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An open letter to peacebuilders

Dear friends,

Greetings. If your work and interest is focussed on peaceful change, this letter is for you. You may
be working in one of many fields: development, rights, community relations, the environment
perhaps, or you may be working directly for peace. You may use a variety of terms to express your
work, be that conflict sensitivity, peacebuilding, conflict transformation or social change. We
would like to share a deep concern with you.

The two authors of this letter are from different generations, and different parts of the world. We
both began working in this field with high hopes. We joined up through our commitment to social
and political transformation. We believed that it offered a place where vision, values and practice
could come together. Peacebuilding, we thought, was about far-reaching change in the way the
world works in order to reduce violence in all its forms and promote wellbeing through nonviolent
methods of resolving conflicts.

We are responding now to the voices and views of colleagues and partners we have worked with
in different parts of the world, many of whom work with local groups or organisations and who
have raised, and written about, a good number of the issues set out here. Often these colleagues
are involved in funding partnerships with civil society organisations from the ‘global North’ and do
not feel free to voice the questions raised about the role of international non-governmental
organisations (INGOs). When they do they are often not sure they are heard.

We believe there is, at this moment, a window of opportunity for transformative peacebuilding to
come of age, to be taken seriously by governments, social movements and business alike, as
major crises continue to resist military solutions and global environmental constraints combine to
throw up intractable new conflicts.

The post-election events in Kenya in early 2008 have demonstrated the power and imagination of
civil society when it is mobilised and well led. However, for all their achievements, many in
today’s community of peacebuilders remain deeply unclear about what they are aiming to do.
Few practitioners or thinkers seem to be willing to look at peacebuilding in the wider context, and
to address some of the apparent contradictions. Peacebuilding, as an activity of civil society, is in
danger of missing the opportunity and becoming irrelevant to real change, both local and global.
It is no surprise that a recent seminar of peace workers in the Balkans was entitled: ‘Are we just
nice people wasting our time?’

Many INGOs, including those working on development and humanitarian assistance, demonstrate
confusion about their role in relation to peace, which infects their policymaking and often leads
them to settle for an ineffective, minimalist approach. If they could resolve this uncertainty their
work would, we believe, have a much greater and more lasting impact. So while this paper may
bring some unsettling questions, we hope that it also has the potential to make their lives easier
by providing a stimulus for this process and some signposts along the way.

In the paper we trace how many activists in the peacebuilding field no longer own the vision
which inspired the first pioneers of this field, and have settled for what we are calling a ‘technical’
approach to dealing with conflict, in contrast to the ‘transformative’ approach which
characterised the field at its inception. While the technical approach may provide practical
solutions to immediate problems, and incidentally enable the growth of many international and
local organisations to deliver them, it does not address the underlying social system and
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dynamics. In many cases peacebuilding as currently practised serves to reinforce the way the
world works, which can be characterised (forgive the jargon, and the oversimplification) by two
phrases: geopolitical hegemony and globalised business — at the expense of the planet and the
wellbeing of most of its inhabitants, including humans. Many peace workers are thus
unintentionally living a lie, colluding in a world order which is inherently unjust, unsustainable and
destructive. Have they — we — lost the sense of whose peace needs to be built?

The paper points also to other, related weaknesses which undermine the impact of peacebuilding,
including an undue deference to political and economic power (which allows for frequent co-
option), an endemic lack of cooperation across civil society, and a severe shortage of activist
practitioners who combine the experience and skill necessary to address complex conflicts.

What is to be done? We hope that this will be the subject of many conversations. The outcomes
will hopefully be many and rich. For ourselves, we see the possibility of work on at least two levels
simultaneously: first, an initiative within global civil society to develop and promote a set of best
advice and principles, stemming from a distillation of global practice, for the peaceful resolution
of violent conflict and its underlying causes, which can then be used to lobby for change with
governments and business alike. In this, a widely inclusive process will be critical. At the same
time we would encourage the peacebuilding community, and in particular the INGO sector, to
organise itself to become a more effective resource to drive such change. For this, peacebuilders
will need to go beyond their comfort zone to rediscover their vision and relevance in today’s
world of multiple, interconnected threats to wellbeing. We believe this is likely to lead to much
closer integration with the work of others, especially those who are addressing the key, linked
global issues of economic injustice, environmental destruction and oppression (denial of rights
and participation). It will hopefully lead to a more systematic integration of transformative
elements into every activity and programme, from the smallest to the largest. Such change will
require a willingness to network more wholeheartedly, and to develop new partnerships. It will
also necessitate a willingness by peacebuilders to take their own power seriously, and use it. It
will require a commitment to action learning at all levels and the development of new
opportunities.

As you would expect from practitioners, this letter has a very practical objective: to galvanise
actors in this and related fields to rediscover the vision and relevance of peacebuilding and
conflict transformation, to press for, and embody, well-articulated changes, at home as well as
elsewhere, and back up a convincing discourse with a willingness both to pressurise and deliver.
The letter comes largely from a practice base, and needs to be challenged and further developed
from other perspectives. It reflects the inevitably limited experience of the authors. We welcome
all suggestions. Where we have offended please forgive us: it is not intentional.

We believe that there has never been a better time to challenge the notion that violence and
warfare ‘work’, in the sense of delivering the anticipated goals, whether as terrorism or state
military interventionism. There has never been a more opportune moment to demonstrate the
power of alternative methods of handling conflicts in order to build peace with justice.

Please take time to read and discuss the paper with colleagues. It can be downloaded from the
website www.lettertopeacebuilders.ning.com. We invite you to write to
lettertopeacebuilders@gmail.com with your comments. Would you would be interested in taking
some of this thinking further, and turning aspects of it into action?

Simon Fisher and Lada Zimina

March 2008
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