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The hope that the world would become more peaceful after
the end of the Cold War has not yet been fulfilled. Rather in
recent years the number and intensity of violent conflicts have
increased, with violent conflict, war and civil strife unsettling
the developing countries above all. Development successes
painstakingly achieved are destroyed in a short period of time,
and in the long term violent conflicts threaten the
development and life outlook of millions of people, possibly
even for several generations. 

Given the fact that there are now over 40 flashpoints ridden
by violent conflict worldwide, there are increasing signs that
the global development goals, which the international
community intends to attain in the first 15 years of the 21st
century, can only be achieved if it is possible to stem such
destructive societal conflicts and pave the way for the affected
societies to see peaceful change. This is true in particular of
the global objectives for education, agreed upon within the
framework of the Education for All (EFA) process. Violent
conflicts have a dramatic impact on education structures and
facilities and undermine the realisation of adequate education
opportunities for everybody. The humanitarian catastrophe
which war and civil strife represent for the civilian population
generally also implies an education catastrophe. For this
reason it is necessary that all plans of action to realise the
EFA-objectives integrate the issue of pedagogical intervention
in regions impacted by conflict and crisis, and take this
seriously as a task to a much greater degree than has been the
case to date.

Development assistance has begun to promote measures for
civil crisis prevention and peace-keeping, and development
policy as a whole has oriented itself strategically towards crisis
prevention on a global, regional and national level. However,
little attention has been paid to the special role played by
education assistance within the framework of conflict-
preventive and peace-building development assistance.

It is generally acknowledged that reinforcing societal peace
constituencies, and thus also promoting the conflict-
transformative competences of individuals and groups, plays a
key role in finding a peaceful solution to conflicts. Conflicts
are regarded as key catalysts for social change. Their
productive transformation towards social progress can, as a
rule, only succeed, however, if they may be resolved
peacefully. This presupposes the particular ability of
individuals and collectives to manage and resolve conflicts
peacefully and constructively. However, the specific
contribution which education can make to reinforcing such
individual and societal peace competence is only mentioned in
passing in the guidelines for national and international

development policies – above all there is a lack of a
systematically developed, coherent concept for conflict-
sensitive education promotion. 

The diversity of the individual programmes for education
assistance with a peace education objective cannot mask the
fact that a systematic review and justification of their
conceptual bases and implications is lacking, as is the
formulation of acknowledged guidelines and minimum
standards for the corresponding pedagogical intervention; a
particularly urgent desideratum is, above all, the lack of
evaluations and impact analyses, with the effect that there is
scarcely any empirical knowledge of the suitability and use of
the respective methodical approaches. And, above all, more
attention has to been paid to the ambivalence of impacts
education can have on the genesis and dynamics of violent
conflict situations. 

Education can harm
That education plays a fundamental role in promoting
interpersonal cooperation and understanding, and reinforces
social cohesion ranks among the major self-delusions in
education. An unbiased observation of the ambivalent
influences which education can have on violent conflicts is
necessary to demystify the apparent peace-building power of
education. 

In contrast to the pedagogical myth that education per se
fosters societal peace, a look at history often also confirms the
destructive effect of education. Peace educationalist Lennart
Vriens arrives at a sobering conclusion on education since the
genesis of the nation state: ‘Together with the army it was the
most successful instrument for the propagation of a national
identity and for the dissemination of militarism .... From this
point of view we must be suspicious when people claim that
education is a necessary instrument for peace. Until now we
have little historical evidence for this statement, and in fact
history points more to the contrary’ (Vriens, 2003, 71).

In view of the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 Aguilar and
Richmond (1998, 122) question the education received by the
protagonists and the main perpetrators in the massacre: ‘The
role of well-educated persons in the conception, planning and
execution of the genocide requires explanation, any attempt at
explanation must consider how it was possible that their
education did not render genocide unthinkable. The active
involvement of children and young people in carrying out acts
of violence, sometimes against their teachers and fellow
pupils, raises further questions about the kind of education
they had received’. The fact that well-educated persons have
also been responsible for the worst atrocities in recent history
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is also referred to by Lynn Davies (2004). Evidently it is not
simply the failure of education to make people immune to any
possible susceptibility to rallying cries of violence and hatred,
omnipresent are rather the examples in which education has
conveyed hate and violence: ‘Many who conduct modern wars
are experts at using educational settings to indoctrinate and
control children’ (Sommers, 2002, 8).

Only recently has significance been attached to the
negative influence of educational structures and processes on
societal conflict situations. This destructive potential on the
part of education is not only seen when education is abused
for the purpose of propagating war propaganda or when
teachers agitate one ethnic group against another or against
ethnic minorities. The educational institutions themselves are
shaped to a considerable degree by structural violence,
something which is true not least of all of the most significant
educational institution in society, the family.

The formal education system contributes to exacerbating
and escalating societal conflicts in particular when it
(re)produces socio-economic disparities and brings about
social marginalisation or compartmentation, or promotes the
teaching of identity and citizenship concepts which deny the
cultural plurality of society and which then lead to intolerance
towards ‘the other’. Education is a key medium with which
ethnicity is mobilised for the escalation of conflicts.

The indications that ‘bad’ education and badly-organised
education, whether intended or not, can contribute to the
escalation of societal conflicts, and that schools are not per se
places of peace – but rather all too often places of violence –
are indeed overwhelming. The exacerbating impact of the
direct, gender-specific, structural and cultural violence
manifest in educational structures and facilities on the causes
of violent conflicts, as well as the risk that educational
structures regarded as being unjust can themselves be the
cause of escalating conflicts, are not to be underestimated.
Such insights should prompt a fundamental and systematic
examination of education systems and learning cultures with
regard to their potentially conflict-exacerbating factors. On the
basis of indicators, such as the advancing discrimination of
cultural minorities and a creeping militarization of schools, it
is certainly possible to identify the potential for societal
conflict in the form of an ‘early warning’. 

Seen in a positive sense, this also means that special
attention should be paid to these structural and curriculum
policy implications in the establishment of conflict-sensitive
education arrangements that also foster peace. One of the key
questions for the relationship between education and conflict
is the manner in which education systems organise their
dealings with diversity. The issue of the constructive handling
of heterogeneity, which has to be reflected institutionally as
well as conceptually with regard to education access and
curricula, goes beyond the conventional horizons of traditional
peace education. The development of a conflict-sensitive
education system therefore requires a holistic approach, which
takes account of the potentially constructive and destructive
impact of education. The transformation of education systems

in post-war societies can only be successful if there is a
uncompromising analysis of the destructive potential of the
prior education system, its curricula and common educational
practices.

Education promotion and crisis prevention in the context of
development assistance have to be more closely linked than
has been the case to date – and this in two respects: it is
urgently recommended that education components be
expressly anchored in all programmes and concepts for crisis
prevention and conflict management with the goal of
reinforcing individual and collective conflict-transformative
competences – and, conversely, at the same time the issue of
possible conflict-exacerbating or crisis-preventive implications
be considered and examined with all education assistance
measures.

Complex intervention in emergency situations
It has been widely acknowledged that the provision of
education capacities in situations of catastrophe, emergency,
crisis and war has to be an indispensable element in
humanitarian aid, even though this is not always given the
corresponding priority in practice. It is peace education
offerings which are, above all, necessary in view of overt
violent conflicts; greater significance has to be attached to
these offerings compared to the present focus placed by peace-
building measures in education assistance on post-conflict
societies.

Complex emergencies also require complex educational
responses, which in addition to the conveying of fundamental
competences and ‘survival techniques’ and peace education
measures, also have to include trauma and reconciliation work
and the opportunity for recreation, games and sporting
activities. While ‘package’ solutions based on the Teacher
Emergency Packages (which supply basic teaching materials
and recreational equipment eg. to refugee camps – also known
as ‘schools in a box’) are certainly helpful, the applied
didactic concepts have to be closely geared to the respective
local situation, to the existing resources and capacities, to the
cultural conditions, and have to take into account all the
affected local participants. A ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach
would likewise be totally wrong, however, a number of
guidelines, intervention principles and success factors for
education emergencies may be listed, e.g.

� the acknowledgement of the ‘ownership of conflict’, i.e.
the principle that conflicts may ultimately only be solved
by the participants themselves;

� the necessity to tie in with the respective cultural
traditions and processes for conflict management; 

� the necessity to give attention to and assist marginalised
target groups, e.g. disabled children, cultural minorities,
demobilised child soldiers;

� specifically promoting women and girls, and designing
and implementing all education measures in a gender-
sensitive manner;

� not merely conceptualising education for peace,
citizenship and human rights as a cross-cutting task, but
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foreseeing it as an independent subject with its own
course offerings and a differentiated curriculum.

Conflict-sensitive education systems
The insights into the ‘two faces of education’ (Bush/Saltarelli,
2000) in societal conflicts demonstrate, on the one hand, that
mistaken education structures themselves can contribute to the
escalation of societal conflicts, and, on the other, that peace-
building through education cannot simply take place through
the implementation of peace education measures in the
narrower sense. It presupposes a conflict-sensitive structure of
the educational infrastructure in which the corresponding
measures are embedded. In accordance with the latest research
it is to be assumed that the following factors in particular play
a key role in the design of conflict-sensitive education
systems:

� The integrative school: Educational facilities and
structures have to be as inclusive and integrative as
possible, i.e. allow for equal access for all population
groups, and also reflect the social and cultural diversity of
society in the syllabi

� The democratic school: Educational facilities should
practice a democratic and participatory learning culture
so as to allow for a constructive way of dealing with
conflict and also be embedded in a democratic
educational environment which allows all the societal
powers to participate in shaping the education system
accordingly.

� The pluralistic school: Educational facilities have to take
into account the plurality of human societies to a greater
degree and allow for the development of ‘multiple’ and
‘inclusive’ identities, which appreciate differences and
heterogeneity and which are able to encounter foreignness
with tolerance and empathy. The peace-building identity
work to be performed through education is to be further
specified in each case with a view to the cultural, political
and gender-specific identity concepts:

• from a cultural stance it is a question of respecting
and acknowledging diversity and the development of
multiple or ‘hybrid’ cultural identities,

• from a political stance it is a question of developing a
pluralistic, ‘cosmopolitan’ and non-exclusive
understanding of citizenship,

• from a gender-specific stance it is a question of
dismantling a culture of authoritarian male
dominance and violence-conducive models for
maleness, and bringing about the equality of the
sexes.

Peace education and crisis-preventive education
assistance
The tradition of peace education has brought forth an
abundance of proven concepts and action models, which to
date have not been utilised within the framework of
development assistance. The justified criticism from

educationalists in the south of the ‘western bias’ of many of
the peace education approaches developed in Europe and in
the USA should not be an obstacle to specifically examining
the available findings and concepts with a view to their
benefits for crisis-preventive education assistance with the
South, and where necessary adapting these in line with the
corresponding regional framework conditions. 

An element to be regarded critically is the fact that in peace
education practice it is, evidently, above all activities of only a
short and medium duration which predominate. Greater
attention should be devoted to long-term measures and to
spiral-curricular approaches in curricular development which
develop in the course of the school career. Peace education
predominantly deals with people who need such education
least of all. Therefore priority should be given to those target
groups which are able to implement the corresponding
learning experiences most fruitfully. A particular challenge for
peace-oriented education work has proved to be the work with
potential and actual perpetrators of violence.

The comparatively broad approach recommended here is
based on the intuition that that which is good for the personal
development of children is also able to foster peace within a
society. At the same time, however, with all the endeavours,
and especially those aiming to contribute to peace in the
context of North-South cooperation through education
assistance, the capability of pedagogical intervention should
not be overestimated, and the difference between pedagogical
and political action should not be overlooked. Peace education
arrangements can motivate and enable people to act for peace,
building peace itself, however, goes beyond the remit and
possibilities of all forms of education assistance.
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