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Knowledge is power. If left in the hands of only a few it can lead to horrendous abuse. If placed in the hands of all, it empowers us all to work towards a better life for ourselves and others, in our community, our country and in societies beyond our borders. Without knowledge we are easy prey for the great simplifiers, who pretend to be able to explain the complexities of social, economic and political change in simple terms of us versus them, good versus bad, friend versus foe. It matters little where we live, in a more or less rich, peaceful and safe country in the North, or a poor and violence-torn country in the South: Without a thorough understanding of our own and other societies in the world, we are unable to contribute meaningfully to the political, economic and social processes that are required to resolve everyday conflicts in constructive and productive ways.

Conflict does not need to be a negative or destructive force. It can be transformed into progress rather than devastation. Only a knowledgeable and informed population has the capacity to partake productively in the political process, through participation in elections, in the work of civil society organizations, or in public debates. If such knowledge does not exist, it must be generated and shared. One can only make the right decisions and choices, follow the right leaders and contribute to the right causes if one is informed and aware of the consequences of one’s actions and inactions as a member of society.

Lately, much has been said and written about human security: The need to consider the security needs of individuals as important (if not more important) as geostrategic and national security needs. Much has already been said and written about conflict prevention: Instead of waiting for disagreements to escalate into open and protracted violence, remedial action has to take place at much earlier, more opportune, points. In short: We need to move from a culture of reaction (and a focus on national security) to a culture of prevention (and a focus on individual security). Both human security and prevention of violence are crucial steps towards more peace, justice and equality around the globe. Both concepts rank high in rhetorical value, but unfortunately low in actual application. Similar to the illusion that successful democratization can be brought about with a few elections and the creation of political offices and institutions, increased focus on the security needs of individuals and a culture of prevention requires more than new institutional arrangements and political mandates – it must be inspired and promoted from within society.

Education plays an important part in this equation – both within societies that are at risk of instability and violence, and within societies that are involved in triggering, but also reducing instability in countries far away from their borders. In both cases it is not primarily institutions and rules, but attitudes and mindsets that must be changed and adapted to generate what is often called the lacking political will for preventive action. 

Education can be instrumental in triggering, underpinning and escalating violence, if distorted, politicized truths are used to pin one group against the other. Entire generations can be misled through school, media and official propaganda offered under the guise of public information and education. On the other hand, honest efforts to present truthful accounts of history, even if they contradict previous teachings, and efforts targeted at overcoming misunderstandings and misinterpretations of one’s own and other communities’ histories, cultures and aspirations can contribute a great deal towards building badly needed trust and confidence, and towards conveying the power of, and opportunities for, pathways for non-violent conflict resolution. Preventive education is more than general education – it targets disinformation and lack of knowledge as some of the root causes of distrust, dispute and violent conflict. As discussed throughout this book, the Balkans is a case in point for the powerful role that education can play in shaping war and peace. Moreover, lessons learned from the Balkans should also inform educational efforts in other parts of the world: The role of education in triggering and sustaining war or peace is a truly global phenomenon. 

Populations that know each other are more likely to care for each other. Yet, physical mobility is expensive – few individuals have the opportunity to travel extensively, few students have the opportunity to pursue studies or research in other parts of their country or even abroad. Internet-based classrooms help us overcome these barriers. They offer us the opportunity to leave the local classroom and – with the help of the internet – enter virtual global classrooms. Here, individuals from all parts of the world interact, debate shared problems and innovative solutions. They develop a better understanding of the global trends that help trigger local distress in different geographical, social, economic and political contexts. Internet-based virtual classrooms offer unique opportunities to teach, experience and learn from each other on a global scale. In addition, the internet helps bring together civil society organization across local, national and regional boundaries. The opportunities for common learning, for sharing experiences, building bridges and developing civic capacities are indeed immense.

However, as will be argued in this book as well, we need to be aware of the pitfalls of internet-based educational opportunities: We are facing an obvious technical divide, as in the North there is much greater (and cheaper) access to the internet than in the South. Even in the South, large urban centers and well-endowed universities and their elite students will have much greater access to the internet than students and populations in rural communities and institutions. This also distorts local and geographical diversity and representation in the virtual classroom. On the one hand, we run the danger of “preaching to the converted,” while, on the other hand, future political and economic elites are clearly among the key target groups for the social engineering that is required to create broad-based and influential support for a culture of prevention. Nevertheless, access to such innovative educational tools must be expanded – donors must provide necessary infrastructure and technical training to open up the virtual classroom to as many individuals in as many places as possible.

Of course, the virtual classroom, the virtual community cannot replace face-to-face interaction. Yet in combination, real classrooms can expand their walls to embrace the entire country, the region, and even the globe. In that way virtual communities pave the way for building real communities, based on common knowledge, understanding, and the urge to experience in person the difficulties faced by other communities. This will help all to embrace opportunities for innovative, non-violent solutions to the hardships created by constant and dynamic global change. 
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