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In the past ten years, Bradford University’s Department of
Peace Studies has grown to be the world’s largest university
centre for peace studies. In addition to its core undergraduate
programme in peace studies, it offers degrees in international
relations, conflict resolution and peace and development
studies. There is a similar broad range at MA level and there
are over 30 full-time research students working for
doctorates. Bradford was recently selected by the Rotary
Foundation from over 100 universities world-wide to host
one of seven Rotary Centres for Peace and Conflict
Resolution, a seven-year programme that will bring in 20
additional students each year from all over the world.
Working together with universities in Japan, Australia,
Argentina, France and the United States, the Rotary Centres
will work to educate a new generation of diplomats in issues
of peace and justice.

On the face of it, this seems a real success story: from
small beginnings 25 years ago, Peace Studies at Bradford has
become one of Britain’s best-known university departments
and has developed a formidable ability to combine theory
with practice. Its staff and students made major contributions
to the nuclear debate, the more recent work on mediation,
peacekeeping and conflict resolution has given Bradford an
international reputation, and staff and research students are
in continual demand from the media. So why the question
mark over ‘getting it right’?

The answer is that the story of Peace Studies at Bradford
has involved many problems and challenges, with many
periods of dissent and controversy. Moreover, the problems
are far from all in the past, and the work of the Department
consistently has to address some of the difficulties of trying
to reconcile a conventional university department with the
need to respond to some of the most controversial issues of
our era.

Origins and early problems
Peace Studies at Bradford stemmed from a Quaker initiative
to try to establish the subject in British universities in the
early 1970s. The idea was to achieve a UK equivalent of
centres such as the Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute, but few universities were sympathetic apart from
Bradford, where a radical vice-chancellor, Ted Edwards, and
his Quaker deputy, Robert McKinlay, were prepared to give
it a try. 

A Quaker Peace Studies Trust was established which
raised £70,000 in a public appeal (close to £1 million at
current prices); the Department was set up in 1973, and

Adam Curle came from an education chair at Harvard as the
first Professor of Peace Studies in Britain. An MA in Peace
Studies was started the following year and a BA programme
in 1974, both of them attracting highly motivated students.

Almost immediately, two major problems emerged. The
Department was extraordinarily lively and Adam was keen to
organise it with a minimum of assessment and extensive
student inputs into the curriculum. While this often worked
well for mature students, many younger students quickly
dropped out. It also led to major problems with the
university which wanted a more established form of
assessment.

The second problem was a series of major disagreements
among some of the staff on the ideological direction of peace
studies, with Marxist, pacifist and libertarian traditions
vying for influence. Underlying this was a fundamental
dilemma: was peace studies to be an activist pursuit, with
students and staff engaging constantly in campaigning
issues, or was it to be essentially an academic centre? This
choice was not resolved for several years. Meanwhile, Adam
had to take early retirement through ill health (though he
happily recovered and maintains close links with the
Department to this day), and the new head, James
O’Connell, was a more conventional academic, albeit with
extensive experience in West Africa and Northern Ireland.

Over a traumatic and often tense period of three years,
staff and students reached an agreement that the priority was
for the Department to go for high academic standards, even
if this meant accepting many of the conventional forms of
assessment, but that it should maintain an independent and
often critical approach to issues of peace and conflict. It is a
compromise that exists to this day and is often quite tense,
though nothing like those initial years, involving many
student protests, staff rows and, at one stage, an external
enquiry.

War on peace studies
By 1982, though, the more academic route was being
followed, only for peace studies to run full tilt into a
sustained threat to its future from outside forces. One of the
key areas of research in the early 1980s was around the
issues of the nuclear arms race and East-West relations.
Several staff were heavily involved in publishing research
that was often deeply critical of Government policy, and
much of it served as an informed underpinning for the
burgeoning anti-nuclear movement of the CND/END/
Greenham Common era.

20 • The Development Education Journal Volume 6 Number 2 2000

Peace Studies at Bradford: an inside view

As other articles have shown, peace education has often been viewed with suspicion, if not outright hostility. Paul
Rogers explains how the academic study of peace issues at university level has had to evolve and adapt to
prevailing conditions while maintaining its fundamental principles.



The inevitable consequence was a near-vitriolic opposition to
this work, coming partly from the Thatcher Government,
partly from the Conservative press, but also from other
academics with much more establishment views on security.
Frequent attacks in Parliament, including one claim that
Bradford was ‘a rest home for urban guerrillas’ were
coupled with articles in the press and even pamphlets and
books produced by right-wing think tanks. The then
Education Secretary, Sir Keith Joseph, was reported to hold
the view that the Bradford crowd were ‘purveyors of left-
wing facts’ and attempts were made to pressurise the
University Grants Committee into investigating the
Department.

Back at Bradford, Ted Edwards and Robert McKinlay had
both retired and although the new Vice-Chancellor, John
West, was a former missile engineer, he supported the
department through these attacks, primarily on the grounds
of academic freedom. He accepted a UGC investigation
provided only that the staff themselves would agree to it, and
the subsequent report was remarkably positive about the
academic standards of the teaching and research in the
Department. Even so, the opposition to peace studies
continued for nearly a decade, only fading away with the end
of the Cold War and of the Thatcher era in the early 1990s.

With hindsight, the experience of the 1980s was
formative for peace studies in three quite different ways. The
first is that the continual criticisms and controversy resulted
in many of the staff developing a resilience and a sense of
unity that was to see them through many of the later stresses:
if a formidable Government of the power of the Thatcher
administration could not close down the Department, then
many of the lesser problems of the university environment
were at least placed in perspective. Secondly, the 1980s saw
peace studies attracting many students who were both highly
committed and very able. Some have gone on to become
well-known academics or campaigners; a few have even
become internationally acknowledged peace negotiators. 

Finally, the research output of the Department improved
greatly. This was, on reflection, inevitable: if everything one
wrote and published was going to be subject to exceptionally
detailed scrutiny, it made it much more necessary to be able
to stand up to criticism. High academic standards were
essential.

Current challenges
Over the past ten years, the Department has grown steadily
in size and the range of its teaching and research has
widened. The work on arms control has extended to the
control of biological weapons and light arms; other research,
embracing post-conflict peace building in the Balkans, Latin
America, Southern Africa and Northern Ireland, has become
prominent; issues of environmental security loom large and
there are collaborative programmes with Oxfam,
International Alerts, Saferworld and many other NGOs.
Students come from all over the world, from at least 30
countries at any one time, many of them highly committed to
peace issues. 

Even so, we experience three persistent challenges. The first
is the problem of unreal expectations. Many students expect
an academic community that combines a haven of peace
with a deep commitment to action for social justice; indeed
some come in search of a therapeutic community. The reality
is a university department under considerable stress, made
up of ordinary people of diverse views and commitments and
with all the faults and limitations of any community. 

A second challenge is greatly welcome, if difficult to
meet. Students come from a huge range of backgrounds,
many of them, especially on the MA courses, with direct and
personal experience of conflict and peace building. Each
year, we have to try to facilitate the coming together of new
groups so that they can share and benefit from their own
experiences. The aim is for them learn as much from each
other as from the staff, with the staff, too, learning from the
students. There are many ways of encouraging this, not least
through a range of social functions at the start of each year,
providing scope in the teaching programmes for innovative
use of experience and using a wide range of participatory
pedagogies within the programmes.

Finally, there is the constant challenge of trying to
maintain a group of scholars and researchers with a deep
commitment to policy and action in a university environment
becoming more and more constrained by traditional
disciplinary norms, especially the requirement imposed by
the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) to publish in the
traditional peer-review journals. The Bradford staff are
remarkably interdisciplinary, drawing on politics, sociology,
economics, psychology, philosophy, history, international
relations, mathematics and the life sciences. They work
consistently with campaigning, advocacy and other NGOs,
UN organisations and government bodies, as well as doing
well over 300 radio and television interviews a year. 

For many of them, being able to produce policy papers
that will have real influence with NGOs, governments or the
UN on issues such as conflict resolution or disarmament is
far more important than writing papers for academic journals
that might be read by a handful of other academics. Yet such
activity counts for little in the RAE, and it is the RAE that
substantially determines the research income of the
Department. There are, once again, no easy answers, except
to work that bit harder and maintain the policy and advocacy
commitments while also producing the required academic
output.

In the final analysis, though, peace studies can be
demanding and frustrating, but it is also fundamentally worth
while and often quite exhilarating. We are exceptionally
fortunate in the quality of the people who come to study at
Bradford and the problems mentioned here are really very
minor in relation to the challenges that face us. 

� Paul Rogers is Professor of Peace Studies and has
taught at Bradford for over 20 years.
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