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Introduction: contextualising
conflict

have attracted considerable media attention,
notably former Yugoslavia, Central Africa, West
Africa, and the Horn of Africa. Political
imperatives and resource constraints place
these major 'fires' at the top of the conflictintervention agenda. The media tend to focus
on these, making them real to millions of
households, and in turn forcing politicians to
respond somehow.3 One could almost say that,
whether media-determined or not, there is a
threshold of what is not politically acceptable at
the international or national level, and crossing
it will provoke a response. Public and elite
opinion tolerates 25,000 violent deaths in
Colombia in 1995, but not the 800,000 which
took place in Rwanda in 1994. Long-term
conflicts with high accumulative death tolls
(such as Guatemala, where between 1961 and
1997 an estimated 150,000, mostly poor
indigenous peasants, were killed and some
45,000 'disappeared') attract much less
attention than the massacre of thousands in a
short period of time. An analogy might be the
identification of the AIDS virus. The high loss of
life resulting from the virus is appalling, but
many more millions in the South have died and
continue to die through avoidable illnesses such
as diarrhoea, TB, and measles.
There is both a terrible reality to, and
understandable preoccupation with, complex
contemporary conflicts. At the same time, the
focus on these distorts the real world, its many
forms of violence, and the historic and
developmental crises from which these emerge.
Non-government organisations (NGOs)
concerned with longer-term development, for
instance, find that it is the emergencies which
raise the funds. The media-encouraged (or
media-driven) public need for a 'quick fix', a
'result' commensurate with their donations,
channels attention into certain kinds of
operation and short-term vision. No cynicism is

The 'peace industry' has grown enormously in
the wake of the Cold War. The UN system,
government and non-government aid programmes, and new academic research have
focused their attentions on the complex and
very violent internal wars which seem to have
characterised the immediate post-Cold War
era. The only area of overseas aid which has
grown in recent years is that directed at disasterrelief and peace-keeping. According to the
World Debt Tables 1996, aid levels in 1995 were
13 per cent lower than those recorded in 1991.
Aid for disaster-relief and peace-keeping,
however, had more than doubled from US$2.5
billion in 1990 to US$6 billion 1994-95.'
A new terminology has emerged. The UN
Research Institute for Social Development
(UNRISD) has focused its attentions on 'wartorn societies'; the UN has created a distinct
group of conflicts, which it calls 'complex
political emergencies'.2 A new range of issues
has come to preoccupy official and nongovernment donor agencies, such as the
relationship of relief to development; peacemaking and peace-building; the role of the
military in humanitarian work; post-war
reconstruction; and conflict prevention.
Attempts to generate universally applicable
formulas collapse, however, when confronted
by the huge range and complexity of the actual
situations involved. 'Conflict' is not a very useful
analytical category at all. Nor is it unequivocally
negative: one of the conflicts examined in this
paper was considered positive by a wide
spectrum of international opinion and humanitarian agencies.
Much of the present concern with complex
internal conflicts is in fact limited to certain
recent and exceptionally violent conflicts which
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implied here. The desire to save lives is
palpable. However, the logic of contemporary
discourses on conflict is to extract the immediate
and urgent from the long-term social realities in
which they are embedded. The 'complex
political emergency' becomes a phenomenon in
its own right, requiring its own explanations,
responses, and expertise.
It is not dissimilar to the debate on 'famine'.
The image of mass starvation that shook the
world in the mid-1980s similarly led policymakers and much of the academic community
to put aside studies of rural livelihoods and their
macro-level environment. The words of my
colleague, Donna Pankhurst, in her review of
the literature on famine, could be used with
respect to the 'complex political emergency':
Famine came to be seen as something separate and
detached from the rest of history, requiring new
explanations, which was reflected in the number of
texts and commentaries on the subject... Where famine
is seen as the outcome and end result of many factors
which make people poor and make them vulnerable to
changes in their systems of production and
reproduction (such as drought and war), then we can
avoid seeking solutions to famine, or plans to ensure its
prevention separately from all other analysis of how
people become so vulnerable.4

The separation between the emergency and
developmental wings of Northern agencies
intervening in the South further encourages the
decontextualising of conflict. The divide often
reflects institutional separations (and sometimes rivalries): for instance, at the international
level between UNDP (United Nations
Development Programme) and UNHCR
(United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees); at the inter-agency level between
agencies concerned with refugees and those
concerned with development; and at the intraagency level between the development and
emergency departments within NGOs such as
Oxfam GB. Increasingly, 'emergencies' become
the headline-grabbing, fund-raising core of
international assistance, as opposed to
'development', which is a more complicated
process to explain, and beset with failures rather
than clear successes. While individuals move
between these various agencies and gain
relevant and important experience of the
connections
between
their
activities,
institutional dynamics often prevent the
learning from these experiences at the
institutional level. Time for reflection, analysis,

discussion, and systematising of experiences
can be seen as an indulgence in the hectic and
emotive world of relief and development.
But while the idea of a continuum between
emergency relief and development, with clear
cut-off points between the end of one phase and
the beginning of the next, may be institutionally
useful, in my experience it is a very poor way to
conceptualise reality.5 Most of the regions beset
by conflict in the South never had 'development'; indeed, such conflicts often have their
epicentre in the most peripheral regions of
countries where development has been uneven,
if at all. Failure to understand the socioeconomic context of conflict seriously weakens
the emergency effort, as well as the prospects for
post-conflict peace-building.6 There is a huge
difference between peace-building in former
Yugoslavia, for example, where there was a
relatively highly skilled and educated
population and level of economic development
before the war, and much of Africa.
The reality of the world today, and notably in
its Southern hemisphere, is that there is a
spectrum of violent situations. There are the
exceptionally violent conflagrations already
mentioned, but there is a range of others. For
instance, besides many protracted conflicts
(such as Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Colombia, or
Angola), there are conflicts in a fragile
transitionary phase from long-term conflict to
peace (as in Guatemala, where the Peace
Agreement was signed on 29 December 1996),
conflicts which have formally ended but where
social problems continue to threaten long-term
peace (as in El Salvador or Mozambique), and
situations that simmer on the edge of major
conflict (as in Burundi).
The number of potential conflicts is great.
Today's developmental crisis may be
tomorrow's violent conflict; contemporary
'emergencies' all express deep developmental,
social, and political crises. As Adams and
Bradbury point out,
In 1993, when the UN designated 26 conflictgenerated emergencies as 'complex', there were over 80
other violent conflicts recorded. In many countries not
at war, violence and insecurity are daily realities in the
private and public lives of many women, children and
ethnic and religious minorities, with profound
consequences for their physical, psychological, and
material well-being. Insecurity and violence are
development issues that Ixave received little serious
attention from the UN, governmental agencies, and
NGOs workingfor poverty alleviation and justice.1
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There is an urgent need to build up a body of
authoritative knowledge about this range of
conflicts and the social, economic, and political
processes from which they erupt. We need to
improve our conceptual tools for understanding them and their outcomes. In
particular, we need to root conflict analysis,
emergency intervention, and peace-building
within specific socio-historical contexts.
Conflicts have a social history: they are not
abstract categories. Peace-building has a
political economy. It also depends critically on
human resources: most people will have been
negatively affected by personal experience of
violence, loss, and destruction, but also
positively shaped by courage, new skills, and
coping strategies. Peace-building should not
become a set of abstract principles, unless they
derive from careful study of a number of cases,
take into account the range of contingent factors
which affect post-war environment, and are
then continuously revised in the light of
experience.

involved in the war in different ways: some as
victims/survivors, some as protagonists, and
some as relief workers and peace-builders. We
need to understand these processes of local
'peace-building from below' and to learn what is
and what is not effective.8 But we also need to
understand the factors operating at a broader
level, including the external interventions,
which facilitate or hinder local capacity to
reconstruct societies from the devastation of
war.
This article arises from my contribution to
the Oxfam/CSVR Symposium, in which I
described recent Latin American experiences of
conflict and peace-building. It looks comparatively (and very schematically in such a short
article) at two regions of conflict in Latin
America: Central America (Nicaragua and El
Salvador) and the Andes (Peru). The comparative method is used to draw out differences as
well as similarities. It focuses on these countries
because they are all in the post-war
reconstruction phase. It is based on four years of
research and fieldwork in most of the areas of
conflict in Latin America except Chiapas in
Mexico, with a particular focus on the problem
of internal displacement.
The article begins with an analysis of each
conflict, using a socio-historical approach. It
subsequently tries to identify the critical social
changes which took place as a result of conflict
and how the humanitarian intervention
responded to them. How did people cope with
and survive the war, and what skills and
capacities might they bring to the peace?
Finally, it asks to what extent these local
capacities have been able to influence the postwar situation and prospects for long-term and
sustainable peace-building.

Building a body of knowledge: the
contribution of Latin America and
Southern Africa
The recent internal wars of Latin America and
those of Southern Africa are examples of
conflicts which are not considered to be
'complex political emergencies'. These conflicts
have disappeared from the headlines, but they
have nevertheless had a devastating impact on
their respective countries. Peace-building is
taking place in a problematic macro-level
environment in both regions.
The international dimension to these conflicts contrasts them with more recent ones.
They were all in a sense 'Cold War' conflicts; the
Peruvian conflict reflected Cold War ideologies,
but did not involve the superpowers in the way
that Central America did. But in fact the international influences only exacerbated and prolonged what were essentially internal conflicts.
With the notable exceptions of Angola and
Colombia, these largely came to an end in the
last phase of the Cold War or in its immediate
wake. Guatemala has been the most prolonged
of the conflicts and of the peace processes, with
an agreement signed only at the end of 1996. As
the first examples of peace settlements with
international supervision, they have been used
as models of post-war reconstruction.
Long-term peace-building is the responsibility of local people, many of whom have been

Conflict analysis
Violent conflicts appear to be cataclysmic
events, but they are in fact the result of processes
that have developed over time. They are rooted
in some way in the interactions between
identities of class, ethnicity, and sometimes
religion (gender inequalities have not yet led to
open warfare on gender lines!), and structural
socio-economic factors. These identities are
channelled, articulated, and politicised through
the presence of some catalyst, and conflict is
triggered by political acts or action of some
kind.

74

Sustainable peace-building in the South

The identities of any individual or subject
are, as the post-modernists have taught us,
multiple; they are neither fixed nor essential. In
the conflicts examined below, for instance, most
women have tended to suppress or play down
their gender-related identity and concerns in
favour of a sense of belonging based on class,
ethnicity, or nationality, which cuts across
gender; although gender-awareness has at the
same time often grown stronger in the course of
the war itself.9 A vital question is why at any
given moment one identity appears to
predominate over others and even provides a
reason for taking up arms. There is no
automatic reason why any of these identities
should result in conflict. Conflict analysis needs
to understand how historically rooted
injustices, exclusions, inequalities, and rivalries
that exist in all societies turn into violent
internal war in some.
Central America: Nicaragua and £1
Salvador
Long before the civil wars which tore this region
apart in the 1980s, its socio-economic and
political structures had developed along
particularly exclusionary and socially divisive
lines.
Common to both countries was the
concentration of economic and political power
in the hands of a mostly white or mestizo (mixed
white and Indian) elite. Only a small, politically
weak, professional middle class lay between the
mass of the peasant population and the urban
poor. The structural inequalities resulted in
clear class cleavages in El Salvador (in the case of
neighbouring Guatemala they were class and
ethnic cleavages). In Nicaragua, however, class
divisions were complicated by the fact that the
elite itself was divided, with one dynasty
concentrating power and wealth at the level of
the State and alienating other sectors of the
elite.
There were also significant spatial or
geographical patterns to the deep social
divisions in the two countries. In El Salvador,
departments such as Chalatenango, Cabanas,
and Morazan were the poorest, most
ecologically damaged, and agriculturally
unsustainable regions. Poor, land-hungry
peasants struggled to sustain a fragile,
vulnerable livelihood in these departments,
which later constituted core regions of the
conflict. In Nicaragua, there was also a
geographic and ethnic divide between the
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Pacific and Atlantic regions of the country. The
social structures of the former did not
reproduce themselves in the latter, where
indigenous Miskito and Sumo peoples had
come under the influence of Britain and the
Moravian Church, and had little communication or relationship with the Spanishspeaking Catholic population of the Pacific
region.
More than any other structural inequality,
the role of land distribution and use in the
unfolding conflicts was probably the most
significant. Inability to sustain the peasant
economy on the amount and quality of land
available to the poor majority was a core issue.
Economic growth was nevertheless facilitated
by the relationship between the agro-export
and peasant economies: unable to live on the
available land all the year round, peasants had
to migrate and sell their labour cheaply at
harvest time on the agro-export estates, in
order to earn some cash to support themselves
for the full year. The problem became ever
more acute with population growth and the
expansion
of agro-export crops and
concomitant expulsion of peasants from their
land. The gravest situation was found in the
smallest, most heavily populated country, El
Salvador.
Many dispossessed people headed for urban
areas, where they would once again end up on
the margins of society, with relatively few
gaining jobs in the small manufacturing sector.
In Nicaragua, where there were still unsettled
agricultural areas, colonisation schemes
banished some of the land-hungry to remote
areas in the 1960s and 1970s, where poor
infrastructure and State neglect resulted in a
difficult struggle for survival. Nueva Guinea in
Nicaragua would later become one of the
conflict-ridden regions of that country, for
instance (the Ixcan in Guatemala would be
another example of a zone of colonisation in
Central America which subsequently became a
centre of conflict). In Nueva Guinea, many
peasants remained politically tied to Somocismo
in gratitude for the former dictator's land
grants, and this made them a fertile recruiting
ground for the anti-Sandinista forces in the
1980s. Chalatenango in El Salvador was an area
of unplanned colonisation. When thousands
were expelled from the coastal regions to make
way for cotton-growing in the 1950s, and
thousands more were driven from their small
subsistence plots on the coffee estates, they
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headed for the regions of little interest to the
agro-exporters. In Chalatenango it was cattle
ranching, not agro-exports, which predominated, and some land was available for
rent.

Catalysts of war
None of the conditions described leads
invariably to war and/or violent conflict. Many
parts of the world are characterised by deep
class and ethnic divisions and a highly
exclusionary distribution of political and
economic power corresponding to them. Often
these divisions, like the ones we are exploring,
rest on a great deal of threatened or actual
violence. The status quo is defended through a
variety of coercive mechanisms from national to
private armed force. Some writers have even
identified 'structural violence' to describe
situations of violence embedded in social
relations but which do not manifest themselves
in armed conflict between the parties."
Affirming identity does not necessarily lead
to conflict.12 But there are situations where
identity is mobilised in such a way as to
challenge another social group or the State. It is
the character of these catalysing factors which is
critical to the analysis of conflict; they introduce
new elements into an ongoing situation, and
transform perceptions about the legitimacy of
that situation and what can be done to change it.

The Andes: Peru
In Peru, class and ethnic identity overlapped in
the highland departments of Ayacucho,
Huancavelica,
and
Apurimac.
These
represented the poorest regions of the country
and the epicentres of the conflict which erupted
in the early 1980s.
Populations of alpaca herders and
subsistence farmers and sharecroppers, some of
whom paid labour dues up until the late 1970s
to local landowners, lived in remote and
desolate altitudes. The State showed little
interest in the contribution that the region
might make to the national economy, except
insofar as the land reform which finally gave the
peasants title to land in the late 1970s was aimed
also at forcing expropriated landowners to
invest their capital elsewhere. Ethnic identity
among the peasants was culturally strong, with
most still speaking primarily Quechua. Many
women spoke no Spanish at all, and many men
did so with difficulty. The problem of
communicating with the wider Peru was an
isolating factor, exacerbated by widespread
racism towards the 'Indian'. Ethnicity was not
an identity which the peasants and herders
themselves valued or affirmed. Any action in the
wider world taken by these people reflected
their socio-economic position and not their
ethnic identity; examples are the peasant
movements which did emerge in the wake of the
Velasco government's efforts to mobilise them
'from above' in the early 1970s.
In the valleys, such as that around Huanta in
Ayacucho, where larger landowners and betteroff peasants lived, the population was mostly
mestizo, and strongly rejected the 'Indian'
influence within it, although most also spoke
Quechua as well as Spanish. Nevertheless, they
would never be accepted into the same social
elite as the Lima-based bourgeoisie. The
frustrations of a generation of sons and
daughters of peasants on medium-sized farms,
with educational opportunities but few
professional or social ones, would play an
important role in the subsequent conflict.10

Central America: £1 Salvador and
Nicaragua
In El Salvador the catalysts consisted firstly of
the radical Church and secondly of left-wing
political movements. The fact that the Central
American civil wars originated in the 1960s and
1970s meant that they were heavily influenced
by the ideological currents that on the left made
class an over-arching identity which could bring
others, such as gender and ethnicity, under its
umbrella. This produced a powerful mobilising
tool to pitch against a State which also organised
itself essentially around the interests of one
class. A peasant movement began to emerge in
the poorest zones of the country in the 1970s,
linking up with other popular organisations in
the urban areas, and articulated politically by
the guerrilla movements that formed the
FMLN (Frente Farabundo Marti de Liberation
Nacional) in 1980. The class-based nature of
this movement was a source of its initial
strength, but it provoked a stronger class
solidarity among the Salvadorean oligarchy
who controlled the State and could call upon the
armed forces, and ultimately the US
government, for support.
In Nicaragua the success of the Sandinistas in
overthrowing the Somocista dictatorship
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made vi'olence a means for them to achieve
recognition, status, and survival. Sendero had
little interest in their ethnicity, much more in
their class identity. Indeed, it was Sendero1 s
disrespect for their traditions and community
structure which, among other factors, led the
indigenous people to turn against the guerrilla
movement. The imposition of a revolutionary
committee structure, for instance, on the timehonoured community structure, and the killing
of community elders and Presidents, were two
such. But repudiation of Sendero was not
enough to save the peasants from the vengeance
of the Peruvian army. Peasants were killed in
their thousands, either by Sendero for betraying
them, or by the army for having given support
to the guerrillas.

triggered the relentless hostility of the US
Administration to what it perceived to be a
revolutionary pro-Soviet government. While
the revolution against Somoza had attracted a
multi-class alliance, this did not survive the
assumption of power by the Sandinistas,
although the new government attempted to
preserve it. Those who opposed the focus on
social distribution and popular participation of
the Sandinista government were the catalysts —
with US backing — of an armed movement to
overthrow it.
This armed movement was able to exploit the
social discontent among sectors of the peasantry
alienated by the Sandinistas' approach to the
agrarian question. It also managed to mobilise
the ethnic particularities of the Atlantic Coast
communities, which were deeply disaffected by
the Sandinistas' ill-conceived initial approach to
a region used to virtual autonomy from
Managua.
The counter-revolutionary movement grew
with external support, but nevertheless
exploited many internal social tensions and
class and ethnic identities to bring down the first
State in Nicaragua's history which proposed to
base itself on the 'logic of the majority'. The
historic weakness of a State which had
developed around a dynastic dictorship could
not be overcome very rapidly, however, and
certainly not with sufficient speed to deal
adequately with the social contradictions
exposed by the overthrow of the old order.

Similarities and differences

In analysing these three conflicts, some
common threads are apparent amid many
differences. A significant similarity is the way in
which social marginalisation and exclusion
could be mobilised by political forces in very
divergent ways. In El Salvador, the popular
movement of the 1970s was strong enough to
create a social dynamic of its own. While it was
closely linked to the political force which would
lead it into conflict, there is sufficient evidence
that a conscious movement of the poor had
emerged and chose a revolutionary option. This
would be a very important factor in determThe Andes: Peru
ining the way in which the conflict took shape,
and the humanitarian responses to it. Much
In Peru, the catalyst was a movement which
support was channelled to the popular
emerged with a messianic Maoist vision which it
organisations and people's initiatives in this
attempted to apply to the most impoverished
regions of the Andes. Sendero Luminoso ('Shining conflict. Only the USA and its agencies chose to
put all their efforts into shoring up the
Path') set out to mobilise the peasants in a
Salvadorean State, both militarily and
struggle against feudalism and capitalism. It
politically.
exploited the abandonment of these regions by
the State, an abandonment reaffirmed by the
In Nicaragua, although the Sandinistas
application of the agrarian reform to the
emerged from a multi-class alliance with strong
Ayacucho region in the late 1970s. This gave
backing from the urban poor, intellectuals, and
peasant communities their land and freed them
significant sectors of the peasantry, they were
from servitude. But almost no other support
not able to generate a national following behind
was given to peasants struggling with an
their modernising and transforming governinhospitable terrain and lack of infrastructure
mental project. There was little history of
to connect them either physically or socially to
popular organising before the revolution, and
the rest of the country.
the lack of consciousness was apparent in the
ability of external forces to mobilise social and
Indigenous communities responded initially
to Sendero because the movement filled a virtual political discontent around an anti-government
initiative. However, the fact that the Sandinista
power vacuum in the area and sought to give
State was committed to a socially radical and
them a wider vision of their role, although it
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nationalist agenda would also influence the
international humanitarian response to the
conflict. A great deal of international support
was channelled through the Sandinista State.
In Peru, social sectors isolated and neglected
by a State with very little interest in the
subsistence agriculture of the Andean
highlands were mobilised by an ideologically
rigid armed group. Although many abandoned
this allegiance, they were already exposed to
army revenge. It was only when subsequently
the army began to arm them, and peasant
militia were created, that the peasants gained a
real protagonism of their own in this conflict.
That protagonism has provided the basis for a
humanitarian response now that the war has
come to a kind of ending.

developed creative and courageous responses
to the destruction and danger around them. In
the refugee camps, they organised workshops
and training; and, when the moment was
appropriate for them (and in opposition to the
wishes of international agencies such as
UNHCR), they asserted their right to return in
the manner they wished — openly. In the
returned communities which were set up within
the zones of conflict, they challenged the army
through peaceful resistance to efforts to
dislodge them from the civilian space they had
won.
These activities opened up a political and civil
space in the country, and enabled the popular
movement to start re-grouping from 1986
onwards. Local NGOs were able to establish
themselves and channel funds to the waraffected populations. While the guerrilla
movements maintained political and military
leadership, it was this grassroots organising that
held people together in the face of relentless
government repression, largely financed by the
USA.
These capacities of the population had a big
impact on international humanitarian NGOs.
There was an understanding that an historic
struggle was at stake for social and economic
change in favour of the poorest. The
humanitarian support from these NGOs was
not neutral, but value-driven, and very much
based on respect for the political options of the
'victims/protagonists' of the war. These
international NGOs accompanied the popular
organisations, lobbied their own governments
to challenge the US role in the country, and
provided an international umbrella of
protection.14
In El Salvador, therefore, the history of the
conflict is the history also of a social and political
process, in which mostly illiterate or semiliterate men and women participated in a
prolonged struggle to bring about a fundamental transformation of their society. This
they ultimately failed to do, however. But that
population had gained an experience of
protagonism that should have enabled them at
least to influence the peace.
In Nicaragua, the conflict unfolded in a
context where the State under the Sandinistas
was itself the protagonist for a project of social
change. The lack of tradition of independent
popular organising, the weakness of political
parties, and the culture of exclusion had to be
addressed in order to mobilise support. At the

The impact of conflict
The particular character of each of these
conflicts had a profound impact on their
societies. Men and women changed their roles
as they do in all wars; they may be victims of
terrible things, but they also have to cope with
the situation. Men tend to carry the guns and
lead movements, while family survival comes to
depend on women alone. Social and political
change and economic destruction, unevenly
spread and experienced, all characterise
conflict. Only a careful analysis of this can
provide the tools for understanding the
challenges of peace, and in particular enable
peace-building strategies to harness the positive
energies and capacities developed to cope with
and survive the conflict.
Central America: El Salvador and
Nicaragua
In El Salvador, observers close to the popular
sectors identified an impressive level of
organisation among the most illiterate and
marginalised social groups. An estimated
500,000 people were displaced inside the
country by the war (10 per cent of the
population), over 70,000 people were killed,
and an estimated 68 per cent of the population
were living below the poverty line in 1990.13 But
there is no doubt that the population most
affected by army bombardment, State terror,
and counter-insurgency showed an extraordinary protagonism at key moments.
In the zones of guerrilla control, they
established their own local governments and
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same time, however, the Sandinistas had to
channel that support into their national project,
which included an alliance with the private
sector. The Sandinistas did generate an
enthusiastic following among a significant
sector of the population. Many international
NGOs, and Western as well as East European
governments, gave the State strong support for
what was seen as an historic opportunity for
people-centred development. Humanitarian
assistance during the war in Nicaragua
encompassed a great deal of solidarity and
political support for the project of the
Sandinista State.
The military response organised by the USA
and its local allies both undermined the social
dimensions of the Sandinista project and
exacerbated its contradictions. The Sandinistas
were attempting to persuade the private sector
to accept a loss of political power in exchange for
retaining considerable economic power.
Popular mobilising became increasingly
organised around the defence of the revolution
and support for the FSLN (Frente Sandinista de
Liberation Nacional), weakening its capacity to
generate autonomous and sustainable social
action. In the conflict zones, the logic of war
replaced the logic of the social processes.
The conflict in Nicaragua divided the
majority population of poor peasants and
indigenous peoples. It had high human, social,
and economic costs for an already impoverished
country; but it also contributed to the
premature collapse of an attempt, however
flawed, to harness popular energies into
modernising the country and State.
The Andes: Peru
In Peru, the impact of the war was felt primarily
in the three Andean departments referred to
above.15 An estimated 600,000 people were
displaced within Peru during the conflict, 80
per cent of them from these departments, which
also accounted for many of the 25,000 dead.
However, the responses to the conflict among
the population also demonstrated how 'victims'
can also be 'actors', developing capacities to
cope with the most barbaric and traumatic
circumstances.
The conflict forced people to choose between
fleeing the zone of conflict, dying at the hands of
Sendero or the army, or staying and offering
armed resistance. Many fled, either following
historic migratory patterns and heading for
Lima, or settling in the nearest urban centre.
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But, unlike historic migrations, these were not
planned population movements, but forced
expulsions.
Unprepared and often traumatised, the
displaced ended up on the periphery of towns
and cities where they did not even speak the
language. Many were widows or women left to
cope with the children (including many
orphans) alone, because their husbands had
stayed to fight. Many displaced men were even
less able to adapt from peasant life to urban
environments, and found it more difficult to
find work than the women, who could at least do
domestic work. Nevertheless, the experience of
urban life had a profound effect on these
displaced people. Despite often appalling living
conditions, the possibility of some schooling for
their children, and the experience of modern
communications and urban social life, have
changed the expectations and aspirations of
significant groups of Andean peasants.
Others stayed to resist, in some regions
managing to preserve the community structure,
but in others forced to move from isolated rural
dwellings into virtual camps, from where they
would venture out to farm their distant plots or
to fight Sendero. It is the ill-armed peasant
militia or rondos, rather than the army, which
many believe to be responsible for the defeat of
Sendero in the Andes.16 This has given ronderos a
sense of self-worth that was historically denied
them.
The humanitarian assistance to the
population affected by this war was very limited.
Peru did not attract the international attention
paid to the Central American wars, and
Sendero's hostility to international aid made it
very dangerous to work in the war zones,
although some agencies such as GB managed to
maintain a flow of aid. Only with the capture of
Sendero's leader in 1992 and the virtual —
though not complete — defeat of Sendero have
the dimensions of the crisis affecting the
displaced population become apparent.

The problem of sustainable
peace-building
The impact of war was devastating for all three
countries examined above. But social changes
did take place, with some positive implications
in terms of new capacities, skills, and
expectations among the populations. These
capacities are easily eroded in peace-time, as is
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well known in the case of women who take new
public roles during war-time and return to
private domestic ones subseqently. Indeed, the
'gendered' nature of peace agreements reflects
this.17 Fundamentally, however, the problem is
that most peace agreements do not even
purport to encompass or reflect social changes.
They are political deals.
The discussion of peace-building is
frequently confused by the different ways in
which the term 'peace' is used. Some define it
negatively as the 'absence of war'; others invest
it with a positive content too: ultimately the
'peaceful' society is one in which there are no
causes for violence and conflict. The
mechanisms for achieving this and its precise
content are much debated, and the debate
centres around the concepts ofjustice, equality,
liberty, and democracy. The debate about
positive peace draws our attention to the
apparently obvious: that the absence of war
does not necessarily mean the absence of
violence in a society, and it certainly does not
mean an end to conflict. Socio-economic
inequality, unequal gender relations, political
exclusion, and racism are just some of the
factors that fuel social and political violence in
any society. For some, therefore, a sustainable
peace is only meaningful and possible if steps
are made to deal with these fundamental
problems. Others prefer to focus on the
immediately achievable, the by no means simple
task of bringing parties to armed conflict into a
negotiation which will at least allow for the
'management' of the conflict, or a decision by
the parties not to pursue their differences
through violence.
How can these two approaches be married?
In practice, of course, a peace agreement may
not deal with all the underlying causes of the
conflict, but it might open up a political space to
deal with them in another way. The problem
arises if the peace agreement is treated as an
'ending' to something, rather than a 'beginning'
in which the parties to conflict have formally
agreed to address their differences in nonviolent ways.
The process of peace-building — and it is by
nature a protracted and complex one — will
depend on the prospects for reconciling
fundamental, often structurally embedded,
differences through peaceful means. Given that
conflicts are about attempts to change power
relations in some way, their outcome will create
an environment which negatively or positively

affects this! The historical outcome of the
conflict and the political economy in which the
peace-building process takes place are critical
factors for societies emerging from internal war.
The conflict will have changed something in the
society. But to wliat extent will these changes allow
for the emergence of new social practices, the
construction of accountable and representative
government
institutions, and
inclusive
economic processes? To what extent will the
rule of law be legitimised, so allowing alternative means to violence for the redress of
grievances, and the protection of basic rights of
all the population? Will the cessation of armed
conflict enable the victims of violence to write
their history freely, and to deal with the trauma
of bereavement? If the changes do not facilitate
these things sufficiently, the ending of the
conflict will simply bequeath a legacy of
frustration and resentment to another
generation.
'Peace-building' cannot be seriously
discussed in the abstract, because armed
conflicts end in so many different ways and offer
such different possibilities. The social history of
the pre-conflict period must be related to the
political economy of the post-conflict context. If
the reasons why people took up arms have not
been addressed and there are no means of
articulating them politically, how will they
manifest themselves in the peace? Demoralisation and exhaustion may depoliticise
aspirations and atomise individuals into seeking
private solutions, giving the illusion of a 'stable
peace'. But this will not be a society that has
dealt with its past. In the short term, people are
relieved that war is over, but the legacy of
violence will imprint itself on the society and
express itself somehow, in inter-personal
relations, in levels of domestic violence, on
children and, quite probably, eventually in the
political arena once again.
The issue of 'impunity', truth, justice, and
reconciliation remains one of the most
problematic issues in the aftermath of conflict.
In reality, most peace agreements are
compromises or defeats/victories, rather than a
joint attempt to redress the grievances of the
past in order to build something new. The
question of what is done to bring to justice
perpetrators of extreme violence goes to the
heart of the nature of the peace agreement and
the power relationships it expresses as the
conflict ends. Guatemala, for instance, is now
beginning its transition to peace, following the
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favour of peace (through initiatives such as the
Debate Nacional), it was negotiated between the
elites of both sides of the war.19 While the
'victims/protagonists' had high expectations of
the outcome, the war did not transform the
socio-economic basis of power in the society. It
opened a political space for civilian government
and free, contested elections, and most notably
allowed for the political participation of the
former guerrilla leaders. The international
presence played a major role in guaranteeing
the transition from war to peace.
International pressure ensured that local
NGOs were given the space to participate in
discussions about the post-conflict resettlement
and reconstruction programmes, through what
was called the CIREFCA (International
Conference for Central American Refugees)
process. But most of these NGOs had emerged
during the war, closely tied to the FMLN and illprepared for the tasks of post-war
reconstruction or working with people in a noninstrumentalist way. The popular sectors,
despite their protagonism in the war, found it
hard to adapt to the new discourse of electoral
politics which relegated them to the role of
voters, with little space to retain their political
engagement. The demoralisation that resulted
brought with it the dissipation of that creativity,
courage, and energy with which people had
responded to the revolutionary war.
The failure to transform the Salvadorean
State would also have profound implications for
the peace. A State which had historically served
only one sector of society, and was very much
weakened by the war, was in a poor condition to
lead the post-war reconstruction; but above all it
still fundamentally reflected the pre-war class
structure. Issues such as the rule of law,
accountability, and effective administration
remain unsolved in El Salvador, although there
has been a concerted international effort to
address them and to support the modernising
social and political forces. While these
dominated the governing right-wing ARENA
party (as they did under President Cristiani,
1989-1994), there were some prospects for
progress. But his successor, Calderon Sol,
proved ill-equipped to take the country
forward. It is telling that the most searching
analysis of the post-war reconstruction effort in
El Salvador has drawn attention to the
limitations of external post-war assistance
where the national government lacks the
political will to collaborate:

signing of an accord. However, that accord was
made possible by an agreement to an amnesty
that protected the guerrillas from prosecution
for political violence but also, far more
significantly in terms of the scale of the violence
they used, exonerated the army of
responsibility for the mass and cruel violence it
perpetrated against indigenous people and
opposition groups. What kind of peace will
emerge in Guatemala, where the rule of law has
been practised so partially?

Realistic peace-building
Realistic peace-building must confront the
flawed foundations of the peace agreement. It
must take into account the power relations,
persistent exclusions, and
the social
implications of the post-war political economy.
The case-studies below suggest that the most
important steps towards a sustainable peace are
those which foster and strengthen local capacity
to deal with the past, to engage with the present,
and to shape the future in ways which do not
exclude, oppress, or divide.
Central America: El Salvador and
Nicaragua
El Salvador has been acclaimed as achieving
one of the most 'successful' peace agreements.
The are undoubtedly many significant features
of the Salvadorean peace negotiations. But, in
1995, there were more killings each day
through criminal violence than during the
war.18 Questions of land, poverty, and
marginalisation are as much a concern as before
the war. The difference is that the ability of
previous leaders to articulate excluded groups
politically is much diminished.
The protracted conflict wore people down;
while the guerrilla movement remained
militarily powerful, it was clear that they could
not take power through arms. Sectors of the
oligarchy meanwhile had also understood that
they could not defeat the movement militarily.
The price of peace would be to broaden the
basis for political participation in the country,
and this became acceptable to a sufficient sector.
Meanwhile, the Cold War was ending and the
USA was seeking to extricate itself from its
military commitments.
Many other factors influenced the peace, but
it is important to note that, in the end, and
despite the mobilisation of civilian groups in
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External assistance has played a critical role in El
Salvador's peace process. Grants and loans from
bilateral and multilateral agencies have been the main
source of finance for many programs mandated by the
Peace Accords, including the land transfer program,
the reintegration of ex-combatants, poverty alleviation
programs and infrastructure projects. External
assistance, actors have also influenced the political
momentum of the peace process. Aid has affected not
only the balance of payments, but also the balance of
power. Aid can be an important complement to limited
domestic resources. It can, however, also become a
substitute for them ... This dilemma has been clearly
apparent in El Salvador. External assistance
unquestionably has contributed greatly to postwar
reconstruction and to the consolidation of peace. But
external assistance actors have been less successful in
prompting the government to mobilize greater domestic
resources to finance peace programs. Indeed, virtually
no internal fiscal reforms were undertaken specifically
with a view to financing the peace.20

The inability of former guerrilla leaders to
provide political leadership to their supporters
for the new agendas of the peace has had a very
negative impact on the popular movement and
its ability to influence that peace. There are
some examples of successful interactions
between NGOs and international agencies in
the reconstruction, and some efforts to build
accountable municipal governments, but they
are relatively few and still not part of a
systematic government project.21 And while international agencies have stressed 'participation'
in their interventions, time and attention must
be invested
in
helping
traumatised,
impoverished, semi-literate populations to
recover from war and respond to the often
technocratic visions of professional external
actors.
There is no plan to incorporate the former
war zones into a national development plan.
They are left to the projects of international
financial agencies and international NGOs.
Many of the urban and rural poor of El Salvador
subsist on dollar remittances from relatives in
the USA, rather than on their own productive
capacity. The survival mentality today contrasts
strongly with the creative mobilisations of the
war period. Outstanding tensions over land and
the future of demobilised ex-combatants
continue to threaten the prospects for peace:
the disaffection of the latter has already led to
more than one violent incident.
In Nicaragua, the counter-revolutionary
army was ultimately defeated militarily, but not
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politically — the reverse of the situation in El
Salvador. The electoral defeat of the Sandinistas
in 1990, just after the formal signing of the
peace agreement, meant that the process of
peace-building would take place without the
commitment of a 'progressive' State. At the
popular level, the legacy of Sandinista
organising had left its mark, and there was
much greater capacity to defend popular
interests than otherwise. But much of this was
still led and organised by the Sandinistas, now
fighting to regain political power through
electoral means.
The most vigorous and independent voices,
many observers noted, were from the women's
organisations that throughout the Sandinista
period had defended both the revolution and
also, increasingly, their gender interests. The
other group which would emerge in the early
years of the peace were the demobilised
soldiers, peasants from both sides of the war
who now identified common interests and who
felt betrayed by their leaderships. The
Foundation of Ex-combatants included former
members of both the Sandinista and the
counter-revolutionary or Contra armies.
The Sandinistas had not had the time or
resources, particularly after the economy was
put on a war footing, to modernise the State
apparatus. The State they bequeathed was still
prone to corruption and bureaucratism,
tendencies enhanced by the weakness of the
new Chamorro government. The government's
main concern was to transform the macro-level
policy environment from a State-led to a
market-driven one. It was not concerned with
systematic post-war peace-building. While the
international financial community
did
contribute funds for this purpose, the lack of
local capacity to administer them proved a
major obstacle. Local NGO capacity was much
weaker than in El Salvador. The Sandinista
State had tended to dominate the associational
sphere. While new NGOs emerged with the
electoral defeat of the FSLN, they still mostly
lacked the capacity and experience to make
proposals relevant to the new conditions. A
study of the search for peace and consensus in
Nicaragua in the five years after the 1990 peace
agreement concluded:
As a direct result of civil war fought within the context
of the cold war, Nicaragua's peace process has been
beset since 1990 by a sometimes violent array of
conflicts over land, over economic policy and division
of resources, over institutional power, and over quotas
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of power within and between a political class with
many small parties and factions. For common citizens
it has been a bewildering and dispiriting political scene
they have viewed from an unsteady economic terrain
which has deteriorated an already poor living
standard."

Again, the picture is not entirely negative.
There have been some interesting local
experiences. One of these is Nueva Guinea,
where the Protestant Church had been very
influential during the war in brokering peace
between the contras and the Sandinista army.
While it continued these efforts in the wake of
the peace agreements, supported by international NGOs, these were continuously
undermined by the economic marginalisation
of the region. With little State investment in
infrastructure and development, it is left to
international and local NGOs and, in the case of
Nueva Guinea, the peasant union, UNAG, to
develop and implement projects. But often they
do so with conflicting rather than common
agendas. This tendency is sometimes fuelled by
the increasing scarcity of funds and, therefore,
competition among various organisations as
Nicaragua moves from being a country of
concern to the international community to one
where 'peace' has been restored.
The situation is worsened by the neo-liberal
national policy environment. A key ingredient
of the peace-building in the zone, to encourage
mostly Con/ra-supporting communities to
accept Sandinistas into their midst, is economic
reconstruction and improvement in the living
standards of the people. The peasants in the
zone, however, are moving desperately from
crop to crop, as trade liberalisation brings in
cheaper staples from neighbouring Costa Rica.
As a new crop is tested for its market potential,
so communities all turn to it, and the price
collapses. The resolution of these problems is
critical to sustaining long-term peace in a region
where poor people in very recent memory took
up arms against each other.
The Andes: Peru
In Peru, the war has never been formally
brought to an end, and the State has felt no
compulsion to invest in the reconstruction of
the war-torn regions. Political parties have been
much weakened in Peru over the last decade, in
particular on the left. This has adversely
affected Peru's historically strong nongovernment and popular organisations, which
were mostly linked to the parties. President

Fujimori has claimed the credit for the victory
over Sendero and has used this to launch his
programme of economic modernisation. This
does not include the Andean highlands, which
according to the Peruvian anthropologist,
Carlos Monge, are still seen by the government
as ungran comedor popular (a big soup kitchen).23
In other words, while efficiency, competition,
and the free market are the agenda for the
productive coastal export zone, the Andean
highlands are still viewed as an unproductive
region where State paternalism is the only
economic hope.
As international and local NGOs struggle to
develop an agenda for post-war reconstruction
in the face of government indifference, so also
their conceptions of what this should mean
differ widely and often conflict with each
other.24 Technically competent NGOs lack
sensitivity to the social dimensions of rebuilding
communities devastated by violence and
bereavement. The men who head the NGOs,
for instance, do not know how to build on the
capacities demonstrated by the women during
the war years.
In El Salvador a highly politicised popular
movement and NGO community found it hard
to make the transition to a new role in the peace.
In Nicaragua, the Sandinista State had not
encouraged independent organising, and
therefore the NGO and popular sectors were
too weak to take full advantage of the post-war
situation. In Peru, however, one of the most
interesting developments is that of the
organisational capacity of the displaced
communities seeking support for a return
programme or for permanent settlement in
their places of refuge. With a new sense of
protagonism inherited from their role in the
war, these communities, particularly in the
Ayacucho area, are embarking on an important
attempt to influence the reconstruction programmes in the region. Their capacity to do so
will greatly depend on the dynamics of their
evolving relationships with the State and with
the local and international non-government
agencies which are currently supporting them.

Conclusion
This article has emphasised that 'conflict'
should not be treated as an asocial, ahistorical
category; nor should peace-building be
understood without reference to the way in
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which power relationships have been
reconfigured at the end of the conflict, and the
nature of their impact on the political economy
of post-war reconstruction.
At one level, these may seem very obvious
points. However, a great deal of the debate on
'conflict', 'conflict-prevention', and 'peacebuilding' appears to treat them as if they have a
reality of their own, divorced from their social
context. The external agencies concerned with
peace seem increasingly to focus the debate on
their interventions (for instance, what they can do
to articulate relief and development, what they
can do to prevent conflict and build peace), and
much less on the dynamic of local capacities and
how they can shape the future prospects for
peace-building. And where the discourse does
focus on them, the practice of supporting the
efforts of traumatised, poor, and ill-educated
populations to re-build their lives is often
insensitive and reflects unrealistic expectations
of rapid results and achievements. For example,
a real appreciation of how gender relations
affect the ability of poor and powerless women
to play their full role in the post-conflict
situation (as opposed to a knowledge of the
correct discourse) is essential. In my experience,
few of the professional men involved in external
assistance programmes have that real
appreciation, and repeated gender-training
workshops help only partly.
Latin America offers some useful case-studies
of conflicts that have tended to be forgotten as
international concern looks to the newly
defined category of conflicts: the 'complex
political emergency'. The Latin American
examples, which are now in their post-war
reconstruction phase, do nevertheless suggest
some important topics that are worth exploring
for their relevance to other conflicts and peacebuilding processes in the South.
The relationship between identity and
structure is one such topic, which is critical to
the analysis of conflict and for assessing the
prospects for a sustainable peace. The casestudies reveal the importance of understanding
the process of identity mobilisation in conflict,
whether there is an 'empowering mobilisation',
a 'manipulated mobilisation' (that is, one which
seeks to manipulate exclusions for a political
project which expresses the power rivalries of
elites and leaders), or an 'affirmative
mobilisation'.
In El Salvador, conscious movements
emerged, linked by class interests, initially with
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the help of the radical Church, creating strong
and combative popular organisations. This
empowering mobilisation enabled ordinary
peasants and workers to play an extraordinary
role during the war, which was widely
recognised by humanitarian agencies. These
movements, which were closely tied to political
leaderships during the war, have mostly,
however, been unable effectively to influence
the peace. Their leaders saw them in peace-time
as a source of electoral support, not as a human
resource for long-term peace-building. The
rural and urban poor of El Salvador had
demonstrated in the zones under guerrilla
control, in the refugee camps and returned
communities, their capacity for organisation
and their readiness to learn new skills. But these
have mostly not been harnessed for the peace.
In Nicaragua, poor peasants and ethnic
groups were mobilised behind a counterrevolutionary project which was essentially
about elites regaining political power and the
USA regaining influence in the country. But the
Sandinistas also mobilised 'from above' around
their own agenda for government in an
historical context of weak associational life, a
tendency exacerbated by the demands of war.
The reconstruction effort was weakened by the
expectations among the population that the
State or external agencies would provide
solutions to their problems.
In Peru, there are signs that indigenous
peasants have gained a sense of self-worth
which could be the basis for an 'affirmative'
identity for the peace. Indigenous women are
potentially able to use their experiences during
the war to play significant roles in the
reconstruction of their communities. In this
case, there is no 'mobilisation' around these
identities, but a sense of self-value and a new
sense of 'rights', which has emerged in the
course of the conflict and which could be
supported by humanitarian efforts in the postwar situation.
A second topic to highlight is the role of the
State. In all three countries, the incapacity or
unwillingness of the post-conflict State actively
to promote the conditions for peace-building
has seriously weakened the process. The three
countries share a history of socially
exclusionary,
coercive,
corrupt,
and
unaccountable States. The historic outcome of
the conflicts in El Salvador and Nicaragua has
placed the issue of State modernisation and
legitimacy on the agenda, but has not brought
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about the shift in social and economic power
which could force it through. Renewed
polarisation into armed groups is unlikely, but
the poverty and exclusion which led to war in
the first place now fuel the non-political
criminal violence of the desperate. In Peru, the
historic outcome of the war has been to
strengthen the modernising impetus of the
State, albeit under the authoritarian leadership
of President Fujimori. But here too, the
distribution of social and economic power
remains unchanged, despite the modernisation
process afoot. It is too soon to judge the capacity
of the victims of the war to claim State
recognition that they bore the brunt of army
and Sendero violence, as well as their rights as
citizens in a country that has barely accepted its
indigenous population in this way.
A third topic is the role of NGOs. There is
much concern among the international
community to build up local NGO capacity in
the wake of war. This is not so much a
recognition of the need to strengthen longterm, sustainable local peace-building capacity,
as has been argued here. It is more about the
macro-economic agenda of the international
financial community, where NGOs are now
seen as service-providers preferable to
bureaucratic and corrupt States.
However, NGOs are not necessarily preferable
to an effective, competent, and accountable
State. And in order to enhance the capacity of
NGOs to take on these new roles, the
comparative advantages of NGOs — their costeffectiveness, their closeness to beneficiaries,
their lack of bureaucracy, etc. — often diminish.
The NGOs in the three countries we have
looked at are fragile institutions. To what extent
will more sustainable peace processes be
fostered by 'scaling-up' these organisations to
carry out poverty-alleviation functions in the
absence of State programmes? Experience from
all three cases suggests that what is needed is
indeed more effective NGOs, but ones that
remain close to the marginal social groups
caught up in the conflict, that can support not
substitute for their efforts to articulate their
needs better, to organise more effectively;
NGOs which can assist them to make better use
of the reconstruction funds available from
international agencies, which can facilitate
inter-community reconciliation, and so on.
Last, but by no means least, there is the topic
of the post-war economy, and in particular the
challenges of growth and equity which are both
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so critical to a sustainable peace. The main
conflict areas of all three countries are
characterised by their peripheral status in their
national economies. The wars did not change
that status. On the contrary, they further
devastated and decapitalised them. While
international institutions have poured money
into these regions in the wake of war, in
particular into El Salvador, there is no
substitute for a national plan of socio-economic
development which includes these regions.
However, these very same international
financial institutions also promote the economic
model of greater integration into the world
economy on the basis of comparative advantage
and a market-led approach to development.
The export sectors are owned by the country's
elites, and the main challenge for the national
economy is to encourage greater efficiency,
diversification and competitiveness in these sectors.
There is real concern among the international
financial institutions about the inequitable
distribution of wealth in these war-torn
countries, and much emphasis on how to build
capacity to redress this imbalance and make the
State more accountable and democratic. But in
societies recovering from war, where the
majority of the population lack basic services
and minimal education, where bereavement
and destruction have characterised their recent
lives, their capacity to influence the State has to
be nurtured and encouraged over time.
We return to the argument that if peace is not
limited conceptually to 'the absence of war',
then peace-building is a prolonged process which
must incorporate concerns for development,
justice, and equality. Emergencies are dramatic
moments which affect public and political
opinion and are capable of raising considerable
economic solidarity. However, a serious commitment to peace requires much more than the
rapid response to such emergencies. It requires
an understanding of the historic social dislocations and divisions which, in the South in particular, have been exacerbated by external powers,
poverty, and repressive exclusionary States. It also
requires an honest appraisal of the impact of wars
and their endings in particular cases. From what
reality does the peace-building process begin?
It is likely that historic divisions have been
only partly reconfigured, if at all, by the conflict,
while economic destruction has further
diminished the limited material capital of the
society. But even a massive injection of dollars
offers no guarantee for long-term peace-
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building. An interim approach is sensitively and
systematically to support the efforts of local
people attempting to rebuild lives and
livelihoods. Learning from their experiences
and building on their capacities, rather than
introducing quick-fix solutions dreamt up by
outsiders, may be a longer path to peace, but a
more sustainable one.
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(forthcoming).
18 The Human Rights Office of the Central
American University (UCA) in El Salvador
estimates that crime figures for 1995
included 24 murders and 500 robberies and
muggings a day.
19 Geraldine McDonald conducted a series of
interviews in 1993 for her Ph D in the Dept of
Peace Studies, University of Bradford, on 'A
Comparative Analysis of Peace-building
from "Below" in Colombia and El Salvador'.
In assessing the impact of the popular
sectors on the Salvadorean peace process,
she records her interview with Salvador
Samayoa of the FMLN: 'Salvador Samayoa
explains that the FMLN argued for the
establishment of a participatory mechanism
for social sectors in the Geneva agreement as
a means of improving the balance offerees in
its favour. The "consultation" of so-called
social sectors was in reality a means for both
sides to gain legitimacy for their positions at
the negotiating table. These organisations
didn't exist autonomously. We knew that
their entire social base was made up of
FMLN supporters. They received political
lines from us, we organised them, but we did
it clandestinely ... this was a game we had to
play and the government played it too ...
Who accepted that the Instituto de Libertad y
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Democracia (Institute for Freedom and
Democracy) was autonomous? Nobody did,
and yet we still had to pretend that it was. In
fact it was an organism of the right, of the
ARENA party and it was at the service of the
government' (G. McDonald's translation,
from draft thesis chapter, 'Elite-led
negotiations in El Salvador: perpetuating
the legacy of exclusion', 1996 mimeo).
20 James Boyce (1995): 'External assistance and
the peace process in El Salvador', World
Development, 23, no. 12, p. 1201. The potential contradiction had been noticed for some
time by international NGO workers with
long experience in the country. Pauline
Martin and Francisco Alvarez noted in 1992
that 'the National Reconstruction Plan of the
Salvadorean government does not in our
view inspire much hope that it has the will or
the ability to go beyond party-political
interests to build a broad-based consensus
around rebuilding the country' (Development
in States of War, Oxford: Oxfam 1996, p. 58).
21 The reconstruction processes taking place at
local, municipal level are beginning to be
documented. Even where there are FMLN
mayors, however, many difficulties remain.
See for example, M. Lungo (1995) 'FMLN
mayors in 15 towns', NACLA: Introduction to
Hope: The Left in Local Politics, Vol. XX1X no.
1, pp. 33-7.
22 David Dyee/aZ. (1995): Contesting Everything,
Winning Nothing: The Search for Consensus in
Nicaragua 1990-1995, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Hemisphere Initiatives.
23 Interview with author in Lima, May 1996.
24 For instance, there is a debate between the
'modernisers' and the so-called Andinistas,
who aim to preserve something of the
indigenous skills and way of life. These
comments are based on the author's
discussions with local NGOs, academics,
government officials, and the displaced and
returned communities of the Ayacucho and
Huancavelica areas in 1993 and 1996.
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Transition in El Salvador: a multi-layered process

Martha Thompson

The NGOs, popular organisations, and
churches who had played such a vital role on
behalf of those who were suffering the brunt of
the war had seemed well placed to play a similar
role in the physical reconstruction programme
and in the process of social reconciliation.
Grassroots groups and NGOs which had been
decimated in the early 1980s had re-formed a
popular movement in the midst of the war, even
in the face of steadily increasing repression.
They had a large base of support, and many had
considerable experience in re-building the
communities in the conflict zones, seeing
grassroots empowerment as the key to social
change. They also had widespread contacts and
credibility among international
funding
agencies. Yet by 1993-94, many of the groups
which had functioned so well in adversity now
seemed to be losing their clarity and going
through division and turmoil. It was not then
clear why they were finding it so hard to adjust.
No one had really foreseen that they might have
such difficulty in making the transition from
working in wartime to their new role in
reconstruction and reconciliation. This paper
explores some of the reasons for this phenomenon by looking at the problems and challenges
suffered by the NGOs and popular movement
in the transition from war to peace.1
The war in El Salvador was basically about
the poor fighting for structural change, and the
elite and the military resisting it. The FMLN
wanted to win State power to bring about
changes that would achieve justice for millions
of dispossessed people. During the war, justice
was more important than peace. When it
seemed that this could not longer be achieved
by armed struggle, the FMLN agreed to
negotiate.
It could be argued that the war ended for
four inter-linked reasons. Firstly, the FMLN, an
armed group of 8,000, demonstrated enough

Introduction
I have a snapshot in my memory of the main
square of San Salvador on 16 January 1992 —
the day the Farabundo Marti National
Liberation Front (the FMLN) signed the
Accords with the Salvadoran government that
put the peace process in motion. The setting up
of the joint decision-making body, CONPAZ,
ended the eleven-year conflict that had claimed
over 75,000 lives, displaced 500,000 people,
and pushed almost one million more
Salvadorans to flee the country.
That sunny January day, the square was
jammed with people celebrating. Late in the
afternoon, the FMLN directorate — all in jeans,
white shirts, and red kerchiefs — mounted the
platform to wild applause. Everyone lifted
linked hands and sang the Spanish version of
Beethoven's setting of the Ode to Joy. The
happiness, the fountain of euphoria, the
avalanche of hope seemed unstoppable. A
Salvadoran friend, a worker in the repatriation
movement, said, 'The impossible was becoming
possible before everyone's eyes. These people
who had fought so long in the mountains could
now stand on a platform in the central plaza of
the capital city, and share in our celebration of
peace.'
Four years after that afternoon of hope, the
right-wing ARENA party was in power, having
been re-elected a scant 15 months after the
Accords were signed. The FMLN, although a
political party with representation in the
General Assembly, had split; and its support
base was shrinking. Violence was rampant. The
government-appointed National Ombudsman
for Human Rights had received multiple death
threats. The NGOs and popular organisations
were divided, with serious problems in their
vision, their internal organisation, and their
relationship with the grassroots.
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historic legacy of massive inequality. They saw
structural change as the only way to achieve a
social equilibrium based on justice that could
bring permanent peace to El Salvador. As the
negotiations began, many believed that for the
first time ever the balance of both internal and
external forces could support a process that
would lead to real structural changes.
The main points of the Accords, to be implemented under UN observation, were:

military might to continue the war against an
army of 40,000, despite the implications of the
fall of the Berlin Wall and the Sandinistas'
electoral loss in Nicaragua. Secondly, the new
generation of Salvadoran elite, trained in US
business schools and interested in regional
commerce and international investment, saw
that neither could happen while the country
was at war. Thirdly, the 1989 urban offensive,
when the FMLN took and held the northern
belt of the capital, convinced many of the elite
that the military could not win the war, and that
a negotiated peace was their best solution. And
it was clear that, with the end of the Cold War,
the USA would no longer underwrite the
government's war effort.
While the fighting has ended, we must
remember that El Salvador has not swung like a
pendulum between the state of being at war and
the state of being a peaceful democracy. Rather,
deep societal conflict has been forcibly
suppressed until it erupts into armed warfare.
The pattern is not that of a see-saw so much as a
circle, which explains why social and political
institutions have been geared to control and to
preserve privilege, rather than to serve all
citizens of El Salvador.
With the advantage of hindsight, this paper
offers reflections on the obstacles facing NGOs
in the transition from war to peace. First, it looks
at the difficulties which were part of the broader
framework of the Salvadoran peace process, but
which affected the NGOs in particular:
insufficient structural change through the
Accords; getting drawn into electoral politics as
the vehicle for change; the trap of a transition
process that was too narrowly defined; and the
impossibility of reconciliation without addressing the need for establishing collective memory,
public responsibility, and justice. The second
part covers the difficulties peculiar to NGOs and
popular organisations in El Salvador: the
difference between the skills and resources they
had developed in war and those needed in
peace; their problems in establishing their role
in the national reconstruction plan; and the fact
that they themselves consisted of people who
were still wounded by loss, grief, fear, and anger
from the war.

• a physical reconstruction process funded by
the international community;
• a Human Rights Commission;
• a Truth Commission to collect and publish
evidence about the human-rights abuses
during the war;
• an institutional re-building process focused
on the judicial and legal structures;
• a re-structuring of the military, including
dismissal of the high-ranking officers;
• the disarmament of the FMLN combatants,
and the dissolution of the Treasury Police
and the National Guard (two security forces
deeply
implicated
in
human-rights
violations);
• the gradual dissolution of the national police
force, which was under military authority,
and the establishment of a national civilian
police;
• the re-integration of the FMLN into national
political life as a political party.
These were important steps, but it cannot be
over-emphasised that they were being taken in a
country still in trauma from a cruel civil war.
The war had indelibly marked those touched by
it. Tens of thousands of civilians had been killed
or disappeared, and thousands more tortured.
Human-rights abuses were legion; of them,
about 92 per cent were attributed by the
Archbishopric's Office on Human Rights (Tulela
Legal) to the military and para-military. The
government's counter-insurgency strategy had
sought to split Salvadoran society in two: those
allied with the government, and those who
questioned it in any way. To express criticism or
dissent was to become immediately identified
with the FMLN — that is, the subversive illegal
forces — and so be subject to the kinds of
military measure taken against them. There
had, of course, never been a peaceful
democracy in El Salvador. Rather, an uneasy
status quo had been maintained by State and
para-statal violence. This history of desperate
inequality and State-sponsored brutality

Inadequate structural change
Many Salvadoran organisations and NGOs
believed that the war grew directly out of the
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constituted a daunting challenge to a nation
embarking on post-war reconstruction and
reconciliation.
In a country with a population offivemillion,
living on 800,000 sq km, with no major natural
resources besides land, the elite had
traditionally concentrated as much as possible
into their own hands. They owned most of the
land and controlled the financial institutions.
They built the country's infrastructure to
support their own export-oriented agriculture,
relying on a pool of landless people to serve as
cheap casual labour. There had been formal
political structures such as parties and elections,
but the government was used to legitimise the
power of the wealthy. The major social and
political institutions were extremely weak and
controlled by the oligarchy. This is critical, since
it is impossible to 're-build civil society' without
some political space.
In addition, the war had so structured reality
that the difference between supporting the
government and even sympathising, however
remotely, with the FMLN, was the cost of one's
life. In December 1991, a person in the urban
slums could be hauled off to jail and beaten just
for saying that the FMLN were not subversive
terrorists, let alone for having any connection
with them. In January 1992, the FMLN were
honoured guests at embassy receptions,
addressed the peace celebrations, were
interviewed on television, and talked of opening
an office. Such a complete reversal from the
weeks before, when survival meant taking the
most extreme forms of security measure, caught
people off balance. Looking back, it seems that
the immediate changes with the end of the war
were so visible and so powerfully symbolic that
we believed they meant that deeper change was
possible. To see the FMLN leap instantaneously
from being cast as 'illegal terrorists' to being a
legitimate force within the Peace Accords
seemed miraculous.
Unfortunately, the miracle was only one of
perception. The FMLN rode around in jeeps,
met with ambassadors, and worked on
CONPAZ — but initially had no office, few
funds, and almost no infrastructure. They
needed everything, down to the money to buy
desks. In these conditions, the FMLN had to
negotiate with a government which had all the
resources of the State at its disposal. The peace
process ended the organised armed conflict.
There was some success in restructuring the
military. But the power of the tiny minority

remained intact, while the reconstruction plan
was used to implement a neo-liberal strategy.
Access to power by the poor majority was not
radically improved, the economic institutions
were not transformed, and the causes of conflict
were neither addressed nor resolved. The
government still controlled the media and the
institutions of justice. And, although they
moved freely about the country, several FMLN
leaders were killed in 1992-93. The greater the
threat they were perceived to pose to the right
wing, the more danger they were in.
It took some time to gauge the real
importance of symbolic change, in part because
we were still measuring the achievements of
peace with the yardstick of war. Then, the threehour drive to a town in the conflict-ridden north
of the country meant running a gauntlet of
military checkpoints. This made the distance
more psychological than physical. After the
Accords, we just drove through. It felt
extremely disorienting, as if we had magically
compressed a journey of ten hours into three.
Living in a prolonged war makes one forget that
it is an extraordinary situation. One forgets that
peace, at best, brings one back to the norm.
Making that step back to the ordinary does not
necessarily mean a major step towards
structural change. It is no more than a step
towards the former definition of equilibrium.
Hence the yardstick used to measure reality in
war was an obstacle to understanding the
complexity of peace.

The stress on electoral politics
The Peace Accords provided the framework for
the FMLN to enter electoral politics, and
emphasised that winning power through
elections was a means to reconcile the enormous
divisions between different groups in the
country. This overlooked the fact that the route
to real power in El Salvador was not
traditionally through the ballot box, but
through the oligarchy's control of the country's
economic resources, and through them the
legal and judicial institutions, the banks, the
media, and the military. Msgr Urioste put it well
when he said, 'Democracy is a symphony, of
which the elections are just one note'. The
FMLN leadership decided to try for that one
note, and to win the Presidency in the national
elections to be held one year after the peace
negotiations. They concentrated all their post-
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war efforts on mobilising support for this goal,
rather than on building up a participatory
political party.
The popular movement was drawn into that
effort, in the belief that the FMLN could bring
about widespread change by gaining control of
the government in this way. Their work and
resources became increasingly focused on this
campaign, which had a grave impact on their
ability to define their own new role in peacetime, just at the time when they, as well as the
churches and NGOs that supported them,
needed to embark on a process of reflection,
assess what advantages the Accords offered,
what still had to be fought for, and then redefine how to pursue that struggle during the
peace process. At that crucial moment, the only
alternative that they saw or accepted was that
the best way forward was to work for the election
of the FMLN.
The FMLN itself faced the enormous task of
trying to change a politico-military institution
into a political party, identify allies, and build
widespread support in a country where only
very recently to support them was to risk one's
life. Building a political party under those
conditions was difficult, and was compounded
by the fact that people's political experience at
the grassroots had been forged in the fires of
war and repression. People in the popular
movement had learned to analyse the status quo
and to understand their exclusion. They had
learned to count the cost of mobilising against
repression and to find creative ways to express
opposition to an intolerant government. If a
popular organisation ever made public its
criticism of the government, that brought it into
immediate and violent conflict with the
authorities, and all its members' energies had to
be put into resistance and survival. This school
did not teach people to develop and defend
political proposals, build alliances, and work
through the political system.
For the popular movement to make the
transition from such harsh political experience
to building a party in peace-time, and learning
the advantages and limitations of electoral
democracy, was the work of years, not months.
The FMLN felt an urgent need to move into
electoral politics; but, with so little experience in
that arena, they carried over much of their
military methodology into their political work.
This further delayed the process of political
change that the popular movement needed to
experience in order to re-define their own role.
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Reconciliation without justice
Two years after the Accords, the popular
movement and NGOs began to see that peace
had not brought justice. The Truth
Commission had recorded violations of human
rights, but its members were so threatened by
right-wing forces that its report had to be
written abroad. All conflicting parties had
agreed that the report would not mention
names, so the guilty would not be tried. The
concept of reconciliation in the peace process
was thus very shallow. It did not provide for the
need for public recognition of the human-rights
abuses, and acknowledgement by those
responsible — far less any legal process to bring
them to justice.
This was very painful for the victims of such
abuses. Many felt that those responsible for the
killings and disappearances had wanted to wipe
their victims off the map. Remembering them
was a way to fight against amnesia. Forgetting
them was to complete the work of the murder,
and be an accomplice in erasing their memory.
During the war, they had hoped that peace
would bring justice. People who had lost loved
ones wanted public and official acknowledgement of what had happened, so that this
would form part of a collective memory and
national history. Organised groups who
struggled through the war, people who were
tortured, or had lost friends and relations, were
not asking for vengeance or for compensation.
They were asking for acknowledgment as a step
towards reconciliation. Only with that could the
past be put to rest and reconciliation begin.
However, there were diametrically opposed
versions of the reality of the war. The elite
would not acknowledge the extent of the
human-rights abuses; the military and paramilitary would not acknowledge that their
actions were crimes; and the FMLN did not
have to acknowledge any guilt. The fact that
neither side in the negotiations recognised the
need for a common version of events created a
huge obstacle to reconciliation: people just
positioned themselves around their private
truth of the war. If a society refuses collective
responsibility and does not undertake some
form of justice for the victims of large-scale
human-rights violations, it cannot build a
reconciliation process. Rather, it fosters
fragmentation.

From conflict to peace in a changing world

The transition trap
'Transition' was the buzzword in El Salvador
right after the Peace Accords. It was as if
transition was a train that was leaving the
station, and the government and the United
Nations had said, 'This is the only transition
train. Jump on or you will miss it, and be left out
of the process.' Once the NGOs, the popular
movement, and even the various international
agencies jumped on, they began to see that
there were not many seats for them, and that
perhaps this particular train wasn't going in the
direction they wanted to go in. But they
continued nevertheless to believe for a long
time that it was the only train.
Transition happens at many different levels
and with many different rhythms. It is not one
linear process, but a complex series of processes,
whose timing can both conflict and coincide
with each other. Transition must happen within
people's hearts and minds, within the practice
of institutions, within the move from military
considerations to political ones, and within the
larger political system. Why should NGOs let
funders and the UN decide which part of this
enormous, complex, and dynamic process is to
be defined as the transition? Why should donors
think that they can sit at their desks and decide
how many months or years they will allot to
transition, and what they will recognise it to be?
Why do NGOs accept the thinking that
transition can be measured in dollars and cents,
and can be purchased as a formula to be applied
with minor local adjustments?
As soon as the Accords were signed,
everything accelerated; everything had to be
done by the next day. If the NGOs wanted to be
part of the transition, they had to get a proposal
in right away. Sometimes it seemed as though
while one was attending a meeting in one part of
the city, there was an even more urgent one
starting somewhere else. There was not time to
consult with the grassroots: it had to be done
now or you would miss out on the transition. The
implication was that if NGOs did not have a
proposal at any given negotiating table, they
would not get a share of resources, and the
process would pass them by. Many of us missed
the basic truth that transition does not happen
because the international community, the
FMLN, and the government decide on and
fund a programme for it.
After the Accords, NGOs and popular
organisations needed to reflect on how they had
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functioned in the past and what had to change
in the post-war era. They needed to re-define
their relationship with the FMLN, the
government, and the international community.
They also needed to look at popular forms of
social organisation and reflect together on the
best way to deal with the new situation. But no
one felt there was time to do that. Looking back,
I feel that the most basic fact about transition
from conflict to a negotiated peace appears so
obvious that it is easy to miss it: peace is
completely different from war. This was hugely
significant for those organisations which were
formed out of the needs and exigencies of war;
and it was far from apparent how immediate
and total the change really was.

Rules change: but who has the
new rulebook?
An NGO colleague said to me in June 1992,
'You know, I am very clear-headed under fire.
That was important when we were working in
the conflict zones during the war, but now it's
completely irrelevant.' No one in the
Salvadoran or international NGO community
suspected that signing the Accords would thrust
us so quickly on to a new playing board where
our skills and tools were of so little use, and the
unfamiliar new ones were of paramount
importance.
The Salvadoran NGOs had experience in
responding to emergencies, and administering
projects in the conflict zones, even where the
necessary infrastructure was largely destroyed.
They developed flexibility and ingenuity in
working in areas to which the military blockaded the entry of supplies and consistently
harassed beneficiary communities and the
NGOs working with them. The repression in
1988-1990 was so intense that over a five-week
period some 40 people connected with
humanitarian work had been detained by the
military, half of them tortured. Political trust
and a common analysis were as essential as the
security strategies that ensured survival. For
those who had lost loved ones or had suffered
injustice, their work was a way to resist, to
remember and keep faith with the dead, to
change a system which they saw as wrong. It
gave a transcendence to everyday work.
The world in which these NGOs and popular
organisations moved during the war was one in
which the structures were rigid but clearly
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The donors pressed for one reconstruction
plan under one national secretariat, but did not
make their support conditional on these being
bi-partisan. Negotiations took place between
the government and the FMLN, with no NGO
participation. The FMLN agreed to let the
government control both the plan and the
secretariat, in exchange for a promise that the
NGOs working in the conflict zones would have
access to some of the funds, most of which would
be distributed through the municipalities. This
decision effectively lost the NGOs any real role
in either framing or implementing the
reconstruction plan. In part, it was a problem of
protagonism: the FMLN negotiating with the
government. The FMLN was convinced that if it
won the elections in 1993, all would be put right.
So the reconstruction plan went ahead with no
challenge from the NGO community or the
FMLN, neither of whom sufficiently appreciated the implications.

understood, making for great cohesion. The
shared analysis provided a map which was easily
recognised by others doing the same kind of
thing. Sharing beliefs and risks gave people an
invisible bond that was a source of strength.
Survival and resistance shaped the tools and
strategies developed in response to the war.
After January 1992, NGOs needed different
tools and strategies from one day to the next.
Technical skills became much more important.
NGOs were supposed to move from emergency
responses into comprehensive development
work, almost overnight. Funders wanted
complex project proposals based on economic
growth and a neo-liberal model, different in
both conception and philosophy from the
communal, economic survival projects that had
been developed in the conflict zones during the
war. NGOs had been accustomed to operating
in a very polarised world, never dealing with the
government, but supporting people's parallel
education and health services. Now they had to
learn how to deal with the government, and
how to construct tactical and strategic alliances
for their goals. They had to deal with a range of
people, including major new donors, with
whom they did not share a common analysis or
philosophy.

Since reconstruction funds were channelled
through the municipalities, the potential to use
them for political gain was enormous. In the
war zones, people had built their own service
structures, funded by NGOs and aid agencies.
These came into direct conflict with government service-providers, who saw them as
former guerrilla supporters. The FMLN, the
popular movement, and the NGOs never
formed a common policy on how to deal with
the question of government services versus
those of the popular structures; how to give the
latter resources and recognition, but without
allowing the government to abdicate its
responsibilities or de facto to privatise basic
services. In many former conflict areas, where
fledgling economic structures had been built on
the basis of communal provision of services,
prosperous townspeople who before the war
had monopolised resources and trade began to
return, challenging the communities, undercutting their economic structures, and trying to
install old patterns of domination under the
rubric of reconstruction. What this all added up
to was a crisis of vision on the part of the NGOs
and the popular movement.

No role for NGOs in the reconstruction
process
In El Salvador, physical reconstruction was an
important part of the peace process. After the
scorched-earth campaigns, the bombing, and
the economic sabotage, people needed houses,
roads, bridges, electricity, and infrastructure.
Control over the reconstruction plan was
crucial. In the weeks following the Accords,
both the government and the FMLN were
roughing out such plans. The government's
plans focused on economic viability and
sustainable development, distributing reconstruction funds through municipalities (one
year before national elections), and repairing
economic sabotage. The NGOs they consulted
had worked closely with government programmes and civic-military programmes for
the displaced; many were conservative church
groups, many were funded by USAID. The
FMLN worked with the popular movement and
NGOs who had worked in the conflict zones,
and its ideas were based on the kind of work
carried out during the war. The different aims
of these reconstruction plans were yet another
reflection of how polarised society still was.

Violence: the personal cost
The failure of the peace process to deal with the
legacy of human-rights abuses had a direct
effect on the people who had worked in the
NGOs and the popular organisations. Those
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people had lost family and friends, some had
been tortured, they had endured years of
tension and harassment, seen terrible things,
heard of many atrocities. These people had
been, and were still, wounded by the war. Many
had long had to suppress their own grief and
fear. Their work had been a way of reaffirming
their beliefs and their dignity as human beings.
After the war, they had no access to help in
dealing with what they had survived, or with
their own damaged selves. There was little
acknowledgement of what happened. But if
people and organisations don't deal with it, they
get stuck. The surge of hope, energy, and
creativity after the war was palpable. But people
failed to deal with the underlying issues. They
did not say, 'OK, the power reality is
unchanged, so we must re-define our struggle.'
Instead, they said, T h e terms of the game have
changed, and we need to learn new rules and a
new analysis.' Many now feel that injustice has
been the price of peace. We all know that peace
built on injustice is unsustainable. To change

this, we need new ways and strategies of
working. Reconciliation too must be based on a
very frank look at ourselves, our roles, where we
are, and where we need to be.

Notes
1 For an account of the background to the war,
and of the effects of living and working in a
situation of chronic political violence, see my
two-part article 'Empowerment and survival:
humanitarian work in civil conflict',
Development in Practice 6/4 and 7/1.
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Rwanda: beyond 'ethnic conflict'

Anne Mackintosh

The following day, I departed for Rwanda. 1
had no idea that this would eventually lead to
my being drawn into one of the greatest
cataclysms of the twentieth century. It was
partly as a consequence of this assignment that I
later became Oxfam's Regional Representative
in Kigali. I took up this post in June 1991, just
over six months after the outbreak of fighting
between the Rwandan government army and
the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). The war
had by then reached a semi-quiescent phase.
However, over the next three years, violence
gradually escalated until, on 6 April 1994,
President Habyarimana's plane was shot down,
triggering the genocide with which we are now
so dreadfully familiar.
Paradoxically, while my experience in
Rwanda inflicted terrible wounds — even for
one who escaped so lightly — it was a
tremendous learning experience. Through the
crisis, I was exposed to people, ideas, and
challenges I would never otherwise have
encountered, and I have undoubtedly grown as
a result. It also brought me a certain minor
prominence, such as appearing on CNN and
publishing papers such as this one! I have mixed
feelings about this: the Rwanda crisis has
provided career opportunities for many, and
generated material for Master's degrees,
doctorates, and academic conferences for
decades to come. It has led to a proliferation of
relief NGOs, electronic information networks,
and conflict-resolution initiatives — a
bandwagon of which I am now a small part.
Billions of dollars continue to be spent on the
relief effort, yet the international community
completely failed to act before the genocide.
Why?
In this paper, I shall explore some of the
reasons for the failure to act, which are rooted
both in long-distant history and in the dynamics
of international politics in the contemporary

A shared vision, a global cause
Let me begin with a personal reminiscence. Like
many others, I vividly recall the day of Nelson
Mandela's release from prison in February
1990. It was the eve of my departure to Rwanda
for a three-month assignment for Oxfam. I was
at home watching television. I still recall the
excited anticipation of Mandela's walk to
freedom, the overwhelming sense of
achievement (utterly insignificant though my
own part in the South African struggle had
been), the tears of jubilation when he finally
appeared. 'He did it! He did it!' I cried,
punching the air. I well know that my feelings
were heightened by apprehension of the
challenges I anticipated facing in Rwanda,
though these were as nothing compared with
what I was actually to experience. Nevertheless,
I was conscious of sharing an extraordinary
moment with millions of sympathisers around
the world.
With hindsight, I wonder whether this was
the last time the world community united
effectively behind a just cause (though one
should not overrate or idealise the role of
external actors in bringing about the end of
apartheid). However, it is no exaggeration to
say that the Anti-Apartheid Movement, and the
campaign to release Nelson Mandela from
prison, inspired a generation. There was almost
a sense of loss when the goal was achieved: what
would replace the rallying cry of 'Free Nelson
Mandela!'? While this sentiment could rightly
be regarded as self-indulgent (and as
demonstrating the failure to understand that
solidarity was needed as never before — after
all, the hard part was just beginning), it also
reflected something not so trivial: the loss of a
shared vision, a universal aspiration uniting
people across national and continental
boundaries. I shall return to this later.
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world. I shall also look critically at the widely
accepted explanations of the genocide and its
aftermath as 'simply tribal fighting'. I conclude
with some reflections on the nature of our
international responsibilities in the modern
world, and on the complex challenges posed by
'reconciliation' in the wake of such an extreme
experience as genocide.

siders, and impossible to influence. Kaplan's
paper was circulated to all US embassies early in
1994, as required reading for US diplomats.
The following quotation illustrates Kaplan's
drift:
Sierra Leone is a microcosm of what is occurring ...
throughout West Africa, and much of the
underdeveloped world: the withering away of central
governments, the rise of tribal and regional domains,
the unchecked spread of disease, and the growing
pervasiveness of war. (Kaplan, 1994).

A failure to act: indifference,
indecision, and
incomprehension
The short answer to the question why the
international community failed to take decisive
and timely action is that Rwanda did not matter.
A tiny, landlocked country with few natural
resources, it was considered strategically and
materially unimportant. Unlike Kuwait, it does
not produce oil and was of no consequence to
the influential members of the UN Security
Council, with the exception of France.
The French government played a baffling
role in relation to the former Rwandan regime,
attributable in part to its preoccupation with
retaining its influence on the world stage by
fostering the community of French-speaking
nations known as la francophonie. Hence the
previous French-speaking regime in Rwanda
received
unwavering
support,
despite
mounting evidence of human-rights abuses
instigated largely by Habyarimana's inner
circle; and hence the hostility and suspicion
with which the current government — mainly
English-speaking — is regarded by the French.
However, as I write, even the French government is announcing its intention no longer to
intervene politically or militarily in the affairs of
its former colonies in Africa, preferring to
support 'African solutions to African problems'
— the euphemism for disengagement now
current in international circles.
Another reason for the international
community's failure to respond to danger
signals in Rwanda was the 'Somalia factor'. The
UN's intervention in Somalia had been so
disastrous, and the humiliation of US troops in
particular so profound, that the Security
Council hesitated to repeat any such exercise.
Coupled with this reticence was the
increasingly prevalent analysis — epitomised by
Robert Kaplan's paper 'The Coming Anarchy'
— of conflicts in Africa as controlled by dark,
unpredictable forces, impenetrable to out-
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The belief that several African countries were
threatened by 'an anarchic implosion of
criminal violence' reinforced the tendency of
powerful Northern nations, since the end of the
Cold War, to pull back from meaningful
engagement with Africa. Detachment can more
easily be justified if African States are perceived
to be disintegrating along internal fault-lines.
The impact of external factors, such as
structural adjustment policies and international
terms of trade, appears to have been
conveniently forgotten.
Yet, nearly two years before the genocide,
Oxfam UK and Ireland commissioned a report
on the question of Rwandese refugees and
migrants in the Great Lakes region. The author
had warned that 'the ... region remains
potentially extremely unstable, and ... unless
serious work is done on all fronts to tackle the
economic, social and political problems of the
region ... [t]he potential for further explosive
conflict is considerable' (Wiles, 1992). He made
a series of recommendations, emphasising the
need for a concerted approach, arguing that
regional co-operation and development offered
the only long-term solutions.
One year later, Oxfam's former Representative in Kigali wrote:
Rwandan society is now more violently divided against
itself than at any time since Independence. The war
has done incalculable damage to the economy and.
environment, and, much needs to be done to encourage
people to work together to heal the wounds of sectarian
hatred... Rwanda stands on the brink of an uncharted
abyss of anarchy and violence, and there are all too
many historical, ethnic, economic, and, political
pressures that are likely to push it over the edge.

(Waller, 1993)
However, despite the unequivocal nature of
such warnings and the urgency of their tone, it
seemed impossible to push Rwanda higher up
anyone's agenda even within the aid-agency
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world — whether in terms of programme
funding or as a focus for lobbying and
communications work. One reason for
Rwanda's marginalisation was that, as a former
Belgian colony and part of la francophonie, it was
virtually unknown in the English-speaking
world. Many agency staff were simply unable to
read reports about or emerging from the
region.
Then, in February 1994, just as the situation
was becoming more grave, the 'South Africa
factor' supervened. Elections were forthcoming; given South Africa's place in the British
consciousness, there was real potential to
interest Members of Parliament and the general
public. In addition, Oxfam (like many other aid
agencies) had a long-term commitment to
advocacy on South Africa. When the genocide
began, many of the sympathetic parliamentarians whom we would have lobbied, or serious
journalists who might otherwise have reported
on Rwanda, were in South Africa. As a result,
the crisis was not covered until the genocide was
virtually over, by which time it had been
overshadowed by a refugee crisis as the RPF
gained control of the country, prompting the
mass exodus of mainly Hutu refugees
(including the former army and militias) into
Tanzania, Burundi, and eastern Zaire. Coming
in at this late stage helped to create a distorted
view of what the crisis was about. Genocide and
the refugee crisis became conflated. Refugees
were not, as some journalists and aid agencies
stated, 'fleeing the genocide': they fled with
those who had perpetrated it, fearing revenge.

Long-term neglect, instant
expertise
Suddenly, everyone was there: a plethora of aid
agencies, some of them newly created, and over
500 journalists were operating out of Goma (the
principal city of North-Kivu in eastern Zaire) at
one point. Yet, only a year before, Oxfam had
even had to pay journalists to visit Rwanda and
Kivu, and help them place their stories, simply
to ensure some serious coverage in the British
media of the region and its latent conflicts.
It appeared that, having failed to act on the
political front, governments were anxious to
raise their profile in the relief effort. 'In effect,
humanitarian action substituted for political
action' (Joint Evaluation, 1996). In lieu of
meaningful involvement at an earlier stage,

donors were now running after a piece of the
action, eager to fund high-profile but relatively
short-term interventions, in order to conceal a
'policy vacuum'.

Describing and shaping events
As I have already mentioned, there was so little
interest in the Great Lakes region before the
events of 1994 that Oxfam had facilitated visits
by selected journalists, in order to raise the
profile of the area, and to generate
international concern about what was taking
place. However, 'foreign news' stories in the
major national media are strictly rationed; even
the BBC World Service will rarely feature more
than one African story during a half-hour news
programme. When a foreign news story is
featured on domestic radio or television, it is
generally because there is a crisis of some kind.
But there is seldom much exploration of the
background, even in a situation given as much
exposure as the war in former Yugoslavia. For
parts of the world considered to be of less
importance, all too often there is just a one-off
report which is never followed up.
In the wake of the Goma experience, NGOs
have been criticised for competing for
favourable media exposure (for months, one
agency or another featured on every news
bulletin), and unduly influencing reporters by
facilitating and even financing their visits. With
a plethora of new organisations now in the lists,
profile is all, and accentuating the positive
becomes a 'must'. This is particularly important
for those agencies that depend heavily on
official funding, since governments want to
support organisations that are doing highly
visible work. Even an agency like Oxfam, which
draws most of its long-term funding from the
British general public, is far from immune to
such pressures.
Jostling for media coverage seems to go
hand-in-hand with the development of a
'contract culture' in the aid world — where
NGOs compete to be contracted by donors, UN
agencies, and local government bodies to carry
out relief and long-term welfare work. This may
be a way of identifying those who are efficient
or, rather, those who best meet the criteria of
funders as regards reporting and accounting,
for example. The disturbing corollary,
however, is that NGOs' accountability is
perceived more in relation to their donors than
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to the supposed beneficiaries of their aid
programmes.
The Goma experience was in many ways a
watershed for relief agencies which will have
implications for their work elsewhere in future.
The proliferation in the number of relief NGOs,
their sudden prominence (not only in the
media, but in terms of access to decisionmakers), their increasing dependence on
money channelled through UN agencies and
competition for funds in general have all
resulted in pressure for efforts to regulate
NGOs. There is still little such regulation
beyond a voluntary code of conduct that was
drawn up in the wake of the Rwanda crisis.
Nevertheless, the code is being developed into a
set of minimum standards which are expected
to be widely adopted, and the likelihood is that
NGOs will have to demonstrate greater
'professionalism', and enjoy less individual
autonomy, in future.
I am referring here to international NGOs,
local NGOs having been almost completely
marginalised during the crisis. The reasons for
this are not only that few of the international
actors who became involved in the emergency
response had any prior experience in the
region, still less knowledge of, or contact with,
local organisations. Despite their reputation
within the region as a substantive force in civil
society, and notwithstanding the courage of
individual staff in attempting to combat ethnic
hatred, Rwandan NGOs as a body — along with
every other institution in the country, including
the Churches — completely failed to provide
any moral leadership or counterforce to the
violence, prior to or during the genocide.
Following the epic exodus of refugees into
neighbouring countries, a situation arose where
the staff of Rwandan NGOs who had ended up
on the Zairean side of the border fought for
legitimacy — and control of their organisations'
resources — with other (often more junior) staff
who remained inside the country. The NGO
staff in exile were regarded by many as
apologists for the perpetrators of genocide and
inadmissible as 'partners', while, on the other
hand, some international organisations made
the egregious mistake of employing known
killers.
A critical assessment of the performance of
aid agencies and NGOs is necessary, especially
in light of some of the more shameful spectacles
witnessed during the Rwanda crisis. However,
to focus primarily on the 'humanitarians' is, in
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my opinion, to pick the wrong target. It isn't the
firefighters who should be receiving most of the
attention, but those who allowed the fire to
ignite, or, worse, fanned the flames.

The relief-development
'continuum'
It has become very obvious to those working in
situations of conflict, though not always to
donor agencies, that conflicts do not follow a
linear pattern: from crisis through rehabilitation and back to 'normal'. Conflicts fluctuate
in intensity or may become chronic: aid
agencies and donors need, therefore, to think
more in terms of permanent emergency. In
many situations (as in Liberia), perpetuating
war is how the fighters and their entourage
sustain themselves; it is not in their interests to
win. It becomes increasingly implausible to see
emergencies as temporary interruptions to a
smooth process of linear development. More
positively, it is crucial to recognise that
development can take place, and sometimes be
precipitated, in the midst of crisis.
However, even agencies who recognise the
inappropriateness of regarding 'relief and
'development' as separate
phenomena
perpetuate this false dichotomy, through
resourcing
long-term
and
emergency
programmes in different ways and having them
managed by different departments and staff.
This often leads to unhelpful tensions and
rivalry. Linked with this is a widespread
rejection of 'developmentalism'. Given the
evident failure of development programmes to
realise the aim of convergence, i.e. an ideal
world where everyone is on the same material
level, the cry goes up that 'development is dead'.
This is equated in some quarters with rejection
of everything that long-term programmes have
ever aimed to do. In my view, this is a false
argument. Recognition of the need to reassert
the 'redistributive function of aid' (Macrae,
1997) does not in any way imply that we should
disregard the value of long-term process work.

The legacy of the past: can
lessons be learned?
The case of Burundi is being handled rather
differently by the international community,
thanks to greater awareness of the dangerous
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nature of the situation. No-one wants 'another
Rwanda', and some investment in preempting it
has been made by the UN and EU, as well as by
what Jenny Pearce calls the 'peaceologists' —
through, for instance, facilitating visits to South
Africa by Burundian politicians. Journalists
have tended to blow hot and cold on Burundi:
they are waiting for the country to explode, and
it hasn't — or so they seem to think. Only the
handful of those who covered Burundi before
1994 retain any interest.
However, the current concern over Burundi
in important and influential circles hardly
constitutes conflict-prevention: the explosion has
already happened, but few international actors
took any notice at the time. It was back in
October 1993 that Burundi's first democratically elected leader, President Ndadaye, was
assassinated by the army, after barely four
months in power. Many saw in this the end of
hopes for peace in the region. Up to 100,000
Burundians, both Hutu and Tutsi, are believed
to have died in the violence that followed, and
700,000 refugees fled into Tanzania, Zaire, and
Rwanda. Humanitarian agencies, already
struggling to respond to the needs of people
displaced by civil conflict in Rwanda and Kivu,
opened up operations on yet another front.
Meanwhile, intransigents in the Rwandan
political establishment used the crisis to justify
further retreat from the peace accords signed
with the RPF a few months before: after all, how
could anyone trust the Tutsis now?
Yet the international community scarcely
blinked, despite the elections having been
hailed as a 'model of democratisation' for Africa
— which they were not. The elections were too
rushed, and they were not preceded, or
followed, by anything like the kind of process
South Africa has been through. President
Ndadaye was no Nelson Mandela, but he was
nevertheless a sincere moderate. When an
earlier coup attempt failed, it seemed as if
accommodation could work. The assassination
brought a crushing sense of betrayal, a
destruction of hope not only for Burundians
but for all those working towards non-violent
resolution of conflict in the region.
The impact of events in Burundi on the
Rwanda peace process was significant. The
former regime could argue that Tutsis were not
to be trusted, while the feebleness of the
international community's response served to
reinforce the 'culture of impunity' in both
Rwanda and Burundi — where, for decades,
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massacres
and
atrocities
have
gone
unacknowledged with no-one held to account,
thus beginning the next cycle of violence. As a
result, the International Tribunal investigating
the Rwandan genocide commands little respect:
the international community failed to prevent
the genocide but is now, it seems, setting itself
up to try the perpetrators. Is this mere
hypocrisy? In my view, while the UN is flawed, it
remains the best mechanism we have. But it
requires the whole-hearted commitment of its
member States: the Tribunal has been further
hampered by delays in setting it up, difficulty in
obtaining funding and, more recently,
accusations of mismanagement.
In any event, the Tribunal cannot deal with
every case, but only the main architects of the
genocide. Of these, only six suspects have been
detained so far, and none has yet been
prosecuted. Meanwhile, the new Rwandan
administration is attempting to bring to justice
the huge number of minor players, as well as
some of the more significant actors. Some
100,000 Rwandans suspected of having
participated in the genocide are being held in
prisons with the capacity for barely one quarter
as many, and thousands have already died of
disease. The Rwandan judicial system was
effectively destroyed in the genocide, but
appeals for international assistance to rebuild it
are being met only after considerable delay. The
enormity of the task of dealing with so many
suspects, while simultaneously trying to rebuild
the entire system, presents the relatively
inexperienced new administration with an
unprecedented challenge.
Ironically, while the death sentence is ruled
out for those being tried by the international
Tribunal, it is admissible under Rwandan law —
so that those who masterminded the genocide
are likely to receive lighter punishment than
lesser suspects. Nevertheless, however unsatisfactory this dual process, until there has been
some form of public recognition of what
happened, and punishment for those
principally responsible, there can be no
'reconciliation' in either country.

Ethnicity, poverty, and political
power-games
In both Rwanda and Burundi, ethnic division
has long been fostered by the 'culture of
impunity' referred to above, along with the
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politics of'winner-takes-all'. With the formation
of a transitional government in Rwanda in early
1992, and in anticipation of negotiations with
the RPF, political activity intensified. A pattern
began to emerge in which, whenever
negotiations with the RPF became particularly
strained or delicate, 'spontaneous' inter-ethnic
violence would suddenly break out somewhere
in the country.
The killings in north-west Rwanda which
provoked the RPF advance early in 1993
erupted within hours of the departure of an
international commission investigating abuses
of human rights. The commission's report
provided evidence that government authorities
were involved in the systematic killings of Tutsi
and political opponents; their findings were
supported by the UN Special Rapporteur on
extrajudicial executions, who visited the
country a few months later. However, neither
the UN human-rights bodies nor the donor
countries with most influence on the Rwandan
government responded to these reports in any
meaningful way.
Scarcely had the renewed fighting in Rwanda
abated when conflict erupted in the North Kivu
province of neighbouring Zaire, chiefly
between the Hunde people and the
Banyarwanda: ethnic Rwandans who are a
mixture of refugees, economic migrants,
descendants of people resettled by the Belgian
colonialists, and those who affirm that their
ancestors have always lived in Kivu and that
only colonial manipulation of national
boundaries has separated them from their
fellow countrymen. Around 250,000 people
were displaced and up to 10,000 killed during
the violence, in which hundreds of villages were
burned down, one after the other, in tit-for-tat
sabotage attacks. At issue was the entitlement of
the Banyarwanda to Zairean citizenship,
strongly contested by the Hunde, who
dominate the traditional authority structures
but are outnumbered by the Banyarwanda in
many areas of the province.
A few months later, a peace agreement was
signed in Arusha between the government of
Rwanda and the RPF, after which it was hoped
that there would be relative stability. The
agreement was a compromise, ungraciously
reached, but a start. However, it rapidly became
clear that at least one of the signatories
(President Habyarimana) had no intention of
implementing the accords. Every conceivable
pretext was used to delay the installation of a

new, broad-based transitional government,
which had been expanded to include the RPF.
One reason adduced was the failure of
UNAM1R (the UN force tasked with overseeing
implementation of the accords) to materialise
within 35 days of the agreement being signed,
which everyone knew to be impossible. (UN
troops eventually began to arrive in November
1993.)
In January 1994, General Romeo Dallaire,
the Canadian commander of UNAM1R, faxed
the UN Security Council with detailed evidence
of preparations for the large-scale, organised
massacre of Tutsis. Although the fax was seen by
senior UN officials, it was not circulated to
members of the Security Council. Later, he
requested permission to search for arms caches
(which was beyond the existing mandate of the
UN force) and appealed for reinforcements to
bring UNAMIR up to its agreed strength. It
appears that UN officials judged these requests
so unlikely to succeed that they omitted to
convey them to the Security Council.
The following month, there was what with
hindsight could be seen as a 'dress rehearsal' for
the massacres to come: politicians from two rival
parties were murdered amid mutual
accusations, and hundreds of Tutsi were killed
in revenge attacks in Kigali. The killings ceased
after barely 48 hours — an indication that they
were far from spontaneous, and that the
violence could be switched on and off at will by
those in control. I was away at this time, and
returned to Kigali at the end of February feeling
sick with apprehension. Before doing so, I had
told senior managers in Oxfam that the war was
certain to start again soon and that the
consequences would be very serious. I did not
imagine what would precipitate the resumption
of fighting between the two armies, nor how
monstrous this would be.
Nevertheless, it is critical to counter the
conventional notions of 'tribal fighting' so
prevalent in the initial reporting of the Rwanda
crisis. To explain away the genocide in terms of
atavistic, irrational hatreds — typical of conflict
on the 'dark continent' of Africa — is to avoid
looking at some of the root causes, to distance
ourselves from the conflict, and to justify our
impotence in the face of it. At the same time, it is
now clear that, whether or not it was truly so
before, 'ethnicity' has become a key factor.
However specious the arguments on which it is
based, playing the ethnic card has succeeded:
the reality is that divisions between Hutu and
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Tutsi have now been dug deeper, and wounds
have been inflicted which will take decades to
heal.
'Ethnic conflict' remains, however, a
profoundly inadequate description of what
happened in Rwanda in 1994. Regional,
economic, and party-political divisions were
also part of the dynamic. And there does not in
any case seem to be a consensus as to what
exactly is meant by 'ethnicity'. Is 'ethnic group'
just another word for 'tribe', but one which is
deemed more politically correct?
In fact, many anthropologists contest the
notion that Hutu and Tutsi can be considered
distinct groups. They share a common language
and traditions; there has never been
segregation of territory between them (though
the north-west region is Hutu-dominated); and
they have inter-married for centuries. The
distinction, it is argued, is more one of class or
caste, but has been fossilised largely as a result of
colonial influence. Moreover, unlike many
African countries where the re-drawing of
national boundaries by the European colonial
powers brought together very disparate groups
within the same nation-State (such as Sudan),
Rwanda is no such artificial creation.
On the other hand, according to a widely
accepted version of history, what is now
Rwandan territory was originally inhabited by
pygmoid, forest-dwelling hunter-gatherers
known as the Twa, who now form a minute
proportion of the population. Between the
tenth and fifteenth centuries, the Twa were
increasingly displaced by Bantu-speaking
peoples migrating northwards; these were
predominantly settled agriculturalists, supposedly the ancestors of the Hutu. The Tutsi, by
contrast, are said to have originated in the Horn
of Africa: a Nilotic people, tall and finefeatured, who migrated south with their large
cattle herds, from the fifteenth century
onwards. Through a mixture of conquest and
control of access to land and cattle-wealth, they
gradually achieved dominance over the other
two groups.
Whichever theory you pick, it is clear that by
the late nineteenth century the Tutsi were at the
top of the social hierarchy, with Hutu and Twa
at the bottom, though there was considerable
mobility between Hutu and Tutsi at middleranking levels.
Both the Germans, who controlled the
territory as part of German East Africa before
the First World War, and the Belgians, who

were subsequently mandated to administer it
(first by the League of Nations, then by the UN),
elected to govern indirectly through the
indigenous (Tutsi) monarchy. This was partly
because of the so-called Hamitic thesis,
according to which 'everything of value in Africa
had been introduced by the Hamites,
supposedly a branch of the Caucasian race'
(Joint Evaluation, referring to Sanders 1969).
In Rwanda, it was the Tutsi who were identified
with the Hamites, and with whom the
colonialists felt a greater sense of affinity. As
'natural leaders', they were given favoured
access to education, and a virtual monopoly of
political and administrative power. When the
Belgians introduced identity cards in 1933, all
Rwandans were classified according to how
many cattle they had: if you owned more than
ten cows, you were counted as Tutsi; with fewer
than ten cows, you must be Hutu; and if you
were a mere potter, you were Twa. Thereafter,
it was the father's ethnic group that determined
his children's group identity: the stratification
was complete and irreversible. Thus, a complex
web of socio-economic relations and mutual
obligations was transformed into something far
more rigid and divisive.
By the late 1980s, however, many Rwandans
asserted that ethnic divisions were a thing of the
past; after nearly 30 years of Independence, the
use of ethnic quotas in government
appointments and the allocation of secondaryschool places had ensured that unfair historical
advantages were overcome and the mention
ethnique might as well be abolished. Far more
contentious was evidence of discrimination in
favour of those from the President's home area
(particularly in the allocation of secondaryschool places, which were universally regarded
as the passport to escape from poverty).
However, with the outbreak of the civil war in
1990, ethnic divisions were once again
sharpened. Ethnicity was used as a tool to foster
mistrust of the minority, and to conceal
divisions within the majority — in order that a
tiny elite might retain its power and privileges.
When the interaiiamwe road-barriers went up in
April 1994, the very identity cards which the
liberals had fondly imagined to be an
anachronism served to facilitate the task of
genocide, enabling the killers to determine who
could live and who must die.
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Do we share a common
humanity?
1 recently heard two women from Northern
Ireland, one Protestant, one Catholic, speak
about the vital contribution of community
groups to the peace process there. Not for the
first time, I was struck by the many parallels with
Rwanda and Burundi: there, too, the cycle of
violence has obscured a history of injustice in
the control of economic resources and political
power, and ensured that successive generations
on both sides of the sectarian divide have reason
to be imbued with hatred for the 'other' group.
It is also noteworthy that, in both cases, the
perpetrators of violence (though not the
planners) have often been disaffected, poorly
educated young men with little hope of a better
future.
In 1995, Europe celebrated the fiftieth
anniversary of the end of the Second World
War, and re-examined the dreadful history of
the holocaust. In countless radio and television
broadcasts, those involved — combatants and
non-combatants alike — recalled their
experiences and reflected on how they now
regard their former enemies. For many, despite
the fact that the warring parties have become
political and economic allies, it is still impossible
to forgive; their distress and bitterness is as
acute today as it was 50 years ago. Rwanda
cannot even expect the palliative of an
'economic miracle', yet some in the
international community appear to expect the
Rwandese already to 'forgive and forget', to
resume cohabitation as if nothing had
happened — and allow them to turn their
attention elsewhere.
If we accept a shared humanity, then we must
also accept greater responsibility for the
consequences of poverty and injustice. In the
case of Burundi and Rwanda, for instance,
international responsibility should not have
been confined to picking up the pieces
afterwards, but should have ensured a more
effective response to the poverty afflicting those
two countries before. There is a need to reassert
notions of collective responsibility in the world
community, what Mark Duffield (1994) calls 'a
new political consensus [which would] reestablish a sense of collective international
responsibility for poverty and violence ... Never
before has there been such a need for sustained
public action and an unflinching support for
international mandates.'

However, the fact is that the notion of
eventual convergence between Northern and
Southern economies has been quietly abandoned. Even within strong Northern economies,
there is now a tacit acceptance of increasing
polarisation and disparity between rich and
poor. The economist Will Hutton (1996) has
written of the '30/30/40' society in Britain: 40
per cent of the population are in prosperous,
secure employment and are pulling away from
the rest; 30 per cent are in insecure, often lowpaid employment; while the bottom 30 per cent
are either unemployed or working for poverty
wages. To project economic decline and the risk
of social chaos on to the South, without
recognising what is going on within the North,
is therefore mistaken.
The serious media have begun to look more
critically at the role of NGOs, particularly in
complex emergencies such as the Rwanda crisis.
It is right that NGOs' performance be
scrutinised more closely, and that they be
challenged to face with greater openness the
dilemmas posed by humanitarian work. The
honeymoon period for NGOs is over at last, and
that is healthy. However, I would argue that the
focus is wrong: NGOs, and the UN's
humanitarian agencies, have gained such
prominence only because of the effective
disengagement by powerful governments from
parts of the world which no longer interest
them. Equal attention should be paid to what
the academic Fred Halliday has called the
'retreat from universalism',2 and to the effects of
the new international economic order in terms
of the enormous and growing disparity in
standards of living between and within North
and South -.poverty, in other words.
Similarly, legitimate criticism of the
performance of UN agencies, and cynicism
regarding the effectiveness of the UN generally
could easily slide into a retreat from
commitment to international moral and legal
obligations, and diminished respect for the
principles on which the UN was founded. An
example is the 'Fortress Europe' mentality with
regard to admitting refugees and immigrants,
as typified by the 1995 Asylum and Immigration
Act passed under the former Conservative
government in the UK. Wealthy governments
are far more ready to contribute to emergency
relief than to long-term measures to promote
post-conflict recovery, still less comprehensive
programmes aimed at combating the poverty
and inequality which do so much to fuel conflict.
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If only the enormous sums expended on the
Rwandan refugee crisis had been invested
earlier to help to create the conditions for peace
and stability in Rwanda, and to ensure viable
livelihoods for more of its citizens, it is just
possible that the genocide would not have
happened.

Reconciliation: justice and
acknowledgement
There can be little hope of reconciliation in
Rwanda without justice; however, as discussed
above, there is no simple means of achieving
this. Many look to South Africa, with its Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, to provide a
model which might be applied in Rwanda and
Burundi. But there are significant differences
between these countries. In Rwanda, for
example, there was a complete takeover by one
side in the battle, with no political settlement, no
critical mass of political awareness among the
general population, nor the will to move
forward together in peace. The current
government is criticised for being drawn almost
exclusively from the ranks of the victors in the
civil war — but most of the moderate opponents
of the former genocidal regime were also killed.
Moreover, one cannot look at the peacemaking process in isolation from other factors.
Rwanda has very few resources and little
potential for development. The desperate
shortage of land remains a problem, along with
an increasingly youthful population with little
prospect of serious employment or other means
of earning a living. Attempts to apply a regional
approach to developing the various national
economies are undermined by recurrent
conflict. Both Rwanda and Burundi were on a
knife-edge before the fighting began: it is hard
now to see how they could return even to that
precarious position.
At the human level, how does a society deal
with so many killings and so many killers — in
particular, the 'victim-killers', those who were
indoctrinated, and those who faced the choice
between killing or being killed? How does a
society respond to the thousands of bereaved,
mutilated, and disabled people, and victims of
rape?
Traditional
community-support
mechanisms have been completely swamped by
the scale and nature of the bereavement.
Moreover, many of those to whom it would have
been normal to turn for support — teachers,

church leaders, local administrators, members
of the extended family — themselves
participated in the genocide. As people look
through their photograph albums, they point to
the individuals whose faces appear, and
recount: 'He's dead, she's dead, these two
disappeared, this one killed'.
Many of the killers stayed in Rwanda
throughout the crisis; many more re-entered
the country in the massive wave of returning
refugees late last year. The fact that killers and
victims are mixing in the same society means
that redress and reconciliation must happen at
many different levels. In addition to the main
orchestrators of the genocide, and those at the
forefront of the killing, there are those who
were complicit, others who tacitly consented to
participate, those who feared they would be
killed if they did not, and those who stood by.
And there are those who feel that because a
member of their family killed, they too are
guilty by association. NGOs and the Churches
were completely divided by the crisis, and are in
no position to provide leadership in any
reconciliation process until they have honestly
examined their own role in the genocide.
'Reconciliation' in Rwanda has been used to
mean many, quite different, things: the return
of the refugees, peaceful cohabitation between
killers and survivors, public naming and
punishment of the main offenders, forgiving
and forgetting, atonement. Within the
international community, it too often appears to
signify 'getting back to normal' — and ceasing to
be a drain on its political and financial
resources. As a team, we in Oxfam came to
regard 'reconciliation' as a dirty word and
agreed not to use it.
The key issue is that of acknowledgement. In
the words of a friend and colleague who lost 31
members of her family in the genocide, 'I'm
ready to forgive, but no-one has said they're
sorry'. In an attempt to honour those killed in
1994, there have been ceremonies of remembrance and symbolic re-burials of some of those
whose bodies had simply been dumped in pit
latrines and ditches, or left in the schools, health
centres, and churches in which they sought
refuge. However, many feel that the failure to
deal with the thousands of detainees, along with
abuses by the present government and its allies,
amount to a dishonouring of the dead.
Survivors also have to contend with the
poisonous process of denial. Many of the
refugees are simply not prepared to accept that
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Reconstruction and reconciliation:
emerging from transition
Graeme Simpson

Transition: result or process?
I wish first to address some of the simplistic
myths about solutions to social conflict, and
then reflect on problems that I have
experienced with aid efforts organised by the
international community, through the UN. In
this, 1 shall focus on Bosnia rather than on
Africa. Bosnia, as part of Europe, did not suffer
the apathy that characterised international
responses to events in Rwanda and Burundi
before 1994. The second part of my
presentation will address what I see as the
flawed assumptions that often underlie the
emphasis on economic reconstruction in the
wake of war and conflict.
My first and obvious point is that war, or
intense and violent conflict, affects a society: it
causes massive social dislocation, and taints or
destroys social relations — from national
political relationships to very basic human
interactions — whether through racism,
violence against women, or the destruction of
families. And it also destroys economic
infrastructure. But so much international aid
for the recovery or reconstruction process
seems almost blind to this social dislocation and
to the vital and basic need to rebuild social
relationships. It appears obsessed with the
assumption that if we can reconstruct
economies, and create wealth and jobs, the
problem of social conflict will go away. This is
very clear in South Africa, where human-rights
organisations in particular now contend with
the perception that after the 1994 elections, and
the establishment of a formal constitution and
many 'paper rights', the process of transition
has been sealed. In fact, it has only just begun.
This misperception has resulted in international donors (and particularly bilateral agencies)
moving rapidly towards the 'normalisation' of
government-to-government relations, and

setting the conventional aid machine in motion.
Now they want to talk about development, and
to stop talking about human rights, the building
of a culture of human rights, or the restoring of
a social fabric. This shift in funding priorities
towards 'hard' development, economic
reconstruction, the delivery of basic social
services — critical though these be — is in
danger of masking the need for comprehensive
social reconstruction.

Integration and change
To answer the question of how we reconstruct
societies that have been seriously damaged by
conflict, two basic things need to be acknowledged from the outset. The first is that we must
adopt an integrated approach, which is
premised on a recognition of the fact that
economic reconstruction, or redress for past
economic inequities, is inextricably linked with
social development: with political and human
empowerment. To understand social conflict,
whether we label it political, ethnic, or classbased, we must understand the dynamic and
intimate relationship between social, political,
and economic interests. To start looking at
conflict-resolution in a way that detaches these
inter-linked interests from each other is to
create a recipe for sustained conflict and
violence. We can rebuild economic infrastructure, but political upheaval will destroy it
again overnight. We can rebuild the social fabric
and negotiate political settlements; but unless
we meet people's economic needs, those
agreements are worth very little.
The second thing to recognise is that conflict
is not static. The sources of social conflict shift
over time, taking on new forms and manifestations. In this sense, there is no such thing as
'post-conflict'. The question is how we manage
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conflict, and whether we can ensure that it does
not translate into violent confrontation. But if
we fail to recognise that conflict changes in
shape and in form — as evidenced by the slide
between political and criminal violence in
societies that are undergoing dramatic political
change — then our approach to conflictmanagement is likely to amount to little more
than window-dressing.

The UN in Bosnia
The UN's role in Bosnia gives us a striking
illustration of how not to reconstruct a society.
The following anecdote will illustrate my point.
A man with a broken watch eventually found a
shop with a window display full of watches. He
went in, and asked the white-coated assistant
whether he could have his watch repaired. The
reply was, 'I'm sorry, we don'tfixwatches'. 'Oh',
said the would-be customer. 'Well what do you
do?' 'We neuter cats', was the response. 'Pardon
me', said the man, 'but why then do you have
watches in your window?'. The assistant smiled
and said, 'If your job was to neuter cats, what
would you put in the window?' The art of
window-dressing, in this case, is to display one
thing, while actually doing something else.
The UN's involvement in Central Bosnia is
ostensibly about putting up a military shield to
keep warring factions apart. There is an irony
here, in that the ultimate objective is to bring
these people together. But it is also a shield
behind which much is supposed to be
happening — though most of it is simply not
taking place. This dividing wall is quite effective,
though not always in the ways intended. In one
village that had previously depended on the
timber trade, the local authorities explained to
me that the 'shield' had separated the saw-mill
from the woods: the result was that both sides
were unemployed. Since the second aim of UN
involvement is to ensure a decent level of
welfare on all sides, this means that people are
forced to survive on hand-outs, rather than on
their own productive labour.
The most troublesome aspect of this, in my
view, is the vacuum between military 'peacekeeping' (not peace-making) intervention, on
the one hand, and a huge humanitarian
assistance programme, on the other. Hardly
anywhere to be seen was any assistance in the
process of rebuilding social relations, bringing
people together, breaking down the barriers

and prejudice which had played such a part in
generating social conflict in the first place.
There were 'civil affairs officers', who were
supposed to be facilitating a process of discussion between local government officials on both
sides. But they all wore UNPROFOR uniforms,
which linked them directly to the widely
discredited military effort. A number of international NGOs were actively involved, mainly in
relief work, but also in modest (and largely
unsupported) local reconciliation efforts.
The substitute for direct intervention at the
local level to take full account of the
consequences of war and its impact on social
relationships and human development has
been an internationally brokered peace
agreement: a diplomatic initiative based on the
idea that peace can be made by getting
government leaders to talk with each other. The
irony here is that the peace agreements have
effectively consolidated the gains made through
war. Worse, it was peace-brokering which
masqueraded as constitutional negotiation. It
generated not a federal constitution — as has
been claimed, for instance, by Washington —
but a constitutional arrangement which did
more to entrench ethnicity as the organising
principle of politics in the Balkans than even the
war itself had done. What it did was to create a
vehicle for compromise in the federal constitution, but one which also lent itself to competing
interpretations. For one side, federalism meant
integration; for the other, it meant the
consolidation of regional power bases and was
potentially a route to ethnic segregation.
While this is clearly not the entire picture of
international involvement in Bosnia, there are
some lessons that might be taken into account in
considering the role of NGOs in Southern
Africa, and how we shape our views and our
relationships to external intervention and
facilitation. This is an issue that absolutely must
be addressed in trying to deal with transition in
any society. Further, the way in which the peace
agreements are internationally brokered, and
the content of such accords, may play a
fundamental role in shaping the nature of
present and future conflict.

Economic reconstruction and
social conflict
The idea, described earlier, that economic
reconstruction and growth will bring about an
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end to social conflict is flawed for several
reasons. The first is that it fails to deal with the
residual issues of identity, which have often
been intrinsic to the history of social conflict.
Once mobilised, ethnic or religious identity, for
example, is nearly impossible to demobilise. To
substitute economic growth and economic
development, or to insert it on the assumption
that it will automatically overcome those social
fissures, is to base such efforts on a myth.
The second reason is that economic
development generates its own forms of social
conflict. Since much social conflict has
concerned access to scarce resources, especially
for impoverished communities, it is very
obvious that if resources are injected into such a
context, they will in all likelihood fuel any
existing conflicts, rather than the reverse.
There is a good example of this from CSVR's
work in Alexandra township, just north of
Johannesburg. Through a process of warfare,
there had been a cycle of displacement in that
community. Migrant labourers from the singlesex hostel invaded an area of the township and
drove people out of their homes and into the
overgrown and under-resourced informal
settlements. Meanwhile, rural poverty was
driving more people into the hostels, thus
perpetuating the cycle. The government then
came up with a very creative response, within
the framework of the priority now given to
housing. A building project was designed for
the township. But who would get the houses?
The first thing the developers had to do was to
fence off the area in which houses were to be
built, to ensure that the building materials were
secure. Even assuming that the houses were
successfully built, how could 'invasions' be
prevented without the threat or use of force?
What was actually needed was a social compact:
some kind of agreement on the criteria to be
applied in allocating the new houses. This is a
process that must be properly managed. The
assumption, therefore, that economic development will not generate such conflicts is very
dangerous.
The third reason to challenge the primacy of
economic development is that conflict may
change its shape, but it will not go away. In
South Africa, for example, there has been a
tendency to blur the dividing lines between
political and criminal violence. A serious
warning sign is the prevalence of well-organised
criminal activity, very often associated with high
levels of violence, in societies going through

major transition. Some of the processes
associated with transition may themselves
encourage this. Demobilisation does not equal
demilitarisation. Unless alternative incentives
are offered to members of a society in order to
demobilise them and remove them from formal
or politically oriented military activity, then
they are not going to discontinue their
militarised interventions. And people are
creative. The systematic marginalisation of
black youth from South African society was met
by them with immense creative energy. These
are people who were economically disempowered by apartheid, they were politically
voiceless, they were under-educated, they were
totally rejected by the dominant culture in
society. They therefore found an alternative
'home' within the political organisations, which
provided a new identity for them. It gave
young, black South Africans a stake, and
allowed them a central role as the 'shock troops'
of liberation. The irony about the shift from the
struggle in the streets to the negotiating table is
that it compounded the marginalisation of
those people. The Party had given people a new
uniform, a new language, new songs of
liberation, but now the criminal gangs offered
ready-made alternatives. Membership of these
gangs provides an identity, social clothing, a
language of its own, and the added advantage of
providing some alternative forms of wealthcreation. We need to recognise the subtle shifts
in the ways that social conflict manifests itself,
for, if we fail to do so, the social deficits that
generate it will be left intact.
The fourth problem with economic
reconstruction alone is that it does not
inherently redress past inequity. It does not
necessarily deal with war crimes, nor with the
history of human-rights abuse, and the lasting
impact which this has on people. It does not
necessarily deal with gender inequality, or with
the dispossession of land. Indeed, very often
economic growth and wealth-generation are
built upon inequity in society, and cannot then
address poverty in and of themselves. If such
inequity is the root of social conflict, then
economic growth may serve to reinforce rather
than to overcome it.
Lastly, we need to recognise that reconstruction in a society that is undergoing
profound transition is as much about building
democracy and democratic institutions as
anything else. And economic reconstruction
offers no guarantees for transforming State
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institutions, nor the potential to render them
accountable, transparent, and empowering. In
a sense, what I am saying is that these concerns
should define our agenda.
As NGOs in Southern Africa, we should feel
proud to advocate a 'bottom-up' approach to
reconstruction: an approach that is not about
humanitarian aid alone, is not about diplomatic
intervention alone, and is certainly not about
military intervention at all. What it is about is a
recognition of the simple thing that was said to
me in Central Bosnia when we were
interviewing teachers, religious leaders, police
chiefs, judges, and women's organisations.
Their voices were not being heard. They were
saying, 'This divide is not of our making. We
want one education system. We want one system
of policing in this society. This arrangement is
simply not functional for any of us.' And it is to
these concerns that we should be relating when
we talk about social reconstruction, about filling
the gap, about rebuilding the social fabric.

To conclude, I am not suggesting that
economic reconstruction is not vital to the social
reconstruction process, nor that we can afford
to ignore the phenomenal capacity of global
forces to derail local-level initiatives: to do so
would be naive. What I am saying, however, is
that NGOs and other components of civil
society need to be far clearer about the nature of
the contribution that economic reconstruction
may make, and more assertive in staking out the
space for social, political, and human
empowerment.

The author
Graeme Simpson is Director of the Centre for
the Study of Violence and Reconciliation
(CSVR), and has a particular interest in the links
between violence and development, and in
issues concerning criminality, policing, and
prisons reform.
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Collective memory and the process of reconciliation
and reconstruction

Wiseman Chirwa

Over the last five years, several African and
Latin American countries have experienced
major political changes. Civil wars have come to
an end, autocratic and oppressive regimes have
crumbled and have been replaced by
democratic ones. A new political dispensation
has been ushered in. As this process unfolds,
and the culture of openness deepens, a number
of questions come to mind. A special issue of the
Index on Censorship (Volume 5, 1996) raised
several such questions concerning the
relationship between truth, reconciliation, and
the process of national healing: can people
divided by civil war, torn apart by hatred and
mutually inflicted atrocities, made sick by terror
and oppression, heal themselves? Can nations,
like individuals, be reconciled to their past and
be cured of their ills by working through
traumatic events, by telling and hearing the
truth? Whose truth is it? Can nations cleanse
their past and start again? More important,
perhaps, can they ensure 'never again'?
These and similar questions were at the
centre of the discussions at the Symposium on
conflict-related issues, sponsored by Oxfam
(UK and Ireland) and the Centre for the Study
of Violence and Reconciliation, held in
Johannesburg in June 1996. Of particular
interest to the participants were the various
ways adopted by communities and States in
Africa and Latin America to achieve some form
of reconciliation, healing, and reconstruction.

State-backed strategies for
uncovering the truth
On the legal and political fronts, countries like
South Africa and Rwanda have set up Truth
Commissions to investigate the past and 'to
facilitate a truth recovery process' so as to
establish 'as complete a picture as possible of the

causes, nature, and extent of past abuses'
(Hamber, 1995). In Chile and Argentina, truth
commissions 'arose in the context of new
governments making a transition from
dictatorship to civilian rule', while in El
Salvador and Guatemala they emerged as part
of the negotiations for transition from civil war
to peace (Edelstein, 1994; see also Hayner, 1994
and 1996).
The understanding is that the process of
truth-recovery will result in some kind of
psychological healing. If victims of violence and
other forms of rights-abuse are left without
knowing the truth, or the opportunity to
recount their experiences, they will remain
traumatised and shattered. They will feel
vulnerable and helpless and will have 'a
distorted picture of society and humanity'
(Hamber, 1995). Without truth there is no
justice; and there is the danger of repeating the
old mistakes. Thus, despite the differences in
their mandate, scope, and approach, truth
commissions are generally viewed as a starting
point for national reconciliation and reparative
measures (Edelstein, 1994: 5).
Truth commissions are not the only way of
dealing with the past. Compensation tribunals
and other mechanisms of reparation have been
set up, for example in Malawi, to requite victims
of abuse and as part of the process of promoting
national reconciliation. A war-crimes tribunal
has been set up in Rwanda, and some
perpetrators of injustice during the apartheid
regime in South Africa have appeared in court.
These processes are among the ways of
providing legal redress to victims, recognising
the responsibility of the State, acknowledging
the rights and interests of the victims, and
raising public consciousness (ibid: 3). The last is
an aspect of collective memory.
The participants at the Symposium felt the
need to distinguish between the local
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communities and the State in this process.
Truth commissions, compensation tribunals,
and war-crimes tribunals are usually, though
not always exclusively, State strategies for
creating collective memories. They require a
legal framework for their operation and a State
bureaucracy for implementation. How then do
local communities in the countries that do not
have legal provisions for the setting up of truth
commissions deal with their past? The available
evidence suggests that they have devised their
own ways. Sometimes supported by non-State
agencies, and operating outside the State
structures, they have embarked on the process
of creating their collective memories to facilitate
the process of healing, reconciliation, and
reconstruction.

Alternative strategies
A good example here is the case of the
Recovering the Historic Record Project

Another illustration of a local group that has
taken the initiative on its own to create a
collective memory is that of the Madras de la
Plaza de Mayo (Mothers of May Square) in
Argentina. Ingo Malcher (1996:132) reports
that 'every day the mothers [members of the
group] meet here to continue their 20-year
struggle, begun during the military dictatorship
(1976-1983), to establish exactly what happened to their disappeared sons and daughters and
to demand retribution against those who
imprisoned, tortured and killed their children'.
Documents, oral accounts and various other
forms of evidence are examined and put
together to establish a comprehensive account
that can provide clues to what happened. It is
worth noting that the 'mothers' refused to
accept monetary reparation, because 'they felt
that the state was buying their silence rather
than social and historical recognition' (Hamber,
1995; see also Malcher, 1996). They want 'truth
and justice', and an end to impunity, not
money.

(Recuperation de la Memoria Historica, REMHI) in

Guatemala, started by the Catholic Church (see
Linsmeier, 1995; Hayner, 1994). This was
designed to document testimonies from those
who, in various ways, witnessed or were victims
of the violence in the country from the 1960s.
The testimonies would be submitted to the
Truth Commission set up by the government.
They would also be 'given back to the people in
the form of pastoral statements to study and
discuss. Thus begins what will be a long process
of reconciliation' (Linsmeier, 1995:5). Several
rural communities also embarked on the
exhumation of the mass graves of the 'scorched
earth' massacres of the 1970s and 1980s. The
exercise was aimed at recognising the lives of
those who were brutally murdered, giving them
a proper burial and the reverence they deserve;
to 'clarify the truth of what had happened', and
to let 'the government, the military and the
world realise that there is a law in Guatemala,
and that justice must be served' (ibid). The new
graves will serve as a reminder both to the
government and the local communities of the
atrocities of the past, so that any repetition of
those events is avoided.
The Guatemalan exhumation exercise and
the documentation of memories through
interviews serve as good examples of how
societies, independent of the State, deal with the
past and the problems of reconciliation and
healing.

The case of Malawi
Similar exercises are planned, and some are
indeed being undertaken, in Malawi. Victims of
State murder have been given proper burial
and memorial services, and a history project to
document and publicise past abuses has been
proposed by a group of scholars at Chancellor
College, the country's main university campus.
It aims to collect testimonies from both victims
and perpetrators in various parts of the
country; and publish popular works on these
for use in schools, religious organisations, and
other institutions. The dissemination of the
results will also be undertaken through
newspaper articles and radio and video
documentaries.
On their own, communities in some parts of
Malawi are making home videos and documentaries of their experiences under the
dictatorial regime of Dr Hastings Kamuzu
Banda. Lists of detainees and those who
'disappeared' have been drawn, showing the
dates when they were picked up by the police
(where the information is available), where they
were detained, when they died or came out of
prison, what happened to their family
members, and other details of that nature.
These have been submitted to the History
Project proposed by the scholars at the
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university. The country's Compensation
Tribunal has also collected voluminous
accounts from victims of abuse. Members of the
History Project are now requesting the
Tribunal to allow them to document and
preserve these accounts properly and
professionally, so that they become an authentic
record of the past for use by the present and
future generations.
The Project is also proposing the
establishment of local museums where artefacts
of victims — personal belongings, pictures, and
works — and those of the perpetrators of abuse
would be preserved and displayed to the public.
The weapons used by the perpetrators, and
other tokens of State oppression, would also be
housed in these museums, to provide symbols of
the local communities' pride and identity, and
to raise public consciousness. The museums
would also become historical sites, an attraction
to tourists, and thus give greater publicity and
recognition to the victim communities. Lack of
funding has delayed the implementation of this
Project.

who regularly meet to discuss their experiences.
They also map out the strategies to follow in
engaging the government in detailed
consultations on issues of justice, reparation,
and physical protection. The emotional support
provided by the members of these groups to
each another serves as psychological therapy in
the process of reconciliation.

Collective memory: some
questions

It should be noted that collective memories
have some shortcomings. To begin with, how
collective are 'collective memories'? Whose
memories are they? There is always the danger
that the memories of the victims will take
precedence over those of the perpetrators.
Individuals are also good at suppressing some
of their memories and highlighting and
emphasising those that might be attractive to
their sympathisers. As Michael Ignatieff (1996)
has rightly observed, 'peoples who believe
themselves to be victims of aggression have an
understandable incapacity to believe that they
also committed atrocities. Myths of innocence
The case of South Africa
and victimhood are powerful obstacles in the
way of confronting unwelcome facts.'
In South Africa, Christian organisations and
The memory becomes collective when it goes
non-government organisations (NGOs) are also
beyond an individual account, subscribed to
actively involved in creating, documenting, and
and shared by a group. It must have historical
preserving collective memories. A good
and
emotional relevance, connecting seemingly
example is the Practical Ministries of the
discrete
events in a cause-and-effect manner.
Christian Development Agency for Social
An
account
of a simple event that has no
Action. Some issues of its publication, Practical
historical
and
emotional relevance is not
Ministries, have carried accounts of past abuses
collective
memory.
It becomes so when it
and the personal experiences of the victims (see,
invokes
shared
emotions
and consciousness. It
for example, Practical Ministries Volume 1, No.
is
for
this
reason
that
collective memory
1, Jan-March 1996). The organisation has also
becomes
part
of
the
process
of healing,
provided material support to those who
reconciliation, and reconstruction at both the
suffered. Homes that were destroyed by
individual and communal levels.
politically motivated violence have been reHowever, the connection between collective
built, and relief supplies and facilities such as
memory and national reconciliation is rather
safe water have been provided to the victims of
unclear. Ignatieff (ibid) has further observed
forced removals and those of post-apartheid
that
we vest our nations 'with consciences,
political violence. According to Cosmas
identities
and memories as if they were
Desmond (1996), 'practical ministries are
individuals'.
'But', he asks,
setting out to show that, given appropriate
assistance, even the most devastated community
... do nations, like individuals, have psyches? Can a
can rebuild itself.
nation's past make people ill as we know that repressed
The khulumani (speak out) groups in South
memories sometimes make individuals ill? Conversely,
Africa are another practical example of how
can a nation or contending part of it be reconciled to its
collective memory is created, documented, and
past, as individuals can, by replacing myth with fact
preserved. These are groups of the victims
and lies with truth? Can we speak of nations working
and/or relatives of victims and sympathisers
through' a civil war or an atrocity as we speak of
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individuals working through a traumatic memory or
event? ... If it is problematic to vest an individual with
a, single identity, it is even more so in the case of a

nation (ibid).
The participants at the Symposium considered
that collective memory can be an effective tool
for reconciliation and healing for individuals
and local communities. The examples cited
above are ample evidence for this. It may not be
fully effective for the nation as a whole. But
these examples also show how local
communities, on their own, acting independently of the State, deal with their past; and how
they work towards the declaration: nunca mais
— never again!
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Reconciliation: the role of truth commissions and
alternative ways of healing
Noel Muchenga Chicuecue

This paper discusses the issues of reconciliation,
truth commissions, and alternative ways of
healing, focusing on the following questions:

the term 'reconciliation' as defined by Dr Paul
Lederach during a workshop on conflictresolution held in 1994 in Mombasa, Kenya:

• Does reconciliation mean the same to all
people and cultures?
• How does reconciliation work in practice?
• What is the role of truth commissions in the
reconciliation process?
• What alternative ways of healing have been
used in Mozambique?

Reconciliation, in essence, represents a place, the point
of encounter where concerns about both the past and
the future can meet. Reconciliation as encounter
suggests that space for acknowledging of the past and
envisioning the future are necessary ingredients for
reframing the present.

I should clarify from the outset that my thinking
is not based on established theories about
reconciliation, but rather on my understanding
of how people become reconciled with each
other in practice. However, this does not
exclude the need for a conceptual framework in
which to make sense of the learning and results
of practical experience drawn from the day-today problems of reconciliation, reconstruction,
and conflict-resolution in war-torn societies.

Reconciliation: restoration of
relationship
The term 'reconciliation' is generally used to
mean the restoration of friendship in order to
reach an agreement and make peace with an
enemy or adversary. Reconciliation has
different meanings for different people,
depending on the specific cultural setting.
People's beliefs and values determine their
understanding about the way the world is,
about self and the other, and about how both
should be. In some societies, conflict is
considered inevitable, positive, and necessary.
Other societies and cultures consider harmony
as the best way of living together. In such
contexts, conflict is not seen as normal: when a
relationship is broken, there is a need to restore
harmony. For practical reasons, I shall here use

From this, it seems to me that reconciliation
poses a contradiction related to dealing with the
past and envisioning the future. The past has
been characterised by negative emotions
resulting from dehumanisation, division,
hatred,
misunderstanding,
humiliation,
destruction, anger, despair, fear, injustice, and
demoralisation. Addressing the past implies
acknowledging the earlier wrongs done, as a
first step towards restoring the person and the
relationship. On the one hand, the truth about
the past may lead to amnesty or forgiveness; on
the other, it may lead instead to the re-opening
of wounds, or to demands for peace with justice
which may jeopardise the future relationship of
the parties to the conflict. In practice,
addressing the past involves emotions which
may lead each side to demand justice, which
may in turn impose unbearable costs on the
party found guilty. The practical solution to the
contradiction differs from case to case.
Although the ideal solution would be to
embrace truth and amnesty, as two sides of the
same coin, in practice it is difficult to strike the
balance. We have, for example, cases where
there are truth commissions on one side,
coupled with the push for 'amnesty' on the
other, as in El Salvador and South Africa. At
times, in a spirit of 'forgive and forget',
emphasis is placed on the future relationship.
Examples of this can be drawn from both
Nicaragua and Mozambique.
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In the case of Mozambique, a document
drawn up in 1995 by the UNRISD War-torn
Societies Project study group explains that

been set up to analyse cases of human-rights
abuses perpetrated by the previous government, and to compensate the victims. Interestingly, some of those in the government, as well
the conversations that led to the Rome Peace
as parliamentarians who had served in the
Agreements were considered Reconciliation (perse) —
previous government, were also on the list of
it meant the encounter of compatriots, over-passing the
the victims to be compensated.
causes of the war and, making a compromise to walk
The Mozambicans had mixed views on
together towards the reconstruction of the country. At
whether
redressing past wrongs by offering
that moment, the two parties to the conflict agreed
compensation would be desirable and
tacitly that there was no need to get locked on the
practicable in the national context. Speaking in
analysis of the causes of the war and find, who was to
support
of the concept of truth commissions,
blame.
one Mozambican parliamentarian stressed that
forgiving does not mean forgetting. Others felt
To make this reconciliation sustainable, it is
that the processes being undertaken in South
necessary to build confidence among the
Africa and Malawi would not be feasible in
various parties to the conflict, through working
Mozambique, because they would jeopardise
together towards interdependence by reconthe reconciliation process by re-opening
structing the social, economic and cultural life
healing wounds. They also argued that the
of the community, as well as by building a
sheer costs implied would be difficult to meet,
shared common future. Confidence will help to
given the fragile state of the Mozambican
open channels for dialogue about the past,
economy.
without obstruction from negative emotions.
Embracing the past and the future is important
With regard to compensation, one might also
in shaping the present.
ask who will be the judge, in a situation where
some of the alleged participants in humanrights abuses are in government and may well
be
in a position to influence the outcome of the
The role of truth commissions
judgement? Since justice implies costs, who will
pay the bill? The situation could arise where taxIn Mozambique, no formal truth commission
was created, but the issue is sometimes raised by
payers are essentially paying for something they
educated members of the community. A good
did not do: the victim ends up paying the bill. It
example of how the debate on the role of truth
is important to stress here that concepts of
commissions elicits different opinions can be
justice differ from one culture to another. For
drawn from the discussion between parliaexample, justice seen as balancing the scales
mentarians during a study visit to South Africa
would not lead to rebuilding relationships in a
and Malawi, in which I participated on behalf of
war-torn society. And justice may mean
the Maputo office of the UNESCO Culture of
different things to the parties in conflict.
Peace Programme.
At the institutional level, truth commissions,
The topic came up during this visit, in which
peace agreements, constitutions, and other
12 Mozambican parliamentarians participated
peace structures do have an important role to
from across the political-party spectrum. In
play, but it depends on the historical, social, and
both Malawi and South Africa, the Mozambican
cultural contexts in which they are applied, as
parliamentarians were exposed to the ways in
well as on the nature of the conflict. At the nonwhich the two countries are endeavouring to
institutional level, the change from a culture of
deal with the past. The South Africans briefed
war to a culture of peace depends crucially on
their Mozambican counterparts on the Truth
formal, informal, and non-formal education for
Commission, in which people who had abused
peace, human rights, and democracy that is
human rights during the apartheid era will be
aimed at conveying the knowledge, skills,
granted amnesty in exchange for confessing the
attitudes, and values of peace. This culture of
truth. Some form of compensation, to be
peace is characterised by participation in
decided once all cases have been heard, is to be
shaping a common future, respect for human
offered to the victims.
rights, solidarity,
cooperation,
mutual
In Malawi, the former President and some of
understanding, equality, and justice.
his close officials were on trial on charges of
The last part of this paper will try to explain
murder. A national compensation tribunal had
how 'alternative' ways of healing have
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contributed to re-weaving the social fabric in
post-war Mozambique. People have wondered
how the Mozambicans have managed to recover
from the traumas of war in a country with a
great shortage of experts and professionals. In
response, it is important to stress that all
societies and cultures, the world over, develop
their own ways of keeping and restoring a
damaged social order, through religious
practices and traditional beliefs and values. In
Mozambique, many of these practices have been
used in the process of healing post-war trauma.
Some of these alternative ways of healing have
had great impact in Mozambique.

Traditional purification rituals
Community institutions, religions (whether
Christian, Islamic, or syncretic), traditional
healers, community leaders, and extended
family structures have developed procedures to
assist in healing those who have been damaged
by war. People in Mozambique hold firmly to
the belief that purification rituals — often
involving some days of separation, treatment
with herbs and potions, and communication
with the spirits of the ancestors — can heal
people from the effects of bad spirits and war
traumas. Ex-soldiers, returning refugees, childsoldiers, sexually abused women, and internally
displaced people have all passed through
cleansing rituals upon returning to their
communities and families.
UNICEF and the Red Cross have
encouraged those working with traumatised
children and child-soldiers to respect traditional culture and collaborate with communities in their re-integration. The results of
traditional ways of healing have been widely
reported by UNICEF.
Traditional cleansing rituals are part of a
cultural practice that dates from the precolonial era. Warriors underwent purification
rituals in order to free them from revenge by the
spirits of their victims. It is a common belief that,
without these healing rituals, the spirit of the
victim will bring bad luck or death, not only to
the killer but also to members of his extended
family or community.
Returning refugees and internally displaced
people have organised traditional ceremonies
to ask for forgiveness from dead relatives to
whom they did not give a decent burial, so that
they can be reconciled with their spirits and be

protected. A good relationship with the spirits
of the dead is important—wrth+n-traditional
culture in Mozambique, with its links between
the dead, the living, and the natural world.
A good example of how the traditional
methods of reconciliation work in daily life has
been given by a study group from Karibu, a
local NGO working in Nampula Province.
According to their findings, all the conflicts that
arise in the Makuwa society (constituting about
one quarter of the Mozambican population) are
given due attention, irrespective of whether the
offending party deserves forgiveness or
punishment. A Makuwa who has offended a
person (dead or alive), or a sacred place or
object, is expected to become reconciled with
the person concerned, or with the spirits. This
reconciliation is seen as a sign of good education
as well as preventing bad luck, problems, and
troubles in future. It is believed that offenders, if
they do not acknowledge their wrong-doing,
may fall victim to depression or stress, lose their
job or their money, lead a very difficult life, and,
in extreme cases, die.
To be healed, or freed from bad spirits, an
offender must go to his relatives or community
elders, or to a traditional healer, and confess
and acknowledge his wrongful deeds in order to
be forgiven or freed from punishment. The
traditional healers and chiefs play a vital role in
the reconciliation process. The chief is the
adviser, judge, and supreme authority of the
group (n'loko). He is assisted by a woman adviser
(Apiyamwene), the most important woman in the
extended family. These also act as mediators
between the living and the dead, and are
responsible
for
conflict-resolution
and
reconciliation among the living.
If anyone who is suspected of wrong-doing
does not confess voluntarily, the suspect may be
subjected to various methods of pressure and
persuasion to confess and acknowledge this
wrongful behaviour, whether past or present.
In some cases, people who have committed
serious offences are led to take an oath: they
may be seated on the ground, on a reed mat, or
on the grave of a close dead relative (father,
mother, brother, grandmother, or grandfather). The offender will confess his wrongdoing and promise not to do it again. Sometimes, this oath is made with the offender
placing one hand on the Koran. If an individual
does not comply with what he swore, then he
will suffer the consequences of his behaviour in
the future.
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It is also common practice to resolve past
grievances by paying a fine to the offended. This
follows a resolution of the dispute through
mediated dialogue, in which the offender and
the offended bring together their family elders
or chiefs to resolve their conflict.
Traditional healers are sometimes called to
mediate conflicts that involve the spirit of the
dead. One report from 'the media fax' (a local
newsletter sent by fax in Maputo) tells of a case
that occurred in the northern part of Inhambane
Province, in which the Mozambican association
of traditional healers was called to intervene. In
this case, the spirit of a traditional chief who had
been killed during the war was demanding 'an
eye for an eye' as a means to resolve a dispute
that involved an ex-combatant who had
ordered the chiefs killing.
To conclude, I would emphasise that
reconciliation focuses on building a relationship

between the parties in conflict. Relationships
are the basis of both the conflict and the longterm solution to it. All societies have their own
ways of understanding conflict and reconciliation. Focusing on the outcomes and impact
of the traditional healing process, rather than
on any scientific explanation of the processes,
shows that they can be as effective as any other
means. Traditional rituals have had a
tremendous impact in healing former childsoldiers, refugees, the displaced, and many
others affected by the civil war in Mozambique.

The author
Noel Muchenga Chicuecue works with the
UNESCO Culture of Peace Programme in
Maputo.
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Reconciliation in Zimbabwe: reality or illusion?

Val Ingham-Thorpe

Reconciliation without change
After Zimbabwe became independent, the then
Prime Minister Robert Mugabe announced a
policy of reconciliation. This was hailed at the
time as taking a very mature and statesman-like
approach. However, with hindsight, we can see
that this policy caused several problems, having
left intact many of the structures of oppression
— such as various laws that were left on the
books, including the notorious Law and Order
Maintenance Act, and a repressive and brutalised
police service, central intelligence agency, prison
service, and army. Similarly, many structural
inequities remained: indeed, whites often used
the reconciliation policy to entrench still further
their advantageous social and economic positions.
They were not, and did not feel, obliged to
integrate themselves into the new Zimbabwe.
Both the 'imposed' peace settlement and the
well-meant policy of reconciliation left unresolved
the major problems of land distribution, economic
inequity, and racism, which were the burning
issues for which most freedom fighters took up
arms. Racism and ethnicity, instead of being
dealt with, are now often used as a way to make
scapegoats of certain individuals or groups, and
also to create a smokescreen that conceals the
failure to deal with the underlying issues such as
land reform, or the transfer of economic power.
It is far easier for politicians to blame any difficulties on racial conflicts than to tackle such issues
in a genuinely problem-solving and just manner.
Further, some of the events that have taken
place since the end of the liberation war have
demonstrated not reconciliation but rather silence,
denial, and amnesia. This is linked in part to
unrest over issues related to land, demobilisation, and power-sharing. For instance, the socalled 'dissident problem' in Matabeleland during
1983-85 was repressed with considerable brutality.
However, the victims have received no form of
reparation; and those whose loved ones

'disappeared' have never been able to bury their
dead. Since the scale and impact of what took
place have never been fully acknowledged, many
wounds are still unhealed; ethnicity is now
glossed over, but it has the potential to become a
more divisive issue than it had been before.

Unhealed wounds
The existence of unhealed wounds also prevails
in a wider and more spiritual sense throughout
Zimbabwe. As people's hopes and expectations
of independence were increasingly disappointed, so they struggled to give some form of
meaning to what the war had actually been
about. Today, for example, we see a tension
concerning many of those 'traditional' values
that had been a source of unity during the war,
but which are now perceived as divisive. The
land-reform issue also remains largely
unresolved, but tends to be seen solely in racial
terms rather than as a conflict between large
farmers and the peasant sector. This distracts
attention from the emergence of a new elite of
landowners, and plays down the lack of
economic planning and infrastructure for the
agricultural sector.
Further, while most Zimbabwean farmers are
women, their rights remain ambiguous, since
their access to land is through men. The situation
of widows and single mothers is becoming increasingly difficult in rural areas. In 1995, there were
a number of what became known as 'Grain
Marketing Board suicides' among women: women
who had done and been paid for all the work,
only to have their income taken from them by
their husbands and who felt that the only way
out was to take their own lives. There is, then, a
major gender dimension to the land question.
The voice for change is, however, weak. A series
of droughts and dependence on food
distribution through Party channels (ZANU PF)
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have deepened the silence and acquiescence
perceived necessary for survival.
In society more generally, women had great
hopes of what independence would bring, having
played an important role in the liberation war.
However, they have since lost some of the position
and status they had gained. The women in decisionmaking public office are still often hamstrung by
owing their position to male patronage.

Displaced violence
There has also been a displacement of violence
following demobilisation. Many war veterans
are unemployed, and in some parts of the
country up to 92 per cent have not worked for
more than three months since the war. Some
were resettled on the land or in cooperatives
without adequate backing or training, and are
still marginalised and poverty-stricken. Youth
unemployment is also very high. There has
been a rise in armed criminality (associated with
the easy availability of arms from neighbouring
countries), and also an increase in domestic
violence. There are many reasons for this: stress,
poverty, economic migration, overcrowding,
the breakdown of extended families, as well as
unhealed war trauma and the resort to self-help
'remedies' of alcoholism and drug abuse. Many
women ex-combatants returned home to be
shunned by their families and 'war husbands',
and they and their children became vulnerable
to poverty and abuse, as did disabled people,
especially women and children.
There is a widespread sense of hopelessness.
Even within the university sector, rather than
being allowed to contribute creativity and new
ideas, students are stifled. The riot police
regularly enter the university and use tear-gas.
The reasons are different each time, but the
event has become an annual routine. Feelings of
hopelessness and helplessness contrast dramatically with the way people felt at the end of the
war, when there was a feeling that we were now
masters of our own destiny. The socialist State
offered hope but also — in fostering the belief
that the State will provide — increased
dependency. The withdrawal of the State, and
the breakdown in health and educational
services, have generated widespread suffering.
The switch to a market economy and its myth of
a 'trickle-down' effect have made the elite (black
and white) rich, while the majority have fallen
further into abysmal poverty.

The changing face of society
In response, there has been a growth in the
number of right-wing fundamentalist churches
which, instead of looking at issues of social
justice, preach the gospels of prosperity in this
world, and faith in the next. Indigenous
churches, with their emphasis on conservative,
patriarchal (usually polygamous) values, have
weakened the advancement of women.
Numerous cases of HIV/AIDS have brought
multiple bereavement. Nobody was prepared
for this. HIV/AIDS now affect about 25 per cent
of Zimbabweans aged between 16 and 50 years.
Every day, at least one of my colleagues is away
from work, attending a funeral. By the year 2000,
there may be as many as 600,000 orphans whose
parents have died of AIDS. Women, on top of
their 16-hour working days, are being expected
to become the care-takers. Excellent work that
has been done by Zimbabwean women's organisations, literacy groups, and NGOs is being eroded.
Many development agencies and NGOs are still,
however, carrying on as if nothing was happening.
We should already be focusing our work on
children and grandmothers. In many families, it
is grandmothers who are bearing the burden.
Since a poor and helpless population is easily
manipulated, a culture of fear and patronage further reduces the opportunity to engage in debate
and consider mechanisms for peaceful change.
Zimbabwe never had a vibrant civil society under
British colonial rule; nor has the State apparatus
allowed it to develop since Independence. For
instance, though the Zimbabwe Human Rights
Association is relatively weak, its actions having been
described like 'the flapping of a butterfly's wings',
the government has been anxious to clamp
down on it.
The hope is that the ordinary people of
Zimbabwe are starting to demand a re-thinking
of a policy of reconciliation that was only skindeep, a re-writing of our constitution, respect
for human rights, a challenge to a defacto one-party
State, and, above all, a more equitable distribution of wealth. The road is not easy, especially
when meeting obstacles of entrenched power, corruption, and bureaucratic sloth, but Zimbabweans
of courage have started the journey.

The author
Val Ingham-Thorpe works with the humanrights NGO ZimRights, and is also a member of
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Physical, psychological, and political displacement
in Angola and Mozambique
Francisco Tunga Alberto

Introduction
The impact of displacement affects many areas
of a person's life. It may imply separation from
the nuclear family and/or the disappearance of
the extended family, with the consequent loss of
sources of affection, protection, and support. It
certainly means an uprooting from an
individual's familiar surroundings and cultural
environment, along with a loss of social safetynets and close personal contacts. It may also
mean a change in the functioning of the family:
for the displaced child, parents are no longer so
powerful. It may mean the start of a strange
adventure, and (probably) a farewell to school.
Discovering a new community (urban or
rural) is also a struggle for integration within it.
For children, it may mean a continuing search
for their parents, difficulties in returning to
school, problems in cultural reintegration, and
in making new friends. It may also be associated
with difficulties in finding food and clothing,
and with having to lead a new way of life geared
to survival (such as becoming a street-child, or
begging). The family may assume new forms,
while the child may have to take responsibility
for helping her or his parents. The possibility of
a return to the place of origin may even be
distressing.
The consequences of war may have longterm effects on those who are displaced by it. A
socio-cultural study that analysed the causes,
duration, and the effects of psycho-social
development showed that young children and
women were most profoundly affected.
This paper is not the result of formal
research, but comes from my lifetime of contact
with communities within Angola and abroad, in
refugee camps, in urban and peri-urban areas,
and in the countryside.

The impact of displacement on
children
There is no doubt that, among a whole range of
effects, displaced children experience a kind of
cultural transformation, a spiritual and mental
stagnation that affects their entire psycho-social
and cultural development.
These children's spirits and minds tend to
dwell on their emotions: on the images and
dreams of witnessed events; the death of close
friends, the destruction of property; physical
and mental torture; the long distances walked;
the sudden loss of familiar surroundings. All
such experiences may generate behaviour
which may be aggressive, or intolerant of others
who attempt to intervene in their lives. Such
children may feel that their ideal is to get on
with adapting their lives in line with how they
perceive their world. Thus, life for them
becomes merely a case of adapting to the
environment that adults have provided. For
displaced children in Angola, where there has
been no real infrastructure to help people to
recover, there has been only one solution: to
migrate to a place where their role or
educational background does not make them
feel rejected, such as the street.
Even children who have been cared for by an
adult, but who have endured the effects of war,
may experience learning and educational
difficulties. If our country's leaders do not plan
to create special educational structures for these
children, their future will continue to be
without hope.

The consequences of
displacement for women
No matter how their displacement occurs,
women bear the main burden and subsequent
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repercussions, since they continue to be
responsible for their families while their
husbands are away, perhaps looking for work.
Women often take on the tasks of helping their
husbands, their own parents as well as their
husband's parents, and the sons, nephews, and
cousins of both sides of the family. They face the
daily problems of finding food and water, and
providing care and education for the children.
A major obstacle confronting them is the
need to adapt to the local culture, and at the
same time to take on new challenges when their
partners are absent for prolonged periods —
whether because of abandonment, divorce,
death, or travel. They may no longer be able to
rely on friends and companions for any form of
support. The many effects of such constraints
include psycho-social crises which, coupled with
material shortages, can affect women's physical
development and well-being, for example
through problems with blood pressure,
irregular menstruation, and inadequate
vitamin intake. They may also have unwanted
and high-risk pregnancies, or give birth
prematurely, since they have no access to any
antenatal care.
Such women may, therefore, have only
anxiety and fear, desperation and spiritual
instability to guide them in their day-to-day life.
Thus, in the towns, many women turn to drink
or to prostitution, a precarious way of life which
also affects their children. By the time things
reach this stage, these women no longer observe
their traditional roles: society has already cast
them out as disruptive elements within the
community, as women who may also have a bad
influence on their neighbours' husbands. There
have been cases in which illegitimate children
who have been born in such circumstances have
been abandoned on rubbish heaps or in
garbage drums.

Displaced youths and the effects
of war
Since adolescents and young men will tend to
fall into whatever role seems most relevant to
them at the time, they are often the most
disoriented: they urgently need to find
solutions for the sake of their own well-being, as
well as for society as a whole. The worst thing is
the feeling of being a misfit and not belonging,
as a result of their desperate socio-economic
circumstances and the breakdown of their social

environment. No matter how well they might
have been able to been able to cope before,
socio-economic insecurity is the first obstacle
they have to face.
The
most common
situations
are
disintegration of the family unit, unemployment, involuntary divorce, and loss — of
cultural values, of dignity, and of legitimacy.
There is also the issue of their questionable legal
status, for both in civilian and military life young
men invariably end up acting as guards or
sentries. Since their erstwhile political leaders
are no longer in power, these young men always
find that this acts as an obstacle to their
resuming a normal life within society. A typical
example of what displaced Angolan youths find
is that their communities, and sometimes even
their families, no longer trust them, since they
are still connected to the political tendencies
that controlled the areas in which they took
refuge, or they maintain contact with the sociocultural circle of that time. If the social
breakdown and displacement took place
outside the areas of government control, these
young men are viewed as being allied with the
opposition, even if they are now reintegrated
back into their own family, community, village,
neighbourhood, commune,
municipality,
province, and country. Thus, if they ever
express a different opinion from those around
them, or are slow to adapt to the local political
and social context, then someone only has to
accuse them of being with the opposition, and
these young Angolans may be slaughtered like
animals, very often without even being given a
hearing.
As for those returning from other countries,
they are always considered as foreigners within
their own land. They are denied privileges and
never treated fairly, especially if they do not
speak perfect Portuguese. Anyone with a
French accent is called Zairian, while those with
an English accent are referred to as Zambians.
Just having sought refuge outside Angola is
enough on their return to limit their access to
many types of better-paid employment. Even in
the field of sport, those who fail to meet local
socio-political qualifications have no chance of
being selected for the national team. These
young men suffer more than anyone from
oppression, torture, and threats from public
security agents, and are the most likely to face
arbitrary arrest.
As a solution, many emigrate. There are
three main categories of migrant: professionals,
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'commercial travellers' (or candongueiros), and
those with a technical training. Socio-cultural
disintegration leads them to imagine that exile
is the best place for them, or at least somewhere
where they are unknown and can relax.
As far as the young men displaced within
Angola are concerned, the frustration is the
same: they avoid talking about the past, they do
not circulate freely, and they have real problems
in obtaining new identity documents. Those
who were away for a long time from their places
of origin return to find that the women are
married to men who are sympathetic to
whoever is in power, and they can say nothing
about it.
Whenever suspicions are raised, these men
are the first to be arrested. As an alternative to
constant harassment, they often become drug
addicts — taking drugs so they can forget about
everything. They are not involved in violence or
criminality, since they are under constant
surveillance. The best way out is for them to
move elsewhere, although the authorities
seldom lose track of their movements. Even
those who have never indicated support for the
opposition may be observed by secret agents
who will monitor their political behaviour.
The other group of displaced young men
who return home or seek help are those who
were mutilated or have a physical defect. Their
needs are scarcely recognised at all, and the only
option for them is to beg.

General conclusion
A family which is displaced loses all the support
systems it enjoyed in the place that was home. It
abandons everything: land, house, extended
family, possessions, social security, psychosocial equilibrium, social relations, and so on.
The family's political leanings or allegiances
also become an issue. Thus, for their own
physical security, a family's political affiliations
may have to be abandoned or concealed
temporarily, if not for ever.
Displacement also implies a complete break
from any status the family had acquired, and
from everything that is related to this. A
displaced person is an 'outsider', a neutral
person who may be open to many new
experiences and relations. Such people seek to
enrich themselves in every way (socially,
economically, politically, spiritually, and
culturally) in their new community or terroir.

During the war for national liberation,
civilians as well as fighters were armed.
Following independence, the people remained
divided and were often armed by the warring
political parties. For decades, the people of
Angola and Mozambique have become
accustomed to bearing arms. Even criminals can
get hold of weapons: in Angola, the toy which
most children can draw best is the gun. A major
long-term campaign of sensitisation and
education is required, which would enable the
people of Angola and Mozambique to free
themselves from the bad habits acquired as a
result of the possession and use of arms.
The fact that the people remain both armed
and partisan does not imply that the parties in
conflict should continue to be armed. Yet
popular armed factions are often just an
extension of the parties' own militia.
Disarmament of the civilian population would
be a critical step on the path to lasting peace. A
substantial education campaign should be run
through the churches, schools, social
communication networks, youth associations
and so on, linked with rigorous efforts to fight
criminal activity by the Ministry of Justice and
the Forces of Internal Order. One should not
overlook the educational and corrective
campaign of the political parties themselves,
which used to be armed, and who should now
persuade their members to hand over their
weapons so as to bring about a real change in
people's mentality.
More emphasis should be given to
persuading every citizen to regard his or her
compatriots not as enemies but as brothers,
sisters, friends, all with the right to think
differently, and to hold and to defend different
ideas. The example should come from above,
from the politicians at the top. Implementation
of real democracy will be a decisive step in
shaping this change in mentality, since the
opposition sympathisers will see that
responsible politicians have also changed their
stance, and no longer consider themselves to
possess the one and only truth. If this came from
those at the top, desirable change would be
brought about more decisively and more
rapidly.
Arms were also used by people who took
justice into their own hands: whoever had and
used arms was in power and could impose their
wishes on others. The political authorities
appeared to tolerate this behaviour, despite
some statements to the contrary made by the
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government — statements that appear to have
been largely for international consumption.
Large sectors of the population have suffered
as a result. It is sad that the urgent need for
disarmament in Angola has not been given top
priority, for this has allowed the continued use
of illegal arms which is claiming innocent lives
every day, either for political motives, the
settling of personal accounts, or purely for
criminal reasons.
If one political faction remains armed, then
the others will find it difficult to believe in its
desire for peace. This will generate not only a

lack of confidence, but, more importantly, the
continuation of an 'army in disguise' with the
clear (but unacknowledged) objective of one
day retaliating against the other, an attitude
which does not represent a real, sincere, and
total commitment to peace — and which cannot
lead to the change in mentality we need.

The author
Francisco Tunga Alberto is the SecretaryGeneral of FONGA, the Forum ofAngolan NGOs.
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Child soldiers: the experience of the Mozambican
Association for Public Health (AMOSAPU)

Viriato Castelo-Branco

Mozambique was devastated during 15 years of
civil war which left the country in extreme
poverty and economically
destabilised.
Although the situation now seems to be changing gradually, with good prospects for the
future, much work still has to be done to
reconstruct the social fabric of the nation.
The main victims of the civil war were the
children living in rural communities: an
estimated 250,000 children have been
separated from their families in Mozambique
since 1980. Many were kidnapped and forced to
serve as porters and soldiers, making them both
victims and perpetrators of violence. As
victims/survivors of the armed conflict, these
children have experienced immense torment
from the sense of fear, loss, and trauma, in
addition to the deprivation already imposed by
the hunger, disease, and poverty that resulted
from the disruption or destruction of social,
economic, or health services. As perpetrators,
they were forced to undergo military training,
to be programmed to commit atrocities, to steal,
and to kill. In many cases, they were made to
murder even their own parents or people very
close to them, in order to prove their courage
and capacity to be good soldiers.

not have their parents to help and direct them,
to give them the love that they needed, and to
contribute to the development of self-esteem,
appropriate behaviours, and personality in
general. Normal family structures and
community life were severely affected, and now
they must support the education and socialisation of their children without the necessary
resources to help them.

The process of demobilisation
and social reintegration
A major step towards 'peace' in Mozambique is
the demobilisation of soldiers. However, the
process has dealt mainly with adult soldiers and
ex-soldiers. Child soldiers were excluded from
the military demobilisation process. Their
existence was strongly denied, until the weight
of evidence forced a change of response. Even
so, they were simply sent back to their places of
origin, or transferred from the bases to transit
centres, from where most have subsequently
been taken to their district of origin.

Community resources
As a means of coping, communities have used
The bandits gave me a knife and forced me to kill my
their own skills to recover and protect themfather by cutting his throat. They threatened me with
selves and their values against the risk of
being killed in the same way if I did not do it. Then they
military actions.
gave me a heavy bag to carry and took me to the base.
The role of traditional healers and religious
(Carlos, 17 years old)
leaders was very important in encouraging
The families of the children were also subjected
people, by promoting belief in the protection of
to many distressing events. Their incapacity to
their ancestors. In some communities in the
protect their children from the atrocities and to
south of Mozambique, children were reported
fulfil the role of'good parents' makes them feel
as being sent back to their village after being
guilty for what happened to their children.
kidnapped at the school, because of the
retaliation of 'Mungoi's spirit', a very famous
While children used to learn to regard
folk healer who died long ago. The people
authority as something necessary and approbelieve that his spirit is still alive and that during
priate, many came to know the arbitrary use of
the war he protected the village against attack.
authority and force during the war. They did
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Religious leaders have likewise been instrumental in re-integrating child soldiers into their
communities. They perform 'purification
rituals', during which a person is bathed in
specially prepared liquids. Through such
rituals, the children are cleansed from the bad
spirits associated with the violence of the war.
One of the methods used by the traditional
healers is khufemba. Through this, a former
child soldier who wants to return to a community where he committed wartime offences can
speak with the spirits of those whom he killed,
and seek counsel on how to atone for his sins.
The healer enters into a trance and acts as a
medium for the spirits of the dead. In this way,
the child can be integrated back to the community by performing tasks requested by the spirits.

Effects on personality and
individual coping
Symptoms experienced by war-traumatised
children include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

loss of confidence in themselves and in others
poor capacity to project their future
isolation, depression, resignation, aggression
loss of sensitivity
regression
introversion
phobias
loss of adequate mechanisms for resolving
conflicts and problems
poor tolerance of frustration
various neurotic and psychotic symptoms
poor intellectual flexibility
poor memory capacity, concentration, and
imagination
constant fatigue
headaches, vertigo, and disturbed sleep
gastric pains
flashbacks
disrupted socialisation mechanisms, especially in accepting social norms and values
a range of other symptoms that are difficult to
classify and interpret with the classical
psycho-diagnostic tools, but which reflect the
psycho-cultural mechanisms developed in
response to trauma.

Although it is difficult to tell which aspects
constitute the child's basic personality and
which do not, it is important to take into account
that some forms of behaviour may not be
symptoms of trauma, but are characteristic of a

particular child. For example, introversion may
not be a problem if it is the case that the child is
by nature quiet, or prefers to be alone.
Child soldiers who survived the war and
coped with their experiences are now coping
with the long-term effects of their involvement
in violence. However, their coping mechanisms
may not always be appropriate to their present
context, while their behaviours are, naturally,
carry-overs from the past. They may, therefore,
experience difficulties, psychological and
practical, in adjusting to new conditions, to their
change in function from guerrilla fighters to
regular civilians and citizens.

The AMOSAPU programme
Since many of these children have been
destabilised, both psychologically and in economic terms, the assistance programme of the
Mozambican Association for Public Health is
directed towards helping them to re-establish
themselves. Efforts have been made to re-unite
them with their families where possible, and if
they want to go back. Therapy is offered,
individually and in groups, not only to the
children themselves but to the family as a whole.
The huge number of these children makes it
necessary to work with activists or volunteers
who monitor the families on a regular basis.
Therapy includes play, art, dance, and
counselling. Occupational therapy is included,
as a response to the children's economic needs.
Self-help groups are encouraged with material
support and training. For example, bullocks
have been provided for those who want to
engage in agriculture, and a group of fisherfolk
were provided with a boat. Carpentry training
workshops are planned.
The approach here is community-oriented.
Maximum use is made of those community
structures which were previously damaged.
Basically, AMOSAPU works through and with
schools. It supports those victims of violence
who are unable to attend school to understand
their situation. Sometimes AMOSAPU arranges
special classes, so that later the children can
enter the State educational system.

The author
Viriato Castelo-Branco is a teacher who works
for the Mozambican Public Health Association
in Maputo.
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Training for peace

Glenda Caine

After 300 years of colonialism, South Africa
began its transition to democracy in April 1994.
Among the legacies of the past are fractured
communities that are out of touch with their
cultures and traditions, shattered family
structures, and a deep-rooted history of
division. On top of this, South Africa also has
been left with a culture in which violence is
commonly used as an acceptable method of
problem-solving.
It is within the constraints of this
environment that the Independent Projects
Trust (1PT), an NGO, offers training in conflictresolution skills. This training is delivered
throughout the region of KwaZulu Natal and
focuses on structures such as the following:
• South African
Police Services and
Community Police Forums
• School Boards, including Management
Committees, principals, teachers, and pupils
• women's groups
• political parties
• traditional structures and
grassroots
leadership in rural areas
In this paper, we focus on our work with
traditional structures in rural areas.

Background
The province of KwaZulu Natal is situated on
the eastern seaboard of South Africa, and is
bordered by Mozambique in the north and the
former Transkei in the south. It occupies
approximately one-tenth of South Africa's land
mass and has a population of about 9.4 million.
The region is characterised by hilly terrain, and
the northern-most reaches are remote and
often inaccessible by road. A large portion of the
province is rural, and the IPT has three offices
in these areas: Port Shepstone in the south,

Ulundi in the far north, and Empangeni in the
north. The organisation's head office is in
Durban, which is the urban centre of KwaZulu
Natal.
Most people in the region are Zulu speakers,
and it is the second most densely populated
region after Gauteng. Although there is
significant economic development, this is
largely concentrated round the port of Durban
and the Richards Bay and Empangeni area.
Important crops are sugar and citrus, but the
associated activities do not generate enough
employment, and it is estimated that the
unemployment rate in rural KwaZulu is as high
as 70 per cent. Some 46 per cent of all
households depend on remittances from male
family members who work as contract labourers
on the mines and in the industries of Gauteng.
The continuation of this system of migrant
labour exacerbates the spread of HIV/AIDS:
the region has the highest rate of infection in
South Africa, as high as 40 per cent in some
rural areas.
Infrastructure is — at best — rudimentary,
with little or no provision of running water, or
access to electric power outside the urban areas.
The average monthly per capita income is
R210, while the household subsistence income
is estimated at R900 per month. Approximately
one million children do not attend school.
KwaZulu Natal has a history of political
violence which dates back to the 1980s and
frequently threatens to undermine the stability
of the new dispensation. At risk of oversimplifying things, it can be said to have arisen
from the mid-1980s, when the Inkatha
Freedom Party (IFP) sought to consolidate its
influence in the province, against the growing
support for Congress of South African Trade
Unions (COSATU) and the United Democratic
Front (UDF), both aligned with the African
National Congress (ANC). The IFP also threw
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its weight behind the effort of the National Party
to crush the Mass Democratic Movements, a
factor which had a long-term negative effect on
relationships in the region.
The rural areas of KwaZulu Natal are
dominated by traditional structures. This is a
system of chiefs (amakhosi) and headmen
(indunas) who exert a major influence over rural
life. The rural areas are generally controlled by
the IFP, and the urban areas by the ANC. There
is continuing tension between the political
parties in the province, which is likely to
increase as the second general election
approaches in 1999.
It is against this backdrop that the IPT trains
in rural areas and gives community workers the
skills to help their own communities to handle
disputes in an effective and peaceful manner.

Definition of community-based
peace-workers
Rural areas in KwaZulu Natal have been
scarred by years of deprivation, and then
further damaged by internecine violence. It is
critical that we begin to build peace mechanisms
into community structures. Little development
takes place where there is war and, left unchecked, communities then enter a downward
spiral from which there is little hope of return.
The successful peace structures in this region
have generally had spontaneous origins, and
have often comprised two-person teams, one
from each of the combatant groups — for
instance the ANC and IFP. These are the types
of structure which have the most chance of
success in terms of a sustainable peace.
A spokesperson for one of the longestsurviving peace structures in this region gave
the following qualities as essential for aspiring
peace-workers and a successful process:
• fear of God
• honesty
• 'knowing the opposition', understanding
and accepting them
• a willingness to 'take it slowly' and handle
setbacks
• both parties must be fearless and committed
enough to appear in public together
• neutral zones must be identified for joint
meetings
• hard-liners may be elected into office, and
should be kept in the process and visible at all
times

• peace must have a high value for both parties
• small peace cells must be active throughout
the community and able to react to crises.
Peace-workers at the grassroots level face
unique problems. They will be beset by daily
challenges, and their constituency — which is
usually at the bottom of the pile in the struggle
for food, water, and shelter — is often sustained
by the violence. This violence may also serve the
needs of middle leadership, because it draws the
focus from them and any failure on their part to
deliver services. Thus peace-workers battle
continually against adversity. They need to be
brave and have a deep commitment which will
sustain them through the failures which
characterise this type of work.

Training community-based
workers and strengthening
existing social structures
The type of training and skills transfer in which
we are involved is long-term, tedious, and
difficult to measure. Both the training and
funding agencies must have a realistic picture of
these difficulties.
We have had some success in training for
changing attitudes. For this we concentrate on
the following modules:
• Communication: effective skills, including
active listening skills
• Assertiveness: in a country
where
confrontation is the norm, assertiveness is a
vital component for changing attitudes
• Problem-solving skills
• Cooperative behaviour and consensusbuilding.
There are certain steps which it is helpful to
follow. Firstly, it is essential to work with both
sets of combatants, in order to give each group
an equal opportunity to provide community
trainers. Secondly, the training organisation
must be accepted as impartial and trusted by all
the groups involved. Openness and integrity on
the part of the training agency are imperative.
Our strategy at IPT is to meet with each party
to conflict and share our plan, which is to
provide training services which will foster skills
and assist the parties to manage a changing and
stressful environment. Having done that, we
work with as many key players at grassroots
level as possible, and draw these from all
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interest groups in the community, such as
women's groups, youth, development committees, and so on. The provision of this skillstraining serves a two-fold purpose, since it also
strengthens community ties for people to begin
to work together, to realise that they share a
common vision and purpose, and start to
interact with each other on issues of concern to
the community.

• some external support
• hope of real change and transformation in
the community, through the provision ofjobs
and infrastructure, which will assist in
creating new psychological attitudes
• grassroots and middle leadership who
support the process
• media which are prepared to play a
constructive role.
In conclusion, our experience is that this type of
work is never easy and there are no 'quick fixes'.
Long-term commitment and dedication are
needed. No 'outsider', such as a training
organisation, can bring peace: this has to start in
the hearts and minds of the affected
community.

What does and does not work?
Where a community has some structures of its
own, and has not been too depleted by violence
and poverty, it is often possible to enable and
support structures which will contribute to
peace-making in the area. It is, however,
impossible to do so without some of the
following:

The author

• a spontaneous desire for peace among the
people at grassroots level
• strong leadership from both sides of the
conflict to carry the process forward

Glenda Caine is Director of the Independent
Projects Trust, and has a special interest in
peace education and training in conflictresolution.
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Change and continuity: the challenge of transition

Deborah Eade

// is critical during the transition to be able to talk
frankly with the international aid agencies — that is,
with trusted, individuals within them — on how we
should define our role in peace-building.

(Guatemalan NGO worker)
International NGOs seldom offer clear career
paths to their staff. While the aid-agency scene
does sometimes resemble musical chairs — the
same people keep cropping up, but in different
places, and wearing different hats — there is
also a strong tendency to limit how long any one
person will stay in a given 'front-line' post.
However prized, NGO 'field' jobs are usually
offered only for fixed periods. Individuals may
renew the initial contract, but there is a built-in
expectation that they will 'move on' after a
couple of stints. Constant staff turnover is thus
positively encouraged.
The conventional rationale for this has been
twofold. Firstly, that the NGO concerned wants
to remain flexible, especially given the
increasing uncertainty of funds. It is also
frequently implied that if you stay 'too long' in a
given country, you will lose your 'objectivity' by
getting 'too involved' with what is going on
there, or too locked into a particular set of
relationships, commitments, and ways of doing
things. In other words, 'going native' implies
losing the critical capacity and independent
judgement that are seen to be what the head
office values — and, presumably, what it
believes that it epitomises.
The second major concern among
international NGOs has been to avoid 'burnout' among its programme staff. So-called field
jobs (which are often concerned as much with
servicing the NGO's bureaucracy as with
anything resembling fieldwork) are taxing: they
tend to involve a lot of hectic travel, large and
complex workloads (from negotiating with
government ministries to arguing with the head
office about whether a can of beer is a

permissible meal expense), and high levels of
stress resulting from the perception (often the
reality!) that they are on 24-hour duty — at the
beck and call of the head office, and available at
all times to respond to any local crisis. Any
dividing line between one's private and
professional lives is erased. Here, the sub-text
amounts to the following: we know that working
around the clock is not good for you or your
family, but it's the only way to do the job — so do
it just for a couple of years, then we'll get
someone else to take over. That the job could be
done differently is seldom considered, not least
because it is how the NGO asserts its own
importance: to be at the centre of things means
being there all the time, while being there all the
time proves that one is at the centre of things.1
Some of these habits of thought and practice
have their roots in the way the diplomatic
service traditionally operates: an officer is
'posted' for a tour of duty, after which he (it
usually is a 'he') returns to base or is 'posted'
elsewhere. Many multilateral agencies also
expect considerable flexibility on the part of
their employees: UNHCR, for instance, now
has a policy of rotating its programme staff, and
maintaining only a core of administrative and
policy-making staff at the centre. Not an
approach that can easily accommodate staff with
children or other dependants!
However, NGOs may be changing. For
instance, among those NGOs that are committed to multiculturalism, there is a greater
willingness to recruit senior programme staff
from the countries or regions in which they will
work.2 Unlike foreigners, their social, political,
and cultural status does not depend on the
NGO. On the contrary, their own experience
and identity enhance the NGO's work and
status. Concerns about 'going native' or
'burning out' take on a different character in
such a setting!
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However, the focus of this paper is on the
discrepancy between the formal policy of
promoting staff turnover and what seems to
happen in situations of prolonged armed
conflict. For, in the 1980s and early 1990s,
instead of leaving after a couple of years, many
international NGO staff in 'tough' situations
stayed on ... and on. For instance, in Central
America, a situation in which burn-out was
inevitable,3 it was not unusual for foreign aid
workers to stay for 10 years or more. Their
commitment to working for peace and justice
was beyond any doubt. So the interesting thing
is that within 18 months after the Salvadoran
Peace Accords were signed, most of these longtimers had left or were packing up to go.

same music, seen the same (any!)films,watched
the same television programmes, participated
in the same political campaigns. My experience
and preoccupations did not translate easily into
this setting. It took time to get used to not
having to speak in code when using the phone.
Once the pressure was off, many friends and
colleagues also found that either that their
personal relationships had become dependent
on the adrenalin-charged atmosphere of war,
or that they had forgotten how to live a life of
their own.

But why stay?

An individual's reasons for leaving a warravaged region once peace has broken out are
many and complex. More often than not, they
are deeply personal rather than professional:
many dedicated and experienced NGO staff left
Central America with no job to move on to, nor
any clear plans for the future. They were, quite
simply, exhausted. But after such prolonged
stress, in a context where to admit (much less
attend to) your own needs seemed selfindulgent, there were many pent-up emotions.
For me, the changes taking place in the region
made me feel both that I had lost something of
my adopted identity; and that I needed to reaffirm my own culture, society, and language.
After several years of being a key to access
resources, I was longing to be myself: however
sincere my friendships, there were times when I
had felt like a walking cheque-book! And yet,
without this role, I feared finding that I meant
nothing to anyone.

Within the professional sphere too, rapid
changes within the NGO ethos and structure as
peace becomes a reality can also make it hard for
an 'old-timer' to stay on. Rather like veteran
cars, people are made to feel that, although they
performed good service in their day, new skills
and analyses are needed now. A new context
needs new blood, not someone whose batteries
need re-charging, and who is 'mired in the past'.
Harping on about popular education or social
transformation or land reform is seen to be out
of keeping with today's development agenda:
production, entrepreneurship,
efficiency,
Logical Framework Analysis (or, for the milder
types, PRA), and monitoring indicators. The
'old guard' may still talk about Freirean
conscientisation processes, or class conflict; but
what today's hard-headed NGOs demand are
skills in Project Management and Strategic
Planning, and fluency in the language of input,
throughput, and output. Accountability and
appraisal replace 'accompaniment'; counterparts become clients. Overnight, those who
worked throughout the war years are the
romantics; the new guys on the block are the
true realists!

What does leaving mean?

Does it matter?

Departure itself stirred up more ambivalence:
there could be no way to say goodbye to the
people whose struggles I had in some way
shared. Yet I was also a foreigner in my own
country, indifferent to much of what was going
on, and sometimes unable even to understand
what people were talking about — or to share
my own feelings. Whole political and cultural
eras had passed me by: I had not listened to the

Does it matter? The short answer is, 'Yes it
does'. In Central America alone, one international NGO lost some 60 years of experience
between 1991 and 1993 as most of its longserving staff walked through the door. When we
realise that this trend was replicated across the
entire NGO scene, the accumulated loss in the
region is staggering. Their expatriate replacements often had little or no prior experience of

Why leave when peace breaks
out?
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working in the region (how could they have
gained it, if all the jobs were taken?) and were
often just as new to the NGO itself.
It is beyond question that there is a need in a
post-war period for new energy and fresh
insights. The problem is one of scale and
balance, on the one hand; and timing and
phasing, on the other. With the pressures of
transition already a reality, there is little time for
new staff really to get to know the background,
or to acquire the trust of local people. Almost
inevitably, then, the first loyalty of a new NGO
worker must be to his or her employer;
commitment to counterparts and processes
must fit around this.
Yet precisely because the processes of
transition and reconstruction are complex and
multi-layered, knowledge, experience, and
trust are paramount. After the fighting is over,
most locals have nowhere else to go: they must
come to terms with the various levels of
transition as these occur in their daily lives. With
no chance to take a metaphorical deep breath,
they just have to get on with it. Their experience
of the war necessarily shapes their response to
the challenges of transition, for there is no clear
and absolute break between them. It is then that
it becomes so important to call on trusted
friends, with whom experiences have been
shared over the years.
A Guatemalan friend and colleague, with
some 25 years' experience in international
NGOs, has been looking into how Central
Americans regard the various negotiation
processes and transitions towards peace and
reconciliation.4 Her informants' perceptions of
what has happened among the international
NGOs are telling:

vision. To support processes, as opposed to projects,
means being committed at least into the medium term.

(Guatemalan NGO).
What is most worrying is that the lessons that
were learned through the harsh experience of
war — the need to develop a shared analysis of
the causes of the conflict, the knowledge that
trust must be earned and cannot be assumed,
the immense value of inter-agency coordination, the life-and-death importance of
not acting unilaterally — become dissipated or
lost. The risk is that the values and principles
that informed the work of NGOs during the
armed conflict may be absent from the support
they offer during the transition to peace.
If these criticisms matter to international
NGOs, the challenge is how to minimise such
abrupt and negative personnel changes. How
can NGOs prevent their staff from burning-out?
How can they work more co-operatively
together? And how can the experience and trust
that have been earned by individuals be passed
on to others? How can people who are deeply
committed be enabled to leave, without having to
'abandon ship' altogether?
Addressing these issues implies a mix of
practical measures, both to enable staff to vary
the pace at which they work, and to reassure
them that others are being trained up to take
their place. These might include:

• Building 'time out' into the staff member's
contract, by insisting on several periods of paid
leave in the course of the year, and ensuring
adequate cover to make this possible.
• Pacing the staff turnover by bringing in new
staff as assistants or deputies, or for in-service
training, well in advance of the previous
incumbents' leaving; not imagining that a real
Individuals within the international NGOs are very
handover can be achieved in a couple of weeks,
important. In Guatemala, we feel that many new
and
not waiting until they are on the runway
people have arrived without having any real
before
placing a job advert!
experience or knowledge of the country's recent history.
• Actively identifying local people to be trained
This lias meant that we've had to 're-invent the wheel'
for senior programme roles, in order to
with them. (Guatemalan NGO)
minimise the dependence on foreign aid
After the Peace Accords, even one of the friendly'
workers — and also helping to ensure that
international NGOs got us into an intense dynamic of
management styles and policies both
Strategic Planning. It didn't work, because of the
incorporate a range of cultural approaches and
design that was imposed... but it went on for about two are culturally appropriate in each setting.
years, and cost a huge amount of money. (Leader of
• Seeking opportunities for staff members to
Salvadoran popular organisation)
be seconded to local NGOs or other
If they want to talk about being our 'partners', they too organisations for a period of time within their
need to get involved in the whole process. They must be contract period: a change is as good as a rest,
flexible in order to make real progress, take on board and this would also promote mutual
understanding among agencies.
tliat there will be some failures, and have a long-term

130

Change and continuity: the challenge of transition

• Enabling staff to take sabbaticals or spend
time with another programme in order to
'systematise' or reflect on their experience
during their contract, rather than after they have
already left; a written report is not the only way
to do this.
• Enabling staff to return to the region for a
brief period may, paradoxically, make it easier
for them to leave definitively. In addition, many
have found that it is only when they have 'stood
back' that they can begin to work through the
difficult emotions and feelings to which they
have been clinging.

Notes
1 It is not uncommon to find a discrepancy
between an NGO's domestic and 'foreign'
employment policies. Commonly, the programme staff in the head office have tenure,
while their colleagues overseas face the insecurity of fixed-term contracts. This insecurity is
often (not always) materially compensated.
However, what is remarkable is that 'burnout' and rigidity are not perceived to be a
problem facing staff'at home'!
2 As we can test an NGO's commitment to
gender analysis by looking at the pattern of
female employment, so we should not to
assume that declarations about multiculturalism translate into affirmative action. In one
international NGO, for instance, the proportion of senior non-expatriate staff in one
continental area has dropped from threequarters to one-quarter since the mid-1980s.
3 See Martha Thompson, 'Empowerment and
survival: humanitarian work in civil conflict',

Finally, the notion that the best way to ensure
staff turnover is to offer fixed-term contracts is,
at best, questionable. My own experience is that
these encourage individuals to work at an
artificially accelerated pace, while also acting as
a disincentive to those with families (and, hence,
other healthy demands on their time!) to apply
for such posts.
The cessation of armed conflicts in Central
America and in Southern Africa coincided with
a time of major international upheaval. People
emerged from many years of war to find that the
entire political map had changed, the old
signposts pointed nowhere, and the milestones
were overgrown. International NGOs may
simply add to the disorientation if they too make
abrupt shifts in their staffing and policy
direction, rather than seeing this, more than
ever, as a time to accompany their counterparts
in shaping the process of change.

(Part 2), Development in Practice, Volume 7,

Number 1.
4 Patricia Ardon's study is entitled 'Los
Conflictos en Centroamerica'. This is as yet
an internal report, but an edited version is
due to be published in Spanish in 1998. It is
hoped that an English translation will also be
published by Oxfam GB in the course of the
same year.
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Deborah Eade worked in Mexico and Central
America from 1982 to 1991, much of that time as
Oxfam's Deputy Regional Representative. Since
then she has been Editor of Development in Practice.
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Conflict, reconstruction, and reconciliation:
reciprocal lessons for NGOs in Southern Africa and
Central America
Martha Thompson

The Johannesburg Symposium illustrated the
value of sharing experiences across continental
divides on the common thematic and
programmatic challenges facing NGOs
involved in post-conflict work. This brief
reflection identifies some of the areas in which
there is potential for NGOs in both regions to
learn from each other's experiences.
As Jenny Pearce has observed, peace is
becoming an industry. The multilateral
agencies such as the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) are
increasingly seen as having a blueprint for
reconstruction. Other organisations, particularly USAID and the European Union, can
have substantial influence on both the processes
and programmes involved in reconstruction.
There is a growing body of literature about
reconstruction and reconciliation in postconflict contexts.
In both Central America and Southern
Africa, the way in which NGOs and grassroots
organisations respond to armed conflict and the
post-conflict context differs significantly from
that the response of donors, governments, and
UN organisations. This engagement leads to a
unique vision and understanding of the
situation. It is crucial that NGOs and grassroots
organisations should have a voice in the postconflict stages of reconstruction
and
reconciliation. It is vital that the whole range of
NGOs which worked with civilian structures in
situations of armed conflict, as well as the
popular and community
organisations
themselves, begin to create a space within which
to exchange experiences and learn from one
another about how to deal with the different
international actors who appear on the stage
once the formal hostilities are over. Only then
can NGOs be equipped to apply much-needed
critical thinking to reconstruction and
reconciliation work.

This reflection aims to stimulate discussion
on possible exchanges between NGOs and
others in Southern Africa and Central America
who are currently working in post-conflict
reconstruction and reconciliation. There are
several areas in which there is considerable
overlap of interest, concern, and experience.

Reconstruction plans
While each armed conflict is quite distinct from
all the others, certain packages for
reconstruction and reconciliation, particularly
those designed by the multilateral agencies such
as UNDP, tend to be applied irrespective of the
context. For example, a reconstruction package
similar to the one that UNDP and USAID
promoted in El Salvador in 1992 is now being
proposed for Angola (despite the fact that it was
heavily criticised for the problems which arose
in the implementation phase).
In both El Salvador and Nicaragua, there is
already a wealth of experience of such funding
programmes for reconstruction. For instance,
in El Salvador donors promised US$800,000
for a reconstruction plan which was designed to
promote integrated development in areas
affected by the war; meet the immediate needs
of civilians and ex-combatants, both FMLN and
government forces; and repair damaged
infrastructure. Although they had prepared an
alternative plan, the FMLN agreed not to
present it and to let the government put
forward its reconstruction plan as the concerted
plan. This plan did not, however, reflect the
needs or experience of the people living in the
conflict zones, nor of the NGOs that had worked
with them. Further, to the post of Director of the
National Secretariat for Reconstruction the
government appointed a person who had
previously headed a government agency that
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was deeply involved in the counter-insurgency
effort in the mid-1980s.
The aid was supposed to be administered
through the municipalities. The mayors were to
hold open meetings to gather opinions on how
the reconstruction funds were to be used,
although they had the power to make the final
decision. This was particularly problematic in
the former conflict zones where the people's
own self-governing structures were not
recognised by the government. Mayors who
had been elected by displaced populations while
they were living outside the war zones then
moved back to the towns whence they had fled,
and in their capacity as local government
authorities began to disburse reconstruction
funds. Municipal structures had become weak
and polarised as a result of the long civil war. In
the few areas where local mayors agreed to
invite NGOs and others to discuss projects and
coordinate work, the mayors were reprimanded by their parties and denied access to
funds. Most importantly, there were no
accountability mechanisms. The mayors were
not accountable to the populations, and the
National Secretariat was not accountable to the
donors for the use to which the reconstruction
funds were put.
Now UNDP wants to implement a similar
structure in Angola, with a national
reconstruction body and implementation
through the municipalities. Exchange between
NGOs in El Salvador and Angola could be
particularly useful, and could draw on
published critiques of peace and reconstruction
in El Salvador.1 In particular, some of the
people who played leading roles in the
Salvadoran NGO movement during the war
and the transition period were deeply involved
in the discussions concerning an alternative
reconstruction plan, and have also experienced
the difficulty of getting access to reconstruction
funds through the national plan. Some
Salvadoran NGOs have also analysed the
problems posed when an economic structural
adjustment programme is implemented at the
same time as a national reconstruction
programme. In effect, in El Salvador (and
perhaps in Guatemala) the government intends
to use the reconstruction funds to soften the
impact of structural adjustment.
Access to — and redistribution of— land has
also proved a thorny aspect of reconstruction
and reconciliation in Central America, as it is
likely to be in southern Africa. In El Salvador,

access t<Vfairly apportioned plots of land was
crucial to the chances of a sustained peace; and,
despite enormous difficulty, four years after the
war ended, all ex-combatants had received
some land. For many, however, this is just the
beginning of the problem, and land disputes
continue. There are many lessons to be learned
from the experience, including the huge financial support needed by the FMLN in order to
develop their technical and operational capacity
to carry out their part of the land agreement.

Post-conflict tensions for NGOs
After a time of armed conflict, NGOs often have
a harder time responding to needs, articulating
new ways of working, and coping with the peace
than they had when working together in
adversity. Divisions and differences tend to
increase — which is upsetting to the NGOs
themselves, and also weakens their ability to
respond quickly to transition. It may be useful
to compare experiences in El Salvador,
Nicaragua, and Guatemala with those of the
post-conflict NGO world in Southern Africa.

Reconciliation
In Southern Africa, a considerable amount of
work has been done to promote communitylevel reconciliation and recovery from violence.
Neither response has been comprehensively
developed in Central America, apart from
Nicaragua, where the focus has been on the excombatants. In El Salvador, little has yet been
done. Four Christian Base Communities
around the capital city have just published their
own history of the deaths and violence they
suffered during the war. A Committee to Find
the Children has formed, to seek children who
were kidnapped by the armed forces during
military raids in the rural areas. The FMLN
formed its own NGO to work with its own excombatants, and this did have a mental-health
programme. However, it remained largely
unused, because the former fighters did not
want to be tainted with the tag of'mental illness'.
In Guatemala, there is a great need for locallevel reconciliation, especially given the
violence carried out by the civil patrols on their
own communities.
What is clear from Central America is that the
Peace Accords do not offer solutions to the
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deeply rooted societal conflict which was the
cause of the wars. People have returned to their
communities after the armed conflict only to
find that many aspects of the reconstruction
plan have intensified existing tensions. For
instance, structural adjustment policies in El
Salvador have worsened the economic situation
of the rural poor and further deprived them of
scarce government-funded services. Since
neither the Peace Accords nor the reconstruction plan really promoted any kind of local
reconciliation, NGOs need to address it.
However, in Central America, there has been
far more emphasis on reconstruction than on
reconciliation.
The other important work that is going on in
Southern Africa at the grassroots level is
addressing the trauma experienced by those
who lived through the years of violence and
repression. The need to address this is hard to
articulate in many rural communities; either it is
ignored in favour of economic programmes, or
it is assumed that the time for it has passed.
Unfortunately, the fact that these problems
have not been addressed does not mean they
disappear with time. Rather, they persist, as
people end up expressing their feelings
through other kinds of negative behaviour.
Guatemalan NGOs who are working with
returned refugees and communities might
learn useful insights from the experience of
their counterparts in Southern Africa working
on local-level reconciliation. The Catholic
Church in Guatemala has been trying to gather
documentation from the grass-roots on the
history of the repression and violence, but
compared with the support offered by the
Centre for the Study of Violence and
Reconciliation in South Africa, virtually nothing
is being done to address the trauma and loss
experienced by victims of the conflict in
Guatemala, or to support those who are giving
testimony. Likewise the Centre's experience of
the workings of the Truth Commission might be
a basis for useful exchange with Central
American NGOs and human-rights groups.

Demobilisation and reintegration of ex-combatants
Demobilisation is proving problematic in the
cases of Mozambique, Angola, and Namibia,
and has also been difficult in Nicaragua and El
Salvador. Again, the type of 're-integration'

package that is being offered to the African
countries — involving training for excombatants in micro-enterprise management
— has already proved unsuccessful in El
Salvador and Nicaragua in terms of providing
any real economic security. This is a critical area
for exchange and mutual learning, particularly
since — if re-integration programmes fail — the
potential for social conflict is so enormous. In
Nicaragua, for example, where the Peace
Accords are several years old, ex-combatants
from both sides have frequently taken up arms,
sometimes together, sometimes in separate
bands, in order to make the point that they are
not happy with the results of the Accords, the reintegration package, or the way in which the
political process is being managed. In El
Salvador, the ex-combatants received help in a
land-distribution programme that was far more
successful than that of Nicaragua, but
combatants on both sides complain that the
economic re-integration package has not
helped them significantly. The increase in
armed crime in both El Salvador and Nicaragua
after the end of the wars suggests that excombatants are still armed and by no means reintegrated into society. In Guatemala, the issue
of demobilisation remains to be defined.
NGOs in Southern Africa and Central
America would have a great deal to contribute
to discussion on these matters. Two major issues
are the failure of the economic reintegration
programmes which depend on turning excombatants into small entrepreneurs, and the
problems encountered in the course of
implementing the expensive training programmes funded in the Salvadoran reintegration programme. The Salvadorans now
realise the importance of asking questions, such
as who should do the training, who selects the
trainers, who defines the content, and what is
the methodology? What happened in practice
was that USAID and other donors would
approve or even hire NGOs to do the training,
although none of them had any prior
experience of working in the conflict zones, or
even much understanding of the issues over
which the war was fought.
Other aspects of demobilisation which
require careful consideration are the particular
problems confronting women, the fate of childsoldiers, and support for psychological
recovery. In El Salvador, the high proportion of
women combatants within the FMLN,
especially among the mid-level commanders,
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would provide useful leads on gender-specific
issues to be addressed in economic reintegration
processes. The
work
in
Mozambique with former boy-soldiers appears
to be unique, and could yield useful lessons for
El Salvador, where the issue of child-soldiers
was simply never addressed. Valuable
experience has also been developed in
Mozambique in the psychological aspects of reintegrating ex-combatants into their rural
communities — work that might be useful in
both El Salvador and Nicaragua.

sides, a process being supported by UNDP.
On the basis of my own experience in Central
America, and what I observed and heard in
South Africa, I have tried here to identify the
themes and issues where contact would be most
useful. If I were to select priority areas within
which to foster exchange, they would be:
• Exchanges between NGO workers with
experience of the Salvadoran reconstruction
plan and Angolan NGOs who are concerned
about the reconstruction plan proposed for
Angola.
• Systematisation and exchange of experience
on demobilisation, economic and social reintegration, and work with ex-combatants
among groups in El Salvador, Nicaragua,
Angola, and Mozambique.
• Local-level reconciliation and work on postviolence trauma.
• Contact between NGOs in Guatemala,
Nicaragua, and El Salvador and the Centre
for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation.

The participation of civil society
in the Peace Accords and beyond
In both Southern Africa and Central America,
NGOs are directly afFected by many aspects of
the peace negotiations, especially questions of
human rights and economic, social, and
institutional reform — particularly reform of
the judiciary and the security forces.
Experience in Central America continues to
show the importance of involving civil society in
the peace negotiations, although this has never
been given formal recognition. The National
Debate in El Salvador and the Assembly of Civil
Sectors in Guatemala are both examples of civil
society's attempts to participate in negotiations.
Both provide insights into NGOs' attempts to
contribute
to national
debate
about
reconciliation. In each case, the sectors and
institutions which were represented developed
their own proposals for many of the problems
that had been identified in the peace
negotiations, and would be a rich source of
information and inspiration. A further example
is the attempt in El Salvador to create a civilian
police force from ex-combatants from both

Notes
1 See, for example, a report by Jack Spence and
George Vickers: A Negotiated Revolution? A
Two Year Progress Report on the Salvadoran

Peace Accords, Hemisphere Initiatives, March
1994; and a report by Kevin Murray with
Ellen Colleti and Jack Spence: Rescuing
Reconstruction: the Debate on Post- War Economic
Recovery in El Salvador, Hemisphere

Initiatives, May 1994. They are available
from Hemisphere Initiatives, 110 Maryland
Avenue, N.E., Washington, D.C. 20002,
USA; and Washington Office on Latin
America, 130 Prospect Street, Cambridge
MA 02139, USA.

135

