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holy war – sacred peace
Holy war is an often heard expression, both about our own time and within 
historical times. The righteous against sinners, right against wrong, good 
against evil. But why is there so little talk about sacred peace? Only when the 
conversation occasionally gets into eschatology or the apocalypse, we might 
touch upon this rare subject.

But sacred peace among ourselves, shouldn’t that be our daily aim? Shouldn’t 
that be the mission of the Church? Of all religions that preach the message of 
peace? All too often we see that disputes about purely religious topics, or about 
power and land in religious disguise, might lead to violent, protracted conflicts 
between and among adherents to various faiths. Not infrequently are so called reli-
gious wars more painful, more devastating than others, because the most uncom-
promising forces are found among fundamentalists, whichever creed they confess.

However, there are religious actors, organisations and individuals, who devote 
their lives to bring hope and reconciliation. There are church leaders, imams 
and rabbis who unite in their efforts to build peace in their respective communi-
ties, and they have numerous followers who commit themselves to overcoming 
differences and creating an atmosphere of tolerance and respect, maybe even 
neighbourliness and mutual understanding.

This issue of New Routes lifts up a number of examples of the peace promo-
ting forces that grow out of religious incentives. Stein Villumstad reflects on the 
spiritual, moral and social assets of religious communities, which are a driving 
force in the global network Religions for Peace. 

Immediately after the 9/11 events, the polarisation between different religious 
groups in the United States increased and created suspicion instead of collabo-
ration. Antonios Kireopoulos in his article observes that the trend now seems to 
be one of growing interest in interfaith dialogue. Religious pluralism is not only 
possible but necessary, says Patrik Fridlund in his article with a philosophical 
approach to religious clashes and dialogue, respectively.

Don’t miss the analysis of the root causes of the post-election riots in Kenya! 
Francophone readers are invited to read part of an account of the, so far, quite 
unknown Rasta phenomenon in South Kivu. For those of you who believe that 
suspicion is something altogether negative: you might change your mind after 
having read Michele Cesari’s article on the subject.

You are, as always, welcome to submit your input and comments regarding 
the contents of New Routes. Get in touch – we look forward to hearing from you!

Kristina Lundqvist
kristina.lundqvist@life-peace.org
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Reality often shows that religion can be used either as a promoter of 
peace or as an instigator of violence. The global network Religions for 
Peace aims to further co-operation among the great world religions, from 
the top offices out to the most distant local communities. Examples prove 
that small steps can make a big difference.

The Library of Alexandria was a remark-
able place for taking bold steps toward 
conflict prevention, conflict transfor-
mation and peacebuilding efforts in the 
wider Middle East. In the framework of 
a vast body of history – in a futuristic 
architectural wrapping – a number of 
religious leaders met in the Library in 
December 2007. Their focus was on the 
many challenges to the peaceful devel-
opment of the region. 

Religious leaders had met previously 
in the same location under the umbrella 
of the “Alexandria Initiative” and also in 
the framework of co-operation between 
the Helsinki Process and Religions for 
Peace. Promising words had been ut-
tered to the wider public and some action 
had been taken, but much more was left 
to be done. The Religions for Peace Inter-
religious Coordinating Council of Israel 
(ICCI) has existed for several years, the 
Council of Religious Institutions of the 
Holy Land was formed in 2007, and a 
decision had been made earlier in the 
same year by senior religious leaders to 
build a Religions for Peace Inter-religious 
Council – Palestine. 

However, an inter-religious mecha-
nism for the wider Middle East was still 
missing. The fifteen religious leaders, 
representing the Muslim, Christian and 
Jewish faiths, agreed in Alexandria that 
a Religions for Peace Middle East Council 
of Religious Leaders would be a neces-
sary instrument to promote multi-re-
ligious co-operation for peace in the 
region. The formation of the Council 
would be a significant milestone in the 
multi-religious efforts to build viable 
peace. The Council is, however, only 
an instrument. The instrument needs 
to be used, or else it remains another 
lofty promise without substance. The 

Council will therefore need to work out 
a plan of action. 

While the Council has not yet been 
officially inaugurated, the determina-
tion to establish it is built on the belief 
that multi-religious co-operation can 
be important in promoting peace in 
the extremely challenging Middle East 
region.

Spiritual, moral and social assets

Different religions define the spiritual 
and social realm and order in different 
ways. While some religious traditions 
call for a separation between religion 
and politics (ref. the Lutheran “two re-
gime” doctrine), other religions find 
culture, religion and social order closely 
interwoven in a comprehensive frame-
work (Islam and Hinduism).

Religion seems to be increasingly 
important compared to recent history 
in defining individual and collective 
identity. History shows that this search 
for identity has made it relatively easy 
for political manipulation related to re-
ligious loyalties.

When religious traditions point to re-
ligion as the ultimate source of power, 
and when the demand for loyalty to this 
power is absolute, religion has taken on 
a role as a total framework for social or-
der. Theocracy is the ultimate order of 
political dispensation.

Religion in most traditions has been 
seen as the source of common moral 
order. Inter-faith dialogue has sought 
to legitimize this role by identifying the 
commonality in the basic moral tenets 
of the world’s religions. There is, how-
ever, a different trend in which morally 
unacceptable political actions are legiti-
mized by religious “fundamentalist” 
sectarianism. This trend can and must 

be countered through co-operation that 
brings out the potentials and assets of 
religions. Religion generally has three 
sets of assets that may be mobilized in 
religious communities. 

The spiritual assets of religious com-
munities are, in the eyes of their com-
munities, the greatest assets. Typically, 
spiritualities point to what is most el-
emental and “given” within religious vi-
sions regarding the meaning of human 
life. Spiritualities can provide unique 
potential resources for reconciliation 
among and between conflicted persons 
and communities.

Religious communities have moral as-
sets or capacities that build upon and 
unfold the great strengths of their spirit-
ualities. Fundamentally, most religious 
moral traditions ask their members to 
judge others by the same standard as 
they would judge themselves. These 
standards can provide a moral basis for 
establishing a communal consensus re-
garding the need to address injustices 
and work for the nonviolent resolution 
of conflict. 

The social assets of religious commu-
nities include the vast panoply of reli-
gious infrastructures: local churches, 
mosques or temples; the women and 
youth associations affiliated with 
them; the national denominational or-
ganizations; councils of churches and 
mosques; and the large number of re-
ligiously affiliated NGOs, schools and 
hospitals. 

Religions that co-operate put common 
problems at the center. These may in-
clude poverty, social and political injus-
tices, and ethnic and nationalistic asser-
tions. Different religions have a variety 

different faiths – common action:

A bold vision in progress Stein Villumstad
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of interpretations of the problems and 
their solutions. This does not prevent 
the religions from searching for the com-
mon principles and deeply held values 
that may be powerfully translated into 
common ground for joint action. 

The strength in co-operation

Co-operation may grow out of urgent 
needs and is sometimes done on an 
ad hoc basis. Creating multi-religious 
platforms as viable instruments of co-
operation is increasingly important to 
facilitate a sustainable dialogue and 
joint action. Inter-religious councils af-
filiated with Religions for Peace have been 
established in close to seventy countries 
and four  regions.

In spite of a variety of geographical, 
political and sociological contexts, the in-
ter-religious councils on different levels 
are able to come together to build on the 
potential core strengths of the Religions 
for Peace global network as follows. 

First, the inter-religious councils are 
multi-religious in nature. The tendency 
of seeing religion as divisive is coun-
tered by the visible documentation that 
religions can work together for common 
concerns. In the Middle East and not 
least in Africa, the religious communi-
ties combined comprise perhaps more 
than 80 percent of the total population. 
The influence of religion and religious 
leaders coming together in joint action 
is therefore significant both symboli-
cally and substantially. Their combined 
reach into the smallest village and to the 
highest office in the country is remark-
able when they operate together across 
religious divides.

Second, the religious leaders of the 
inter-religious councils are not random-
ly picked due to their public appeal, but 
rather based on how well they represent 
their respective communities. There is 
no common way that religions organize 
themselves and therefore understand 
representation. Each faith tradition of-
fers their representatives according to 
their own criteria for how to be cred-
ibly represented. The key point is that 
leaders of the councils are answerable 
to their own faith institutions and com-
munities. 

Third, the multi-religious actions 
can be taken on different levels simul-
taneously. The Middle East Council 
may be supported by the global World 
Council, while the ICCI, the Holy Land 
Council and the IRC of Palestine may 
be helped by having a support circle 
from the wider region. A local council 

can speak to world powers through the 
advocacy action of the World Council, 
while the World Council may support 
a national council in its attempts to ad-
dress a crisis.

Torn between identities  
and loyalties

Three examples will be offered to illus-
trate actions by inter-religious councils 
in different political and social con-
texts.

There are no easy ways to transform 
conflict or promote reconciliation in 
post-conflict contexts. Religious lead-
ers, even well organized inter-religious 
councils, do not have blue-prints avail-
able. They are part and parcel of their 
societies, and are therefore torn be-
tween different identities and loyalties. 
The case of Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH) 
is illustrative:

Religions for Peace helped the four 
main religious leaders (Muslim, Or-
thodox, Catholic and Jewish) build an 
inter-religious Council for Bosnia-
Herzegovina in 1996-97. Many topics 
were discussed in the Council and its 
working committees. They welcomed, 
for example, the space and opportunity 
to address issues of security and eco-
nomic development. One significant 
result was the drafting and promotion 
of the law on freedom of religion and 
the religious associations. This draft 
was passed into law in 2004. Other 
actions were less visible, and at times 
words were not followed by action. 

The Council had a positive impact 
but met challenges in reaching to the 
grassroots of its respective faith com-
munities. The respective religious 
leaders were also hard pressed by their 
respective communities, which identi-
fied themselves both along ethnic and 
religious lines. A number of people ex-
perienced the contradictions between 
intention and perceived reality: 

Clearly, the Catholic, Orthodox and 
Muslim communities as well as their 
leaders played important roles. They 
could not stop the war, and quite often 
even publicly supported nationalistic 
politicians responsible for the escala-
tion of conflicts and war atrocities. Yet, 
sometimes religious leaders took on 
more positive roles, mainly in the field 
of inter-religious dialogue.1

The Bosnia-Herzegovina example illus-
trates that religious communities and 
their leaders are part and parcel of their 
respective ethnic and political commu-

nities. They cannot remove themselves 
from one of their identities, and, con-
sequently, multi-religious co-operation 
could take on a wider role if it succeeds. 
It could become a dialogue not only 
across religious but also ethnic and po-
litical divides. Conflict transformation 
has to be a convergence between ef-
forts by the grassroots and negotiations 
by leaders. If, as has been indicated in 
the case of BiH, religious leaders are 
sometimes speaking the language of 
unity and at other times the language of 
partisanship, it will be difficult to create 
a groundswell of multi-religious, multi-
ethnic co-operation.

The inter-religious Council has, on 
the other hand, been an important in-
strument that within its capacity still 
contributes to dialogue and action 
across religions by focusing on com-
mon challenges based on the combined 
strength of the leaders in BiH. 

Threat to human flourishing

A different story comes out of Uganda. 
The Religions for Peace Inter-religious 
Council – Uganda saw early in its ex-
istence that HIV and AIDS is a serious 
threat to human flourishing and also to 
the peaceful co-existence of communi-
ties. Decisive action was taken to ad-
dress this problem. The Council’s initial 
approaches included fighting the stig-
ma, involving people living with AIDS 
within their respective faith communi-
ties and training religious leaders on 
how to raise awareness and knowledge 
about the disease in multiple ways. 

The inter-religious Council was 
gradually seen as a credible and reli-
able actor with the ability to reach into 
the smallest village and across genera-
tions and social strata. Religious assets 
(spiritual, moral and social) were put 
into practice. Although Uganda is not 
a country marked by serious religious 
tensions, biases in the deliveries of serv-
ices to the infected and affected families 
and communities could easily create so-
cietal cracks that may easily have been 
abused by sectarian forces. The joint ac-
tion spoke loudly.

The Council had built trust, and sub-
stantial resources in the multi-million 
dollar range for treatment and care 
were offered to be channelled through 
it. In this way the Council responded to 
a huge need in a way that could build 
bridges between government policy 
and its fragmented implementation, 
and between the real needs of com-
munities and the attempts by donors to 
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sometimes include inappropriate con-
ditionality. The Council could also be a 
“neutral” depository of resources that 
otherwise would be extremely vulner-
able to political arm-twisting. 

A main challenge for the Council in 
Uganda is the danger of becoming the 
pawn of powerful donors and a compet-
itor to its owners/members. The imple-
mentation of activities is meant to be 
done through the existing structures of 
the religious communities, and in prac-
tical co-operation where this is feasible. 
In this way the joint action does not only 
serve the infected and affected, but the 
entire communities in promoting co-
herence. 

The Council is also engaged in the cur-
rent conflicts in Uganda, and building 
on its accumulated actions and trust, 

…it has been singled out as a platform 
that could spearhead the process of 
national reconciliation in Uganda. It 
is important to note that despite the 
on-going conflicts in the country and 
the numerous outstanding issues of 
concern at both regional and national 
levels, the circumstances and condi-
tions are ripe enough for instituting a 
national reconciliation process. …[In 
this respect] religious leaders and insti-
tutions recommended that the IRCU 
build the civic competence of religious 
leadership and faith communities in 

reconciliation on all levels in society, 
and to promote multi-religious co-op-
eration and partnership for peace and 
reconciliation in Uganda.2 

The Religions for Peace West Africa Inter-
religious Councils Coordination Com-
mittee (WAICCC) is an instrument of 
the inter-religious councils in five coun-
tries3. They joined forces and made a 
solidarity visit to Guinea in August of 
last year. This was a result of warning 
signals from the Religions for Peace Inter-
religious Council – Guinea that sim-
mering political conflicts could flare up 
and turn violent if not addressed. The 
delegation, composed of members of 
the four neighbouring inter-religious 
councils, met with civil society leaders, 
high level government representatives 
and religious communities. Its visit was 
duly noted in the media and within the 
political circles. The visit was important 
and timely as a preventive step, but re-
quires follow-up to sustain the momen-
tum. The WAICCC is an example of the 
strength of a multi-religious sub-regional 
approach to a challenge in one country.

Outreach of religious communities

These three examples lead to some final 
observations:

First, different contexts need differ-
ent focuses and actions. At the same 
time inter-religious platforms are im-

portant instruments for mobilizing 
the potential of religious communities 
that reach from the highest office to the 
most remote village.

Second, complementary actions on 
different levels are made possible 
through a network of multi-religious 
platforms on national, sub-regional, re-
gional, and global levels.

Lastly, multi-religious platforms con-
sist of religious leaders and personali-
ties who are part of their political and 
sociological realities. They are therefore 
not removed from tensions that chal-
lenge their communities, but joint ac-
tion, even limited, can speak loudly in a 
complicated process towards peace and 
justice.   ~

1	 ”Tales	of	War	and	Peace:	Religious	leaders	
During	and	After	the	War	in	Bsonia	and	
Herzegovina:	calculated	Hypocrisy	or	Paving	the	
Way	for	Peace?”,	A	case	study	for	the	Knowledge	
Forum	on	religion	and	Development	Policy	
(Netherlands),	IKV	Pax	Christi	and	BBO,	Utrecht,	
March	2008.

2 E-mail	communication	from	Jowad	
Kezaala,Secretary	General	of	Inter-Religious	
Council	of	Uganda,	25.04.08

3 Ghana,	Guinea,	Ivory	Coast,	Liberia	and	Sierra	
Leone

The spiritual, moral and social assets of religion are made visible in this inter-religious solidarity visit  
to victims of the conflict in Northern Uganda.
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Being the most religiously diverse country in the world the United States 
have the potential to further interfaith dialogue but also the risk to build 
separate religious enclaves without contact with each other. However, 
since the dramatic events of 9/11, the trend seems to be one of growing 
interest and commitment to get to know the faith of one’s neighbor. 
Activities are numerous on all levels of society.

This year we will mark the seventh an-
niversary of the terrorist attacks of 9/11. 
Sometimes, it seems like only yesterday 
that the terrible events of that day un-
folded; at other times, it seems like so 
long ago. 

Between then and now, the world 
has seen other terrorist attacks (Madrid, 
London), military warfare (Afghani-
stan, Iraq), and civil strife (Pakistan, 
Lebanon). Universally, linked in our 
mind’s eye to these events is religion: 
either its exploitation to pursue political 
agendas and to sanction violence, or its 
invocation to achieve reconciliation and 
to bring about healing.

In the United States, we have seen all 
of these uses played out. The attacks on 
9/11 were clearly driven by a devious in-
terpretation of Islam. The resulting war 
on terror was just as clearly categorized 
in terms of good versus evil. Religious 
leaders have alternatively called upon 
the wrath of God to rain down on real 
and perceived enemies, or upon God’s 
mercy as the world has embarked on 
this path toward conflagration. 

Even if we turn our attention toward 
natural catastrophes – between then 
and now, we have experienced the tsu-
nami in Southeast Asia, Hurricane Kat-
rina in New Orleans, and the cyclone in 
Myanmar – we have a tendency to link 
these in our mind’s eye to the divine: 
were these events retribution for some 
unnamed sin, or were they occasions to 
call up the “better angels of our nature” 
in compassionate response to human 
suffering?

If one thing is clear, religion is now an 
important part of the conversation when 
it comes to public discourse. And often-

times, it is the place of interfaith relations 
in society that is of most interest.

Interfaith services

There are generally three paradigms 
for interfaith relations. The first is im-
mersion: the experience of one another 
in a setting that includes prayer, casual 
exchange, liturgical and cultural fes-
tivities. In this type of interaction, the 
goal is to break down barriers and build 
friendships as neighbors within the 
same community.

While there were initiatives along these 
lines well before 9/11 – for example, the 
Council for a Parliament of the World’s 
Religions and the United Religions 
Initiative have long offered such ex-
periences – it was not until after 9/11 
that they became important signposts 
in our evolution from isolated religious 
enclaves to acceptance of a religiously 
diverse society. Immediately after 9/11, 
there were several interfaith services, 
notably in Washington 
and New York, which 
included most of the 
prominent religious 
leaders in the country. 
It is important to note 
that these services in-
cluded Muslim leaders: 
in the swirl of fear that 
was gripping the country at the time, 
the need to include Muslims in these 
services was seen as crucial. 

Such immersion experiences con-
tinue to grow in popularity throughout 
the United States. In Louisville, Ken-
tucky, the Center for Interfaith Rela-
tions offers an annual Festival of Faiths, 
which draws thousands of participants 

to hear speakers of international signifi-
cance. In Phoenix, Arizona, the Arizona 
Interfaith Movement presents monthly 
faith forums so that residents can learn 
about the religious communities in 
their midst. In San Francisco, the Inter-
faith Center at the Presidio maintains a 
chapel where hospitality, services, and 
arts presentations are made available to 
the wider community. 

Interfaith dialogue

The second paradigm for interfaith rela-
tions is dialogue. This is an attempt to 
not only reach out to one’s neighbors, 
but a more intentional attempt to un-
derstand the faith that motivates one’s 
neighbors. It requires time, it requires 
commitment, and it requires openness. 

Dialogues take place in different set-
tings – in academia and in religious 
community settings – and it takes place 
at different levels – global, national, re-
gional and local. In the United States, 

among the most prominent of these ini-
tiatives are the National Jewish-Chris-
tian Dialogue and the National Mus-
lim-Christian Dialogue co-coordinated 
by the National Council of Churches 
USA. These dialogues, extending back 
in one form or another for more than 
three decades, have been reinvigorated 
in the past few years. 

How are we to live peaceably 
with one another if we don’t 
rise above our suspicions  
of one another?

“

united states since 9/11:

Interfaith relations –
signposts of evolution Antonios Kireopoulos
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The Jewish-Christian Dialogue meets 
three times per year, and while it at-
tempts to address a host of issues that 
affect both communities, front and 
center in this dialogue is the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Pertinent to this 
issue, and consistent with the desire to 
be a theological dialogue, topics such as 
theology of the land, liberation theolo-
gy, and Christian Zionism are regularly 
discussed at this table. From this list, a 
reader can rightly conclude that these 
discussions are quite intense.

The Muslim-Christian Dialogue 
meets two times per year, with the 
mission to “seek to enhance mutual 
understanding, respect, appreciation 
and support of what is sacred for each 
other through dialogue, education and 
sustained visible encounters that fos-
ter and nurture relationships”. This 
means that the Christian churches and 
Islamic organizations participating in 
the dialogue will strive to include local 
congregations and mosques in the fruit-
ful exchange that is taking place on the 
national level. 

Interfaith collaboration

The third paradigm for interfaith rela-
tions is collaboration. Most celebrated 
among the organizations that carry 
out such work is the World Confer-
ence of Religions for Peace (see also the 

article A bold vision in progress on p. 3 
ff). The chapter in the United States is 
called Religions for Peace – USA. The 
methodology of this organization is to 
recognize the very real theological dif-
ferences among the religions, and yet, 
building on what the religions have in 
common, collaborate on issues of mu-
tual concern. This work has as its aim 
the encouragement of a real acceptance 
of diversity on the local level.

A subset of this type of work is the 
multi-religious coalition working on 
specific issues. Here there have been re-
cent noteworthy successes. It is largely 
through the efforts of the interfaith Save 
Darfur Coalition that the matter of the 
genocide in Darfur is even on the radar 
screen in Washington and at the United 
Nations. Though lamentably the geno-
cide continues, it has been through ef-
fective religious advocacy at top levels 
of government, in the US and globally, 
that there has been some movement by 
the international community toward 
ending the killing. 

A similar interfaith advocacy coali-
tion has evolved to end the practice 
of torture by the United States. The 
National Religious Campaign Against 
Torture brings together many religious 
activists to sound a moral voice in the 

torture debates that have taken place 
these past several years in our nation’s 
capitol. 

Rise above suspicion

What these initiatives have in common 
is a desire to get to know one’s neigh-
bors, as men and women of faiths dif-
ferent from our own. Since 9/11, the im-
perative to do so has been understood 
in the strongest of terms. How are we 
to live peaceably with one another if we 
don’t rise above our suspicions of one 
another, if we don’t reach out in friend-
ship to one another, if we don’t have ac-
ceptance for one another?

The answer to these questions is not 
for Americans to give up on the distinc-
tiveness of the various religions to which 
we adhere. The answer is in appreciat-
ing these distinctions even as we come 
together in community, and for commu-
nity. To be sure, we have not always done 
this well, as recent instances of bigotry, 
discrimination, and hate crimes can at-
test. But we have to keep trying, and little 
by little we’re getting better at it. 

The United States is the most reli-
giously diverse country in the world. 
The work on interfaith relations has as 
its task to make it a religiously and so-
cially harmonious country as well.    ~

Interfaith relations on grassroots level are a group of Muslim, Jewish and Christian 
women who meet regularly at the Swedish Theological Institute in Jerusalem and who 
have made this patchwork quilt together. Photo: Tina Haettner Blomquist/IKON

A cross composed of candles, bricks and 
stones among the rubbish at the Separation 
Wall between Israel and Palestine – even 
debris can be turned into a symbol of trust. 
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Clash of religions –
diversity of readings   Patrik Fridlund

The claim of some fundamental branches of religions to ‘have a monopoly on 
the truth’ is one of the reasons for religious involvement in violent conflicts. 
The reasoning behind this monopolistic thinking is that there is a stable core 
in religion, which has a proper meaning in and by itself. The author strongly 
questions this thinking and presents a pluralistic view of acceptance and 
cherishing of diversity as a way of building peaceful relations.

Armed conflicts resulting in death for 
men, women, and children in many 
places around the world are sometimes 
endorsed by religion. In some cases, 
they are even intensified or initiated 
by religion. A possible part of this is, 
of course, the fundamental teachings 
many religions have, namely to claim 
a position as the only true religion. The 
power of religious teachings in this do-
main should not be overrated, but one 
should be careful not to underestimate 
it either. Hence, it is worth looking into 
the issues of how theologies deal with 
the relations to other religions, and how 
inter-religious relations are described. 

This link between theological reflec-
tions regarding inter-religious relations 
and actual violent hostilities between 
religious people is one of the reasons, 
although certainly not the only one, why 
many seek theological models that can 
accommodate a plurality of religions 
peacefully. Sometimes such concrete 
models go under the name of religious 
pluralism. Broadly speaking, religious 
pluralism holds that for different rea-
sons it is too great a claim to say that one 
particular religion has the full truth or 
is the only path to salvation. The struc-
turing idea is, however, that one cannot 
hold one specific tradition as a whole to 
be superior to any other given tradition.

Now one must ask: is religious plural-
ism as a theological model at all possi-
ble? Is it not obvious that many religions 
clash? Is it not evident that different re-
ligions disagree in depth regarding the 
most essential points in the teachings 
of the respective religion? Furthermore, 
two religious positions cannot be right 
at the same time concerning the same 

subject matter. So run the arguments. I 
oppose this view as being too simplis-
tic, and I hold that some kind of plu-
ralism is not only possible but indeed 
necessary. In the following, I will briefly 
present an argument for that.

In my opinion, the acceptance and 
cherishing of diversity that is typical 
to pluralism might be possible only if 
there is a certain mobility regarding a 
number of things. It seems to me that a 
pluralistic approach demands a mobile 
attitude towards ‘the other’ and what    
s/he stands for, and regarding one’s 
view of oneself and one’s own position. 
One key to understanding this mobility 
is, I argue, seeing that what is held to 
be a core in a given religion is not unaf-
fected by what surrounds it. Once this 
is recognised, the stability of the core is 
shaken. In other words, the question of 
whether pluralism is possible or not is a 
question about to what extent, how and 
when religious discourses are stable.

When descriptions are 
made of religions, these 
descriptions are chosen 
according to what is need-
ed and to what is required 
in a given situation. That 
would mean that descrip-
tions do not stem directly 
from the phenomena themselves; there 
would be a human choice concerning 
how descriptions are formulated and 
what aspects are seen as relevant. The 
Church, for instance, has put more 
emphasis on certain teachings at cer-
tain times and less at other times. The 
interesting point is that if all accounts 
are human and always made in human 
language, there are many possibili-

ties and many openings. The existing 
expressions are not the only possible 
ones, and their meaning is always open 
to re-negotiations. 

A stable religious core

This way of presenting matters stands 
in contrast to the way used by those who 
maintain that a pluralistic theological 
model is not possible. They would rath-
er stress that religion is an issue of ei-
ther/or, and that the essential meaning 
of central religious tenets is stable. The 
idea is that there is a centre, which is 
stable, and has priority over other parts 
of a religious discourse. In brief, there 
would be primary, original elements 
that form a stable core. In addition, 
there would be secondary elements as 
supplements. 

Furthermore, and what is probably 
more important, the meaning of what is 
said at the centre would have its proper 
meaning in and by itself, and is in its 

pure form in no need of interpretation 
in order to have an absolute meaning. 
Consequently, one could say that al-
though it is evident that many different 
readings are possible, there is one that 
is correct. According to those who are 
sceptical about pluralism, other read-
ings are always derivations and are 
more or less incorrect. The original 
and stable core meaning would be the 

Some kind of pluralism is 
not only possible but indeed 
necessary.
“
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normal meaning, as it were, the mean-
ing that is untarnished by all secondary 
additions like different interpretations 
or the situations in which it is found. 
There would be a normal and serious 
reading. Such reading would be repeat-
ing, reflecting or imitating in a perfect 
manner the literal core meaning that is 
there by and in itself, originally, before 
any other process starts. 

Contrary to this idea, I maintain that 
an addition is always needed and neces-
sary. Hence, it is not possible to speak 
of a simple addition, or a simple extra. 
In order for a word to have a content, 
there must be an external form. Also, if 
the word is never – and never has been 
– used it is pointless to say that it has 
a meaning. If it is used, there is some 
interpretation. 

Let me expose some concrete ex-
amples. The idea of a pure centre that 
would be self-sufficient and independ-
ent of all secondary and external addi-
tional vehicles would mean that there 
is some pure Buddhism, for example, 
that is simply carried or reflected by 
the Holy Scriptures. It would mean 

that some pure Buddhism exists some-
where, independent of external mani-
festations and concrete articulations 
of Buddhism, like the physical text in 
the Pali Canon or any religious ritual. 
Similarly, Christianity is held to have a 
transcendental core floating above the 
Bible and the doctrine, independent of 
the written texts, of Church, of liturgy 
and religious teachings.

Bizarre and disastrous

This, I believe, is absurd. The desire to 
avoid external forms, interpretation and 
use is vain. To me it seems bizarre to 
count on some kind of pure Christian-
ity that is self-contained, never written, 
without liturgy, and with no formulated 
dogma. It appears strange to count on 
Christianity without history and without 
development. If everything that appears 
to be ‘external’ – additions or supple-
ments to the pure core – were ripped off 
what is held to be the true or the authen-
tic religion, what would then be left? 

Moreover, I hold such claims to be 
intellectually disastrous. Such so-called 
additions as ‘formulated dogma’ or 

‘holy scriptures’ do indeed add some-
thing to the purported pure religion. In 
my understanding the ‘additions’ fill in 
a lack, they do something that the pure 
core cannot do, and this transforms the 
core, so to speak. Already making it ac-
cessible to human thought is quite a 
dramatic transformation, is it not?

The fact that additions and supple-
ments are influential and that they in-
deed transform the central core does 
not entail that there are no ‘core things,’ 
no teachings that can be identified as 
Christian or Buddhist for example, as 
opposed to non-Christian or non-Bud-
dhist. There must be central points and 
conceptions that are held to be more 
decisive than others. The problem-
atic aspect is the pretension that such 
things are absolute and unchange-
able. The interesting, fascinating and 
stimulating thing is that exactly where, 
how, and why the ‘essential core’ or 
‘the centre’ starts is an open question. 
Every centre-periphery relation can be 
questioned and thus so can the very 
understanding of what is central, what 
is stable. Such mobility, to pick up this 
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Rays of light, shades and silence – an expression of wordless religious experience. From the Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem.
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term again, entails that descriptions of 
religions cannot be definitely known to 
be definitely correct.

Theologies that present religions as 
being irretrievable in conflict have a pre-
supposition, namely stability. Theolo-

gies that are based on ideas of absolute 
stability tend to look for pure religions as 
stable phenomena behind the descrip-
tions and behind the articulations of 
them. There would be an original and 
authentic Christianity and an original 
and authentic Islam, for instance. These 
stable entities are held to be the firm 
grounds for comparison and evaluation. 
What is stated about them would simply 
reflect these pure original traditions. 

Displaceable borders

Such an idea of a stable centre is, I be-
lieve, a broken idea. Of course, there 
is an identifiable core of a particular 
religious tradition, contrasted to pe-
ripheral material. Of course, there are 
good interpretations and bad ones. In 
sum, something could be called a nor-
mal reading of a particular religion. I 
neither contest nor question this. The 
point, which has been made, is that ex-
actly where and how that is delimited 
can change; what it is possible to say 
about the meaning of the teachings in 
a particular religion can change. The 
borders between a normal reading and 
a non-normal reading are displaceable. 
What has been seen as ordinary use can 
become abnormal, and vice versa.

This is significant in inter-religious 
relations. A description of a given reli-
gion must not be read in a particular way. 
There is no absolute primate of one spe-
cific reading of a given religion. There 
is no natural centre that would endow 
a specific theological account of this re-
ligion with a superior status. Praxis, as 
little as heretical or other unusual vari-
ants, cannot axiomatically be excluded 
from analyses. What Christianity is, or 
what Islam is, and what they ‘originally’ 
mean is subject to interpretation on all 
levels. Any given religion can be, and 
is constantly, differently read. What 
is included or excluded when talking 
about a particular tradition is open to 
discussion. Consequently, the relations 

between various religions are open to 
continuous re-considerations. 

To me, it appears that once war has 
broken out and religions are parts of 
violent conflicts, the theoretical delibera-
tions above can do little. If the situation 

is urgent, urgent 
means are required. 
In that sense it may 
be similar to medi-
cine. Much research 
done in medical sci-
ence is very relevant 
to the treatment of 

many health problems, but when the 
doctor faces victims of a car accident, 
more urgent needs have to be met.

Nonetheless, there is also a time ‘be-
fore’, a time of preparation. The point 
I want to make in this article is that 
religious teachings can contribute to 
violence between religious people, but 
it does not need to be that way. What 
is often named religious pluralism can 
be a way of building peaceful relations 
between religions and between reli-
gious people. A crucial question is then 
whether religious pluralism as a theo-
logical position is intellectually defen-
sible. I have argued that yes, and even 
more. Some sort of pluralism is needed 
if one wants to be intellectually honest. 
A pluralistic theology has, or can at least 
have, consequences for the inter-reli-
gious relations on the ground. 

Standard or non-standard readings

If the fact is acknowledged that there 
are many different expressions of what 
various religions are and stand for, and 
if the fact that each single formulation 
of a particular religion is open to ne-
gotiations, that means that standard 
readings of a religious tradition can be 
questioned and eventually become non-
standard readings. Consequently, ways 
of reading a particular tradition that 
have been unusual or never practiced 
before can become standard readings. 
I should perhaps stress the word ‘can’ 
at both sides. 

Nevertheless, this possibility of a new 
understanding of one’s own tradition - 
and of the religion of the other - should 
not be underrated. If theologians and 
religious leaders teach that the core of 
the religious teaching is not a pure core 
but always a core that has to be put in 
relation to other aspects of life, and that 
the so-called core teaching can change 
and be transformed, I believe that many 
interesting possibilities for inter-reli-
gious relations may emerge. 

The Christian focus on the name of 
Jesus may be put into other perspec-
tives, and hence relations to Buddhists 
or Hindus may take another turn. See-
ing the Holy Trinity as a theological con-
struct that can be rethought, although 
it has been and is important, may lead 
to new relations with Muslims. In ana-
logue, if people in other religious tradi-
tions acknowledge that a tradition is and 
must be mediated by human beings as 
long as we are on Earth and under the 
present conditions, new perspectives on 
what is held to be central and what is 
considered of utmost importance with-
in the tradition may be understood dif-
ferently, and thus lead to new relations 
with ‘the other’.

It would be going too far to say that 
the theological approach is crucial to the 
issue of how religious people relate to 
each other. It would be an exaggeration 
to pretend that the issue of religious 
pluralism is decisive. Still, I believe that 
these questions are important. How 
various religions look upon each other 
is of societal concern. Although very 
few religious leaders preach that mem-
bers of other religious traditions should 
be attacked, or even worse, eradicated, 
teachings about one’s own religion as 
the only true one - or at least the supe-
rior one – can lead to hostility that can 
also be violent and lethal. In this article, 
I have tried to give an argument for the 
possibility of a pluralistic approach and 
what that could mean for peace build-
ing efforts.   ~

This article is based on Patrik Fridlund, 
Mobile Performances. A Philosophical 
Account of Linguistic Undecidability as 
Possibility and Problem in the Theology 
of Religion (Centre for Theology and 
Religious Studies at Lund University, 
Lund, 2007), especially chapters II-III, 
VI-VIII.

What is held to be a core in a 
given religion is not unaffected 
by what surrounds it.
“
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southern africa:

Ways and means to reconcile   Henning Melber

The aftermath of colonialism, apartheid and civil wars in Southern 
Africa reveals different needs as well as approaches to handle the past 
and present. While in South Africa a laborious truth and reconciliation 
process took place, Namibia and Zimbabwe argue that injustices and 
atrocities should rest in peace. The developments in some neighbouring 
countries, however, caution that ‘nothing is forever’.

“There is a need for a healing of the na-
tion. The process of national healing 
and reconciliation is unlikely to proceed, 
as long as society is still polarized. In 
addition, without also addressing past 
crimes, corruption, marginalization 
and poverty, it is unlikely that reconcili-
ation can be achieved.”

This insight was presented in the 
Kenya mission report of the African 
Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), and 
submitted by the APRM panel of emi-
nent persons to the continent’s Heads 
of State gathered at the Summit of the 
African Union in July 2006.  One and 
a half years later, Kenyan society was 
traumatized by the worst degree of vio-
lence since independence. It brought to 
light that beyond the surface of a seem-
ingly peaceful society, deep-rooted an-
tagonism could be mobilized to unleash 
blind hatred and massive destruction 
of property and lives. Under such cir-
cumstances the assumed socio-political 
stability was treacherous, fragile, and 
prone to easy manipulation.

Many societies on the continent are 
confronted with similar challenges. 
Since the mid-1990s national recon-
ciliation initiatives have emerged in a 
series of African countries. These were 
notably inspired, if not followed, by the 
widely praised Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) in South Africa, 
which symbolized the country’s collec-
tive effort to come to terms with a past 
that still dominated the present and that 
also had a lasting impact on its future. 

Despite all its limitations the TRC 
has since been widely perceived as an 
encouraging initiative and a lesson to 
bring the skeletons out of the closet and 
to publicly deal with the lasting effects 

of violence and counter-violence. Far 
from solving structurally rooted histori-
cal legacies and their daily impacts on 
the life of ordinary citizens, nor able to 
end discrimination or to bring to task 
many of the perpetrators, it brought 
into the limelight the need to address 
history in the present.  Similar initia-
tives were taken in other war-torn so-
cieties marred by organized repression 
and forms of mass violence, causing 
festering wounds and scars among the 
people now seeking a common future 
and longing for a healing process. 

Notably, two former settler societies 
in Southern Africa in  the direct neigh-
borhood of South Africa are among 
those countries whose governments 
did not follow this trend and refused to 
seek national reconciliation initiatives 
by means of public debates and transi-
tional forms of justice and reconcilia-
tion. Zimbabwe and Namibia achieved 
their independence through an anti-
 colonial struggle led by militaristic 
liberation movements. In both cases 
the final defeat of colonialism was not 
brought about through the barrel of a 
gun (although the military dimension 
played an important role in forcing the 
colonial power to the negotiating table), 
but through subsequent agreements 
 between the conflicting parties for con-
trolled change. These agreements pro-
vided a regulatory transitional frame-
work limiting the social space for the 
redistribution of wealth and the trans-
formation of the societies. 

Pragmatic agreement

As a result of the negotiated decoloniza-
tion, the former liberation movements 
the Zimbabwe African National Union 

(ZANU) in Zimbabwe and the South 
West Africa People’s Organization 
(SWAPO) in Namibia were elected as 
legitimate governments and have held 
absolute political power and control 
over the state bureaucracy since 1980 
and 1990, respectively (although – as 
we currently witness in Zimbabwe – not 
for eternity). In contrast to South Afri-
ca’s democratically elected government 
under the African National Congress 
(ANC), the Zimbabwean and Namibian 
political leadership never pursued 
something similar to the TRC. Instead, 
they proclaimed national reconciliation 
as a kind of pragmatic agreement be-
coming effective on Independence Day. 
This policy declared the past would be 
left behind without being publicly de-
bated for remembrance and conscious 
dialogue over the injustices committed 
(although selective reference to colonial 
crimes is applied when needed and also 
commemorated as part of the liberation 
gospel).

In both societies the justification for 
casting this kind of official smoke screen 
over the colonial past was rooted to some 
extent in the argument that the repres-
sive machinery of the colonial occupa-
tion was staffed and executed by many 
who, at the dawn of independence, could 
no longer be held accountable. Either a 
large-scale amnesty had been declared 
for opponents on all sides of the conflict, 
or some of the worst abusers of human 
rights had retreated to their British or 
South African countries of origin. 

National reconciliation was hence 
defined as closing the colonial chapter 
without dealing with, and seeking jus-
tice for, crimes committed by means 
of institutionalized hearings or other 
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established forms of coming to terms 
with the past. The cleansing process, 
which to some extent was initiated and 
implemented in the South African TRC, 
remained conspicuously absent. While 
the past was officially laid to rest, the 
collective blame of colonialism for all 
subsequent failures in post-independ-
ence nation building and restructuring 
of the societies continued to be part of 
the official rhetoric. Beyond some truly 
relevant aspects conveyed in such a 
sweeping statement, this generalised 
evasion of individual  responsibility by 
the governments often came in handy 
as an excuse not to face (self-)criticism 
when failing ”good governance”.

Such a seemingly pragmatic ap-
proach also implicitly and quietly (and 
along similar lines of self-righteous-
ness) denied the need and aborted the 
opportunity to deal with failures in 
the ranks of the liberation movements 
themselves. This was never the main 
issue in the TRC, but was unavoidably 

brought to the fore when the excesses 
of the apartheid regime were explored 
and laid open. 

Apology to victims

Even though the degree of self-critical 
examination of human rights violations 
within the ANC was rather limited (and 
hampered the final process of publiciz-
ing the TRC report’s findings), it was 
nevertheless made an issue for which 
even President Nelson Mandela offered 
an apology to the victims and their fami-
lies. Imprisoned since the early 1960s 
for almost three decades Mandela, as a 
charismatic leader and moral role mod-
el could apologize in exile for failures 
of the ANC for which he was obviously 
not personally responsible, nor maybe 
even aware of. This signalled remorse 
and at least indirect moral responsibil-
ity, an affordable human gesture adding 
to his aura. 

In contrast, both Robert Mugabe of 
ZANU and Sam Nujoma of SWAPO 

were active leaders in exile, deeply in-
volved in internal power struggles. They 
were not only an integral part of the au-
thoritarian hierarchy, but its personifi-
cation as well. Ultimately in charge of 
the command and obey structures dom-
inating their movements, they were at 
least to some degree individually ac-
countable for the abuses and malprac-
tices within the ranks of the respective 
liberation movements. 

As heads of state they were not in-
clined to address such issues. Instead, 
the equation promoted was that the in-
justices of the past on all sides would be 
put to rest. By doing so, however, the lib-
eration movements sacrificed the moral 
high grounds they had been able to oc-
cupy vis-à-vis the colonial oppressive 
regimes. Their own failures remained 
unfinished business and left festering 
wounds within the new post-colonial 
society. The dominant mindsets emerg-
ing with independence represented 
more of an old order than a new one 
and showed the limits to liberation in 
terms of the political cultures.  

In Zimbabwe, the violent practices 
within and between the liberation move-
ments escalated soon after independ-
ence in organized massacres in Mata-
beleland (the western part of Zimbabwe 
occupied mostly by Ndebele-speakers, 
the majority of whom were considered 
to be supporters to the Joshua Nkomo-
led ZAPU, which competed with ZANU 
for power). Between early 1983 and late 
1986, an estimated 20,000 people lost 
their lives through horrific acts of barba-
rism carried out by the Fifth Brigade of 
the Zimbabwe National Army, trained 
by North Korean military advisors. Al-
though known and reported at the time, 
the massacres were largely ignored, 
even by the former colonial power. De-
scribed by Robert Mugabe as Gukura-
hundi (“the rain that washes away the 
chaff before the summer rains”), the 
organized mass violence constituted a 
defining moment for his regime. 

The Catholic Church in Zimbabwe 
was a lonely voice revealing the scale 
of atrocities.  Since then, the openly 
violent character of Mugabe’s rule has 
drawn worldwide attention. Notably, 
however, it only became a concern for 
the international community (as repre-
sented by the Western countries) when 
the so-called fast track land reform dis-
possessed the majority of the commer-
cial farmers and portrayed the conflict 
(misleadingly so) as one between a re-
maining white settler minority and the 
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A particularly gruesome event in the dark history of Namibia under German colonial 
rule is the genocide against the Herero and Nama peoples in 1904-07, killing 75,000.  
The monument stands outside of the presidential summer residence in Swakopmund  
at the Atlantic coast.
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government. This suggests a moral se-
lectivity in Western perceptions, which 
the populist rhetoric of the despotic re-
gime managed to exploit.

Policy of denial

As part of the Namibian independence 
process, several hundred members of 
SWAPO in exile accused of being South 
African agents were released and repat-
riated in mid-1989. Known as “ex-de-
tainees”, they shared their plight with 
the Namibian public at home. Since 
the early 1980s, an estimated several 
thousand of them were imprisoned, 
tortured, raped, and held in dungeons 
in Southern Angolan camps. Many did 
not survive the ordeal, others remained 

missing. Ever since their return, the ex-
detainees have asked for rehabilitation 
and an apology by SWAPO for the hu-
man rights violations committed. 

But the liberation movement in 
power has ever since applied a policy of 
denial or refused compliance with the 
argument that this would open wounds 
and thereby put peace and stability at 
risk. In return, SWAPO argued, the 
atrocities by the South African regime 
and its local collaborators would also 
need to be scrutinized, which would 
undermine national reconciliation. In-
stead, similar to the official narratives 
cultivated by ZANU in Zimbabwe, 
SWAPO commenced a “nation build-
ing project” guided by what has been 
termed “patriotic history”, which culti-
vates the gospel of an organization and 
its leaders as the morally impeccable 
liberators of the people.  

In both cases, which despite some 
parallels have many differences and 
hence limit the comparison, the hegem-
onic role of the former liberation move-
ment in political power  also allowed it 
to execute the power of definition over 
the national interest. But the moment 
this political and ideological hegemony 
resumed at independence deteriorates, 
the government fails to maintain con-
trol over the one-dimensional collec-
tive identity constructed and imposed 
earlier. This has become evident since 
the turn of the century with the emer-
gence of the Movement for Democratic 
Change as a meaningful political oppo-

sition in Zimbabwe, and shows that the 
liberation gospel was increasingly faced 
with an expiry date. The coerced legiti-
macy of the government has eroded, 
provoking increased intimidation, an 
ever-growing culture of fear and ulti-
mately a rule based on sheer state terror. 
As is known from history, sooner or later 
such dictatorial regimes come to an end 
through the same popular movements 
intimidated and oppressed for so long. 

Opposition in Namibia

In Namibia, an opposition emerged to-
wards the end of 2007 from within the 
belly of the beast. Former high-ranking 
SWAPO officials formed the Rally for 
Democracy and Progress as an oppo-

sition party, which tries 
to challenge the so far 
undisputed dominance 
of the former liberation 
movement. The next 
presidential and parlia-
mentary elections, sched-

uled for the end of 2009, could result in 
SWAPO’s loss of a two third majority 
in parliament (and hence the absolute 
control over the country’s political and 
legal decision making processes). 

Nervous reactions mount. Leading 
political office bearers of the Namibian 
government warn of a situation simi-
lar to that in Kenya and blame the new 
opposition for fueling ethnic rivalries. 
This is an argument that resorts to the 
culture of fear instead of seeking rec-
onciliation and the establishment of 

common ground. It follows a policy of 
naming and shaming others instead of 
seeking common denominators as Na-
mibians. This knee-jerk response to a 
political challenge displays in the first 
place the inability to deal with one’s 
own shortcomings and failures.

Leaders of the Namibian Lutheran 
churches have responded to the grow-
ing polarization by means of a pastoral 
letter read out during the sermons on 
23 March 2008 and published there-
after. In light of the violence erupting 
between the two main rival parties trig-
gered off by a local election campaign, 
the four bishops of the three churches 
expressed their fear that the country is 
moving backwards instead of forwards 
in terms of freedom and democracy. 

The letter of the bishops diagnoses 
“intolerance, verbal and physical attacks 
and counter attacks. Failure to redress 
this situation now can lead to mass loss 
of lives country wide”, they warn. “What 
we say as leaders … is the seed which 
bears the consequential behaviour for 
violence and peace”, they state further, 
and remind that, “political opponents 
are not enemies, but participants in a 
democratic set-up”.  This is the first time 
since independence that the church 
has commented on the politics in the 
country in such a form. While alarm 
bells ring, Namibians still have the op-
portunity to learn from the sad lessons 
in Kenya and elsewhere – not least in 
neighbouring Zimbabwe, which in 
many respects is so close to home.   ~

Celebrations broke out on Windhoek’s main street in November 1989 after the election 
result announced that SWAPO had won.
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National reconciliation  
was defined as closing the 
colonial chapter.
“
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“Watching Muslims on TV” – 
On bonding and bridging social trust

Johan Gärde

In 1991 on my first visit to Lebanon when I met the Maronite woman who later 
was to become my wife, I was told that she had never met a Muslim. But she had 
“seen them on TV”. As a curious Swede, I had the privilege of introducing her to 
and showing her around in the Muslim-dominated West Beirut, in Shiite suburbs 
and in non-Christian areas. Similar incidents happened with Muslim Lebanese 
who for the first time could cross the Green Line and visit East Beirut and the 
Christian-populated Mount Lebanon cities and villages. 

As I will explain later in this article, trust 
is a main ingredient in the social capital 
theory launched by the American politi-
cal scientist Robert D. Putnam, and has 
implications for the levels of democracy 
and development in a given society. I 
will explore some ideas around civil 
society and its different roles when it 
comes to developing trust, which could 
have implications for conflict at the so-
cietal and inter-community levels. I will 
use data from the broader Middle East 
and North Africa-region (MENA) and 
from the World Values Survey (WVS)1. 

In the introduction to this article, I’m 
giving a very personal account of what 
confessional identity and sectarianism 
could lead to. The configuration of civil 
society can enhance those confessional 
enclaves and reduce the social interac-
tion between different communities to a 
minimum, shrinking the public sphere 
and replacing the State with private, and 
in some cases non-profit, social provi-
sion schemes. Many of these social poli-
cies and programs are created by faith- 
and community-based associations. 

Lebanon is one of the few Middle 
Eastern, Arab and/or Islamic countries 
with a high density of community-based 
associations. These Civil Society Organ-
izations (CSOs) can be divided into sec-
ular Non Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) and religious Faith Based or-
ganizations (FBOs). The MENA Region 
is one of the regions with the lowest 
penetration in the world of CSOs. The 
division of CSOs into three categories 
(high level density, middle level density 
and low level density of CSO/popula-
tion) would give the following result:2 

Religion as a social factor  
in civil society

Post 9/11, the role of NGOs and espe-
cially FBOs (Islamic Charities) and their 
global networks, linkages and funding 
have become a crucial issue mainly for 
Western governments, but also for re-
gimes in the Middle East, which have 
been hit by terrorist attacks on a scale 

never experienced before. What has not 
been thoroughly documented is how Is-
lamic Charities have become involved in 
shaping global public policies, and their 
crucial role as channels for the delivery 
of social services as well as their involve-
ment in poverty reduction schemes (Bel-
lion-Jourdan & Benthall 2003, World 
Bank 2003, Carapico 2000). 

country Population nr of  Proportion of  organizations
  civil society Population per 1,000
  organizations (persons per inhabitants
   organization)

high Level Density    

Algeria 33 333 216 58 000 574 1.74
Morocco 33 757 175 40 000 3 844 1.18
Lebanon 3 925 502 2 500-5 000 785-1 570 0.64-1.27
Tunisia 10 276 158 6 700 1 533 0.65

middle Level Density    

Bahrain 708 573 4 321 2 207 0.45
Egypt 80 335 036 26 594 5 3 021 0.33
Jordan 6 053 193 2 000 3 027 0.33
Palestine 4 018 332 1 150 3 494 0.27

Low Level Density    

Iraq 27 499 638 600-6 000 6 4 583-45 833 0.022-0.22
Iran 65 397 521 8 000 8 175 0.12
Libya 6 036 914 7 400 15 093 0.066
Kuwait 2 505 559 8 103 24 326 0.04
Syria 19 314 747 516 37 432 0.027
United Arab Emirates 4 444 011 113 39 328 0.025
Saudi Arabia 27 601 038 9 230 120 005 0.008

other    

Sweden 9 031 088 170 000-195 000 53-46 18.9-21.7
Turkey 71 158 647 152 360 10 467 2.14 11

Table 1: Size and Proportion of Civil Society Organizations in the MENA-region 12



In some cases in the Middle East, it 
has been reported that Islamic Charities 
are providing up to 65 percent of the 
available resources in primary and sec-
ondary schooling.13 In the case of Iraq, 
NGO activists on the ground estimate 
that up to 80 percent of the current 
social organizations (embryos to new 
NGOs) are Islamic FBOs.14 In another 
area hit by violence and tensions, the 
Palestinian Territories, 10-40 percent of 
all Social Organizations are being run 
by Islamic Charities, many of them with 
strong ties to Hamas.15 

Common factors in the cases just de-
scribed are the absent and, perceived by 
many, corrupt State, unjust Internation-
al Community, weak if not non-existent 
public services, and strong religious in-
tra-community links. The public arena 
is thus fragmented and replaced by 
the community on sectarian grounds. 
Therefore, the ground is fertile for new 
kinds of social and, in particular, reli-
gious movements and organizations 
that can deliver social services to the 
people in need.

When comparing FBOs and NGOs 
working in the MENA-region, the tradi-
tional patterns of organization and action 
could be summarized as in Table 2.

There are, however, studies and 
evidence showing that FBOs in some 
parts of the MENA region are redirect-
ing their charity work and becoming 

development actors, utilizing modern 
and up-to-date methodologies, project 
management systems and tools like 
strategic planning, social marketing 
and base-line surveys through focus 
groups. Examples include some major 
Shiite Islamic Charities like the Imam 
Sadr Foundation and Jihad al Binaa16 
in Lebanon, and Islamic Relief and 
NGOs working in Palestinian camps 
in Lebanon. The change in scope, plan-
ning, level of intervention etc, has en-
abled these organizations to get access 
to funding from international bilateral 
and multilateral sources, including the 
World Bank. The same kind of observa-
tion has been made by scholars in Gaza 
in relation to work carried out by social 
organizations with links to Hamas.17 

The configuration of civil society

Until the late 1980s there were few, 
if any, significant scholarly studies or 
journalistic accounts of what we now 
call NGOs in the Arab/Muslim Middle 
East (Carapico 2000). The Middle East 
is considered the least developed region 
in the world when it comes to civil soci-
ety, social and economic development, 
governance, participation and democ-
ratization (Wiarda 2003). The three 
major deficits in the region, as identi-
fied by the Arab Human Development 
Reports, could be understood in light of 
a weak and marginalized civil society: 
the freedom deficit, the gender deficit 
and the human capability deficit (Arab 
Human Development Reports 2002, 
2003, 2004). 

Civil society in the MENA region is 
difficult to grasp with its sometimes 
confusing web of corporatist, state-con-
trolled associations, emerging Islamist 
fundamentalist social movements and 
other FBOs. There is no consensus 
or overall unifying approach when it 
comes to defining “civil society” in 
the Arab and Oriental contexts. Some 

scholars would have problems includ-
ing Islamic fundamentalist movements 
and associations, which do not tend to 
share the liberal and pluralistic values 
embraced by the West. Others would 
rather differentiate between violent 
and aggressive anti-Western Islamist 
groups utilizing civil society as a pro-
tective umbrella, and genuine Islamic 
fundamentalist groups which are more 
moderate and open to dialogue and 
the rule of law in a democratic society 
(Wiarda, 2003). The public arena of 
civil society is also full of informal so-
cial actors, such as extended family/kin, 
community-based networks, village and 
neighbourhood groups and other politi-
cal and religious entities (ibid.). 

A large proportion of CSOs in certain 
countries was created over thirty years 
ago and is comprised of mainly char-
ity, welfare-oriented or pseudo-NGOs 
controlled directly by the State. Other 
countries have had significant increas-
es of CSOs during times of unrest, war 
and emergencies, such as Lebanon, the 
Palestinian Territories and Iraq. The 
recent wave of attempts to democratize 
by mainly US-led initiatives in coun-
tries like Iraq, but also in the case of the 
Palestinian Territories, has replaced 
secular and totalitarian regimes with 
Islamist-dominated governments and 
ruling coalitions. 

It is also dramatically changing the 
configuration of civil society in the Arab 
World and beyond. The social, political 
and economic importance of Islamic 
Charities and FBOs tend to increase with 
a weak or non-existent state (which is the 
actual situation in the Palestinian Terri-
tories, Iraq and Somalia). Data shows 
that Islamic Charities and other FBOs in 
countries like Iraq and territories such as 
Gaza play a crucial role and outnumber 
secular NGOs in social service delivery 
as well as involvement in poverty reduc-
tion schemes (Roy, 2000). 
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aspect faith Based non Governmental
 organizations organizations

Definition of overall Policy/ In religious terms In social terms
Vision statement 

Production Charity oriented Development oriented

financing Self funded and state International and private

constituency Exclusive Inclusive

Governance Top-down Bottom-up

Level of intervention Individual social assistance Structural and advocacy

Table 2: Religious FBOs and Secular NGOs in the MENA-region –  
A Comparative Typology (Gärde 2001)
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Although in an external sense living side 
by side, Christians and Muslims are not 
always much acquainted with the life 
of the other. The thoughts of this man 
in contemplation during Ramadan are 
known only to himself.
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The regulating, financing and pro-
viding of social services in the MENA 
context are mainly a traditional public 
responsibility. However, civil society 
also plays a major role in the framework 
of relationships between clients, provid-
ers and policymakers (World Develop-
ment Report 2004). 

Why social trust matters

Robert D. Putnam launched his theo-
ries on social capital in his classical 
book Making Democracy Work, which 
influenced how social policy makers 
and practitioners design poverty reduc-
tion schemes and elaborate measures to 
strengthen citizens’ roles in shaping de-
mocracies. According to Putnam, a soci-
ety with a variety of associations, clubs, 
NGOs, sport clubs, religious groups etc 
would tend to correlate with democratic 
values and attitudes. Would it also lead 
to more peaceful societies with lower de-
grees of conflict in a given society? 

One important aspect of social capital 
is trust. The WVS has shown the impor-
tant link between trust, welfare and de-
velopment mainly in populations with 
so-called high self-expressions levels. 
There are, however, two important di-

mensions of trust to take into considera-
tion, namely what could be labelled as 
“bonding” and “bridging” trust. In the 
first case, bonding would mainly occur 
in the primary group, community, clan, 
kin, extended family and the like. Social 
welfare production would also take place 
within that community context. 

In the latter case, bonding would pri-
marily occur between citizens of a na-
tion state, and the trust would be strong 
vis à vis the public institutions and the 
government and would be, if necessary, 
enforced by legislation and a legal frame-
work. In the first case, the approach to 
welfare production is need-based, in the 
latter right-based. Let us now analyse 
why social trust matters and its possible 
correlations with peace or conflict.

Bonding trust

A typical dimension in classic social devel-
opment would be to strengthen commu-
nities through different measures, where 
participation, inclusion, respect and dig-
nity play important roles. Few social and 
behavioural scientists and social work-
ers can be against “community develop-
ment” or “community work”. Religious 
groups, congregations and parishes also 

contribute with their visions, values and 
convictions through programs, projects 
and activities on different levels, which 
involve communities. 

In societies and countries with strong 
communities, the interaction is often 
informal, the social control strong, 
and the main elements of bonding are 
linked to a notion of common primary 
identity, through blood, religion, com-
mon territory and land. For Middle 
Eastern historian Bernard Lewis, this 
primary identity is stronger than other 
kinds of identity, such as citizenships 
or memberships through associations 
and civil society organizations that he 
describes as being at secondary and 
even third-degree levels. 

Bridging trust

In some languages (such as my native 
Swedish) and maybe more individual-
istic-oriented countries, the word “com-
munity” is difficult to translate. Over 60 
percent of the households in Stockholm 
consist of one person. Loneliness is the 
outcome of “development” in some “ad-
vanced” societies. Welfare and identity 
in many of these societies is not linked 
to where you come from, which family 

In countries with strong communities the religious identity is of primary importance. When there is not enough space in the mosque, 
the prayer takes place outside it, too.
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you belong, to, or which religion, eth-
nicity or group you belong to. In this 
case, citizenship would enable certain 
rights but also obligations. 

This web of interaction between in-
dividuals from different strata of society 
creates what we would call bridging trust. 
When it functions properly, it is almost 
invisible and automatic. The context 

in which this kind of trust is created is 
the democratic nation state with a high 
degree of self-expression. The religious 
variable is not significant, as both secu-
lar countries (such as the Scandinavian 
countries) and more religious oriented 
countries (such as the US) have high de-
grees of bonding trust.

Trust and conflict

I would argue that in the case of a weak 
and absent government in a fragment-
ed nation state, many development ac-
tors and donors tend to focus on and 
finance local CSOs and “community 
development” organizations, as these 
associations often are more efficient 
and actually deliver services in contrast 
to corrupt governments and an absent 
public sector. As people would not trust 
government authorities and their insti-
tutions, alternative private and non-
profit schemes would be developed. 

In the short term welfare would 
be created for the members of differ-
ent community groups. The schemes 
would build upon bonding trust, which 
would be even more enhanced through 
aid and available resource allocations. 
This is what has happened in socie-
ties in Lebanon, Iraq, Gaza and Soma-
lia. There is however a risk: the State 
with its institutions could become even 
weaker and more disparate and the 
trust levels towards the public sector 
could decrease accordingly. This situa-
tion would in many cases destabilise the 
situation and possibly lead to conflict, 
civil unrest and possibly even war. 

Issue-based organizations 
as vehicles for bridging trust 

The more difficult challenge would be 
to enhance factors that would lead to 
bridging trust. For this a reconfigura-
tion of civil society is needed if it exists, 
or the strengthening of new kinds of as-
sociations when civil society is absent or 
weak. For religious organizations and 

FBOs, this would entail a creation of, 
for instance, organizations that would 
cross the boundaries of religious sec-
tarianism. In other words, issue-based 
associations working in areas of com-
mon concern. 

When it comes to the screening of, 
targeting and resource allocations to 
different focus groups, “need” should 

come before 
“creed”. This might 
be evident, but it is 
still not always a re-
ality. Employment 

and Human Resource Management 
are also important factors to take into 
consideration. In the MENA region, I 
have met Christian FBOs that refused 
to employ Muslims. When I raised this 
issue with one major Christian INGO 
and asked whether they received fund-
ing from the European Union with this 
particular discriminatory policy, their 
response was that this was “not an is-
sue in Europe and in the US, they had 
special arrangements.“ In the end, this 
is a matter of discrimination. It will 
also enforce sectarianism, on religious 
grounds. 

I have met other Christian and Ecu-
menical FBOs with completely different 
and more inclusive policies, in coun-
tries such as Afghanistan and Maurita-
nia. In these cases, you have to opt for 
working directly with the concerned 
communities or bringing in foreigners. 
There are also documented cases where 
Islamic FBOs are employing Christians 
and building up alliances both with lo-
cal Christian communities and secular 
NGOs. This will create bridging trust 
and in the end strengthen social inter-
action between different communities 
and confessional groups, which prob-
ably and hopefully will in the end lead 
lead to prosperity and peace.

In the sixth wave of the WVSs, which 
will start in 2009, a clearer differentia-
tion in the questionnaire will be intro-
duced in order to analyse the factors of 
bonding and bridging trust. Through 
the WVS, empirical primary data will be 
collected in several Muslim and Islamic 
countries (among others), which could 
test the hypothesis that bridging trust 
is an important factor when it comes to 
the creation of well being, stability and 
cohesion in a given society. Remember 
the issue-based organisations! And - 
which might also lead to changed be-
haviour - actually meeting people from 
other communities and confessions and 
not only watching them on TV.   ~

1	 I	am	currently	involved	in	conducting	the	WVS	
in	Lebanon,	with	colleagues	and	students	from	
the	American	University	of	Beirut	and	Notre	Dame	
University	-	Louiaze.

2	 Data	presented	at	a	conference	in	August	2007	
by	the	Research	Council	of	the	Church	of	Sweden.	
To	be	published	in	an	anthology	in	2008.

3	 Data	gathered	from	Johns	Hopkins	1995,	
Civicus	1999,	IDS	1999,	Lebanese	Centre	for	Policy	
Studies	1999,	Al	Urdan	Al-Jadid	Research	Centre	
1999,	Kandil	1999,	Tabbaa	1999	and	Hammami,	
Hilal,	&	Tamari	1999,	According	to	information	
from	Secrétariat	général	du	gouvernement,	there	
are	approx.	40,000	NGOs	registered	in	Morocco,	
information	obtained	in	February	2005.	

4	 Includes	235,108	non-nationals	(July	2007	est.)

5	 According	to	Civicus,	there	is	27,000	registered	
NGOs	in	Egypt,	cf.	http://www.civicus.org/new/
media/Egypt_Country_Report.pdf

6	 Registered	in	Baghdad	and	in	Erbil.	Figures	in-
cludes	estimates	from	USAID/Civil	Society.	From	
Iraqi	sources	at	a	Folke	Bernadotte	Workshop	in	
Sweden,	January	2008,	the	figure	of	6,000	NGOs	
was	launched.	

7	 Includes	166,510	non-nationals	(July	2007	est.)

8	 Includes	1,291,354	non-nationals	(July	2007	est.)

9	 Includes	5,576,076	non-nationals	(July	2007	est.)

10	http://www.yoksulluklamucadele.org/dosya/
conceptnote.pdf	
This	figure	is	from	2001	and	does	not	include	
“foundations”.

11	This	figure	is	probably	higher	as	the	population	
in	the	table	is	from	2007	and	the	registered	NGOs	
from	2001.

12	Presented	by	Dr	Johan	Gärde	in	a	lecture	at	the	
Swedish	Parliamentary	Committee	for	Foreign	
Relations,	November	10,	2004.

13	Sara	Roy	(2000),	The	Transformation	of	Islamic	
NGOs	in	Palestine.	Middle	East	Report	#214.

14	According	to	some	Iraqi	NGOs	who	received	
these	estimates	from	the	Iraq	Ministry	of	Planning	
(September	2004).	

15	Roy	(2000)

16	This	well	established	FBO	has	been	placed	on	
the	US-list	on	Terrorist	Organizations	in	2006.

17	Ibid.

“ The public arena of civil society is 
also full of informal social actors.
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The Archbishop of Sweden
initiates Interfaith Climate Summit

Kristina Lundqvist

Invited by the Archbishop of the Church of Sweden, 30 renowned policy-
makers from different faith traditions will gather in Uppsala, Sweden, 
in November this year to reflect on the challenges of climate change. The 
Summit will result in a joint manifesto that will be presented in different 
major political fora.

“Climate change presents an ethical and 
moral challenge to churches, other re-
ligions, politicians, economists, NGOs 
and groups involved in science, technol-
ogy and policy making. It is a matter of 
valuing life as a gift, how we value hu-
manity, human rights, sustainable de-
velopment and the struggle for life.”

This quotation from the informa-
tion brochure on the Interfaith Climate 
Summit gives an idea of some of the 
aspects of the issue of destiny now lying 
in the hands of humanity. Concerted ef-
forts are needed to turn the trend and, 
not least, bring hope to people who have 
lost their belief in the future. One such 
effort is the Climate Summit, initiated 
by Anders Wejryd, Archbishop of the 
Lutheran Church of Sweden, which will 
take place in Uppsala, Sweden, 28-29 
November 2008. 

Uppsala has been the site of a number 
of international meetings focussing 
on peace and development, including 
the Life and Work Conference in 1925, 
the World Council of Churches (WCC) 
General Assembly in 1968, the Life & 
Peace Conference in 1983, and now, 
the Interfaith Climate Summit. Is this a 
conscious thought, to follow a tradition 
of big international meetings lifting up 
crucial issues of different kinds?

– The fact that it is now 40 years since 
‘Uppsala 68’ took place has definitely 
been an influencing factor, says Arch-
bishop Anders Wejryd. It was such an 
important event for the WCC, for many 
churches and for us in Sweden, to meet 
a new aspect of the role of the church in 
societal issues that we want to celebrate 
this anniversary.

In 1925, 85-90 percent of the world 
was under Christian dominance, and the 

frustration among many of them was, of 
course, enormous when some of these 
‘Christian’ states were involved in World 
War I. At the time it was reasonable to 
arrange Christian peace conferences, 
but today, if one considers an issue to be 
related to religion, one has to go beyond 
the Christian religion and work together 
with people of other faiths.

United in longing

An invitation letter to the summit has 
the following wording: ‘Can the faith 
traditions … influence the international 
climate negotiations? A faith-based at-
titude contains a view on life as a gift, … 
human rights, peace, sustainable devel-
opment, increased justice and reasons 
for hope.’ This adds a dynamic perspec-
tive to the summit, as the views on these 
fundamental issues differ among the 
religions. 

– The invitation might be tinged by 
the fact that the initiative comes out of a 
Christian context, says the Archbishop. 
But in the period from now up until the 
summit there is an intense process go-
ing on beyond the bounds of faith tradi-
tions, during which we believe that these 
things will be discussed and debated. 

The intention is not to create a syncre-
tism, but to relate to this common con-
cern from the different traditions and 
see what unites people within them. 

– I think that, faced with the given, 
with all that hopefully will survive us, 
we are united in a longing or in a com-
mon ideal in humility. 

Already at this stage some difference 
in attitudes can be noted. In some tradi-
tions, such as Buddhism for example, 
the trend is to put more focus on the 
problem as such than on its theological 

background. It is also expected that the 
participants in the summit – scientists, 
professors, officials, policy-makers, lay 
people – will have the ability to look at 
their own tradition from the outside.

– Together we can come up with 
an express signal to the climate proc-
ess and the politicians that there is a 
large group of people who think more 
long-term than what politicians dare be-
lieve. It’s really important that such an 
approach is recognized and identified, 
says Anders Wejryd.

When it comes to the expressions of 
faith as such, interesting questions may 
arise. Is it, for example, possible to pray 
inter-religiously for the climate issue? 
For some of the representatives of the 
different religions, prayer is a natural 
way of communication with God, while 
for others it would be very unfamiliar. 

– Mutual respect for each other as 
individuals and for the worship of each 
other is a necessity. Prayer cannot be 
transformed into a least common de-
nominator.

Joint manifesto

The summit will culminate in an inter-
faith ceremony at Uppsala Cathedral, 
where a manifesto will be signed based 
on a document on the existential and 
ethical-religious perspectives and a pa-
per in support of far-reaching measures 
in the Post-Kyoto process. The formu-
lation of the manifesto might turn out 
to be a challenge, where different opin-
ions have to be merged without being 
watered down. The Archbishop believes 
that the common dependence of human-
ity on a reasonably predictable climate, 
combined with the fact that we do not 
possess full knowledge about technical 



solutions and meteorological connec-
tions, will lead to a certain humility. 

What is really important, according 
to him, is to show that there is a large 
group of people who challenge material 
consumption. In a developing society 
there is a greater need for consump-
tion of services, of different kinds of 
exchange. The real ‘bomb of consump-
tion’ is the people who have the con-
sumption model of the global North, 
not least the people in the global South, 
where the problem is now exposed.

– This is also a peace issue, says 
the Archbishop. We have been hear-
ing about the climate threat since the 
1970’s without fully realising it, but 
now we are in the midst of the process. 
Looking back, we can see that much of 
the development aid, like well drilling 
and dam constructions, was related to 
climate change. These changes have 
bred a number of the conflicts that we 
see in the world today, like Kuwait, Iraq, 
Darfur and Ethiopia.

The climate problem comprises a 
multitude of different Christian shades 
within the wondrous perspective of 
faith. Pentecostals in Africa have initi-
ated protests against trade agreements 
in Kenya. There is a strong environmen-
tal movement among the Evangelicals. 
The Orthodox Church, through its Pa-
triarch Bartholomew of Constantinople, 
has made the most noticeable efforts 
to raise consciousness of the climate 
issue. The Patriarch is not coming to 
the summit himself, but two weighty 
representatives will participate with his 
support. Pope Benedict XVI has been 

informed about the summit and will 
write a contribution to the issue. Each 
religion and community will use its 
own channels to inspire its adherents 
to take responsibility.

A select group of 30 internationally 
well recognized policy-makers from dif-
ferent faiths, cultures and continents 
will be invited to the summit. All of the 
names have not yet been confirmed, but 
participants from the Muslim, Jewish, 
Christian and indigenous traditions are 
identified. A well-known name among 
the scientists is Professor Muhammad 
Yunus from Bangladesh. He is a Mus-
lim and founder of the Grameen Bank 
that is owned by the borrowers, for 
which he was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 2006.

Arena for reflection

The summit will be based on two back-
ground documents, one that emanates 
from a perspective of wonder in faith and 
that lifts up the approach to nature and 
to creation in different religious tradi-
tions, and one that gives a brief but thor-
ough overview of the state of research 
in order to give the summit a profile of 
its own so that it is not be dependent on 
the United Nation’s Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change.

The Interfaith Climate Summit it-
self, with the assembly of the 30 well 
renowned persons from different faith 
traditions, will only last for 24 hours. 
They will meet to have intense discus-
sions and to sign the manifesto. The 
preparatory process will take place on 
the Internet. Besides the programme 

of the policy-makers, lectures, seminars 
and local arrangements for the public 
will take place. An arena will be created 
where people with knowledge about the 
climate issue will have the opportunity 
to speak, and the signing of the mani-
festo will be celebrated. 

– The call for seminars appeals to en-
thusiasts, associations and companies, 
says Anders Wejryd. We will row both 
with the technical and the ethical oar. 
This is an essential role for the church 
to provide an open arena for people to 
reflect and not only allowing some to 
appear.

The fact that the manifesto will be 
presented in different major political 
fora gives hope that it will be both a 
wedge that opens up new possibilities 
and also a constant dripping that wears 
away a stone. The intention is not to 
compete with other initiatives but to be 
a reminding and reinforcing element.

The climate issue has three different 
aspects: natural science, technology and 
ethics. Are they in balance in this con-
text or does one outweigh the others?

– In scientific and some political 
contexts the technical issues often get 
the most attention. They are closest at 
hand, and there is a promising trend. In 
religious and other political contexts the 
ethical perspective dominates. We have 
to find the driving forces to want change, 
to see our neighbour a bit farther away 
and further on than we normally do, 
says the Archbishop. On the one hand, 
we must avoid moralising, and on the 
other hand, it would be a mistake to be-
lieve that we can reduce emissions with-
out changing our ways of life. 

Resignation is one of the most dan-
gerous threats against the earth in con-
nection to the climate change issue ac-
cording to Anders Wejryd:

– God has equipped us with capaci-
ties that we have to discover and utilise. 
The resurrection of Christ is a signal that 
there are no really hopeless situations. 
But someone has to offer five loaves of 
bread and two fish – then things will 
start to happen!   ~
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Although the world is heading into an 
uncertain future under the threat of 
climate change, hope and trust are vital 
elements to build on.
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In the process of producing training material for development agen-
cies, the author found that too much consensus around complicated 
issues might hinder a profound understanding of complex situations. 
He encourages a sound degree of suspicion in our practice, as serious 
questions deserve better than simple answers.

An ounce of sound suspicion 
for profound understanding   Michele Cesari

Suspicion is an important tool in seek-
ing a more profound understanding of 
words and concepts. By telling the story 
of a recent professional experience, I 
wish also to talk of how hermeneutics 
of suspicion may help us deal with the 
complexity of conflict by defying simple 
answers, furthering exploration and im-
proving understanding.

In 2006, I was designing training 
materials for a large confederation of 
Catholic relief and development agen-
cies. Part of the job had a focus on the 
link between development and conflict. 
The resources on this topic were meant 
to induce reflection on questions such 
as “what are the links between conflict 
and development?” or “how can devel-
opment and relief aid support peace?” 
and more specifically “what can we do 
to make sure that our programmes 
support peace – not war?” I also had to 
provide guidance, sort of “how to” tools, 
that trainers could use to get field staff 
started on making their work more con-
flict sensitive.

I decided to focus on three of the 
most important tools that have led the 
discourse among aid agencies: Peace 
and Conflict Impact Assessment, Do No 
Harm and Conflict Sensitivity.1 My pur-
pose was to unpack the core texts and 
make them digestible by designing crisp 
processes and games for adult learning. 
I dug into the texts, unpacked them and 
developed activities to process content, 
like simulations and other games that 
trainers could use when working on 
these topics.

I honoured my contract, but I 
couldn’t refrain from a need to investi-
gate and understand more about these 
topics. The level of consensus that such 
works had originated particularly fasci-
nated me. The discourse they advanced 

was regarded as common sense in aid 
agencies – everyone was talking of “con-
nectors and dividers” and making their 
work more conflict sensitive. Then, 
I started to look beyond and behind 
these texts; I searched through policy 
documents of donors and international 
organisations such as the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD) – especially the Devel-
opment Assistance Committee (DAC) 
–, the United Nations (UN) at large, 
international financial institutions and 
the works of scholars investigating the 
links between development and con-
flict, or security. 

It became apparent to me that the 
frameworks that I had introduced in 
the training materials paralleled a rath-
er evident policy shift uniting major 
international institutions and donors. 
Two trends seemed to 
emerge: first, a progres-
sive shift from reaction 
to prevention in the dis-
course on conflict, and 
second, a progressive 
radicalisation of funding for develop-
ment, linking development assistance 
more tightly to security concerns. I was 
not to sustain that the aid frameworks 
of agencies were in the same ambit as 
the policy documents of donors and 
international financial institutions, or 
that there was consensus between – for 
instance – the “Do No Harm” and the 
DAC guidelines. But I thought that the 
tools for linking development and con-
flict were to be analysed in a framework 
considering the trends described above. 
Questions emerged: why are donors so 
interested in conflict prevention? What 
happens when aid assistance is linked 
tightly to security concerns and Security 
System Reform (SSR)? What potential 

do development programs and actors 
have to condition national/regional, 
social, political, military and economic 
trends in the South and how is the new 
development/conflict discourse articu-
lated and used? 

Beyond the obvious

Energised by these questions, I decided 
to add another module to my resource 
for trainers, focused on a critical analysis 
of relevant texts of the World Bank, the 
UN system and the DAC. I worked on 
texts such as The DAC Guidelines: Help-
ing Prevent Violent Conflict2; the UN’s 
Human Security Now3, A More Secure 
World: Our Shared Responsibility4 and 
the World Bank’s Breaking the Conflict 
Trap: Civil War and Development Policy5. 
I designed activities that would encour-
age exploration: I provided trainers with 

large extracts of text, simple processes 
and straight questions for stimulating 
participants to go beyond buzz words or 
easy buy-in, questions to break through 
a superficial understanding and explore 
the interests of who is talking and less 
evident rationales. My aim was to chal-
lenge what was regarded as common 
sense in agencies’ discourse on devel-
opment and conflict. 

For instance, when working on a 
DAC policy brief on SSR,6 after asking 
participants to read the text carefully, I 
provided questions such as:

• Why do DAC member states think that 
development and security are inextrica-
bly linked? 

an ounce of sound suspicion

“ Why are donors so interested  
in conflict prevention? 
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• Why do DAC member governments, 
those of the richest world economies, 
want to help developing countries es-
tablish structures and mechanisms to 
manage change and political conflict?

• What are the implications for develop-
ment aid receivers if DAC donor coun-
tries inextricably link security to devel-
opment funding?

• What is the possibility for a poor and 
indebted country to equitably negoti-
ate its own security and development 
agenda, when dealing with a coalition 
of donor countries who can assign aid 
conditionally? How shared can such an 
agenda be?

• Why does the OECD need to organ-
ise workshops in developing countries 
to help the latter “buy-into”7 the SSR 
concept? To what extent can SSR be na-
tionally owned if a developing country’s 
institutions have bought-into an agenda 
set by donor countries?

• Consider this passage: “Donors seek 
to encourage local demand and vision 
for democratic governance of the secu-
rity system. The objective is to create a 

pro-reform environment. […] Civil soci-
ety groups as a whole should not be sim-
ply seen as alternative service providers 
or channels for donor assistance but as 
policy interlocutors who can contribute 
to raise awareness on security deci-
sion-making as well as make practical 
suggestions to help sustain the reform 
process”.8 What are the implications of 
donor programmes and funding acting 
directly at the level of civil society on is-
sues that were considered priorities of 
the local State?

Hermeneutics of suspicion

As my intrusive questions kept flourish-
ing and I got excited about the perspec-
tives I was developing, I had a conversa-
tion with Brian, my mentor of choice. 
Brian, who has a good background in 
theology and philosophy, told me that 
my work was about hermeneutics of 
suspicion. I had no idea of what he was 
talking about, so he told me about Paul 
Ricoeur and his work on hermeneutics. 
I went to the public library and found 
a copy of his Freud and Philosophy: An 
Essay on Interpretation.9 That was hard 
to comprehend for me, but I struggled 

and could get the sense of what Ricoeur 
was saying.

Understanding hermeneutics as 
“a method of interpretation which as-
sumes that the literal or surface-level 
meaning of a text is an effort to con-
ceal the political interests which are 
served by the text”10 provided me with 
a boost for my work. Most interest-
ingly, for Ricoeur “suspicion needs 
to operate with a bi-polar focus. Just 
as Marx, Nietzsche and Freud in their 
own contexts criticised both the partici-
pants (society at large, or individuals) 
and “the system”, so we too need to be 
aware that suspicion has a dual focus 
as we approach a text; I need to apply 
suspicion to myself – am I imposing a 
meaning upon this text? And a suspi-
cion to the text – is the text really saying 
this?” 11

That was what I needed: a boost to 
gain confidence about what I was doing 
and a framework that would discourage 
me from framing my exploration as a 
search for the system’s conspiracy. I 
really did not mean to suggest that the 
DAC is a system of dark figures getting 
together and plotting to find ways to ex-

an ounce of sound suspicion

Relief and development are often interacting, both in theory and practice. A woman displaced by years of conflict  
in northern Uganda heads out to work her field.
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ploit and control Third World countries. 
Ricoeur’s bi-polar focus helped reframe 
the exploration in terms of complexity. 
I could see how the emerging trends 
in development and conflict discourse 
reflected a complex interaction of the 
stratified interests of multiple actors: 
not only donor governments, but also 
receiving governments, aid agencies 
and the aid industry at large, private se-
curity companies, and more. 

My exploration was leading to com-
plexity, not conspiracy. I could see how 
reframing the discourse helped re-
digest development policies and pro-
grammes that had changed very little 
over 50 years of aid. Saying that devel-
opment is the first line of defence for 
a collective security system that takes 
prevention seriously12 provided a new 
rationale for old ways. I asked myself 
how we could affirm that development 
makes everyone more secure13, when 
looking at decades of development co-
operation in Africa that seem to have 
done little in terms of preventing or 
mitigating violent conflicts and reduc-
ing the gap between the haves and have 
nots. Do we have a sense of history?

“Radicalisation” of development

My mentor also helped me to find good 
intellectual companionship. He di-
rected me to two good thinkers named 
Mahmood Mamdani and Mark Duff-
ield. The latter in particular was inves-
tigating thoroughly the relationship be-
tween development and security and he 
was saying things far from the reigning 

consensus. His Getting Savages to Fight 
Barbarians14 was radical and direct. He 
argued that the refrain that develop-
ment requires security and security re-
quires development has risen to a state 
of accepted truth in the post Cold War 
era. The alleged double 
link has determined a 
progressive “radicalisa-
tion” of development as a 
means to improve global 
stability. Wealthy states 
have identified new 
threats to global stabil-
ity: decentralised shadow 
economies, migratory flows towards the 
rich North and non-state global insur-
gent networks. 

Consequently, donors have refined 
development funding and programs 
in order to address security concerns 
and in order to act directly at the level 
of populations (groups, communi-
ties, societies). In doing so, these pro-
grammes parallel or hijack prerogatives 
of the State. Development programs 
that challenge power balances between 
groups, promote inclusion and par-
ticipation, help rebuild and re-organise 
conflict-torn societies, and promote 
civil society development, good govern-
ance and SSR are examples of what he 
calls a “radicalisation” of development. 
Duffield uses Foucault’s construct of 
bio-politics15, saying that the new and 
old strategic networks and complexes 
are now able to do politics directly with 
borderless populations, and forget 
about the State.

“The very notion of development […] 
has been radicalised in the process, and 
now requires the direct transformation 
of Third World societies. This radicali-
sation is closely associated with the 
redefinition of security. Because con-

flict is understood as stemming from a 
developmental malaise, underdevelop-
ment itself is now seen as a source of 
instability.”16

Duffield’s arguments were thought pro-
voking. He argued that it is superficial 
– or misleading – to assert that internal 
conflict impedes sustainable develop-
ment, independent of which specific 
conflict, how it is fought, where, with 
whom and why. Because in this logic 
internal conflict “always” needs to be 
prevented, managed or resolved, and 
an important means to do so is devel-
opment assistance, which now acts di-
rectly at the level of population. In this 
light, linking all development and relief 
to conflict and peace concerns (or secu-
rity) seems to respond well to the de-
mands for global stability voiced mainly 
by wealthy states. 

Armed conflicts for just causes?

Back in the sixties and seventies, or-
ganised political groups, students and 
even charities and church groups in 
European countries fundraised for the 
causes of different guerrilla groups or 
insurgencies across the globe, like in 
South Africa. At that time, there was a 
belief that armed conflict could further 
the causes of justice and human rights 
and lead to new equilibriums and dif-
ferent arrangements for power sharing. 
Today, we hear a choir of voices from 
diverse agents who indiscriminately as-
sert that conflict brings destruction and 
underdevelopment. Is that really always 
the case?

In the nineties the narrative of con-
flict has emphasised how the first 
victims of internal wars are civilians, 
especially women and children. That 
has contributed to create an idea of all 
wars as ruthless, illicit, fought by rogue 
types who rape women and kill children 
and that need to be stopped, prevented, 

Covia Akwi is cooking outside her hut in a camp for families displaced by internal conflict 
in northern Uganda. When they return home relief will be followed by development aid. 
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“ There was a belief that 
armed conflict could further 
the causes of justice and 
human rights.
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mitigated or resolved. But the Human 
Security Report in 2005 challenges this 
narrative with reference to the Uppsala/
Human Security Centre dataset. The ar-
ticle is entitled The Myths of Civilian War 
Deaths, and it states:

“[…] in the 1990s, 90% of war deaths 
were civilian. Similar claims are regu-
larly made by UN agencies […] and are 
quoted in the European Union’s secu-
rity strategy. Many journalists, NGOs, 
academics and policymakers accept the 
90% figure as an uncontested truth. 
And yet it has no basis in fact. […] Data 
collected by the Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program suggest that between 30% and 
60% of fatalities in 2002 were civilians. 
[…] Indeed, the only claim we can make 
with any confidence is that the oft-cited 
90% civilian death rate for the 1990s 
is a myth.”17

Let me advance that I do not think that 
because in a certain conflict “only” 50 
or 60% of the deaths are civilians, then 
that conflict is more tolerable. But I am 
interested in investigating the dominant 
narrative, how this narrative has influ-
enced our perception of modern wars 
and the way we respond to these. Paul 
Collier, head of a World Bank research 
programme on The Economics of Civil 
War, Crime and Violence has advanced 
a similar discourse even more strongly, 
in introducing the categories of griev-
ance and greed and affirming that his 
research demonstrates that greed out-
weighs grievance as a source of conflict. 
In his words: “[…] I am simply arguing 
that since both greed-motivated and 
grievance-motivated rebel organisa-
tions will embed their behaviour in a 
narrative of grievance, the observation 
of that narrative provides no informa-
tional content to the researcher as to the 
true motivation for rebellion.”18 

For Duffield, “the argument and the 
evidence used to support it are a power-
ful means of delegitimation and a good 
excuse for the World Bank and others to 
pay little attention to critical voices from 
the South”. He adds that “usually for the 
World Bank, the only grievance that ap-
pears relevant is that relating to rapid 
economic decline; in other words poor 
economic management. Economic in-
equality or political repression were not 
significant”.19

Search for deep understanding

That was enough for my work. I moved 
on and submitted it to peer reviewers 
and the employer. Not surprisingly, I got 

mixed feedback. Some were very excit-
ed about the work that I was doing and 
others were disappointed. Among the 
disappointed ones, a pattern emerged: I 
was accused of being a conspiracy theo-
rist; they saw me drawing a bad image 
of donors and international financial 
and regulatory institutions, as if I were 
saying that these are the bad guys and 
that they have bad intentions.

I struggled through meetings and 
e-mail conversations to defend my work, 
which I believe is not about conspiracy 
but about complexity. I think that it is 
naïve to believe that when DAC govern-
ments get together to design policy and 
provide guidelines on how billions in 
aid will be spent, these governments 
do not have interests to defend. These 
interests are not grounded purely on 
altruistic ideas and they need to be ex-
amined. I take power and interests as a 
given. I believe that it is also in the inter-
est of the aid industry (especially NGOs) 
to bring consensus into new ways that 
are able to give some face-lifting to prac-
tices that are over a half-century old and 
have proved frequently ineffective.

What troubles me is a too frequent 
lack of interest – or will – to explore be-
yond the surface, to dig into texts and 
search for a more profound understand-
ing. I believe that the comfort of con-
sensus and simple universal answers 
is dangerous in the practice of people 
who deal with peace and conflict. We 
deal with complexities that defy simple 
answers or ready-made recipes for 
change. We deal with convergences and 
clashes of multiple interests, with wars 
where some things change drastically 
and rapidly and some do not change at 
all. Who does it serve to accept simple 
answers?   ~
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Difficile identification

Dans la nuit du 26 au 27 mai 2007 un 
massacre replongea à nouveau Kaniola 
dans la terreur et suscita des réactions 
indignées – et souvent passionnées – de 
la part de nombreux acteurs, tant congo-
lais qu’internationaux1. Certains fusti-
gèrent la Mission d’Observation des Na-
tions Unies en RDC (MONUC) qui, une 
fois de plus, n’avait rien pu faire pour 
empêcher l’assassinat de pauvres villa-
geois alors même qu’une de ses bases 
mobiles se trouvaient à quelques cen-
taines de mètres. D’autres rappelèrent 
au gouvernement et à l’armée nationale 
leur incapacité à assurer leur mission 
de base de protection et de sécurisation 
des populations congolaises. 

Tous cependant se voulaient una-
nimes sur la cause du problème : la 
présence des « Interahamwe », ces re-
belles hutu rwandais impliqués dans le 
génocide de 1994 et rassemblés depuis 
2003 dans les Forces Démocratiques de 
Libération du Rwanda (FDLR), à l’est du 
Congo. Et, dans un nouveau cri de dé-
sespoir, l’appel fut une fois de plus lancé 
pour rappeler l’urgence du retour de ces 
rebelles dans leur pays d’origine. 

Au sein de la communaute huma-
nitaire du Sud Kivu, un vieux débat 
passionné ressurgit avec une nouvelle 
acuité : cette violence localisée était-elle 
le fait des FDLR présents dans la zone 
de Nindja ou les prétendus « Rasta » 
constituaient-ils réellement un groupe 
distinct et indépendant du grand mou-

vement armé rwandais2 ? La confusion 
sur la nature réelle du groupe, ses ef-
fectifs, sa composition et ses objectifs 
empêchait de déterminer le type de stra-
tégie (politique ou militaire, provinciale 
ou nationale ?) à mettre en place pour 
résoudre durablement ce grave problè-
me d’insécurité.

De par l’expertise acquise par LPI 
dans l’analyse des groupes armés en 
RDC2, le Cluster Protection3 mandata 
LPI et son partenaire 
UPDI pour réaliser une 
analyse sur la question. 
UPDI, en tant que syn-
dicat paysan au service 
de ses membres (eux-
mêmes touchés par 
cette insécurité) s’en-
gagea avec une grande 
volonté dans un long et difficile travail 
d’enquête et d’analyse. Dix enquêteurs 
furent déployés sur le terrain pendant six 
mois et réalisèrent une enquête fouillée 
et approfondie au cours de laquelle tous 
les acteurs clés de la problématique fu-
rent consultés5 et de laquelle naquit un 
rapport d’une cinquantaine de pages. 

Les Rasta : un phénomène objet de 
controverse  

En identifiant huit différentes versions 
de ce que les acteurs6 concernés par ce 
problème pensent de la nature des Ras-
ta, la première partie du rapport montre 
à quel point ce phénomène est objet de 
controverse. Après discussion de ces 

différentes versions et en se basant sur 
les témoignages récoltés sur le terrain, 
l’étude montre que les Rasta consti-
tuent actuellement un groupe très ré-
duit, dont les effectifs sont passés d’une 
vingtaine à huit, et qui, en dehors du fait 
que certains Rasta sont d’anciens FDLR 
déserteurs, n’a aucun lien ni militaire 
ni économique avec les FDLR. Il s’agit 
d’un groupe hétérogène qui s’est recom-
posé dans le temps (particulièrement 

en 2003-2004 avec la concrétisation 
du processus de paix) pour intégrer les 
membres d’un premier groupe Rasta, 
des déserteurs FDLR mais aussi d’an-
ciens Mai-Mai congolais. Le groupe vit 
dans l’épaisse forêt de Mugaba depuis 
2003, entre Nindja (territoire de Kaba-
re) et Kaniola (territoire de Walungu)

Un phénomène aux conséquences 
multidimensionnelles et traversant 
toutes les sphères sociales des 
communautés locales

L’impact de cette violence doit se lire 
d’un point de vue sécuritaire, mais 
aussi politique, social, économique et 
psychologique. Sur le plan sécuritaire, 

le phénomène « rasta » :

Controverses, Violence  
et Insécurité au Sud Kivu   Alexis Bouvy et Luc Meissner

controverses, violence et insécurité au sud kivu

“ Bien que certains sont 
d’anciens FDLR, les Rastas 
n’ont aucun lien, ni militaire 
ni économique, avec ce groupe.

Alors qu’en 2003 les accords de paix de Sun City et la 
mise en place d’un gouvernement d’union nationale 
venaient mettre un terme officiel à la guerre en Républi-
que Démocratique du Congo, en 2005 et 2007, une série 
de massacres particulièrement sanglants traumatisa 
profondément les populations de Nindja et Kaniola au 
Sud Kivu (est RDC). Plus de 100 personnes (hommes, 
femmes, enfants) furent atrocement tués. Si ces massa-
cres étaient tous signés par un mystérieux groupe armé 
se dénommant « Rasta », aucun acteur humanitaire, 
militaire, national, international ne semblait réelle-
ment comprendre les raisons d’une telle violence ni ne 
parvenait à en circonscrire précisément les auteurs. 

Face à une incompréhension empêchant la mise 
en place de stratégies pertinentes et adaptées à la na-
ture du problème, Life & Peace Institute et son par-
tenaire l’Union Paysan pour le Développement Inté-
gral (UPDI), se proposèrent de faire la lumière sur ce 
groupe armé aussi vague que mystérieux en réalisant 
une analyse approfondie de la nature du groupe, des 
causes de son existence et des conséquences de sa vio-
lence. Cette dernière rappelle aux décideurs l’impor-
tance de prendre en compte les dynamiques locales des 
conflits et violences dans l’élaboration de stratégies de 
résolution adaptées et durables à la nature des problè-
mes abordés.
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outre les massacres, de nombreuses 
personnes ont été enlevées soit pour 
devenir des épouses forcées soit encore 
pour être échangées contre des rançons 
de plusieurs centaines de dollars, et sys-
tématiquement torturées, violées voire 
sommairement exécutées. 

Les Rasta soumirent l’ensemble de 
la communauté locale en imposant aux 
chefs de dix-huit villages des collectes 
hebdomadaires de rations alimentaires 
auxquelles toute la population devait 
contribuer. Ces collectes pesèrent lour-
dement sur des populations déjà préca-
risées par l’insécurité et l’inaccessibilité 
à de nombreux champs et autres res-
sources économiques. Cette soumis-
sion couplée aux violences continuel-
les, entraîna la fuite de nombreux chefs 
coutumiers dépassés par la situation et 
directement menacés suite à l’assassi-
nat de ceux qui avaient refusé de fournir 
de la nourriture. 

Ce vide politique local sans précé-
dent renforça d’autant plus le désarroi 
de populations déjà traumatisées en 
leur ôtant leur plus proche référence 
politique, coutumière voire morale au 
moment où elles en avaient le plus be-
soin. 

Cette violence extrême détruisit le 
tissu social à tous les niveaux de la com-
munauté. Elle déchira les foyers lorsque 
des maris étaient tués ou des femmes 
violées (parfois en public, à la vue même 
des autres membres de la famille) voire 
kidnappées pendant plusieurs mois, 
jusqu’au moment où, une fois encein-
tes, le Rasta qui avait pris de force l’une 
d’entre elles « comme épouse » la ren-
voyait au village. Très souvent, perçues 
comme irrémédiablement souillées, el-
les sont rejetées par leur mari. Ces fem-
mes continuent à souffrir d’une grave 
marginalisation dans leur village, étant 
l’objet de moqueries ou de médisances, 
lorsqu’elles ne sont pas simplement ac-
cusées d’être complices du groupe. 

Les enfants nés de viols sont l’objet 
de toutes les méfiances : stigmatisés 
comme la source inévitable de futures 
violences du fait de l’enracinement du-
rable de la « barbarie rwandaise » dans 

la communauté locale qu’ils représen-
tent pour les villageois, des membres 
de la communauté ou de la famille pro-
posent souvent de se débarrasser de ces 
innocents, forçant parfois les mères à 
fuir le village pour protéger leur enfant. 
Cette violence a aussi provoqué l’émer-

gence d’une tension et 
d’une méfiance sans pré-
cédant entre les villages et 
les communautés, multi-
pliant les accusations de 
complicité de tels villages 
ou telles communautés 
avec les Rasta. Ces accu-
sations, souvent accom-
pagnées de promesses 

de vengeance à venir, font craindre de 
nouvelles violences susceptibles d’écla-
ter au sein même des communautés.

Les Rasta, produits d’un système

L’existence d’un groupe aussi réduit et 
violent que les Rasta n’est pas le fruit 
du hasard ni d’une cause unique mais 
plutôt d’un système complexe qui en-
globe des éléments et des acteurs d’une 
dimension régionale, nationale et d’une 
dimension spécifiquement locale. C’est 
bien la conjonction de ces différents 
éléments qui caractérise avant tout l’ar-
chitecture de ce système socio-politique 
et sécuritaire très particulier qui a lui-
même permis l’émergence et la perpé-
tuation de ce phénomène aussi brutal 
et incontrôlable. 

Le premier des éléments clés de ce 
système regarde le contexte politico-
militaire extrêmement volatile de ces 
dernières années dans la sous-région. 
Le génocide rwandais et les deux guer-
res congolaises ont constitué un terreau 
fertile à la prolifération de rébellions et 
groupes armés en tous genres. Les re-
tournements d’alliances, 
les scissions et divisions 
nombreuses parmi ces 
groupes ont engendré 
une forte complexifica-
tion des dynamiques mi-
litaires et ce particulière-
ment à l’est de la RDC. 
Tel environnement se 
révéla évidemment très 
favorable pour un groupe comme les 
Rasta. Aujourd’hui encore, la présence 
des rebelles rwandais FDLR dans la 
région continue de jeter un flou sur la 
nature du groupe Rasta et empêche de 
cerner les moyens d’action appropriés 
pour lutter contre eux.

L’armée nationale congolaise issue 
des anciennes forces armées adverses 

demeure actuellement encore en cours 
de constitution et souffre de ce fait de 
nombreuses et profondes faiblesses. 
Le manque de professionnalisme, de 
cohésion, d’esprit de corps, de salaires 
et de conditions d’existence décentes 
pour les militaires et leurs familles mais 
aussi une grave indiscipline réduisent 
fortement la capacité de l’armée à assu-
mer son rôle de protection des popula-
tions civiles. 

A Nindja-Kaniola, ces faiblesses se 
sont traduites par une incapacité à dé-
manteler totalement un groupe d’une 
dizaine d’hommes comme les Rasta, et 
ce malgré des opérations menées d’avril 
à août 2007. Celles-ci entraînèrent des 
pertes parmi les Rasta et un affaiblisse-
ment général du groupe. Néanmoins, 
depuis la fin 2007, cette volonté mili-
taire a presque totalement disparu du 
fait d’une absence de payements et de 
moyens logistiques adéquats. Notons 
encore que le massacre de mai 2007 a 
très probablement été exécuté en repré-
sailles à des actions militaires FARDC.

Les populations locales ne pouvant 
compter ni sur l’armée pour assurer leur 
sécurité, ni sur la MONUC, celles-ci ont 
commencé à s’organiser en comités de 
vigilance locaux qui appuient FARDC et 
MONUC en jouant un rôle d’alerte pré-
coce et d’échange d’informations. Ces 
comités patrouillent de nuit sur les axes 
non couverts par les militaires et don-
nent l’alerte à l’aide de sifflets en cas de 
mouvements suspects. Ces comités se 
présentent comme une nécessité pour 
les populations qui en vantent d’ailleurs 
les résultats, mais ils posent une série 
de problèmes et de risques tels que celui 
d’un possible réarmement des popula-
tions civile, de leur professionnalisme 
ou encore de la pertinence de sous-trai-

ter des activités militaires à des civils 
au vu des risques sécuritaires que cela 
représente pour ceux-ci.

A un niveau très local, les Rasta sont 
parvenus à tisser des complicités parmi 
les populations. Ces complices réali-
sent des achats pour leur compte, leur 
transmettent des informations stratégi-
ques sur les positions et mouvements 

“ Cette violence a provoqué 
l’emergence d’une tension 
et d’une méfiance sans 
précédent entre les villages 
et les communautés.

“ Les faiblesses de l’armée 
se sont traduites par une 
incapacité à démanteler 
totalement un groupe d’une 
dizaine d’hommes.



2�      New Routes 2/2008 

FARDC, la localisation des richesses 
ou des jeunes filles dans les villages 
aidant ainsi le groupe à planifier ses 
opérations de pillages, d’enlèvements 

ou de massacre. Les complices peuvent 
encore fournir des lieux de refuge en 
les cachant dans leur maison pendant 
plusieurs jours pour leur permettre de 
fuir après une opération ou de préparer 
leurs forfaits. 

Ces complicités, illustrent à quel 
point les populations se trouvent 
confrontées à une profonde situation 
d’anomie, d’absence de repères, de nor-
mes et d’autorité légitime qui les pous-
sent à mettre en place des stratégies 
délictueuses voire criminelles pour as-
surer leur propre sécurité tant physique 
qu’économique. Toutes ces complicités 
ne sont par ailleurs pas nécessairement 
volontaires, elles sont très souvent for-
cées et sous la menace des Rasta. 

Dans l’objectif de maintenir la confu-
sion à leur égard, les Rasta utilisent 
leurs victimes comme instruments 

de désinformation parmi les acteurs 
locaux civils et militaires. Avant d’être 
libérées, les Rasta recourent aux me-
naces pour inculquer à leurs victimes 

toutes les fausses in-
formations qu’elles 
devront raconter à leur 
retour au village. Ces 
informations concer-
nent principalement 
les effectifs du groupe, 
leur puissance de feu et 
leur relation aux FDLR, 
qui sont à chaque fois 

exagérés dans l’objectif de dissuader 
les acteurs militaires d’intervenir à leur 
encontre. Enfin, un dernier facteur local 
empêchant la résolution du problème 
est d’ordre géographique : la dense fo-
rêt de Mugaba offre en effet un lieu de 
refuge idéal pour ce groupe en limitant 
sa visibilité et en réduisant les possibi-
lités d’opération militaire. 

Une table ronde incluant tous  
les acteurs concernés

Ce rapport fut distribué de manière ci-
blée aux acteurs stratégiques de Nindja-
Kaniola, de la province mais aussi de 
Kinshasa et fit l’objet d’une table ronde 
qui a réuni à Bukavu plus de soixante-
dix personnes pendant quatre jours. 
L’objectif de cet exercice était de s’accor-
der sur une compréhension commune 
de la problématique, d’identifier des 

pistes de solutions valides et concrètes 
qui pourront contribuer à la sécurisa-
tion de Nindja/Kaniola et d’obtenir de 
la part des différents acteurs des prises 
d’engagements concrets et réalistes. 

Si la Table Ronde peut sans conteste 
être qualifiée de succès du fait qu’elle 
est parvenue à répondre à ces différents 
points dans les limites du temps impar-
ti, des débats très vifs ont été suscités 
par la présentation des conclusions de 
l’analyse, à tel point que nous avons pu 
douter un moment de la possibilité de 
mener le séminaire à son terme. Ne 
comprenant pas pourquoi notre rap-
port s’attachait à distinguer les Rasta 
des FDLR et ne traitait pas des violences 
– certes nombreuses – specifiques aux 
FDLR, de nombreux participants nous 
prêtèrent des intentions. 

Le soupçon s’installa dans l’assem-
blée que notre objectif était de blanchir 
les FDLR de leurs crimes pour les sé-
dentariser définitivement dans l’est de 
la RDC. Nos explications ne parvinrent 
pas à rassurer et ce n’est que lorsque la 
modération proposa d’identifier ensem-
bles des pistes d’action concernant les 
deux groupes que le déblocage se pro-
duisit. Des travaux en groupes abouti-
rent à des recommandations liées à six 
différentes thématiques : celle des com-
plicités, de la restauration du leadership 
local, du rôle de l’armée Nationale 
(FARDC), du rôle de la Communauté 
Internationale et de la MONUC, de la 
protection des civils et enfin de la prise 
en charge des victimes.

Afin de s’assurer de la concrétisation 
des recommandations sur le terrain, 
des commissions de suivi regroupant 
chacune cinq acteurs stratégiques de la 
table ronde furent formées pour chaque 
thématique. Coordonnées par UPDI, 
ces commissions se réunissent men-
suellement dans la zone touchée par 
les violences. Leur rôle est de préciser 
les recommandations de la table ronde 
lorsque cela est nécessaire et de mobili-
ser les acteurs dont le mandat concerne 
directement les différentes recomman-
dations. 

Bien que souffrant parfois de cer-
taines difficultés dans leur fonction-
nement, ces commissions ne cessent 
d’interpeller les autorités provinciales 
civiles et militaires, la MONUC ainsi 
que certaines ONGI pour que la sécu-
rité soit rétablie dans l’entité. Leur exis-
tence et leur travail rend ainsi possible 
un rapprochement entre les autorités 
provinciales et locales, à l’exemple de 
rencontres initiées a Kaniola entre des 

controverses, violence et insécurité au sud kivu

Officiers de l’armée Congolaise FARDC, présents lors de la table ronde organisée par LPI 
sur le phénomène Rasta. Ils sont basés dans la zone de Nindja et Kaniola et menèrent des 
offensives contre les Rastas en 2007.

P
h

o
t

o
: 

 l
P

i

“ Les Rastas utilisent leurs 
victimes comme instruments 
de désinformation parmi les 
acteurs locaux civils et 
militaires.
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ministres provinciaux et des chefs de lo-
calité et permettent de responsabiliser 
chaque niveau d’autorité, ainsi que la 
population, sur le rôle que chacun a à 
jouer dans le rétablissement de la sécu-
rité au niveau local. 

Parallèlement à ce travail, LPI a pu 
porter cette analyse auprès de la com-
munauté humanitaire et de certains ac-
teurs internationaux dans l’objectif de 
leur rappeler l’importance d’avoir une 
compréhension fine des dynamiques 
locales qui alimentent les conflits. En 
l’absence d’une telle compréhension, 
les politiques visant à rétablir la sécu-
rité et l’autorité de l’Etat sur les zones 
en conflit courent le risque d’être tota-
lement inefficaces, voire contreproduc-
tives. 

Le problème Rasta le montre à suf-
fisance : en refusant d’établir une 
différence entre Rasta et FDLR, de 
nombreux acteurs, parmi lesquels la 
MONUC, se sont empêchés d’agir sur 

les réelles dynamiques, typiquement lo-
cales de la violence Rasta et tentèrent de 
résoudre un problème micro-local par 
une solution régionale concernant le ra-
patriement de plus de six mille combat-
tants FDLR au Rwanda. Si cette sous-es-
timation des dynamiques locales et des 
blocages que le local peut opposer aux 
plans de stabilisation régionale persis-
tent parmi les décideurs politiques, il 
y a de grandes chances que des actes 
d’engagement tels ceux de Nairobi et 
de Goma, qui visent un rétablissement 
définitif de la stabilité aux Kivu, n’abou-
tissent, une fois de plus, à des échecs 
cinglants.   ~

1	 La	région	avait	déjà	connu	3	massacres	en	2005.

2	 Les	estimations	les	plus	crédibles	portent	le	
nombre	de	combattants	FDLR	à	6000	ou	7000.	Le	
mouvement	est	présent	dans	les	deux	provinces	
du	Nord	et	Sud	Kivu	ainsi	que	dans	le	Nord	du	
Katanga.	Il	s’agit	du	plus	grand	groupe	armé	
étranger	encore	présent	en	RDC.

3	 LPI	a	produit	plusieurs	analyses	sur	la	problé-
matique	des	groupes	armés	congolais	et	rwandais	
au	Sud	Kivu	et	à	Bunyakiri	en	particulier.	Voir	à	ce	
sujet	:	Life	and	Peace	Institute	(2007), Analyse des 
dynamiques locales de cohabitation avec Groupes 
armés FDLR à Bunyakiri, Hombo nord, Hombo 
sud et Chambucha. Rapport de mission Life & 
Peace Institute, Octobre-décembre 2006,	Bukavu	;	
et	Morvan,	H.	(2005),	Réinventer le quotidien. La 
cohabitation des populations civiles et des combat-
tants maï-maï au Kivu,	Life	and	Peace	Institute,	
Uppsala	;

4	 Un	groupe	thématique	mis	sur	pied	en	2006	
dans	le	cadre	de	la	coordination	humanitaire	
interagences,	dirigé	conjointement	par	le	HCR	et	
la	section	civile	de	la	MONUC,	et	regroupant	les	
ONG	internationales	travaillant	sur	des	thémati-
ques	de	protection	dans	la	province.

5	 Plus	de	cent	cinqante	personnes	furent	interro-
gés,	principalement	au	niveau	local	mais	aussi	au	
niveau	provincial.

6	 Pour	des	raisins	d’espace,	nous	ne	detaillerons	
pas	ces	differentes	versions	ici.	Celles-ci	referent	
principalement	aux	points	de	vue	des	acteurs	
locaux,	des	FARDC,	de	la	MONUC,	des	autorites,	
de	la	societe	civile	et	enfin	des	FDLR.	Un	point	
de	vue	‘populaire’	est	aussi	mis	en	exergue	par	
l’analyse.
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Despite the signing of a peace agree-
ment in 2003 and the establishment of 
a transitional government that was to 
put an end to the war, a series of mas-
sacres traumatised the civilian popula-
tions of Ninja and Kaniola in the South 
Kivu province, the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, between 2005 and 2007. 
More than a hundred men, women and 
children were dreadfully slaughtered. 
These massacres were committed by a 
mysterious group called Rasta, and no 
humanitarian or military actor, whether 
national or international, understood 
the rationale behind such a level of vio-
lence. Nor did they succeed in properly 
defining the perpetrators. 

Due to this situation, and more par-
ticularly to the lack of adequate response 
proposed by the international commu-
nity and the local authorities, the Life 
& Peace Institute (LPI) team in Bukavu 
launched a research project in collabo-
ration with a local partner organisation, 
Union Paysanne de Développement 
Intégral (UPDI). The objectives of the 
research were manifold. Beyond the ca-

pacity building aspect of LPI’s partner, it 
was meant to increase knowledge about 
the Rasta armed group and to share this 
knowledge with key stakeholders (the 
Mission of the United Nations in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (MO-
NUC), provincial and local authorities, 
civil society) in South Kivu in order to 
inform and provide strong evidence on 
which to base further action.

The article, which summarises the 
main research findings that were re-
cently published in a report, is the re-
sult of several months of field work in 
the territory where the Rasta operate. It 
highlights the complexity of the nature 
of the Rasta group, from its composi-
tion to its real size (which appeared to 
be less than fifteen people), the devas-
tating impact of its actions on the local 
populations, as well as some of its local 
support. It also raises the inadequacy of 
the methods used so far by the actors in 
charge of the security sector who have 
been unable to protect the population. 

The research report was shared with 
local, provincial, national and inter-

national stakeholders and discussed 
during a three-day long round-table 
organised in Bukavu in February. This 
discussion forum led to the formulation 
of recommendations and the creation 
of six follow-up commissions, respec-
tively, in charge of the local complicities, 
of the restoration of local leadership, of 
the role of the Congolese national army 
and the MONUC, of the protection of 
the civilians and of the support to the 
victims. In order to monitor the imple-
mentation of the recommendations, the 
commissions meet once a month under 
the coordination of UPDI. 

Through this research, LPI has 
highlighted the need to develop a clear 
understanding of the local dynamics 
that nurture the armed conflicts and 
the risks entailed by counterproductive 
responses to local insecurity. LPI also 
stresses the fact that, if not taken seri-
ously into account, these local dynamics 
might spoil the national, regional and 
international efforts to foster sustain-
able peace in DRC.     

The Rasta phenomenon:

controverses, violence and insecurity in south Kivu
Summary in English
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The riots and killings that followed the elections in Kenya in Decem-
ber left the international community in awe and amazement. A 
multitude of theories and explanations surfaced. To get an in-depth 
understanding of the clashes, one has to look both into the history of 
the country and deep beneath day to day events.

post-election violence in kenya:

Behind the headings, 
under the surface   Wendy Jones1

To many observers, the type and mag-
nitude of the violence that erupted in 
Kenya after the 27 December general 
elections last year was confounding. It 
was confounding to those Kenyans who 
genuinely believed that Kenya, in com-
parison to its neighbours, is “a foun-
tain of peace”, as retired President Moi 
used to say of his efforts to inculcate the 
Nyayo2 philosophy of Love, Peace and 
Unity. Kenya had not experienced inter-
nal conflict or political crisis such as the 
one after the elections in December, or 
on the scale of the conflicts that have rav-
aged Somalia, Sudan, or even Northern 
Uganda. The crisis was also confound-
ing for those who had been busy theoriz-
ing about the “failed state in Africa” and 
the challenges of the so called “democra-
tization processes in Africa”. 

Those who have been peddling the 
myths of failed states now see the “fail-
ing” states as the real “threat to the 
world equilibrium”, to use the words 
of a former French president, while 
America sees itself as less threatened by 
conquering states, but more in danger 
from “international terrorism”, “drug 
barons” and “the production of weap-
ons of mass destruction”, which are 
considered to be the exports of failed 
states. To this group of sceptics, Kenya’s 
economic annual growth of 6.4 percent 
was already under scrutiny, and there 
was an emerging debate in the media 
as to who was funding it. Emerging 
“democratic governance” and social 
progress measured by other indices was 
being weighed against the existence of a 
large section of the population living in 
poverty on less than two dollars a day.3

Many casual observers and com-
mentators said that the post-election 
violence was caused by ‘tribalism’. 

However, this is a simplistic, uncritical 
analysis of the causes of the violence. 
The violence did not occur in a vacuum, 
but in the context of the various devel-
opments that have shaped the attitudes 
of the ordinary citizens towards the suc-
cessive post independent governments. 
To understand the trends that unfolded 
in the aftermath of the elections and 
the unprecedented violence that rocked 
the hitherto ‘peaceful’ country, one has 
to take a historical approach and seek 
the causes beyond the immediate fac-
tor – the general elections. Evidently, 
judging by the nature of the violence, 
there are grievances and animosities of 
the communities that run deeper than 
electoral politics, and therefore, the poll 
results served as a triggering factor and 
provided a forum for venting what one 
can call ‘choked discontent’.

Land distribution

One of the key issues in what is now 
being referred to as “historical injus-
tices” is the distribution of land, espe-
cially former “white highlands”, after 
the departure of the white settlers who 
had appropriated to themselves about 
20 percent of the prime agricultural 
land of the country. But before that, 
perhaps, it is necessary to allude to an 
important issue – the notion of being 
‘indigenous’ and an ‘outsider’ with re-
gard to residence in certain localities 
in the country. In spite of the fact that 
there is a well developed land tenure 
system in Kenya, there is a widely held 
view that large areas or tracts of land 
belong to certain communities that oc-
cupied these areas for centuries. This 
notion came to play an important role in 
shaping the attitudes of people to land 
distribution and ownership, although 

legally anyone can buy or acquire land 
in any part of the country. 

In view of this, when the white settlers 
left, it was expected that the land that 
they had occupied would be returned 
to the “rightful owners” from whom it 
had been taken. But in many places this 
did not happen, and the situation was 
further aggravated by the introduction 
of private land ownership and the reten-
tion of land laws that made no provision 
for collective community land rights. 
Evidently, this development was headed 
for a collision with traditional concepts 
of communal ownership of land, or in 
other words, the concept of “ancestral 
land”, especially grazing land, which 
was traditionally accessible to all of the 
members of the community that occu-
pied the particular region.

After independence, the Government 
sold the land in question to whoever 
could buy it. This process did not sooth 
the feelings of those who considered 
the land to be ancestral land to which 
only they had a right. This process was 
seen as being facilitated by the Govern-
ment, which was accused of protecting 
those who bought land in the Rift Valley 
through land buying companies. Thus, 
some members of these communities 
were disgruntled by what was consid-
ered to be the unequal sharing of what 
was termed ‘the national cake’ after in-
dependence. 

The point to be noted here is that al-
though the law is clear on land owner-
ship, in areas where there has been a 
tendency for people from different eth-
nic groups to procure land and settle, it 
is public knowledge that there is usu-
ally a veiled resentment from the ‘local’ 
people to what they consider the ‘inva-
sion’ of their ancestral land by ‘outsid-
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ers’ or ‘non-indigenous’ people coming 
from other areas. This is aggravated by 
the acquisition of former grazing lands 
by farmers who have converted them 
into commercial farms. Those who can 
afford to buy large tracts of land and de-
velop them are materially relatively bet-
ter off than the local people who seem 
to just watch helplessly as their “land is 
appropriated by outsiders”, to use the 
words of some of those interviewed dur-
ing the recent crisis.

Continued frustration

Therefore, according the findings of 
various interested groups including the 
media, for a cross-section of the people, 
especially in the Rift Valley, the underly-
ing causes of the violence go beyond the 
dispute over the presidential election. 
Some of those interviewed admitted that 
although they were unhappy with the 
presidential elections, more importantly, 
the results provided them an opportu-
nity to put right the wrongs committed 
against them as communities. Recently, 
the new Minister for Lands was quoted 
in the media as saying that with regard 
to land allocation,

the law has previously been abused. Al-
though the President has powers, which 
are drawn from the Crown Lands Act 
that was repealed and became the Gov-
ernment Lands Act, such powers should 
be in the public interest as was exercised 
by the colonial governor on behalf of the 
queen.

However, over the years, presidents 
have used this power to dish out land 
to politically correct groups or persons. 
This is even in instances where the ben-
eficiaries do not need land other than for 
speculation. The exercise, therefore, be-
came a mechanism for rewarding syco-
phants and people who were greedy… 
Then in came the idea of tokenism, 
where people were settled in schemes 
as a way of showing that the govern-
ment was doing something. Effectively, 
that did not resolve any social injustices 
which are supposed to be looked at from 
what communities lost, who gained and 
how to find a balance.4 

This is not the first time the Govern-
ment has acknowledged that land allo-
cation has been a major problem in the 
country.

The issue of governance

In addition to the land issue, the review 
of the constitution of the country has 
been a thorny issue for many years. 

According to the National Civil Society 
Congress,5

The citizens of the Republic of Kenya 
have, over the last four and a half dec-
ades, sought to transform their lives 
and material well being in the social, 
cultural, political, economic and gov-
ernance realms. However, the current 
despotic and power-centered Constitu-
tion of Kenya has remained the main 
structural obstacle to the realization of 
social transformation and attainment 
of social justice by the people of Kenya. 
It follows therefore that the path and 
mechanism through which Kenyans 
have endeavoured to attain genuine 
change is by way of a comprehensive 
people driven constitutional review 
process, which itself is legitimate, 
constitutional and legal. Through this 
mechanism, the Kenyan people are de-
termined to reconstruct and transform 
the Kenyan State and its institutions so 
as to make these responsive, account-
able, subordinate and subservient to 
their sovereign will and aspirations. 
It is only through realization of a new 
democratic constitutional dispensation 
that Kenya and Kenyans will adequately 
resolve the Kenyan question and prob-
lem for posterity.

Since the establishment of multiparty 
politics in 1991 political opinion has be-
come polarized, and, therefore, the peri-
ods of general elections have been char-
acterized by violence in many parts of 
the country, and the constitutional “de-
bated resurfaced with a vengeance”.6

Constitutional reform has been a 
thorny issue in the political debate for 
many years. The acrimony that has 
characterized the constitution review 
process over the last few years came to 
a head in the November referendum 
in which the Government lost, and the 
whole process was brought to a halt. The 
criticism labelled against the current 
constitution is that it places immense 
powers in the hands of the central gov-
ernment, particularly the President. 

Thus, the failure of the constitutional 
review process became a defining issue 
of the December elections – the elector-
ate clearly remembered the pre-election 
promises of 2002, including that of a 
new constitution within the first hundred 
days of the National Rainbow Coalition 
Government, which was never fulfilled.

It should also be noted that violence 
broke out in some parts of the country 
well before the elections, in some places 
as early as August. But either due to bad 

public policy or policing, many of the 
conflicts were not dealt with and there-
fore escalated in some areas. During 
the election campaigns the politicians 
made statements that were overtly 
alarming and potentially inciting to the 
general public. Thus, the campaign at-
mosphere generated animosity, and the 
population became polarized between 
the principal contenders for power.

Gap between haves and have-nots

Evidently, power sharing will not bring 
about the healing and reconciliation 
that the country needs now. There is an 
urgent need to honestly address histori-
cal injustices so as to deal with frustra-
tion that has been building up for years. 
Some people would like to argue that 
poverty is a factor in this case. However, 
without denying this, one can say that 
the unequal distribution of land and 
other resources has resulted in a wid-
ened gap between the haves and the 
have-nots, which only aggravates an al-
ready volatile situation. Also, the elector-
al system does not auger well for good 
governance, when elected members are 
associated with the development of their 
constituencies. Hence they had the lati-
tude to make incredible promises to the 
electorate for political mileage.

It is public knowledge that the mem-
bers of the grand coalition displayed a 
great deal of mutual mistrust during the 
time of negotiations under the former 
United Nations chief. It is unrealistic 
to assume that this mistrust has melt-
ed away without due effort on the part 
of the parties concerned. Therefore, to 
make it work, it would be most expe-
dient to put in place mechanisms of 
governance that are not identified with 
individuals, but rather represent a sys-
tem. Finally, major reforms are urgently 
necessary not only to put in place cred-
ible governance structures, but more 
importantly, to address the “wounded-
ness” of the nation.   ~

1	 	Because	of	the	sensitivity	of	this	topic	the	
author	has	chosen	to	use	a	pen-name.

2	 	Daniel	arap	Moi	introduced	the	ideas	that	
became	popularly	known	to	Kenyans	as	‘Nyayo’,	a	
Swahili	word	for	‘footsteps’.	He	claimed	to	be	fol-
lowing	the	footsteps	of	the	first	Kenyan	President,	
Jomo	Kenyatta.

3	 	See	UNDP	Human Development index 2007-8, 
New	York,	UNDP	2007.

4	 	See	The	Daily	Nation	11/5/2008

5	 	The	statement	is	attributed	to	the	National	
Civil	Society	Congress,	January	2008.

6	 	Human	Rights	Watch	report,	Vol.	20,	No.1	(a),	
March	2003,	p.16.
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After a four year mandate period, a number 
of Directors on the Board of the Life & Peace 
Institute (LPI) have been  replaced by new 
members. Rev. Gustaf Ödquist, Sweden, 
and Mr Fred Nyabera, Kenya, are two of 
the new members, who both attended their 
first meeting of the LPI Board in Oslo, 
Norway, at the beginning of May. (See also 
under LPI News, p. 31).

As of spring 2008 Rev. Gustaf Ödquist 
has succeeded Pär Axel Sahlberg as 
President of the Board of Directors of 
the Life & Peace Institute (LPI). Gus-
taf Ödquist is a vicar in a Gothenburg 
parish in western Sweden within the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Swe-
den. Rev. Ödquist has spent many years 
in the international arena working with 
partner churches in, for example, Tan-
zania and Jerusalem. For ten years he 
worked at the International Depart-
ment of the Central Church Office in 
Uppsala, Sweden.

One of the major challenges for LPI 
in the future will, according to Gustaf 
Ödquist, be to broaden and deepen the 
insight that peacebuilding work, in its 
various aspects, is something central 
for the churches as well as for other re-
ligious organisations. 

– People of faith and religion have 
a vital role to play in the creation of a 
culture of peace, he says. 

This is an aspect of peacebuilding in 
which LPI, according to its new Presi-
dent, is an important actor, with the re-
search work it does as well as its field 
experiences at the grassroots level. One 
of the priorities will be to ensure that 
this knowledge is spread, beginning 
with the clarifications of LPI’s work that 
have recently been made.

When asked what he thinks LPI’s 
niche or speciality is, Rev. Ödquist states 
that the consideration of the religious 
dimension of peace and conflict issues 
is essential. 

– The cooperation with churches 
and religious organisations also means 
that LPI has access to a permanent 
presence in the various areas where it 
works, which in itself is a tremendous 
strength, he says, and continues: Re-
lated to this it is important to further 
increase the cooperation with different 
African organisations, to make use of 
existing networks and to contribute 
with capacity development.

This route will hopefully lead to the 
new President’s dream scenario where 
LPI receives widespread recognition 
and support for its good and qualitative 
work and, in the long run, increases 
its involvement in other regions of the 
world in addition to Africa. 

Fred Nyabera is the General Secretary of 
the Fellowship of Christina Councils and 
Churches in the Great Lakes Region and 
the Horn of Africa (FECCLAHA). He is 
both a member of LPI’s Board of Direc-
tors and of its Executive Committee. 

About the organisation he represents, 
Fred Nyabera says that, similar to LPI, one 
of FECCLAHA’s characteristics is that it 
deals with conflict transformation and 
peacebuilding from a faith perspective. 
Another important aspect of FECCLA-
HA’s work is that it provides a platform 
for members and their common concerns 
as well as homegrown solutions. In other 
words, one could say it is a very suitable 
partner for an organisation such as LPI. 

When asked about the short term and 
long term challenges for LPI from his 
perspective, Mr. Nyabera rather empha-
sized the positive development that has 
taken place within LPI in recent years. 

– It is clear that LPI is coming out of 
the woods after some turbulent times 
and that there is now more clarity. At 
the moment LPI is deliberately defining 
itself, which gives confidence to new 
board members such as me, he says. 

According to Fred Nyabera this does 
not, however, mean that there are no chal-
lenges left. Rather, he sees it as very impor-
tant that LPI continues to recruit potential 
staff at various levels in order to ensure 
that there are stable carriers of the now 
much clearer LPI vision. He also thinks 
that a clear vision will increase the possi-
bilities for LPI to attract varied funding.

About LPI’s niche, Mr. Nyabera makes 
the observation that there is a gap in the 
field with regard to qualitative conflict 
analysis that at the same time is rooted 
in context-based research. This is where 
he sees LPI playing a big role. 

– The focus on needs driven research 
that exists within LPI is something that 
can help us to point to the solution of 
conflicts in the region in a new and well-
informed way.

Fred Nyabera’s dream scenario for 
LPI would be a situation where LPI is 
influence-orientated, not necessarily 
present everywhere. Rather, he adds, the 
influence of LPI should spread broader 
than its presence.

Kristina Lundborg

new lpi board members

Rev. Gustaf Ödquist, new President of 
LPI’s Board of Directors. 

Fred Nyabera, General Secretary of 
FECCLAHA and new member of LPI’s 
Board of Directors.

New LPI board members
share challenges and visions
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LPI News
Board meeting in oslo
The annual Board meeting of the Life & 
Peace Institute (LPI) was held in Oslo, 
Norway, at the beginning of May. The 
meeting welcomed ten newly elected 
members of the Board, and gave them 
a chance to deepen their knowledge of 
LPI’s work and meet key staff from the 
organisation, both from the field offices 
in Africa and the Uppsala office. The 
new Board has strong representation 
from the key ecumenical actors in the 
parts of Africa where LPI currently runs 
programmes. 

The new Board members are the fol-
lowing: Agnes Abuom (TAABCO, Ken-
ya), Mvume Dandala (AACC, Kenya), 
Vebjørn Horsfjord (European Council 
of Religious Leaders, Norway), William 
Kenney CP (Catholic Diocese of Bir-
mingham, UK), Antonios Kireopoulos 
(National Council of Churches, USA), 
Fred Nyabera (FECCLAHA, Kenya), 
Thania Paffenholz (The Graduate Insti-
tute of International and Development 
Studies, Switzerland), Karin Sporre 
(Umeå University, Sweden), Claudette 
Werleigh (Pax Christi International, 
Belgium) and Gustaf Ödquist (Church 
of Sweden).

The meeting was chaired by the new 
LPI President, Rev. Gustaf Ödquist. The 
Board discussed, among other things, 
the Strategic Plan 2010-2015, market-
ing and funding strategies for LPI, and 
the development of new programmes. 
Next to the normal ‘board-business’, 
including discussions on the new 
Strategic Plan and reports from the 
different programmes, the participants 
also visited a number of peace insti-
tutes based in Oslo, such as the Peace 
Research Institute Oslo and the Oslo 
Centre for Human Rights and Peace.

seminar on faith-based actors
Capitalising on the great number of 
key persons visiting Oslo for the Board 
meeting, LPI co-organised a seminar 
entitled Faith-based peacebuilding in 
Africa: the nexus between ideology and 
politics together with the Ecumeni-
cal Peace Platform of Norway. The 
seminar aimed to highlight the role 
of faith-based actors and the crucial 
contribution religious leaders can 

give in promoting sustainable peace 
and reconciliation in conflict-ridden 
societies. The keynote speaker was 
Mr. Kjell-Magne Bondevik, President 
of the Oslo Centre for Human Rights 
and Peace and former Prime Minister 
of Norway. 

The panel consisted of Rev. Atle 
Sommerfeldt, Secretary General of 

Norwegian Church Aid, Ms. Claudette 
Werleigh, Secretary General of Pax 
Christi International, Rev. Vebjørn 
Horsfjord, Secreatary General of the 
European Council of Religious Leaders, 
and Rev. Fred Nyabera, Director for the 
Fellowship of Christian Councils and 
Churches in the Great Lakes and Horn 
of Africa.

New and old members of LPI’s Board, meeting in Oslo, Norway. Standing, from left 
to right: Guillermo Kerber, Karin Sporre, Thomas Bamat, Gustaf Ödquist, Margaretha 
Grape, William Kenney, Thania Paffenholz, Holger Lam and Elsi Takala. Sitting, from 
left to right: Claudette Werleigh, Kari Hay and Fred Nyabera.
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In connection with LPI’s Board meeting in Oslo, a seminar on Faith-based peacebuilding 
in Africa was organised. In the panel from left to right: Tale Steen Johnsen, Kjell-Magne 
Bondevik, Claudette Werleigh, Fred Nyabera, Vebjørn Horsfjord and Atle Sommerfeldt.
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peace and reconciliation in Somalia, 
says the LPI representative in Nairobi, 
Michele Cesari. 

Another office in Somalia might be 
re-opened during the current year. This 
is conditional to security considera-
tions and to a need to ensure that a 
field office will effectively add value to 
LPI’s engagement in Somalia.

two year grant from icco
LPI has been given a substantial two 
year grant from the Dutch church 
foundation ICCO, as a continuation  
of previous support given to LPI.  
In dialogue with ICCO it has been 
decided that the support will be used  
for research at LPI, in support of the 
programmes in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Ethiopia and 
Sudan, and also as continued 
institutional support to LPI.

ePLo General assembly
The European Peacebuilding Liaison 
Office (EPLO) held its annual General 
Assembly meeting in Brussels, Belgium, 
from 8-9 May. EPLO is a platform of 
European NGOs, networks of NGOs 
and think tanks active in the field of 
peacebuilding, who share an interest in 
promoting sustainable peacebuilding 
policies among decision-makers in the 
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European Union. LPI is one of its 23 
members and was represented at the 
meeting by Malin Brenk.

acting communications Director
From 1 April until the end of January 
2009, Malin Brenk is the Acting Com-
munications Director at LPI during Tore 
Samuelsson’s leave of absence. She holds 
a Master’s degree in political science 
and has previously worked for different 
NGOs in the Netherlands, the West 
Bank, Northern Ireland and Norway.  
She is also one of the editors of People 
Building Peace II: Successful Stories of 
Civil Society (Lynne Rienner, 2005) and a 
number of articles.

staff changes
The current Executive Director Peter 
Brune will interrupt his employment 
with LPI, as he will move with his family 
to Central America during second half 
of 2008. 

– Since I took office in August 2004 
LPI has been going through a major 
change, in line with the direction given 
to us from the Board in the current 
Strategic Plan. This change has now 
been successfully implemented, says 
Peter Brune.

For more information about the 
recruitment process for the Executive 
Director position please contact Rev. 
Gustaf Ödquist, president@life-peace.org.

Another major shift among LPI staff 
is that after seven years, Jérôme Gouzou, 
Programme Director for Conflict Trans-
formation and Research, is leaving the 
Institute. 

LPi office in somalia closing down
The security situation in Somalia has 
lately been deteriorating substantially, 
and LPI has therefore decided to close 
its office in Baidoa. 

– It is indeed sad that we need to 
take this step, but we have come to the 
conclusion that it is necessary. Our 
Somalia programme will continue, and 
though the presence through an office 
in Baidoa has been useful, there are 
other ways of supporting the efforts for 

the horn of africa: memoirs, history and politics
Towards Confederation in the Horn of Africa: Focus on 
Ethiopia and Eritrea by Tesfatsion Medhanie. IKO – Verlag 
für Interkulturelle Kommunikation: Frankfurt am Main and 
London, 2007. 

Not so long ago Eritrea was a province of the Imperial 
Ethiopian state. In 1950, the United Nations resolved that 
Eritrea should constitute an autonomous unit federated 
with Ethiopia under the sovereignty of the Ethiopian Crown. 
In 1962, the federal structure between Eritrea and Ethiopia 
was abolished. The abolition of the federation gave rise to 
the emergence of a liberation/secessionist movement in 
Eritrea (1961-91). The country became independent from 
Ethiopia in 1993. 

However, a few years later the war between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia flared up, reaping casualties far higher than the 30 

years war. The peace negotiated at Algiers in July 2000 has 
so far not been implemented, and a new war cloud hovers 
over the region. It is against this background that the re-
markably refreshing book by the indefatigable peace and de-
velopment activist Professor Tesfatsion Medhanie has to be 
read and understood. Towards Confederation in the Horn 
of Africa is written for readers who are quite well acquainted 
with the political landscape of the two countries.

The book is divided into eight short chapters. Chap-
ter three deals very briefly with the factors that hinder or 
promote confederation between the two countries. On 
the basis of material produced before the devastating war 
(1998-2000), the author argues that the multiple links 
and the dictates of geography are strong and sufficient for 
the erection of a confederation structure. The argument, 
though convincing, would have benefited a great deal if 
more attention was paid to the impediments. The impact 
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of the 1998-2000 war - that is still not concluded - is hardly 
mentioned at all.

Ethiopian views on federation/confederation between 
the two countries are discussed in chapter four. This is 
an exciting chapter to read. The author has successfully 
assembled the various views, most of them critical to the 
governance regimes of both countries. The central issues or 
prerequisites for confederation are discussed in chapters six 
and seven. The issues of democracy and territorial integrity, 
and the role they play, are treated via extensive quotations 
from mostly Ethiopian polemists whose competence is not 
always apparent. The views of Ethiopians and Eritreans on 
confederation in general, and on future relations in par-
ticular, are treated in chapters eight and nine. Most of the 
views have a polemic nature and are replete with prejudices 
concerning the histories of both countries. These chapters 
are very instructive, not so much for what they contribute to 
the complex form of relations between states (confedera-
tion), but for the issues that they fail to mention. 

Towards Confederation in the Horn of Africa is an excel-
lent testimony of the gap that exists between the intellectu-
als of the Horn and the great majority of the citizens. The 
concept of confederation is not well understood by the 
latter, and the Eritrean and Ethiopian views collected by the 
author appear to be intransigent. Therefore, the view that 
confederation between the two countries is at this mo-
ment impossible (p.143) is a foregone conclusion. Pro-
fessor Tesfatsion Medhanie urges his readers that we all 
should begin the task of disseminating the true meaning 
of confederation to the citizens of the two countries, while 
redoubling efforts to bring radical governance changes to 
both countries.

The Crown and the Pen: the memoirs of a lawyer turned rebel, 
vol.1, Bereket Habte Selassie. Trenton NJ: Red Sea Press, 2007.

The Crown and the Pen is a captivating story of the life and 
times of Bereket Habte Selassie, a distinguished professor. 
Born to parents who supported the union between Eritrea 
and Ethiopia, Bereket was the right man at the right place 
for the majority of his life. Born in 1932 he was too young 
to feel the heavy hand of colonialism, but was old enough 
to benefit from the politics of modernization launched 
by Emperor Haile Selassie. He was brought up under the 
auspices of the Emperor and was given the education of his 
choice. In 1948, he was sent to England for further educa-
tion. On his return he was entrusted with high posts within 
the Ethiopian Government, and had access to the Emperor 
both for public and private reasons. 

As the first volume in a series, The Crown and the Pen is 
an account of Bereket’s early life, his education in Ethiopia 
and abroad, his return to Ethiopia and the various positions 
that he held. Many people who know Bereket over the years 
would certainly take issue with his description of the times. 
After all, a memoir, unless corroborated by other evidence, 
is just a reconstruction of the past as good any other of the 
same genre. But no reader of The Crown and the Pen would 
disagree with its mesmerising style; once you start reading 
it is hard to stop. 

The last chapters narrate the downfall of the Emperor 
and Bereket’s decision to switch his allegiance. Towards the 
end of 1974, Bereket abandoned his Ethiopian citizenship 
and became a staunch supporter of the Eritrean liberation 

movement. In the last chapter he gives a comprehensive 
record of the services that he rendered to defend the right of 
Eritrea to be independent from Ethiopian colonial occupa-
tion and concludes it in 1991.

I have followed the career of Bereket for the last thirty 
years, and I am inclined to state that he is far less of a rebel 
than he wants the reader to believe. He served the impe-
rial system as a loyal citizen it appears, as long as it suited 
him. He abandoned the struggle to modernise Ethiopia and 
assumed a new identity – i.e., as an activist and member of 
an armed movement against the Ethiopian occupation of Eri-
trea. Nowhere in this 350 page memoir does Bereket account 
for the trust that was placed in him by hundreds of thousands 
of Ethiopians that he would weather the storm of military 
dictatorship. Instead, he narrates of how he first served the 
Eritrean People’s Liberation Front and later the Eritrean 
Government fully aware (he describes the horrid situation in 
the field on p.317) of the flagrant violations of human rights. 
He abandoned the Eritrean Government in September 2000, 
more about which we shall hear in the second volume. 

Both books are written by Eritreans who have been engaged 
in the politics of the region for a long time. Both authors 
have been in exile for over thirty years. Whereas Tesfatsion 
Medhanie always stressed the importance of the dictates 
of culture and geography in the reconstruction of relations 
between Eritrea and Ethiopia, Bereket devoted a great deal 
of his writings to deny them, but without success. 

Tekeste Negash

Painful account of civilian suffering
Killing Civilians, Method, Madness and Morality in War,  
Hugo Slim. Hurst & Company, London, 2007

The first thing that strikes you with this book is the cover, a 
photo of a Russian woman lying dead in the snow in after 
an artillery attack in Grozny, Chechnya. Somehow it is a 
rather unusual cover page, even for books dealing with kill-
ing and war. Yet again, it is in many ways a rather unusual 
book Hugo Slim has written. 

Trying to get beneath snapshots of horrors such as the 
one mentioned above, the author sets out to investigate 
how and why civilians are killed and forced to suffer in war. 
The intention is to better understand why civilians are tar-
geted in war in order to find ways to limit it. 

Slim makes an impressive analysis of civilian suffering 
throughout time and space, using historical as well as con-
temporary cross-cultural examples. Subsequently, he shows 
that there is nothing new in targeting civilians, and it is 
refreshing that he deliberately does not treat contemporary 
African conflicts apart.  

In the first part of the book Slim examines different 
attitudes to war. The idea of limited war, in which civilians 
should be protected, can be traced far back in time. In 
practice, however, a spectrum of anti-civilian thinking has 
been dominant. The second part looks at the different ways 
civilians suffer and die in war. The author distinguishes a 
pattern of seven spheres of civilian suffering: killing, rape, 
forced and restricted movement, impoverishment, famine, 
disease and emotional distress. 
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The third part of the book goes on to investigate why 
civilians are targeted by those pursuing war, and the ways 
they use to mobilise others to do the killing. One of Slim’s 
strongest claims is that most of the suffering of civilians is 
intended. Population movements in war do not just “hap-
pen”, but are designed strategies. In other words, there is 
method in the madness. 

The author also dismantles the ambiguity of the contest-
ed concept of civilian identity and puts the ambiguity as part 
and parcel of the problem. Killing civilians becomes easier 
if you are not convinced that they really are civilians. Slim 
acknowledges the strong generalisation in labelling a whole 
non-combatant enemy population “civilians” and that all of 
them might not necessarily be innocent. Nonetheless, he 
argues that we need to examine and respect this ambiguity 
and that “ambiguous civilians still merit being protected by 
these deeper principles of limited and fair killing” (p. 268).

In the final part of the book, Slim outlines strategies for 
promoting civilian protection in war. According to him it is 
not enough to rely on existing legal frameworks and appeals 
to achieve a change in behaviour among the perpetrators. 
Conversely, he suggests a framework drawing on psycholog-
ical theories which focuses on a combination of reasoning, 
emotional appeal and self-interest. 

Throughout the book, Slim’s convincing arguments are 
illustrated with detailed and often painful accounts of the 
suffering of civilians. A well-respected scholar as well as an 
experienced humanitarian worker, he manages to combine 
a skilful and nuanced analysis of the broad phenomenon 
of suffering and protection of civilians, coupled with a 
humanitarian view from the ground. While Killing Civilians 
can be strongly recommended to practitioners, students, 
politicians, diplomats and military forces, the book is yet 
accessible for the general reader. 

Jenny Svensson

in-depth information about ongoing conflicts
States in Armed Conflict 2006, ed. Lotta Harbom, Department 
of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University, 2007

The 19th edition of the Uppsala Conflict Data Program’s 
(UCDP) States in Armed Conflict reports on global trends 
in armed conflict and conflict resolution for 2006, with 
preliminary observations for 2007. It also reports on the 
trends of specific kinds of armed conflicts. Contributions to 
the edition are made by Lotta Harbom, Peter Wallensteen, 
Joakim Kreutz and others, as well as different organisations, 
e.g., International Peace Research Institute of Oslo and the 
Human Security Centre of Vancouver.

The total number of armed conflicts since 1989 is 122, 
among which 32 were active in 2006. Five of them had more 
than 1,000 battle-related deaths in that year and can thus, 
according to the UCDP definition, be considered as wars. 
In 2006, and for the fourth consecutive year, the number of 
armed conflicts remains around 30. 

Many of the peace agreements that have been concluded 
in the recent years appear to be effective (e.g. Nepal and 
Aceh), as well as peacebuilding and peace arrangement 
efforts in certain countries of West Africa (e.g. Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast). The main observation and worry 
in 2006, expressed as well in 2007, concerns the interna-

tionalisation and spill-over of certain intra-state conflicts 
and wars, like Sudan (towards Chad and the Central Africa 
Republic) or Afghanistan (towards Pakistan).

This edition of States in Armed Conflicts also addresses 
three types of organised violence, the last two being new 
categories: state-based conflicts (where at least one of the 
actors is a state), non-state conflicts (none of the actors 
is a state) and one-sided conflicts, where only one side is 
organised, be it a state or not. The report provides thorough 
definitions for all the concepts used.

For each type of armed conflict, the general trend for 
2006 is presented, with contributions from different 
analysts and experts, and comparison with the trend in the 
same type of conflicts since 1946, or in some cases 1989. 
Detailed tables and graphics provide specific and in-depth 
information about the different components of the armed 
conflict. Two changes have been made to the different clas-
sifications: at the level of the intensity, the “intermediate” 
category (between “minor” and “war”) has been removed; 
at the level of the actors and their involvement in the con-
flict, more information has been included with regard to the 
different active dyads.

This report gives detailed and reliable information, shift-
ing from the traditional state-centric approach of armed 
conflicts study and can be useful for both researchers and 
students.

Detailed information about the report and armed con-
flicts can be found in UCDP’s database (http://www.pcr.
uu.se/database/index.php) and the different codebooks 
(particularly the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict dataset), also 
published by the UCDP and available through its website.

Adrian Calvo

Beyond the abrahamic roots
Deepening Faith, Hope and Love in Relations with Neighbours 
of Other Faiths, ed. Simone Sinn. The Lutheran World 
Federation, LWF, Geneva, 2008

This book is one among a series of the LWF publications 
devoted to exploring and encouraging mutual understand-
ing and cooperation among people of different faiths. This 
particular publication puts together selected papers from a 
consultation under the theme Beyond Toleration? Assessing 
and Responding Theologically to New Challenges for Chris-
tian-Muslim Relations, held in December 2006 in Berklum, 
Germany. The papers are enriched by reflections of academ-
ics outside of the consultation event.

In the book both Christians and Muslims are challenged 
to go to the depths of their faiths in order to explore well-
reasoned grounds for their honest understanding of each 
other and cooperation - beyond the rhetoric of the ‘Abra-
hamic’ roots. Some of the writings try to uncover the preju-
dices as well as the curiosity of the early Protestant move-
ment to comprehend Islam, and invites readers ‘to reflect 
on interreligious relations in their contexts in light of the 
multifaceted dimensions’ discussed in the book. The book 
is ‘likened to a stained glass window, composed of different 
pieces of colored glass, through which shine the themes of 
faith, hope and love’ - the three cardinal virtues that should 
guide deeper interfaith understanding.
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In recent years the LWF has taken some concrete meas-
ures encouraging interfaith dialogue and cooperation for 
peacebuilding. The Inter-Faith Peace Summit held in Octo-
ber 2002 in Johannesburg, with its subsequent sub-regional 
conferences and peace actions, is a living example of this. 
This book is yet another sign of the LWF’s commitment to 
deepen interfaith understanding and cooperation. In recent 
years, Christian-Muslim relations in their various forms 
have pulled serious cords in the global political and security 
concerns. For all who want to understand the anxieties, 
hopes and perspectives of faith communities on the issue, 
here represented by the LWF, this book is a useful addition 
to enrich our knowledge and is worth reading.    

Tarekegn Adebo 

media’s role – warmonger or peacebuilder
Why and When to Use Media for Conflict Prevention and 
Peacebuilding, Vladimir Bratic and Lisa Schirch. European 
Centre for Conflict Prevention. 2007 

Media’s ability to inflame a potential conflict situation 
and exacerbate war by propagandising and distributing 
misinformation or biased information, or by covering up 
the truth, has been highlighted numerous times. Extreme 
examples where media has worked to directly incite a 
population towards genocide or ethnic cleansing are well-
known, as when the Rwandan Radio Mille Collines urged 
listeners to pick up machetes and kill what they called ‘the 
cockroaches’, or in the former Yugoslavia where Serbian 
media revived newsreels of decades-old conflict and atroci-
ties as part of a propaganda campaign of hate mongering 
disguised as news, to motivate popular sentiment against 
Albanians and others. 

Conversely, more literature is also becoming available 
on the positive role that media can play in peacebuilding. 
International NGOs, such as Search for Common Ground, 
the Institute for Media, Policy and Civil Society and Panos 
Institute International already have a number of pro-
grammes around the world that focus on using media as a 
peacebuilding tool in conflict areas. 

What is unique about this sixth issue paper from the Glo-
bal Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict is the 
link that it makes between media and change. This 30-page 
publication provides the reader with a detailed description 
of the different functions of media (as information provider 
and interpreter, watchdog, policymaker, diplomat, peace 
promoter and finally as bridge builder). The description is 
followed by an analysis of how change happens, the differ-
ent stages of change and why people change. By bringing 
these two elements together, connecting the functions of 
media with change theory, the paper highlights an instru-
mental aspect of media’s potential as a tool for creating a 
critical mass for peace. 

Media’s role in contributing to cognitive, attitudinal and 
behavioural change on a large scale is unique, and although 
this issue paper does not go into the details of how to use 
media, it certainly makes the case that more peacebuilders 
need to use media as a tool in their work. Furthermore, in 
order to ensure not only an increase in the use of media 
but also its effectiveness, there needs to be more exchange 

between media and conflict prevention and peacebuilding 
professionals. 

As the use of media in peacebuilding is still a relatively 
new practice, everyone has a lot to learn from the exchange 
of experiences. Only by getting more insight into the ways 
the media helps and inhibits the path towards constructive 
change can we capitalise on it as an effective tool in conflict 
prevention and peacebuilding. 

Malin Brenk

Past and future of timor Leste
The Crisis in Timor Leste: Understanding the past, imagining 
the future, ed. Dennis Shoesmith. Charles Darwin University 
Press, 2007

Challenges related to state and nation building, civil society, 
the international community and growth and development 
in Timor Leste were presented in various papers during a 
symposium supported by the Charles Darwin University in 
Darwin, Australia, in November 2006.  These papers have 
now been published in this well edited book, providing 
depth and insight into the 2006 crisis in Timor Leste, its 
various causes and possible ways forward. 

It is above all the comprehensiveness of this collection 
that makes The Crisis in Timor Leste: Understanding the 
past, imagining the future a really interesting and useful 
read. It avoids falling into the trap of dealing with only one 
subject or angle of the conflict. In addition, the editor has 
not hesitated to include papers that problematise sensitive 
political issues on the international level, such as Austral-
ia’s possibly ambiguous interests in the Timor Leste case 
that relate to the unresolved maritime boundaries between 
Timor Leste and Australia and the considerable oil revenues 
from the Timor Gap. 

In all, this is a very accessible book that also manages to 
scratch deeper than the surface and therefore provides the 
reader with a varied and profound analysis of the causes 
behind the 2006 crisis and the continuous challenges that 
have faced the nation since then.

Kristina Lundborg
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This special edition issue 
will focus on impact/outcome evaluation 
of peacebuilding with Ms. Cheyanne Church 
as guest editor. Ms. Church teaches evaluation 
of peacebuilding at The Fletcher School, Tuft 
University, USA, and also works with Collaborative 
for Development Action as their West Africa Liaison 
for the Reflecting on Peace Practice project.

Watch out for next issue of New Routes!



The role of religion in conflict and peace is one of 
the three pillars of research within the Life & Peace 
Institute. Some researchers hold the view that religion 
is violent in itself and apt to polarise power relations, 
while others argue that it is instrumentalised for 
political and economic purposes. As a contribution 
to the discussion LPI launched a research to see 
how people with diverse religious backgrounds, 
particularly Christians and Muslims, living together, 
relate to each other in their every day multifaceted 
encounters. 

The results of the research have now been 
published in a book with the title Striving in faith. 
Christians and Muslims in Africa. The study was 
carried out in four countries, namely Ethiopia, 
Nigeria, Sudan and Tanzania. The contributors 
to the study have situated interfaith relations 
squarely in the local social and political contexts 
in which the Muslim and Christian communities 
find themselves. They focus on the wider issues 
of conflict and inter-community relations and 
the relationship with the state.

The book has been edited by Anne N. Kubai 
and Tarekegn Adebo. Contributing authors 
are David Gitari, Mario Awet, Abdrahman 
Masudi, Hans Mwakabana, Samson Wasara, 
Guma Kunda Komey, Terje Østebø, Fola 
Lateju, Rafiu Adebayo and Yacob Arsano.

Subscriptions: Life & Peace Institute, e-mail:  
selin.amirthalingam@life-peace.org  
tel +46 18 16 95 00. 

More information on www.life-peace.org

New Routes, next issue of the quarterly journal  
will be out in September 2008.

Horn of Africa Bulletin, a monthly online newsletter
covering the African countries of the Horn. 
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If you want to order a copy of the book  
(price: ¤20, $27) please get in touch with LPI 
via e-mail or phone, or visit our website  
www.life-peace.org

christians and muslims
in co-operation or conflict


