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It is always exciting to see new work produced in the conflict prevention field, and even more so to see it relate so well to regions so much in need.  The Balkans region has been in a state of conflict—or at least negative peace—for centuries.  For so much time, in fact, that many modern analysts take an attitude that the conflict is so long-standing that nothing can be done about it; it’s simply too intractable.  The depth and prevalence of myths, prejudices and negative education make the problem difficult, to be sure—but as I believe there is no intractable conflict, so do the authors represented in this book.  Their work is a testament to the power that hope and education can have.

Education, in fact, is what we have been most concerned with in this volume.  The problem of mirror images and negative stereotypes promulgated into new generations of children is one sadly not confined to one geographical area.  The problem of how to alter education which has already taken root is one that cannot have enough attention devoted to it.  The broadening of definitions is something the conflict resolution field has done well in its brief history; “peace” becomes “negative peace” and “positive peace,” “violence” becomes “direct, structural and cultural violence.”  In this vein, the metaphor of conflict and its resolution or transformation as disease and healing process is a useful one.

Conflict is a part of human existence, and its causes are neither singular nor exist in a vacuum.  It cannot be quelled completely—indeed, it isn’t desirable to do so.  Conflict isn’t inherently negative, but keeping it from becoming deep-seated and violent is an obvious imperative.  The process of managing, transforming, preventing or resolving conflicts often seems organic, as process flows into process, equilibriums are reached and overturned, old problems are extinguished and new ones emerge.  

The “out-of-the-box” thinking exemplified in this work is an essential part of the mental flexibility needed to keep up with these convoluted and often confusing processes.  As with the above metaphor of disease and health, no method of conflict resolution exists in a vacuum.  There is a system of approaches to peace, all of which must work together if the ultimate goals not just of peace but of reconciliation and healing are to take place.  Among the useful points contained within this book is that the system must work both from a perspective of immediate human security and of long-term changes to attitudes and perceptions.

Speaking of changes in perceptions and attitudes… it must not be forgotten that memories of conflict—especially collective and mythologized memories of conflict—cannot be changed.  As a US Diplomat, I was once in charge of helping to build a railroad between Teheran and Ankara, the capitols of Iran and Turkey respectively.  I was a part of the caravan that scouted the route through the mountains, and on the way we made an unlikely discovery—the tomb of one of Alexander the Great’s generals.  Being an amateur archaeologist, I was thrilled by the discovery, and couldn’t wait to tell everyone about it.  I did so at the press conference I held in Teheran to announce the plans for the train route, as an afterthought to the main talk.  

In the newspaper the next morning, I was horrified to see the headline, “American imperialist reminds us of our defeat at the hands of Alexander the Great.”  I was startled to hear myself described as an “American imperialist,” but almost equally startled by the reference—that battle had taken place over two thousand years before, in the fourth century B.C.!  The lesson, of course, is this: you cannot change historical memories of conflict and pain. HOWEVER, and this must be remembered just as closely: if you can change the educational patterns, security situation and “system” in which conflict is occurring, you can prevent the same bitterness from taking root in new generations. At the same time, a system in which a hopeful future which can be reached for by all, equally, can be learned. 

This is something governments are rarely capable of doing on their own, constrained as they are by the need to be seen as strong protectors and by the platform that put them in power in the first place. Because of this, communities must take the initiative and reach for the right educators who can help to make their own voices strong and clear. The conflicts we face in today’s world are rarely of nation-states or government interests—they are conflicts of people usually inside the borders of a nation state, which is well illustrated in the book you have just read. These are conflicts of human interest, over language, religion, culture and ethnic identity, recognition and security.  They do not involve uniformed armies so much as they involve civilian and coerced soldiers, paramilitary militias, mercenaries. The lines between civilian and combatant have never been so blurred as they are now, and the conflict itself has come to include atrocity and rape as a tool of war. Never in recent memory has it been so important to become involved in the education of the war-torn young.  

We must also remember: people are not just the root of the problem, but also its salvation.  The power and the voice for change reside in the common people at least as much as it does in the halls of power, at all levels of conflict resolution.  In times of economic hardship—especially of the sort produced by protracted conflict—governments rarely have the money on hand to provide adequate security conditions. Citizens themselves, in combination with business, religious organizations and other community-based functions, hold the key.  

Within the communities lies the path to sustainability.  Not subject to political fiat, government turnover and media fashion, the people, their history and the future they create for themselves is enduring.  In absence of a community-built, humanistic liberal atmosphere, even the rise of governmental democracy can be built on the backs of nationalists and hawks.  In the past few decades, we have seen the rise of any number of cruel and violent “democracies;” one has only to look at post-colonial Africa for that sad story.  

Recognition of the power of people has been, interestingly, both long recognized and long ignored.  The Ghandian movement within India in the 1940s was one of people, which threw off the focused might of the British Empire.  The civil rights movement in the United States in the 1960s was similarly one of the people mobilizing in force for their own needs as human beings.  In the peacemaking of today, however, such tidal events are too often forgotten in the desperate search for political legitimacy and a “quick fix.”  We are even now, in so many parts of the world, seeing the consequences of that forgetfulness.  Work such as that contained within this book is vitally important, drawing us back into remembrance and, eventually, to the solutions we seek.     
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