught
more about the powerful than the meek. The cost and
casualties of war are lost in euphemisms of collateral damage
or surgical strikes; and our history is one of conquerors. As
one young man said, ‘Popular people get talked about, violent
people get talked about. Non-popular people get put down’
(John).

The culture of war-thinking has a direct bearing on young
people’s experience of, and choice to use, violence, just as it
underpins the heavy-handed legislation aimed at youth.
Community Safety Partnerships, increased police presence,
CCTV cameras and Anti-Social Behaviour Orders do little to
engage communities or alleviate the threat of danger – it is
merely shifted or deterred. This is symptomatic of negative
peace (Galtung, 1976) arguably the most commonly held
perception of peace, based on the lack of overt violence in
which conflict remains acceptable right up until the point of
engagement. Strategies for negative peace aim to deter war,
rather than positive peace which sets out strategies to actively
build peace. 

Young people and violence
I’ll stop if somebody’s proper hurt, like if I see blood or a
proper sick lump. (Peter)

Young people’s relationship to violence is staged across a
web of interrelated personal and group-related categories
(Ogunnusi, 2006: pp 33-35). Their priorities are at odds with
adult intervention e.g. school is an umbrella for five personal
types of violence (emotional and physical violence, bullying,
fighting, racial violence, and drug use). School houses
everything from the violence of boredom by which ‘silly little
things like having a laugh can turn to violence’ (John) to some
of the experiences shared below. 

When I was in primary school I was bullied for three years.
I had to do things like touch girls, I had to steal money. I had
to steal pencils, rubbers, I had to attack people. I had to like
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take people’s mobile phones so my bully could use the credit
and I had to give him clothes, give him my money. If there was
something I liked that I just got new I’d have to give it to him
and if I didn’t give it to him then you know what would have
happened to me. Violence. (Adam)

The causes of violence have specific rules and dynamics
that impact internally (self-image) and externally (friends,
dress sense, drug use, locations to socialise). To understand
this framework provides an insight into young people’s choices
regarding risk-orientated behaviour and their relationship to
violence and the threat of violence. Categories exist
independently, form associations, and comprise a universal
backdrop irrespective of the position they are considered to
occupy by adults within the conceptual status of social
exclusion. 

A reputation offers credit for protection and power, and
respect is synonymous with violence. Both these concepts
remain central to young people’s experience of violence e.g.
peer pressure is presented in terms of reputation and respect,
and reputation and age correlate as younger people do not
necessarily posses the physical capability or credit rating held
by their elders to gain respect, but can start a reputation. Other
categories include the impact of rumours; popularity and
vulnerability; the language and stories of gangs; an expansion
of violence with regard to age and territorial disputes; a
general trend whereby nobody fights on their own; and adults
who enter the framework via the concept of gangs e.g. police,
teachers, media, politicians.

Many young people articulate a cyclic process of
assimilation and avoidance as aggressors become victims and
victims become aggressors. Individuals either avoid or adopt
the characteristics of their attackers, acting like them to masks
feelings of intimidation and justify or alleviate their feelings
associated with violence e.g. ‘He started so I had to do it’
(John). Both responses provide limited reassurance as the
basis of conflict remains unresolved. 

Young people’s fights or flights are frequently dissociated
from the world adults, demonstrated in the findings of the
Crime and Justice Survey 2003 (quoted in Wood, 2005) which
revealed that 25% of victims said that somebody their own
age had targeted them; nearly half knew the identity of their
assailant; 51% (aged 10-15) do not report crimes to the police;
and 45% did not even tell their parents.

Young people and peace
There are three lines, three different colours obviously for
different coloured skin, but if you notice they’re exactly the
same. There’s no difference in them. They both bend where
they bend. Basically it means we’re all human. Earth, the
world, put a small rock in the middle of nowhere; you’d get
five people on this rock. There’s not going to be room for
violence. It’s just gonna be pure instinct and that’s survival –
keep together make it a safe place to live. With millions of
people on the world why not do the same as you would do on
a rock, keep it together, keep it a safe place. (John)

There is a clear indication that the intellectualisation of
peace is affected by age. Older young people demonstrate an
acute awareness of positive peace as opposed to merely the
absence of war. The drawings of young people are visibly
symmetrical and balanced and resplendent in positive
statements (especially those of the young women). They
illustrate a physiology of peace represented by the frequent
images of hands (open, touching, holding), people and smiles
as ‘values made visible’ (Toomey, 2000:1) in personal visions
for the world as well as mechanisms for individual agency and
interaction.

Alternatively, the idea of making and teaching peace is not
familiar to these young people. Numerous conflict-resolution
skills are identified and situated in real life events, but these
young people are unclear as to the long-term value and remain
sceptical about teaching, or being taught such skills. Learning
peace is described as a personal journey in which we make
peace with, or for, ourselves as opposed to constituting a
shared process with guidance and support from adults. The
lack of confidence and subsequent unwillingness to transfer
learning offers little challenge to the causes of violence and
perpetuates feelings of powerlessness.

As soon as my dad wants me about something or wants to
have a go at me about something and I wanna say something
back, I’m not allowed to say it because my dad wants to talk.
So I end up sitting there saying ok I’m sorry I’ll never do it
again. I can’t say why I’ve done it and I can’t justify anything
to him because he doesn’t wanna hear it, he’s right. (Jade)

We are rarely socialised into the methods of mediation,
reconciliation, prevention and resolution of conflict and there
is little evidence to suggest that adults are investing in youth’s
potential for positive peace e.g. ‘We are brought up to think
badly of so many things. We gain our phobias from our
parents so many times’ (Kelli). It would appear that young
people’s application of peace, like that of violence, is
developed in parallel to the intervention of adults.
Nevertheless, some young people are asking for adults to
support and encourage them ‘without colonising them’
(Fleming et al., 1998) as role models and advocates. 

Implications for practice
It’s not just one thing. Countries and prime ministers are
shouting at each other. Teachers, parents and young people
have to find a middle way to talk and not talk down to you.
Every situation is different. (Corrie)

Youth work and development education start from the
premise that we are not value free and neither is our work.
This supposition involves more than just intellect; it involves
political literacy. It is essential that practitioners acknowledge
and examine their moral position with regard to ongoing
paradigms that objectify and justify the rudiments of personal
conflict and structural violence e.g. the needs of capitalism
prioritised above the needs of humanity; white/European
superiority over the cultural other; the biology of racism;
religious beliefs; sexuality/body image; Euro-centrism above
global consciousness; and dominance above the democratic
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process (adapted from Chouhan et al, 1995:92).
Preconceptions, belief systems, internal frameworks of
reference, socialization, and our sense of the collective reality,
are saturated with war-thinking, negative peace and
fragmented socialisation.

Non-coercive education can take us past the parameters of
oppression and help us to unpick the constructs of violence,
aggression, and war, which perpetuate the rationalization of
inequality in local and global relations. Questions about
youths struggling at school, fighting for their country,
perceived as dangerous, denied access to public space, or
being prone to more violent crime than any other group, can
lead to the ‘morally textured landscape’ (Young, 1999:42) in
which we engage and critically reflect – challenging both
adults and young people to explore their belief in human
agency and personal use of power. It is akin to the educational
philosophy of Paulo Freire (1972) advocating learning or
problem-solving dialogue facilitated by ‘posing more and
more questions to dig beneath conventional or common-sense
explanation of reality’ (Fleming et al., 1998:59). Unlike
conventional schooling, practitioners are expected to
accompany students through experiential techniques of
informal educational based on empowerment and
participation.

To be conflict literate is to recognise that conflict is
inevitable, but the need to associate conflict with aggression is
not. Individuals can learn to view conflict as something
positive, a signal, and craft it as a catalyst for change.
Understanding conflict would undoubtedly enhance the
confidence and competence of youth work practitioners and
contribute to the youth work curriculum – raising issues such
as the nature and history of conflict, resolving conflicts non-
violently, personal peace, and the impact of structural violence
translated politically as ‘who gets what, when, where and
how’ (Hicks, 1988:249). 

Way forward
Research by the Children’s Society questioning 2,600 children
aged 7-16 found that four out of five children have been told
off for playing outdoors, half have been shouted at, and 25%
were threatened with violence. (Crimeinfo: Anti-Social
Behaviour, http://crimeinfo-forums.org.uk, 2005)

I started this article by suggesting that the distance between
negotiation and violence seems to have shortened considerably
for many young people I meet. Young people took from me a
space to articulate their views and I wanted to hear their
stories, experience, understanding and attitudes to violence
and peace. Young people learn to associate conflict with
aggression, internalised and acted out in the paradigm of war-
thinking and negative peace. It is a pattern that exposes a
generic lack of conflict literacy for adults and youths,
consequently conflict is equated to fear, loss of control,
confrontation, and demarcated in the language and behaviour
of violence. 

Youth work and education for change can facilitate the type
of learning needed to explore peace and conflict alongside

young people, by listening to their messages and accepting
them as ‘experts of their world’ (Young 1999:97). Frameworks
depicted in the concepts and language of young people can
provide a map for critical dialogue and bring adults closer to
the types and causes of violence experienced by young people.
Their words and pictures generate rich and informative
segments of a youth perspective ranging from self-image and
the role of professionals, to the global implications of politics
and youth. 

Conflict literacy holds the potential to enhance youth work
training and practice and develop the current youth work
curriculum with learning outcomes designed to enable young
people to build the skills and confidence needed to mange
conflict. If we as educators are willing to accept that ‘the
system is not a true reality, but an idea which can be fought
and dismantled’ (Abu-Jamal, 1997) then to educate ourselves
and young people about conflict and violence, and nurture
young people’s intellectualisation of positive peace, is to
construct an ‘environment where human being’s greatest
potential can be realised’ (Rash, 1988:220).

To be able to make peace with anyone other than yourself
you have to first be able to make peace with yourself. To make
peace with yourself you have to listen to yourself. That’s what
needs to be taught. You can help people to listen to themselves
by asking the question for them. (Myles)
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