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Abstract 
This paper seeks to provide a starting point for a broader discussion on the 

development of a critical research agenda in the field of ‘Education and 

Conflict Studies’. We begin the paper with a brief overview of the field of 

Education and Conflict drawing on a series of recent ‘overviews’ of the field 

and locate this within the context of the changing geo-political situation that 

emerged in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1990s. This is 

followed by explaining what we understand by a critical research agenda and 

why we think it necessary. Thirdly, we explore a series of potentially  

interesting areas of inquiry that are currently absent or undeveloped within the 

field and which relate particularly to its ‘global’ dimension. Finally, we 

conclude by making some more reflective comments on our approach, its 

potential for making a positive contribution to both theory and practice within 

the field of Education and Conflict, and the need for more critically informed, 

but policy relevant research in this emerging area of inquiry. 

 

1. Introduction 

The field of Education and Conflict1 is receiving increased attention, within the 

media (Paulson and Rappleye, 2007: 340), in the academic field, and from 

policymakers and practitioners. Yet, it remains a ‘field in its infancy’ 

(Tomlinson & Benefield, 2005: 341). This paper seeks to provide a starting 

point for a broader discussion on the development of a research agenda in 

the field of Education and Conflict studies which seeks to link critical 

academic inquiry to policy issues and contribute to more theoretically 

informed but policy relevant outputs. We begin the paper by presenting an 

analysis of some of the current debates in the field of Education and Conflict. 

Secondly, we move on to explain what we understand by a critical research 

agenda and highlight gaps in current policy and practice, and in 

methodological approaches to research. We will then explore a series of 

potentially interesting new areas of inquiry that are currently absent or 
                                            
1 For this paper, within the field of Education and Conflict we focus on situations before, 
during or after violent conflict. We see this work as part of the recently emerged broader 
debate on education in emergencies (see for instance Kirk 2006: 1). 
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undeveloped. Our aim is to stimulate a debate among both theorists and 

practitioners to consider not only questions relating to the ‘how’ of effective 

delivery of quality education in conflict and post-conflict countries, but also 

issues on ‘why’ conflicts emerge and their relationship to education systems 

that have become increasingly subject to complex globalising influences. By 

positioning the field of Education and Conflict in a broader ‘global’ context, we 

hope to engage with the complex, multi-scalar and non-linear relationships 

between education and conflict. Finally, we conclude by making some general 

comments on our approach and its potential to make a positive contribution to 

both theory and practice within the field of Education and Conflict.  

2. Education and Conflict: Mapping the Field  

In this section we provide a brief introduction to the field of Education and 

Conflict and draw on the findings of a series of recent ‘reviews’ to provide a 

starting point for this agenda. Firstly, we will explore how this field emerged 

within a changing global context in which conflict and security issues have 

become a worldwide concern (Smith, 2005: 373-734), with no signs that 

conflict will decrease in the near future (Davies, 2005: 357). Secondly, we 

review the multiple dimensions of the education/conflict relationship outlined 

in the literature.  

2.1 A changing global context for education 

Perhaps unsurprisingly in light of the events of September 11th, 2001 and 

subsequent military conflict in Afghanistan and Iraq, there is increasing 

concern over violent conflict amongst the international development agencies. 

The roots of this concern can be found in the increase in armed conflicts, 

particularly in low income countries, since the end of the Cold War.  In both 

the UN (2005) report on the World Social Situation and the UNDP’s (2005) 

Human Development Report special emphasis is placed on the causes and 

effects of this increased conflict. The trend in conflicts can be interpreted in a 

variety of ways. As the UNDP (2005: 153) report notes, while in 1991 there 

were 51 conflicts taking place globally, in 2003 there were only 29. However, 

more people are dying in these conflicts (Rwandan Genocide left 1 million 

people dead, Democratic Republic of Congo lost 7% of the population, in 
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Sudan 2 million people), and more of the dead are civilians than in earlier 

wars. Likewise there appears to be a shift both in the nature and the 

geography of those wars and conflicts. As the UNDP notes: 

The twentieth century, one of the bloodiest in human history 

(Hobsbawm, 1994), was defined first by wars between countries 

and then by cold war fears of violent confrontation between two 

superpowers. Now these fears have given way to fears of local 

and regional wars fought predominantly in poor countries within 

weak or failed states and with small arms as the weapon of 

choice. Most of the victims in today’s wars are civilians. (UNDP, 

2005: 12) 

Between 1946-89 low-income countries accounted for around one third of all 

conflicts; between 1990-2003, this increased to nearly a half. As the UNDP 

noted, 40% of the world’s conflicts were in Africa (UNDP, 2005: 154). Of the 

25 countries ranked lowest in the human development index in 2004, 23 were 

in Africa, and 20 were then or had recently been in conflict (UN, 2005: 94). 

Nine of the 10 lowest countries on the Human Development Index had 

experienced some form of armed conflict since the 1990s, and 7 in recent 

years, while 5 of the 10 countries had the lowest life expectancy; 9 out of the 

10 countries that had experienced conflict in previous years had the highest 

child mortality rates, and 8 out of the 10 countries with the lowest primary 

enrollment rates had experienced some form of conflict since 1990 (UN, 2005: 

154). Poverty, it seems, cannot be separated from the issue of conflict, and 

nor can education:  
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Education is one of the building blocks of human development. It 

is not just a basic right, but a foundation for progress in other 

areas, including health, nutrition and the development of 

institutions and democracy. Conflict undermines this foundation 

and also contributes to the conditions that perpetuate violence. 

Violent conflict destroys education infrastructure, reduces 

spending on schools and teachers and prevents children from 

attending classes. Schools are often a target for groups hostile to 

the government because of the association with state authority. 

(UNDP, 2005: 159) 

According to a DFID commissioned report (Smith and Vaux, 2003: 9), 82 

percent of the reported 113 million children out of school were from crisis and 

post-crisis countries. Rose and Greeley add to this the estimated figures that 

as many as a third to one-half of all out of school children live in ‘fragile’ 

states, and the authors underline the importance – however difficult – of 

reaching these groups which are excluded from education (Colenso, Smith & 

Vaux in Rose & Greeley, 2006a: 1). While these figures differ, and are 

contested (the Women’s Commission 2004 report suggests around 27 million 

children are out of school due to war and conflict), they nevertheless highlight 

the importance of addressing the education/conflict relationship.  

War not only affects civilians physically and psychologically, it also diverts 

necessary resources away from social sectors such as education. Military 

spending globally has increased greatly since 2000. The UNDP (2005), UN 

(2005) and ILO (2004) reports all note with great concern the increases in 

military spending over recent years within both developed and low-income 

countries. The ILO (2004: 105) report notes that if the 15 top military spenders 

diverted just 5% of their spending to ODA it would generate an extra US$30 

billion a year (based on 2001 figures of US$839 billion military budget) which 

would go a long way towards creating a more secure and peaceful global 

environment.  

The UN report (2005) notes:  
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High levels of military spending have impeded the progress of 

social development, as those countries that allocate a substantial 

share of total government expenditure to the defence sector also 

tend to reserve the lowest portion of the budget for the social 

sectors. Global insecurity resulting from the rise in international 

terrorism has contributed to increased national security spending 

in many countries, leading to a further diversion of resources from 

social development. (UN, 2005: 5) 

While the literature in this area remains contradictory on the causes of 

violence, conflict and civil wars, there is however, consensus on the damaging 

effects it is having on development indices:  

 If human development is about expanding choice and advancing 

rights, then violent conflict is the most brutal suppression of human 

development. The right to life and to security are among the most basic 

human rights. They are also among the most widely and systematically 

violated. Insecurity linked to armed conflict remains one of the greatest 

obstacles to human development. (UNDP, 2005: 151) 

The UNDP report notes how conflict and civil war are undermining the 

possibility of achieving the Millennium Development Goals (UNDP, 2005: 151) 

with conflict damaging nutrition and public health, destroying education 

systems, devastating livelihoods and retarding any prospects for economic 

growth (UNDP, 2005: 12). Both in cause and effect then the world community 

is implicated in the conflicts across the world and any solutions need to 

address both the internal and external factors promoting conflict. Within the 

field of International Relations this shift in the nature and geography of conflict 

has led to the development of the concept of ‘new wars’ (Duffield, 2001a; 

Kaldor, 2001) that differs significantly from the Cold War era and requires 

radically different local, regional and international responses.  

Furthermore, recent concern over failed states reflects the late realization 

amongst developed nations that problems of violence and conflict in low-

income countries may not end at the borders. As DFID (2005, cited in 

Leftwich, 2005: 592) notes, ‘failed’ states are ‘more likely to become unstable, 

to destabilise their neighbours, to create refugee flows, to spread disease and 
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to be bases for terrorists’. Conflict, it seems, in the post September 11th world 

has become a transnational problem that can’t be avoided. What then are the 

implications of this changed global context for thinking within the social 

sciences, and in particular for the field of comparative and international 

education? 

Within the social sciences their are different views as to the underlying 

rationale for what causes security problems and conflict and what type of 

interventions might therefore be appropriate (Duffield, 2001a; Jung, 2003; 

Münkler, 2005). Picciotto (2005) lays out three broad theoretical approaches 

to the relationship between development and conflict, which while not 

comprehensive, offer important insights for our research. The first draws on 

the modernization theorist, Samuel Huntington (Huntington, 1993; 1996) and 

his thesis surrounding a ‘clash of civilizations’. The second draws on the work 

of Mark Duffield (2001a; 2001b) and explores the relationship between 

structural inequalities within the global economy and polity and the ongoing 

generation of violence. The third draws on the work of the academic and 

World Bank adviser Paul Collier (1999) and explores intra-state conflict from a 

neo-liberal rational choice perspective, where violent acts are regarded as 

generated by individual motives of ‘greed’. Each of these underlying theories, 

as we will demonstrate, is likely to lead to very different developmental and 

educational policy interventions in the field.  

2.1.1 Clash of Civilizations  

Huntington’s post Cold War work (1993, 1996) argued that while previous 

conflicts engaged ‘princes’, ‘nation states’ and then ‘ideologies’ (Cold war), 

today’s conflicts are located around civilizations. He suggests that cultural 

differences have become the key driver of global insecurity both within and 

between states, with the key conflict being between Islam and Christianity. 

While Huntington’s work has been widely criticized (c.f Said, 2001; Sen, 2006) 

it remains influential in Washington policy circles.  

Within this worldview, one can see how educational policy interventions would 

likely be targeted at addressing the cultural obstacles and differences that 

divide ‘civilisational’ groups. This can help us to understand why, in the 
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present period, the central thrust of USAID’s educational aid thinking is 

directed particularly, though not exclusively, towards altering negative 

perceptions of the West within Islamic societies. According to one prominent 

USAID’s administrator, James Kunder (Kunder, 2005:10) “our current 

education approach responds to the overall goal of moderating radical 

intolerance and anti-Western ideologies”. Kunder clarifies this through 

recognising the need for “a multi-sectoral strategy that fosters socio-political 

stability and economic growth” (ibid). This represents an important policy shift 

from the 1980s where it was centrally preoccupied with neo-liberal reforms. 

Kunder (2005:2) points to the increases in education spending that have 

emanated from this:  

Since 2001, USAID's education portfolio in the Near East and 

South Asian region has dramatically expanded from 1 to 13 

programs. The budget for education in the following 13 countries 

rose from $99.5 million in FY [fiscal year] 2002 to nearly $274.5 

million in FY 2004: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Iraq, 

Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, West 

Bank/Gaza, and Yemen.  

There has also been a parallel increase in funding for educational and cultural 

exchanges between the US and the Muslim World, with over $1.2 billion 

budgeted in 2005 for ‘public diplomacy programs’ including the funding of 

annual exchanges of approximately 35,000 people ‘to share perspectives on 

our policies, people, values, and society’ (White House, 2005); The Middle 

East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) seeking to promote political, economic, and 

educational reform in the Middle East (see http://mepi.state.gov/); And the 

revitalisation of the National Endowment For Democracy, which was well 

know for its ‘public diplomacy’ role during the Cold War (c.f Robinson, 1996).  

These kinds of interventions, if informed by a ‘Huntington’ approach to the 

problem, can be viewed as oriented more toward changing perceptions than 

altering the inequalities that exist in the world. One key document produced 

by the US Government Accountability Office (GOA, 2005) addressed the 

issue of the ‘anti-Americanism’ that is ‘spreading and deepening around the 
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world’ (GOA, 2005: 1) and recommended setting up ‘a national 

communications strategy’ to coordinate inter-agency contact with the rest of 

the world. Implicit in the USAID conceptualization is that projects address the 

‘hearts and minds’ of poor population groups, not the underlying structural 

inequalities which, according to Duffield (2001a), contribute to insecurity and 

conflict, a viewpoint which we will now turn to.  

2.1.2 Structural inequalities and (in)security  

Duffield (2001a) argues that increased violence is a product of the highly 

exclusionary contemporary ‘informational economy’ and ‘polity’ where large 

geographic parts of the World are marginalized. He suggests that the neo-

liberal global economy and its related governance mechanisms lock many 

groups out of the benefits of ‘globalisation’ and increase the likelihood of entry 

into illicit activities, such as crime and violence. Intervention, drawing on this 

way of thinking, is likely to try and address ‘human security’ and ‘insecurity’ 

that produce violence. Here the traditional literature on development meets 

security studies and the interventions seek to address issues of social 

exclusion, marginalisation and inequality. Elements of this kind of 

conceptualisation are evident in all of the major donors’ policies and 

programmes. DFID, for instance, notes that:  

UK development assistance helps build global peace and stability 

for the longer term, by reducing inequality and exclusion, 

supporting the development of capable, responsible states and 

reducing conflict. Money spent on reducing poverty is money 

spent for a more secure world. (DFID, 2005:23)  

The acknowledgement of the link between conflict and poverty appears to be 

widespread, as Christian Aid notes:  
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From the start of the post-Cold War era, donors, especially the 

US, began to realise that targeting poverty could also deliver 

security benefits. In 1994, the Congressional Budget Office’s 

paper, ‘Enhancing US Security Through Foreign Aid’, noted: A 

brief survey of the world’s trouble spots show[ed] a fairly striking 

correlation between economic malaise on the one hand and 

domestic unrest and political instability on the other. If the United 

States can address those problems by using its foreign aid to 

help to create economic opportunities and invest in human 

capital, then the chance of conflict may be reduced. (Christian 

Aid, 2004: 11)  

Also UNDP acknowledges this link: 

Development in poor countries is the front line in the battle for 

global peace and collective security. The problem with the current 

battle plan is an overdeveloped military strategy and an 

underdeveloped strategy for human security. […] While there is 

no automatic link between poverty and civil conflict, violent 

outcomes are more likely in societies marked by deep 

polarization, weak institutions and chronic poverty. The threats 

posed by terrorism demand a global response. So do the threats 

posed by human insecurity in the broader sense. Indeed, the “war 

against terror” will never be won unless human security is 

extended and strengthened.  (UNDP, 2005: 12, 152) 

Discussions on the link between poverty and conflict also have entered 

the debate relating to the field of Education and Conflict. The recently 

developed Birmingham International Education Security Index, to review 

the contribution of education to human security (including economic, 

national, political and personal security), is an example of this (Davies, 

2006). 

This link between poverty and conflict may also present dangers to 

addressing the poorest and most marginalized population groups, with aid 

shifting to countries whose ‘instability’ might pose a greater threat to Western 
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interests than others, particularly where the West has interests in natural 

resources. DFID, while stressing that its priorities remain on the least 

developed countries, nevertheless suggests that:  

We will pay greater attention to countries that play a critical role in 

promoting regional stability – or instability. This will include poor 

countries, such as Angola, as well as Middle Income Countries, 

such as South Africa. (DFID, 2005:23)  

Cosgrave (2005) notes that even in humanitarian aid, which was previously 

targeted on the basis of need, there has been a shift in emphasis. He cites 

Kosovo as an example of a place where a disproportionate amount of aid was 

allocated to the situation compared to other equally difficult conflicts. Likewise; 

Afghanistan and Iraq are now both the targets of large amounts of 

Humanitarian Aid, but here the intention appears to be more about delivering 

a regime change dividend than about humanitarian assistance (Cosgrave, 

2004: 16). Similarly, Woods (2005:407) notes that UK foreign policy and aid 

budgets have both shifted noticeably towards Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan 

with massive new and ongoing investments. These shifts may threaten aid 

allocation in other regions.  

2.1.3 Homo-economicus and rational choice theories of war and conflict  

The third and final major approach reflects mainstream (neo)liberal ideas 

(Collier, 1999). Drawing on rational choice theories of human action, Collier 

suggests that wars are driven less by justified ‘grievances’ and far more by 

personal and collective ‘greed’. In this approach, humans are viewed as 

engaged in conflict as ‘economic agents’ seeking out profit. As a result, the 

route to peace and security is not through addressing inequality and structural 

exclusion, nor by ‘winning hearts and minds’ but through cutting off access to 

the resources of ‘violent actors’.  

This approach has gained sympathy in the US and the World Bank. In 

practical terms this results in attempts to cut off financial networks and illicit 

activities that lead to the purchase of weapons. This framework treats security 

issues as crimes and seeks to increase the ‘opportunity costs’ of engagement 

by cutting off funds and addressing ‘enemy’ groups through military force. 
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This strategy appears to have less substantive education content, although 

increased interest is placed on ‘good governance’ involving, for example, 

training civil servants to prevent corruption.  

In summary, each of these theories sheds some light on aspects of the 

security issue, however each misses out on other important aspects. Both 

Huntington and Collier avoid issues of poverty and inequality, while both 

Collier and Duffield avoid issues of cultural conflict. In current policy, we 

appear to be seeing a combination of these different strategies emanating 

from the OECD countries. Being able to identify these different theories of 

conflict enables us to understand that recent security concerns do not 

inevitably mean that the MDG’s will be placed at risk. If donor nations take a 

more structural approach to security this might lead to more policies aimed at 

addressing global inequality and poverty, albeit in selective geographical 

areas. The recent interest in Africa might well reflect the recognition of this.  

Cosgrave (2005) is however far more pessimistic, arguing that the poor are 

likely to lose out in the new security environment.  

Having laid out some tentative thoughts on the broader literature on conflict 

and security studies, we will now turn to an analysis of what the education 

literature can reveal to us about the complexities of the education/conflict 

relationship.  

2.2 The impact of war and conflict on education 

Although precise statistical data on the effect of conflict on education systems 

is difficult to find, it is clear that this impact is enormous (Seitz, 2004: 8-9, 21; 

Tomlinson & Benefield, 2005: 12-13). According to both UNICEF and World 

Bank statistics, during the 1990s 6 million children have been seriously injured 

or disabled during conflicts, and 2 million children have lost their lives (Bush & 

Salterelli, 2000: viii; Paulson & Rappleye, 2007: 342; Seitz, 2004: 21). 

UNESCO estimates (2004) show that half of the 104 million out-of-school 

children live in conflict affected regions (in Tomlinson & Benefield, 2005: 1). 

The 2005 UNDP report observes that half of all primary schools were closed 

or destroyed during Mozambique’s civil war between 1976 and 1992. The 

Oxfam Education Report too showed that two thirds of African countries 
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affected by conflicts had enrolment rates of less than 50 % (Watkins, 2000). 

Furthermore, the UNDP states that countries in conflict are likely to spend 

less on education. Additionally, parents are less likely to send girls to school 

for fear of violence (Kirk, 2004). The ratio of girls to boys enrolled in primary 

schools was 0.83 for 18 low-income countries that were in conflict at some 

point since 2000 and 0.90 for those not in conflict (UNDP, 2005: 159). 

Similarly, poor children are far more likely to be deprived of education and 

affected by conflict than wealthier children. Thus, ‘wars and military conflict 

impair the functioning of education systems and often lead to extensive 

damage to the original education infrastructure’ (Seitz, 2004: 8). 

For the reasons elaborated above, there is an increasing consensus in the 

literature that in order to reach the Millennium Development Goals (MDG’s) - 

and particularly the educational MDG’s and the internationally recognised 

Education For All (EFA) targets - then conflict needs to be addressed as an 

integral part of any comprehensive poverty reduction strategy. Education 

systems should be well geared up to prevent, cope with, deal with the after 

effects of conflict, and generally contribute to the promotion of non-violent 

solutions to the wide range of inequalities that have emerged out of recent 

processes of globalisation (Stewart, 2003; Colenso, 2005).  

2.3 Conflict and Education: a complex relationship 

While the previous section demonstrated the negative impact that war and 

conflict can have on education, across the literature there is also increasing 

recognition of the highly complex relationship between education and violent 

conflict and the way education systems can be both ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’. 

On the one hand, conflict and war affect the educational chances of children 

in a range of different ways. Seitz (2004: 21-30) identifies three different levels 

upon which violent conflict can effect education. Firstly, it affects children 

directly through the loss of relatives, physical violence, rape, need to leave 

home etc. Secondly, the damage caused by war can have a direct affect on 

the possibility of attending school, in terms of the danger to get there, and 

also the economic situation might no longer allow for children to pay for 

schooling (Davies, 2004: 95-99). Thirdly, educational infrastructure and 
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institutions become targets and destroyed – either accidentally or for political 

reasons. Schools can also be occupied and used as bases for warring 

factions. All these factors suggest that there is a need for an urgent response 

to the impact of war and conflict on the education of future generations.  

On the other hand, education in turn can influence situations of conflict – 

either contributing to violence or working against it. Despite the appearance of 

education as victim of and solution to violence, recent research has noted 

how education often contributes to the promotion of violence (Harber, 2004; 

Davies, 2005: 358, 359; Smith, 2005: 367). Therefore, there is a general 

consensus that more research is needed to understand the negative 

relationship between education programmes and ongoing unstable situations 

of conflict (Buckland, 2006; Davies, 2006; Johnson & Van Kalmthout, 2006; 

Greeley & Rose, 2006b; Touré, 2006).  

Many analysts agree that war and conflict are generally caused by exclusion, 

related to issues such as political, cultural and economic inequalities, lack of 

trust in government, mistrust and suspicion between different ethic and 

religious groups, and lack of avenues for peaceful interaction. Fairly recent 

and often cited research (see Bush and Saltarelli, 2000) highlights how 

education has ‘two faces’, and its negative side can promote rather than 

reduce conflict:  

The negative face shows itself in the uneven distribution of 

education to create or preserve privilege, the use of education as 

a weapon of cultural repression, and the production or doctoring 

of textbooks to promote intolerance. The positive face goes 

beyond the provision of education for peace programmes, 

reflecting the cumulative benefits of the provision of good quality 

education. These include the conflict-dampening impact of 

educational opportunity, the promotion of linguistic tolerance, the 

nurturing of ethnic tolerance, and the ‘disarming’ of history. (Bush 

and Saltarelli, 2000: vii) 

Through social exclusion, violence and indoctrination, schools can serve as 

powerful weapons to produce rather than reduce violence. One example of 
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this relationship is pointed out by the UNDP who highlight how school 

exclusion as a result of poverty contributed in Sierra Leone to young people 

joining the rebel armies.  

Education provides another example of how violent conflict 

creates a cycle that is hard to break. One survey of ex-

combatants in Sierra Leone found that an overwhelming majority 

of those who joined the brutal rebellions were youths who had 

been living in difficult conditions prior to the onset of the war. 

Based on interviews with 1,000 ex-combatants, the survey found 

that half had left school because they could not afford the fees or 

because the school had shut down. (UNDP, 2005: 159) 

Davies (2004; 2005; 2006) also discusses the multiple ways that school 

systems might reproduce social and gender inequalities, increase tension and 

be a catalyst for war. In some countries it is the school system itself that 

promotes xenophobia and racism towards ethnic groups/religious minorities, 

and from this sows the seeds of war and conflict. Davies distinguishes three 

main ‘roots of conflict’ in which education plays a role. Firstly, education can 

(re)produce economic and class relations through exclusion of (already) 

marginalised groups. Secondly, schools can also reproduce existing violent 

and ‘masculine’ gender relationships. Finally, education can transmit or 

reinforce certain ‘essentialist’ identities, based on ethnicity, religion, tribalism 

and nationalism (2005: 359-361).  

Smith (2005: 374) underlines the importance of understanding the 

relationships between conflict and poverty, and conflict and education, while 

being cautious about simplistic assumptions. He suggests there is a need for 

more ‘sophisticated’ arguments about the causes of conflict, and emphasises 

three main ‘explanations’: political explanations, economic explanations and 

socio-cultural explanations. These explanations view education respectively 

as a ‘political tool for ideological development’, as ‘an instrument for providing 

the knowledge and skills necessary for economic development’, and 

education ‘as a means by which social and cultural values are transmitted’. In 

all cases, education may work to halt violence, or to generate conflict. 
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Seitz (2004), drawing on the work of Salmi (2000), highlights the different 

types of violence that can take place in relation to education moving from 

direct, to indirect, to repressive, and finally alienating violence (see table 1 

below).  

Table 1: Forms of Violence in the Context of Education (Seitz, 2004: 51) 

 
Bush and Saltarelli (2000), provide a range of examples of different forms of 

violence in education: the uneven distribution of education and educational 

opportunities (restricted access for Kosovan muslims, similar in Burundi and 

Rwanda); education as a weapon of cultural repression (Kurdish students 

denied the right to speak in their mother tongue in schools in Turkey); denial 

of education as a weapon of war (closure of Palestinian schools by Israel); 

manipulation of history for political purposes (Nazi’s rewriting German history); 

the manipulation of textbooks (Sri Lankan textbooks in 1970s and 1980s 

declared Tamils as historic enemy of Sinhalese); the conveying of images 

asserting superiority of one group over another (South Africa under apartheid 

conveyed black population as inferior to white);  and segregated education 

(South Africa and in large parts of Sri Lanka). 

On a more positive note, there is also consensus on the beneficial effects 

education can have towards more peaceful and just societies. Salmi’s (2000) 

work is typical of the type of solutions offered to redress the different forms of 
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violence that educational institutions engage in. He notes how each level of 

educational violence - direct, indirect, repressive and alienating - has its 

educational antidote/counterpart: ‘education for peace’, ‘education for all’, 

‘education for democracy’ and ‘education for cultural diversity’ (see table 2 

below). These types of analysis point towards the need to attend to both 

issues of access in low-income countries and also issues of quality, as well as 

to recognise the complex and doubled edged nature of education as a system 

of knowledge production.  

Table 2: Positive Strategies to Stem Violence (Seitz 2004: 54) 

 
In this line of argument, Davies (2005: 364-368) notes down three 

‘possibilities for hope’ within the field of Education and Conflict. Firstly, she 

refers to ‘some inspiring examples of schools that have been resilient to the 

conflict around them, in countries such as Lebanon, Uganda, Bosnia, Nepal 

and Liberia (see also Paulson & Rappleye, 2007: 344). Secondly, she notes 

the ‘impact of peace initiatives in education’, such as peace education 

programmes when they actively employ ‘exposure, encounter and 

experience’. Thirdly, she mentions a ‘set of possibilities under the broad 

heading of global citizenship’ – including the notion of ‘interruptive 

democracy’, which promotes dialogue and encounter to foster ‘positive 

conflict’ within educational institutions.  Lynn Davies’ recent contribution of a 

typology of ‘how war and peace are taught’, presented in figure 1, as well 

could help to understand education’s role in contributing to conflict.  
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Figure 1: Negative and Positive Conflict in Education – Davies, L (2006)  

 

Within the field of Education and Conflict, a context specific approach is 

indispensable. According to Smith (2005: 377): 

from a development perspective, there are distinct challenges in 

developing a context sensitive approach to education, depending on 

whether education is provided within relatively peaceful and stable 

environments; during times of violent conflict; as part of reconstruction 

following conflict or political transition; or as part of longer term peace 

and reconciliation processes. 

Similarly, Rose and Greeley (2006a: 5) outline the different roles education 

has to play in specific contexts, including ‘education as prevention, education 

as protection or education for peace building and psychosocial support.’  

Bush and Saltarelli (2000) have made a valuable attempt to deliver a 

comprehensive approach for education in conflict. Their publication on the 

‘two faces of education’ paves the way for further critically informed research. 

Certain aspects which we see as important for critically informed research, 

which will be discussed in more detail below, are also emphasised by these 

authors. First of all, the authors aimed for an interdisciplinary approach in their 

research. Secondly, they pay genuine attention to role of historical 

developments for education in conflict settings. They furthermore argued that 

external donors should take on ‘supporting and facilitating roles with which 

they may not be comfortable or familiar’, and argue that sustainable 

peacebuilding efforts should be ‘driven by those individuals and groups within 

war-torn, war-born, and war-threatened societies themselves’ instead of being 

donor-driven (2000: 27). We want to emphasise that we see our research as 
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additive and complimentary to much work in the field (such as Bush and 

Saltarelli, 2000; Davies, 2004; Harber, 2004 etc). Our approach is to also take 

into account transnational power relations and the reasoning for the way 

nationally based aid programmes are given shape, which are still lacking from 

much research done. Thus, further research would need to take into account 

the multi-scalar complexity (global, national, local) of the field of Education 

and Conflict, in which global actors can be very influential, and where local 

actors (NGOs, trade unions, etc) should be given the opportunity to bring in 

their valuable alternative forms of knowledge.  

To conclude this section on the complex relations between conflict and 

education, we want to state that the evidence suggests that education cannot 

solve conflict on its own – embedded as it is within a complex global political 

economy, the effects of which can often override any ‘positive’ peace-building 

measures in the sector. Nor can education systems be seen as mere ‘victims’ 

of those processes. Education actors, systems and processes can play an 

active role in both increasing and mitigating this conflict. Education analysis 

therefore needs to address these complexities in order to provide realistic 

policy recommendations.  

3. Towards A Critical Education and Conflict Studies 

In light of these reflections, in this section we want to develop a ‘critical’ 

research approach to the field of Education and Conflict in order to contribute 

to this agenda. In doing so we draw on the work of the International Relations 

theorist Robert Cox (1996: 87).  Cox argues that “theory is always for 

someone and for some purpose” and is located in both time and space and 

emerges out of a ‘problematic’ thrown up by particular historical conjunctures. 

When addressing the issue of research on education and conflict we need to 

begin to problematise the complex interests and players within the 

contemporary global education and conflict industry.  As noted earlier the 

merging of ‘security’ interests with ‘development’ priorities potentially poses 

dangers to the broader ‘humanitarian’ objectives of aid to education. We will 

return to this issue later in the paper. At this point it is sufficient to say that the 
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merging of security & development necessitates careful analysis of ‘who’ and 

with ‘what’ intentions policy is being developed and its underlying rationales.  

Cox’s second point of departure is to argue that there are two key ways of 

categorising theory: problem-solving and critical theory. Problem-solving 

theory is, as it sounds, theory that emerges to address a particular – and often 

urgent – problem. Its approach is to accept the broader status-quo as given 

and seek to focus in on a particular ‘problem’ – abstract it from its broader 

social relations – and attempt to make this situation run more smoothly. 

Problem solving theory is often linked to the needs of policy makers and 

practitioners who face particular problems and seek workable solutions.  

The second category of theory is ‘critical theory’, which unlike ‘problem 

solving theory’, begins by trying to understand and locate ‘the problem’ within 

larger wholes as a component within a far bigger and intimately connected 

picture. Critical theory sees ‘parts’ as connected to ‘larger wholes’ (Cox, 

1996:85) which necessitates problematising the roots of emerging problems 

and relocating any issues within broader frameworks of understanding. In this 

sense critical theory, according to Cox, has less of a system maintenance 

bias, and allows for the possibility of imagining alternatives to the status-quo.  

In general we would argue that much policy related research is rooted in the 

problem solving approach as it lends itself, at least on the surface, to a more 

results driven agenda favoured, and often required, by donors and agencies 

funding this type of research. This appears to be the case in much of the 

research in the field of Education and Conflict, which has been driven by the 

legitimate and urgent needs of practitioners and institutions operating in 

conflict and post-conflict zones and their international donors (see also 

Paulson and Rappleye, 2007: 341). While legitimate, the danger of this type of 

research in the field of education and conflict is that it avoids exploring the 

inter-relationships between micro and meso-level problems (of providing 

education to refugees, of rebuilding equitable education systems in post-

conflict countries) with the broader macro-systemic issues that led to conflict, 

might continue to generate it, and which might eventually undermine attempts 

to move towards more equitable situations. Similarly, the problem solving 

approach within the field tends often to be somewhat blinkered in terms of 
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whose ‘interests’ it is representing. Much research tends to have an 

overwhelmingly technical (how to) and state-centric perspective and 

represents the ‘interests’ of a somewhat vague ‘international community’ that 

is not nearly as homogenous as presented. Similarly, absent are often the 

voices and the interests of different local and national stakeholders: refugees, 

civil society movements, oppositional forces who may have very different 

opinions and agendas to the international organisations, states and bi-lateral 

donors that dominate the present focus of the field. 

On the other hand, for policy makers and practitioners much ‘critical research’ 

has a tendency to be overly abstract and often lacking in utility for those 

people working in the field – be they international organisations, international 

NGOs or grassroots NGOs. While critical research may locate their work 

intellectually within a broader landscape, it often fails to take into account the 

real practical needs and the more complex processes within which this 

practical activity takes place (see also Paulson and Rappleye, 2007: 342, 

346). Nor does it tend to draw on the rich theoretical, experiential, and 

practical knowledge of those working on education in conflict zones. 

Tomlinson and Benefield (2005: 13-17) support this view, arguing for 

‘practitioner-friendly research reports’, which are more accessible. Often, 

academic research is unavailable for those would use the information in 

practice. However, good and bad practices from the field in ‘grey literature’ is 

often unpublished and thus experiences remain unshared. Networks, such as 

INEE, could help to provide better availability of resources from both sides.  

Paulson and Rappleye (2007: 346) state clearly that a current theory-practice 

research gap exists because of different opinions whether educational 

response to conflict ought to be about the short term and practical solution of 

reconstruction of the education system (in our view a problem solving 

approach) or the more complex approach of re-creation (potentially, a more 

critical approach). We here want to refer to Pigozzi (1999), who emphasizes 

that both situations of emergencies and post-conflict reconstruction periods 

should be viewed as opportunities for positive transformation of education 

systems. Pre-conflict education systems – which might have contributed to 

root causes of conflict - should not just be rebuilt, but transformed (Bush & 
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Salterelli, 2000: 24; Seitz, 2004: 56). Hence, the education sector can play a 

crucial role in multiethnic societies: ‘on the one hand, its values and structure 

often reflect inequalities in power; on the other hand, it is a pivotal sector for 

its potential to affect these values and inequalities, potentially offering a way 

to break from the past’ (Paulson & Rappleye, 2007: 250). Thus, a solely 

problem solving approach would build on such a pre-conflict education 

system, whereas a critical approach would seek for alternatives and 

consequently address the root causes of conflict. 

We realise that there is a need for ‘practitioners-friendly’ recommendation and 

guidelines, yet we argue that these need to be developed from a critical 

theoretical approach. In line with this our attempt is to develop a research 

agenda within the field of Education and Conflict that takes seriously both 

‘critical and problem solving approaches’, seeks out spaces for discussion, 

overlap and synthesis, and tries to develop a critically informed yet policy 

oriented approach which integrates insights from both traditions within its 

theoretical lens.  

3.1 Education and Conflict Politics vs. The Politics of Conflict and 

Education  

In linking the above-discussed notion of critical versus problem solving 

research to the field of Education and Conflict we have found it useful to draw 

on a broader critique of mainstream educational research developed by Roger 

Dale (Dale 1999; 2000; 2005). In this critique Dale suggests that much 

educational research can be located within a notion of ‘education politics’ i.e. 

it concerns itself with debates internal to the education system and refers 

almost completely to other educational research and to problem solving 

issues – avoiding both other disciplinary fields and the broader socio-

economic and political world. He contrasts this with a ‘politics of education’ 

approach which seeks to understand education problems and systems as 

embedded within a complex local, national and global political economy and 

rejects the notion that educational problems can be simply bracketed off from 

these broader phenomena. 
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In this paper we cannot do full justice to the sophistication of Dale’s broader 

arguments (c.f Dale, 2005), but instead isolate a number of key points that are 

pertinent for our research agenda. Firstly, it suggests a need to move away 

from ‘disciplinary parochialism’ and actively seek out insights on ‘Education 

and Conflict’ research topics and questions from a range of other disciplines 

(e.g International Relations, Conflict & Security Studies, Globalisation studies 

etc.). Secondly, and in recognition of the increasingly globalised world in 

which we inhabit, we need to challenge the ‘methodological nationalism’ that 

pervades much research. What this means is moving away from an approach 

that sees the object of research as inevitably framed within a nation-state 

container and to recognise that the world is becoming increasingly shaped by 

a range of social forces and agents that operate below, around, above and 

beyond the nation state (local government, national state, regional 

agreements, supranational bodies such as the WTO, IMF) (c.f Robertson, 

2003; Robertson & Dale, 2003). This would seem to be particularly important 

in a field so dominated by supra-national organisations and NGOs. Thirdly, a 

related issue is the need to overcome a pervasive ‘ethnocentrism’ within the 

literature which continues to see ‘Western’ nation states as model and 

‘Western’ social science as ‘rational’ paradigm. In this we can usefully draw 

on some of the thinking of Escobar (2007) and Appadurai (2006) among 

others on ‘alternative knowledge production’ which demonstrate the benefits 

of exploring different knowledges and exploring problems ‘from the margins’. 

This is not only to seek out ‘Southern’ intellectuals and perspectives but also 

different agents such as ‘grassroots activists’, trade unionists, social 

movement leaders and so on to broaden out both our framing and 

understandings of research problems. That is to say that the geography, 

class, gender, and ethnicity of both researchers and research subjects are 

likely to influence the way research agendas and findings are shaped. 

Fourthly, we need to challenge the a-historic approach to much research and 

explore the ongoing impact of such phenomena as colonialism on 

contemporary socio-economic and political relations in low income countries.2  

                                            
2 Some recent publications do pay attention to the importance of historical influences on 
conflict and on education systems (see for instance Bush & Saltarelli, 2000: 10; Johnson & 
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In our work then we seek to develop this approach to the field of Education 

and Conflict and in doing so locate ‘education and conflict politics’ i.e. the 

educational policy and internal debates on conflict and education within a 

broader ‘politics of conflict and education’. Specifically, we explore the field of 

Education and Conflict as a sector embedded within a complex and highly 

unequal system of local, national, regional and global actors, institutions and 

practices. In the next section we map out some potentially useful research 

areas.  

3.2 The Global Politics of Education and Conflict  

One key area that we believe needs to be explored within the context of a 

critical approach to the field of Education and Conflict is to relocate the field of 

study within the broader literature on International Relations, Conflict and 

Critical Security Studies. In our earlier section on a changing global context 

for education we highlighted how interest in the field of Education and Conflict 

emerges during a period of global reorganisation triggered by the end of the 

Cold War, the emergence of what has been termed ‘new wars’ (Duffield, 

2001a) which take place predominantly in the ‘south’ and more 

contemporaneously with the events of 9/11 and the ensuing ‘War on Terror’. It 

is our assertion that we need to understand better the global dynamics of 

conflict to inform educational policy in conflict and post-conflict zones. This 

would include understanding how processes of economic globalisation, and 

structural adjustment policies have contributed not only to poverty, inequality 

and instability within and beyond the education sector, (which has already 

been well documented,  for a review see Robertson et al, 2007), but to 

understand the specific relationship between these economic reforms and 

violence and conflict (Chua, 2004, Klein, 2007). Furthermore, there is also a 

need for greater research on the transnational dimensions of conflict 

production, particularly in the area of natural resource extraction and 

processes of privatisation and liberalisation, to assist us in understanding why 

conflict and development have become increasingly intertwined. This is not a 

                                                                                                                             
Steward, 2007: 248). We argue that such a historical approach needs to be further 
developed, both within theoretical and practice based research. 
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call to ignore the local, but moreso to recognise the multi-scalar nature of 

social processes and to recognise how the ‘local’ can effect and is affected by 

processes that take place at different scales. In relation to this we now want to 

raise some issues relating to the implications of these geopolitical shifts and 

turns for the field of Education and Conflict.  

3.3 Merging of Security and Development: Where Machiavelli meets the 

Good Samaritan 

An important yet under researched implication for education is the increased 

securitisation of international development assistance underway which we 

touched on earlier in the paper. This process is having profound effects on the 

educational agendas and agents faced with working in conflict and post-

conflict zones, and poses serious difficulties for separating military and 

security ‘interest’ and development and humanitarian ‘activities’ (Woods, 

2005), not least in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Piccioto (2005: 1), suggests that this 

merging is a difficult but necessary task. Difficult in the sense that while 

development specialists have traditionally focused on ‘economic’ and ‘social’ 

issues, security experts focus on the ‘protection of the homeland’ and the geo-

strategic and political interests of their nations. Necessary, in the sense that 

insecurity undermines development possibilities and lack of ‘development’ 

exasperates tensions that can lead to conflict.  

However, this is not necessarily the majority view, and many NGOs are 

increasingly concerned that they are becoming adjuncts and auxiliaries to the 

military adventures of the major Western Powers. Evidence of this emerged in 

relation to a USAID meeting with US funded NGOs in May 2003. According to 

Klein (2003), the then head of USAID, Mr. Natsios: 

 ‘was ‘irritated’ that starving and sick Iraqi and Afghan children didn't 

realize that their food and vaccines were coming to them courtesy of 

George W. Bush. From now on, NGOs had to do a better job of linking 

their humanitarian assistance to U.S. foreign policy and making it clear 

that they are ‘an arm of the U.S. government’.  

If not, ‘Natsios threatened to personally tear up their contracts and find new 

partners’. 
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Christian Aid (2004) question whether these two different and formerly 

separate concerns should be coordinated together at all and are concerned 

that the lives of aid workers are put in increased danger. Likewise there is 

growing concern that the geographical allocation and type of ‘development’ 

assistance funded by the major donors is becoming increasingly influenced by 

‘security’ concerns (Novelli & Robertson, 2007; Cosgrave, 2005).  

Crucially for our own research agenda we would seek to explore in greater 

detail how aid policy and development practice for education in conflict and 

post conflict areas is directed, under what criteria, and with what outcomes 

and consequences. Both recipient countries, those that have been left out, 

and the agencies and organizations that receive the funding would be 

included in such an approach.  

Furthermore, in the research domain we also need to be cautious about using 

concepts unproblematically from the field of ‘security studies’ without 

exploring the underlying logic of the theories that are emerging. A clear 

example of this is the widespread use of the concepts ‘weak state’ and ‘failed 

state’ across the literature on education and conflict (c.f Rose and Greeley, 

2006a; Nicolai, 2007). As Bilgin and Morton (2001; 2004) have noted these 

concepts are deeply ideological and need to be critically interrogated, as 

these theoretical constructs are often developed to serve particular interests. 

The danger of this is backed up in current research on political violence 

against the education sector in Colombia (Novelli, 2007). While much 

literature categorises Colombia as a ‘weak state’ in need of support and 

strengthening, the research finds that the vast majority of human rights 

violations are being carried out by the Colombian state security forces and 

their far-right paramilitary allies. In these situations ‘strengthening’ a ‘weak’ 

Colombian state may well exasperate human rights violations and further 

undermine education systems.  

For these reasons, among other, we alert readers to the dangers of the 

merging of security and development with the imagery of ‘Machiavelli meets 

the Good Samaritan’. If researchers and practitioners are not aware of the 

bigger picture beyond the particularities of delivering education in conflict and 

post-conflict situations, or avoid addressing them for political expediency, they 
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may unwittingly become auxiliaries of powerful players with very different 

agendas. In order to demonstrate the dangers of this for education in conflict 

and post-conflict situations we now return to evidence from the Cold War 

period.  

3.4 Education and the Cold War: Education and the Afghan War  

It is well documented that during the Cold War, the West engaged in many 

‘activities’ in the name of the ‘defence of freedom, human rights and 

democracy’ that ran contrary to those processes (c.f. Westad, 2005). What is 

less well known is the way education aid was implicated in these processes. 

In this section we provide one example and draw insights from that for our 

current concerns.  

After the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979, the US and its Cold War 

allies sought to undermine the occupation through a variety of means. One 

central plank of the strategy during the 1980s was to assist the various 

‘mujahideen’ resistance fighters in their guerrilla war. Much of the resources 

for this process were channelled via Pakistan, and many of the guerrilla’s 

were recruited from youth living in Afghan refugee camps that developed 

along Pakistan’s northern border and from Pakistani youth studying in 

religious ‘madrassahs’. Education thus appears to have played a key part in 

this recruitment process. In 1984 a 51 million dollar, USAID funded, project 

was begun, led by the Centre for Afghanistan Studies at the University of 

Nebraska-Omaha, to develop textbooks for use in the camps. As the ICG3 

(2002: 13) notes:  

Written by American Afghanistan experts and anti-Soviet Afghan 

educators, they aimed at promoting jihadi values and militant training 

among Afghans. USAID paid the University of Nebraska 51 million 

dollar from 1984 to 1994 to develop and design these textbooks, which 

were mostly printed in Pakistan. Over 13 million were distributed at 

Afghan refugee camps and Pakistani madrasas “where students learnt 

basic math by counting dead Russians and Kalashnikov rifles”. 

                                            
3 International Crisis Group 
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Craig (2000), in research on primary education in Afghanistan, provides 

evidence of the nature of these texts from a 4th grade maths textbook which 

raises the following question: 

The speed of a Kalashnikov bullet is 800 meters per second. If a 

Russian is at a distance of 3,200 meters from a mujahid, and that 

mujahid aims at the Russian’s head, calculate how many 

seconds it will take for the bullet to strike the Russian in the 

forehead. (ibid: 92-93) 

When the Taliban eventually took power in the wake of the Soviet withdrawal 

and the defeat the Afghan government, the curriculum was implemented 

across the country. Perhaps even more shocking is the fact that according to 

Stephens and Ottaway in an article in the Washington Post (2002) even in the 

wake of the defeat of the Taliban in the wake of the US led invasion in 2002 

the text continued to be used. They state that UNICEF, in a campaign in 2002 

to get all children in Afghanistan, and especially girls, back to school, 

reprinted the texts for widespread distribution. They eventually recognised the 

error and destroyed the texts and this ‘wartime curriculum’ was changed into a 

‘peacetime curriculum’ (Stephens & Ottaway, 2002). 

Meanwhile, in Pakistan, many ‘madrassahs’ continued to use the textbooks. It 

is these same ‘madrasas’ that have now become the focus of US concern as 

alleged promoters of Islamic violence, militancy and anti-US feeling. 

Restructuring the curriculum in these schools has now become a top priority 

for USAID, yet critical self-reflection on their role in producing the ‘hate’ 

curriculum is conspicuously absent!  

Overall the examples of US Cold War policies in Afghanistan and Pakistan 

show the potential policy outcomes and unintended consequences of 

intentional action, and also highlight the role of ‘Machiavelli’ in even the most 

‘humanitarian’ of spaces. More research needs to be carried out on the 

underlying rationales that inform policy and the actual educational projects 

being implemented in conflict and post conflict environments, to ensure that 

these types of highly politicised interventions are not repeated under the 

auspices of a new ‘cold war’.  
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4. Towards a critical conflict and education research agenda 

With this paper we have tried to stimulate a critically informed debate on the 

state of play within the field of Education and Conflict and offer some 

potentially ‘critical’ directions that research might take. We aimed to highlight 

4 key dimensions: disciplinary parochialism; methodological nationalism; 

ethnocentrism within the literature and a-historicism, which need to be 

addressed methodologically to strengthen the analytical utility of research, 

and stimulate the development of a new critical research agenda that 

assesses the implications of the merging of ‘global’ security and development 

agendas.  

In conclusion we would like to reflect a little on the purpose of the paper and 

on the rationales for a critical research agenda. What we hope we have 

highlighted is that we see our research agenda as being additive and 

complementary to some of the excellent ongoing inputs in the field. We 

recognize the pressing need for ‘problem-solving’ approaches but also think it 

crucial to relocate these issues within a more ‘critical’ and holistic framing that 

takes seriously the complex, multi-scalar and highly unequal world within 

which the subject matter of the field of ‘Education and conflict’ takes place.  

Similarly, we also hope that our research can lead to a greater engagement 

with sub-fields in International Relations (e.g. Security studies, Conflict 

studies) to develop a more sophisticated account of the mechanisms that both 

drive and prevent violent conflict in order to develop more sustainable and 

effective educational programmes. Thirdly, we think it important to work 

towards the development of more collaborative approaches to research in the 

field that go beyond Ministries of Education and International Organizations 

and engage with different stakeholders and perspectives, not merely by 

interviewing them but by including them in the development of research 

project design and execution. Finally, we also hope that the paper has 

highlighted the need for a critical reflection among donors and international 

organizations on the international community’s role both now and in the past 

in laying the foundations for many contemporary conflicts.  

Word count:  8921 
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