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I part: Educating for peace and nonviolence in a violent society*

The basis of my  paper

I chose this  title  because of a comment made by my students,   some  years ago, at  the 
University of Florence when we started a three year university course for training Peace Operators 
(now the course is called Peace operations, conflict management and mediation). The students of 
the Faculty of the Sciences of Education which, together with the Faculty of Political Science, has 
promoted this course of study,  in a  Faculty journal  for freshmen, sarcastically commented this  
initiative with: ”It is a good idea, too bad that nowadays war operators find jobs easier than peace 
operators!”. This is the reason why we have to face this problem: we have not started this course, 
nor  are we working hard to develop peace studies in order to doom our graduate students, nor any 
other students who want to become experts in this field, to unemployment. Therefore we have to 
work in order to modify this situation and to develop a culture of peace and nonviolence in our 
society - a culture that enables our graduate students, or other experts, to find, if they do not already 
have one, a dignified and useful job that will at least provide them with a respectable living and the 
awareness that what they are doing helps our society to improve, and to become more human than 
“beastly.” In fact, we live in a world where war is part of our everyday life, it is “normal”, while  
peace is simply considered the “absence of war” in its negative sense, that is to say as an abnormal, 
exceptional situation. For this reason it is of vital importance to create a culture which sees the 
positive  aspects  in  peace:  that  is  as  a  way of  foreseeing  and preventing  armed  conflicts,  as  a 
reconciliation  after  conflict,  as  an  overcoming  of  structural  violence,  as  social  justice,  as  the 
capability of cohabitation among peoples even when of different color, ethnic group or culture, as a 
world of “communicative relations” which involve, as Danilo Dolci (a  writer and social worker 
who has been called the “Italian Gandhi”) used to  say, horizontal,  equal, bidirectional relations 
among  people.  And  not  “transmissive”  relations,  which  involve  instead  the  existence  and  the 
prevalence of vertical relations, from the top towards the bottom, in an authoritative way. (1)

Unfortunately,  today things are very different.  One fifth of the population of the richest 
countries consumes over 80 per cent of the world’s resources, leaving mere crumbs to the other four 
fifths.(2) The rich part of the world, or at least the present leading country of the world, the United 
States,  is  wages  wars,  like  the  one  in  Iraq,  with  no  valid  legal  justification  (the  war  against 
terrorism? Actually this war, instead of defeating it,  is making it stronger. Possession of weapons 
of mass destruction? They have never been found. Relations between Saddam and Al Qaeda? At 
least  before  the  war  they  were  never  proven.  A  war  to  export  democracy?  How  many  non-
democratic countries are there? Will we have to wage war against all those countries in which there 
is no democracy? Besides Iraq, in spite of the recent elections which witnessed the population brave 
danger and courageously vote, is still prey to constant armed fighting in which many people – most 
of them civilians – die daily, and therefore Iraq is still far from having a consolidated democracy.  
Nor does the military occupation  seem to be an element of pacification of the Country; on the 
contrary, this seems to be the actual reason for the continuation of this state of war). Furthermore, 
given the current  structural  violence  (3) which  condemns  the Western world to  the diseases  of 
opulence while billions of people in the poor part of the world to die of hunger; it is absolutely 
necessary, if we want to build a peaceful world, to unite our fight against the present injustices and 



to work together in the construction of a more just and human world. Before offering indications on 
how to do this  and on how to proceed in work towards  peace and nonviolent  education,  let’s 
examine the results of the research we conducted in order to start work in the best way.

A methodological introduction

Having taught  for  many years  “Methodology of  Social  Research”  at  the  Faculty of  the 
Sciences of Education at the University of Florence, in order to help my students learn research 
methods concretely, I held a seminar for years on “Research as a Means of Peace Education and 
Peaceful Cohabitation”. Many were the research tools used: a questionnaire, the analysis of contents 
of  class  compositions,  the  experimentation  of  cooperative  games,  the  comparative  analysis  of 
historical cases, the subjective evaluation of survey results conducted by the subjects of the survey 
itself, the systematic observation of discussions on these, comparatives analyses of  historic case 
studies,   young high school students’ autobiographies written according to the maieutic  method 
inspired by the work of Danilo Dolci (3). The main subjects of these researches were the students of 
the  Tuscan  and  Emilia  Romagna  schools,  as  well  as  some other  Italian  regions.  In  particular,  
kindergartens  and primary  schools  experimented  cooperative  games,   Middle  schools  and high 
schools  experimented  the  questionnaires,  the  analysis  of  contents  on  class  compositions,  and 
research through the autobiographic method. These research projects enabled studies on attitudes, 
behaviour and the students’ information on peace and war in general, as well as the existence of 
forms of “racism” towards Jews (4), or towards Third World immigrants. These studies also enabled 
the experimentation and the evaluation of different educational forms (Cooperative games, training, 
etc.) which allow for the modification of the verified situation of scarce information, low rates of 
participation, and widespread diffusion of prejudice.

The main results of these researches

What image of young Italians  and Tuscans emerges  from our studies? (5) What  can be 
clearly seen is the fact that young people feel alone, not understood often by their parents as well as 
by their  fellow students  and friends.  Their  principal  feeling  is  of  “alienation,”  in  the  sense  of 
helplessness, of incapability of changing their environment which they feel is not made for them 
and is full of individualism, where people think only of themselves and not for the common good. 
(6) As the students of the Peace Research seminar of the University of Ferrara (where I taught 
before coming to Florence) wrote in presenting the results of the first research conducted on this 
phenomena in 1985: ”on the whole we think that isolation,  individualism and alienation,  which 
clearly  emerge  from this  survey,  are  the  three  aspects  which  are  clearly  connected  and which 
reinforce one another. We don’t react because we feel alone and, for this same reason, we have the 
feeling that it is useless to act, fight or to do something against this trend. ’What is the use of acting  
if the rest of the people think differently and our actions are useless?’  seems to be a widespread 
attitude which explains the low rates of participation found” (7). Later researches, conducted using 
similar  questionnaires,  have completely  confirmed these results.  Another  very important  aspect 
emerged when we distinguished between subjective and objective alienation. Many young people 
involved in this research consider this alienation as not wanted by them but as forced on them by 
the external society and its individualistic culture, and they try to escape from it. In fact many of 
them look for active means of peace education, through research, or through the organization of 
exhibitions  or  theatre  plays  which,  besides  allowing them to  closely  examine  these  topics  and 
making them protagonists, also become instruments of education for others, for their family and 
friends. Many of them are directly involved through various activities, like, for example, volunteer 
work. On this subject see chart n. 1,  with the results of one of our researches and on the many ways 



of interpreting it  (8). Hence, the potential to come out of this alienating state exists, because a large 
part of the young people feel that this attitude is forced upon them by the external society and it is 
not as a personal choice. In confirmation of this thesis, in which this difference between subjective 
and objective alienation emerged, as well as the importance of this in explaining the low rate of 
participation in the 1985 research,  the year after our research, the student movement “La Pantera” 
exploded in all  its  virulence.  For almost  one year,  many of the Italian faculties  were occupied 
demanding more democracy inside the universities .

A  second  aspect  which  clearly  emerges  from  these  researches  is  the  low  level  of 
assertiveness  in  young  people.  To  better  understand  this  aspect  please  look  at  chart  N.2   (9) 
elaborated by the Peace University of Leuwen (Belgium) in which we can see the importance, in 
order to develop this attitude,  of external conditioning,  but also of individual conscience which 
often, in so-called scientific research, is completely neglected or ignored. Because of the lack of 
assertiveness, the behavior of young people passes from aggressive to passive, without being able to 
find an intermediate behavior implying neither suffering injustice, running away, nor reacting with 
violence. Therefore, one hypothesis that must not be forgotten and which must be closely studied is 
that of the absence of assertiveness, and the incapability of confronting and searching for acceptable 
solutions  for  themselves  and for  others,  which might  explain,  at  least  in  part,  the  diffusion of 
abnormal behavior, which is the basis of many criminal acts, or prevarication against other persons 
carried  out  by  many  youngsters  of  our  Country  (for  example  the  diffusion  and  increase  of 
“bullying” in schools) often justified as a means  for feeling alive and active, because it takes a 
certain amount of bravery, and a means of facing risks (10) in which they set themselves against the 
whole world. In the end, this attitude is not positive either for themselves nor, especially, for the 
surrounding society.

Let us now examine some transparencies, in which some important aspects emerge from our 
researches: chart N.3, taken from a study conducted by my brother, who is a psychologist educated 
and living in the  U.S. (11). What we can note is that  there is a diversity in the attitude and the 
behavior of the two sexes, and, therefore, if we want to achieve assertive behavior (that he defines 
“selfulness”), it is necessary to bear in mind the starting differences and to plan educational paths 
which are partly different and partly similar. Chart N.4, which was first published in Hungary (12), 
shows instead how peace education in school leads the students to be more informed, less violent,  
and  more  active  in  the  participation  in  peace  activities  also  outside  the  school,  without  being 
plagiarized by their teachers but having developed, instead, a critical attitude.

What do these researches teach us for educational activities for peace and nonviolence?

Our researches were meant to set up educational activities for peace and nonviolence, which 
have tried to use, in the education of young people, maieutic methods, bidirectional pedagogies – in 
which each person is contemporaneously teacher and student. These methods are in contrast with 
the  transmissive  methods  (13),  because  they  try  to  avoid  the  use,  frequent  in  our  schools,  of 
teaching through the use of so-called “illegitimate questions”, those in which the teachers already 
know the answers and therefore, instead of stimulating students’ creativity and criticism, educate 
them  to  superficial  factual  knowledge  and  passiveness  (14).  In  fact,  an  eminent  scholar  in 
informative systems, Van Foster, distinguishes between “illegitimate” questions, where the teachers 
already know the answers,  and “legitimate” questions, where they don’t. As clearly emerged in an 
international congress on peace education held in Bologna a few years ago (15), teaching using 
illegitimate  questions  (which  in  the  congress  resulted  the  most  common and “normal”  way of 
teaching) stimulates students to superficial factual knowledge, passiveness, alienation (in the sense 
of impotence in being able to change their environment) and lack of criticism. Whereas teaching 
through the use of  legitimate  questions,  which mainly  means  through a  research conducted  by 
students and teachers together, helps the learners to develop criticism, creativity and innovation. For 



this reason, in the above-mentioned Congress, the clear indication emerged that in order to educate 
people for peace, it was important to use this second teaching method.

Our  use  of  training  methods  and  active  education,  through  legitimate  questions,  has 
produced  important  results.  We have  spent  many  years  working  in  kindergartens  and  primary 
schools experimenting cooperative games (keeping in mind the differences which emerged in my 
brother’s studies and the importance of using different paths). In middle schools we have worked on 
responsibility education.  Scientific  assessment  has confirmed that an assertive attitude had been 
developed,  clearly  showing  that  this  attitude  and  the  already  mentioned  aggressiveness  and 
passiveness, are not proper of human nature but can be developed and stimulated through suitable 
educational procedures. This is the teachers’ and parents’ great challenge, the awareness that the 
future of humankind also depends on how they educate their children or students.

Another  lesson  learnt  is  that  many  educators  do  not  understand  the  importance  of  the 
conflictual dimension, and because of  this their pedagogy   is subordinated to the established power 
and therefore incapable of comprehending many phenomena often occurring in a school class, for 
example  “bullying”  (16).  Only a  few pedagogues,  such as Freire,  Capitini  and Don Milani,  of 
nonviolent beliefs, have avoided this trap and greatly contributed to the education of “liberation”. 
Chart  N.2, is very helpful in understanding this  aspect.  It  clearly shows the existence,  between 
passiveness  and  destructive  aggressiveness,  of  a  third  dimension  called  “constructive 
aggressiveness” or “assertiveness”, that is to say, of an active attitude and behaviour, respect for 
oneself and others. We can also see how, in frequent and general situations of injustice, passiveness 
is, in fact, more distant from nonviolent behavior than violence itself. Consequently, it derives that 
peace  education  is  nothing  but  assertiveness  education  -  education  which  fights  injustice  and 
violence without using their same weapons, but with nonviolent instruments. This then requires 
education for criticism,  the refusal of submissiveness and passiveness towards authority,  a very 
common model in traditional education. In support of this statement, let us consider Paolo Freire’s 
methods (17) along the same lines of Gandhi, Capitini, Dolci and Don Milani: “the education of the 
oppressed”, which consists in the unification of the “process of conscientiousness”, of becoming 
aware of conflicts, also latent ones, more numerous than explicit ones, together with the process of 
transforming reality into that desired, in the elimination of alienating structures, giving life to more 
participative  structures, in which every citizen, even the poor and the emarginated, can take part in 
collective decisions. However, this also implies overcoming a merely representative democracy, 
based only on delegations, in favor of that democracy which Capitini defined “the power of all” 
(18) and which Friedmann, one of the most famous society planners, called “inclusive democracy” 
(19).  Let  us  also  think  of  Erich  Fromm’s  teaching,  in  what  has  been  defined  as  his  spiritual 
testament, on Disobedience and Other Essays (20), the need to teach the courage to go against the 
main stream. In this book, in fact, he sustains that when facing the world’s increase of nuclear  
weapons and the threat of a war that can destroy the whole human race:  ‹‹If mankind commits 
suicide it will be because people will obey the archaic passions of fear, hate, and greed; because 
they will obey obsolete clichés of State sovereignty and national honor… At this point in history the 
capacity to doubt, to criticize and to disobey may be all that stands between a future for mankind 
and the end of civilization.›› (21) 

A  third  very  important  lesson  in  educating  for  peace  and  nonviolence,  linked  to  the 
preceding one, comes from the field of research methodology, from my profession, in particular 
from research applied to peace problems (or  peace research): “intervention research”, or “action 
research ” (22). This form of research underlines the need to overcome traditional methods which 
consider  conflicts  from an  external  point  of  view,  as  objects,  without  any involvement  of  the 
researchers. We must try to enter inside the conflict or, as a scholar of the University of Leuwen in 
Belgium said  (Luc  Reychler,  also  author  of  the  first  manual  of Peace   Building)  to  “adopt  a 
conflict” (23). Following this approach, the researcher must help both sides of the conflict to be 
involved in the search for solutions. In fact, after many failures, peace researchers have concluded 
(and what is happening in the conflict between Israel and Palestine should be held as an example) 



that peace can not be imposed from the outside, but it requires the direct participation of the very 
populations  experiencing  the  conflict.  Intervention  research,  facilitated  by  neutral  external 
researchers, who do not take the place of the people in conflict, but help through a maieutic process 
(see Dolci’s teachings) in the search of possible solutions acceptable to both parties, is a big step 
forward.

Yet this, from a methodological point of view, requires another step forward: acceptance of 
“trilateral  science”  (24).  According to  this  position,  data,  theories  and values,  are  continuously 
compared in the search for a “possible-desirable” society. According to Galtung, in fact, who was 
for many years Head of the Research Institute for the Future of the United Nations, there is a third 
dimension between reality and irreality which is that of the “possible-desirable” reality, that which 
emerges from all of our researches as realizable, even though not yet historically real. Achieving 
this reality is, therefore, an important task, which recalls what Ernest Bloch used to call “concrete  
utopia” (25). To accomplish this, without exiting from science and falling into ideological realms, it 
is fundamental that sociology not remain at a descriptive or analytical level, but that it becomes also 
an experimental science which carries out innovation, always keeping them under control, through 
the research for new data in order to demonstrate the validity of this method of procedure.

This union of learning and social transformation also requires a change in all the teaching 
methods used in universities which are, still today, mainly based on “frontal” or academic lessons 
(which Dolci would define transmissive and not maieutic) which consider people as being made up 
of merely knowledge and reason, without considering his emotional and empathic capacities, the 
importance of his body, and without considering what one of our research upon the participation of 
people from Ferrara has underlined as the most diffused form of participation, the most welcomed 
by the people,  that  is  to  say “manipulational  participation”  (which oblige us to  work with our 
hands), because it allows us to become actors and not passive beings accepting orders from above. 
For this reason, university teaching should be carried out using “more active methodologies”, like 
work groups, training in the learning of various skills (assertiveness, listening and communicative 
skills,  developing  empathetic  relations,  using  the  maieutic  method,  overcoming  one’s  fears, 
working  with the  people  and  not  for the  people,  resolving  conflicts  in  nonviolent  ways  etc.), 
laboratories for constructive conflict management, role plays, the theatre of the oppressed (26).

Above all, the most important thing is the example shown, and seeing other people working 
in  a  specific  way.  Participation  in  well-organized  and effective  activities  in  the  prediction  and 
prevention of armed conflicts, or for the overcoming of the violence in city districts, schools, work 
places,  stadiums, etc. conducted by Governmental or Non Governmental Organizations,  through 
well directed training, is a fundamental element in the formation of people  who aspire of becoming, 
professionally, “Peace Operators”. But all this is not enough, we should also consider the influence 
that the external society has upon people’s behavior. How can we teach nonviolence, constructive 
conflict  management,  when the powerful leaders in the world never take into consideration the 
opinions of the populations (think of the almost 100 million people who demonstrated, in seventy 
countries of the world, on the 15th February 2002, against the war in Iraq, which was nonetheless 
started), and who only adopt  new words (“humanitarian” war, “preventive” war, war on terrorism, 
war for democracy,  etc.) to wage the same old thing, the “war”, which destroys people, places, 
pollutes the environment, and is only useful for builders and weapons dealers and their  allyes  and 
abettors? If in the world we continue to sustain the concept that “reason is in force” and we don’t  
believe  in  the  “force  of  reason”,  how  can  we  educate  our  new  generations  to  peace  and  to 
nonviolence, as the United Nations, which has dedicated the last decade to this purpose, are asking 
us to do? (28)

For this reason a “cultural  revolution” is absolutely necessary,  one which makes peace a 
normal,  and every-day phenomenon,  and which makes war a rare phenomenon,  only occurring 
episodically (29) - A revolution which leads us to hold in due consideration the prediction and the 
prevention of armed conflicts, without waiting for them to explode and then sustaining the need for 



an  armed  intervention.  Think  of  the  war  in  Kosovo!  According  to  my  calculations,  for  the 
prevention of the war in Kosovo, only 1 euro was spent  for every 140 euros spent instead for 
making the war, for the humanitarian emergencies created by this war, and in the reconstruction of 
what the war destroyed (30), without considering the things that can not be reconstructed, such as 
human  lives,  or  social  friendly  relationship  between  different  groups  which  after  the  war  are 
transformed into reciprocal deep hate, which is difficult to overcome. I don’t expect my economical 
calculations to be exact, I’m not an accountant, and precise data on these phenomena are lacking, 
but I have included, in my calculations, every possible fact I could. What is certain is that infinitely 
less was spent and it is still spent on the prevention of conflicts, in the search for peaceful solutions, 
in the prevention of war,  than what is spent in war preparation, for the continuation of war, and in 
the attempt to repair some of its damages.  If humanity continues along this way,  and does not 
change its course of action, then it will be no surprise if the future will be full of wars, armed 
conflicts, structural violence, and of what has already been called “the never ending war”. Isn’t it 
time to change direction?

II part:  A methodological  problem in  training  professional peace operators

Introduction to the problem

The university course that we founded in  1999 in Florence has educated, still now,   more 
than  five hundred  students, about 60  of them have already finished their studies,  some of them 
are already working in this field, others, even if graduated, are looking for the right working place.  
The course,  named “ Operazioni  di  Pace,  Gestione  e Mediazione  dei  Conflitti”,  has,  this  year, 
generated a “Master for conflict mediator”.

For training professional operators, in our University and  maybe in all the others that have 
our same goals, there is a underline  of the importance of  mediation,  which creates a relevant 
problem of method.

One of the fundamental  rules for a mediator  is to be completely equal between the two 
conflicting parts, which need and ask for the mediator. But how can a mediator be neutral between a 
tyrant, that oppress his people or important minority groups or other countries’ populations, and 
these  oppressed  people?  In  these  situations  the  international  community  has  decided  or  not  to 
intervene, or to do it with weapons, with questionable results (i.e. Iraq), because in this case the 
conflict, often,  becomes stronger. But is t not possible to intervene in another way, a pacific way, 
with the peace operators trained in our courses? 

I think that it can be possible and  I will try to explain my thesis.
In our society most of the conflicts  are not between equal  forces,  but the ones who are 

definable as “ unbalanced conflicts”, between a part who is much stronger and the other one who is 
oppressed by the first, but is not able to contrast it in a positive way and can only submit to the  
consequences.  This aspect underlines the necessity of training,  not only the mediators,  but also 
other professional women and men, that we can define as “conflicts’ re-balancers”, a role that in my 
opinion has to proceed the mediator.

Most of the manuals talk about the role of the mediator in a equal conflict, but our personal 
experience in Kosovo, and the teaching of Adam Curle, show us the necessity of going on to create 
another role beside the mediator.

As it is shown by Curle (32) 



  

In an unbalanced conflict, as it is shown in the graphic, the first part of work of a peace 
operator is to educate and aware the victims. Several times, as Freire (33) taught us, the victims 
don’t really know what they are submitting or, as it is resulted in our researches, they are alienated, 
sure that they can not do anything to change the actual situation. For these reasons, awering the 
victims is so important, to explain them the reasons of the conflict and the possibilities of overcome 
it. 

In the second part of the graphic it is shown the activity of helping the weaker groups to 
organize themselves to threat with the other part from a more equal position. After obtaining some 
results, it is possible (third part) to organize some conciliations, with the help, if necessary of the 
mediator. So that it is possible (fourth part) to overcome the initial unbalanced situation and the 
reasons of the conflict. But the diagonal line, starting from the third part, which creates a possible 
part five, show us that is not always possible most of the times because the awreness and education 
work  was  not  well  done.  This  can  happen  because  the  stronger  part,  afraid  of  the  possible 
organization of the weaker one, makes immediately some proposals that do not re-balance  the 
situation, but are accepted by the weaker group. This example show the extreme difficulty of this 
job and the necessity of a good training for the peace operators.

This graphic questions what is usually said and written about conflicts’ mediation. Usually 
(34, 35) the conflicts that are analyzed are equal ones and the part that is more stressed is how to 
reach a desirable solution for both parts. As example the book by Fisher about “Getting to yes”(36). 
But this graphic underlines how to help also the re-balance process necessary for mediation and 
negotiation.

As said before the mediator has to be neutral if he wants to be accepted by the two fighting 
parts. But how can a mediator be neutral in a unbalanced conflicts? In this case to be neutral means 
to  support  the stronger  part,  because  this  group has  more  power to  reach a  desirable  solution. 
Mediation,  without  a  previous  re-balance  process,  maintains  the  disequilibrium and  sometimes 
make the situation worse. For these reasons the asymmetric conflicts have to be handled by active 
and well trained peace operators, that can really help the victims to overcome the situation. This 



means to find new and pacific ways, stronger than the violent ones, against the injustices of a tyrant,  
but that permit also to understand the other’s point of view. Those methods can be only nonviolent.

Kosovo’s exemple

The Kosovo’s example is extremely clear. In 1998, before the war, the Albanian population 
(a minority in Serbia, but a majority in this area) was under the military occupation (about 90.000 
soldiers, policemen, etc.)  and under the martial  law; the population was also victim of frequent 
abuses of power by the Serbian police and paramilitary group of Arkan and Secelji.( 37, 38 ) 

Moreover Albanian students had to go to different schools (universities’ and high school’s 
courses were in garages and basements, where they could not have an appropriate  education). 

The Comunità  di Sant’Egidio  of Rome mediated  between Milosevic and Rugova for an 
agreement  for the  education’s normalization.  This agreement was appreciated by the Kosovo’s 
Albanian population and was seen by most of them and by the  Community of Sant’Egidio as the 
first step for the normalization of all the situation and as a proof of Milosevic’s good willing. They 
were sure that the agreement’s sign was a step through the reconciliation of the region. But the final 
result was exactly the opposite. The European Community, because of the Italian Minister Dini’s 
intercession, abolished the first grade sanctions against Serbia and also declared that this country 
was a “ privileged market area”.  So that immediately Italy,  France, Greece and other European 
countries started investing founds, that were necessary to Milosevic to solve internal problems (like 
paying salaries to hospitals’ and universities’ staff, who had been striking since months because not 
paid).

The initial normalization education’s agreement was not respected because of the opposition 
of  Kosovo’s  Serbian  community,    until   March 1999 when its  meaning of  reconciliation  was 
completely destroyed, because the war was starting . The no-respect of the agreement, that at the 
beginning  was  seen  as  the  nonviolence’s  victory  on  violence,  at  the  end  destroyed  Albanian 
people’s faith on nonviolence, who had decided before to choose it as their way of fighting through 
marches, strikes and sit-in. (39),  and this also helped the UCK in raising consensus for their armed 
fight. Also B. Kossumi, at the time Vice- President of the Parliamentarian Party and after the war 
Prime Minister of Kosovo, wrote an article named “How agreements can lead to the war”.  ( 40 )   

This example is very clear to explain Curle’s graphic about the necessity of a conflict’s re-
equilibration before signing any kind of agreement.

Intra-families’ conflicts

Another example of an asymmetric conflict, very useful for understanding my thesis, is the 
one between women and men, usually in regularly married couples. Jennifer P. Maxwell ( 41 ), the 
President  of  the  Center  for  the  Conflict  Management   of  the  Kent  University,  underlines  the 
problem of  the  asymmetric  power  between  men  and  women,  so  that  the  mediation  becomes 
impossible. In Maxwell’s opinion: “The role of the mediator is to facilitate the process of dispute 
settlement, and to ensure that the settlement outlines a course of action that will both protect the 
individual's  own interests  as well  as respect the interests  of the other party……The successful 
utilization of mediation to resolve disputes is predicated on the requirement that both parties have a 
relatively similar  degree of decision-making power in the situation ……..In situations where a 
power disparity exists, the mediator is advised to attempt to minimize these differences, without 
compromising mediator neutrality….. If a relative equality of power cannot be achieved, mediation 
is not considered an appropriate method of dispute resolution for the situation ….. The mediator is 
an advocate of a fair process. When fairness is not possible, mediation is not appropriate”(ibid.).

The  problem  is  particularly  strong  when  there  is  also  domestic  violence  (usually 
perpetrated by men on women) and in accordance with her dates this kind of violence is present in 
the  50%/80%   of  couples  that  ask  for  divorce  or  for  family  mediation:  “mediation  is  both 



inappropriate and damaging to the abuse victim due to the lack of parity between the victim and 
the  perpetrator;  the  very  nature  of  an  abusive  relationship  makes  a  fair,  safe,  or  mutually 
acceptable settlement an impossibility”.  We will see later on as the author thinks how it is possible 
to work in those circumstances,  but now I just want to underline how mediation is limited by 
unequal power.

 Conclusions

The two examples show how, without a conflict’s  re-balance,  mediation advantages the 
stronger part and it becomes the first step to the war and not to the peace. In fact the stronger part 
can abuse of the mediation’s results. For this reason the first thing that a peace operator has to do is 
the conflict’s re-balance.

But how? Is not also possible that this work, specially if made by an external group, could 
be seen as an inappropriate interference?

Let’s go back to Maxwell’s idea, even if she does not want to solve the problem of re-
balance, she gives useful suggestions to mediators:  “  if mediators are unable to recognize when 
coercive power is being wielded, mediation becomes a vehicle  to perpetuate  interpersonal  and 
structural violence, rather than a vehicle which attempts to ameliorate it”,   and even because: 
”Participation in conflict management processes (including mediation) that model and teach more 
egalitarian methods of conflict resolution only serve, ‘at best’, to give the perpetrator an expanded 
arsenal of techniques for controlling the victim…..Violence and coercion cannot be mediated”. 
(42) Some of the possible solutions suggested by the author are: 1) recognizing mediation’s limits 
and suggesting to the victim a lawyer’  help for a  trial.  “While the dynamics  of coercion are 
extremely difficult to transcend, mediation can sometimes provide more flexibility for the victim, 
provided that she is able to represent her own interests without being intimidated into silence or 
compliance. This often necessitates the involvement of an advocate to assist in providing a balance 
of power. To assume that the process of mediation itself  can provide a balance of power in a  
situation where one does not exist is naive and injurious to the disempowered party”;  2) involving 
other persons, external and internal to the community, in the mediation process : “The use of the 
mediation  process  as  an  aid  in  the  airing  of  issues  and  as  an  opportunity  for  victims  and 
perpetrators to communicate in a structured setting with third parties present is more acceptable in 
mediation processes that include the involvement of the larger community--as do some mediation 
processes  in  cultural  settings  that  are  distinguished by a  community approach to  interpersonal 
problems… (43). Such community-based approaches to dispute resolution would need to involve 
other relatives or community members as advocates for the victim, and could help to balance the 
power differential and to provide ongoing support.”

The first suggestion,  strictly speaking, is not  so useful  for defying the role of a peace 
operator,  because  it  marks  the  role  of  an  other  operator  (the  lawyer)  that  is  much  more 
professionally accepted,  but it can open an important field of  action  for a peace worker, that of 
promoting the transition from “retributive justice” to “restorative justice”. As writes Zehr, in an 
important study on this transition: “The Western legal system…… exacerbate rather than heals 
wounds.  In  fact,  retributive  justice  often  assumes  that  justice  and healing  are  separate  issues, 
perhaps even incompatible”(44).   The second  suggestion of Maxwell    it‘s  really very important 
because it underlines the importance of involving others people in the process of meditation, and 
that can help the process of “empowering” the victims. We can also add the experience, at the 
international level, of  PBI (Peace Brigades International).  When they face an asymmetric conflict, 
they work educating the victims to their negated rights and they also help them in organizing to 
face, at the same level, the other part, who is negating them freedom and life’s potentiality.  In 



extremes cases, in face of  heavy  threats, they also accompany the possible  victims, day and 
night,  to protect them from assaults and killings (45,46).   

During these activities, PBI recognize that it is impossible to be equidistant from the parts, 
so they create the concept of “no partisan”; this means working for a re-balance but avoiding to 
work for  the balance changing, so that the weaker part becames the stronger. If that would happen 
then it would be a real political interference, and an advantaging of one of the parts. As we have 
seen from Curle’s graphic awere (in Italiano, lavoro di coscientizzazione)  the victims and helping 
them in organizing is indispensable, because most of the times the unbalance is due to the fact that 
the victims are divided and not able to organize themselves (47).     This was true also for Kosovo 
were  the  nonviolence  resistance   was  divided  in  two:  one  part  wanted  to  develop  forms  of 
nonviolent direct action (like Demaci and others), and the other, like Rugova, who wanted only to 
organize an alternative government, we can say that they were interested only in the constructive 
work.

This kind of  activity is also named “Empowerment” and now there are also many books and 
articles about how to work for it. Màire Dugan (48), for example,  starting from the work of Curle, 
suggests three activities for the people empowerment and to solve asymmetric conflicts: education, 
organization, and networking. There is also a new profession, that is supposed to work for it and it 
is the “Facilitator” (49, 50). The facilitator works for the weaker groups, not able to rule themselves  
autonomously, to become aware of their situation and how to make it better.

So all the persons who want to work for peace, in situation of unbalanced conflicts,  have to 
learn mediation, facilitation and empowerment, but they have to realize that only when the conflict 
is re-balanced, they can start  working for mediation.    

NOTES

*  The  first  part  of  this  paper  develops  some  considerations  that  I  expressed  while 
introducing a congress on “Communication as an antidote to violence”, Florence, 13/14 June, 2003; 
this  English version has been the basis  of a   training in peace and non-violence education   kept by 
the author in Belgrade (Serbia), in May 2005, at the Spring School: “Advanced training: conflict 
and negotiation”, organized  by the Universities  of Belgrade  and  Florence, and financed by the 
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (law 84), trough the Region of Tuscany;   the second part  has  
been written for the ECPR panel of San Rossore-Pisa

(1) Danilo  Dolci’s  distinction  between  transmissive  and  communication  education  is  mostly 
developed in his books:  La comunicazione di  massa non esiste,  Lacaita,  Manduria,  1995; and 
Comunicare, legge della vita, La Nuova Italia, Firenze, 1997.

(2) There is abundant literature in the world on social disproportions. Some titles on this subject are: 
Atlante  di  Le  Monde  Diplomatique,  ‹‹Il  Manifesto››,  Roma  2003,  pp.48-49;  Gallino  L., 
Globalizzazione  e  disuguaglianze,  Laterza,  Bari  2001  (6th  edition);  Martirani  G.,  Il  drago  e  
l’agnello, Edizioni Paoline, Milano 2001; Friedmann J., Empowerment: verso il “potere di tutti”:  
una politica per lo sviluppo alternativo, editore Quale Vita, Torre dei Nolfi, (AQ), 2004

(3) See L. Porta, a cura di, Autobiografie a scuola. Un  metodo  maieutico, F.Angeli, Milano, 2001.
(4) J. Galtung is the author that has most contributed in distinguishing between direct and structural  

violence. For more information, see Galtung J., Hoivik T., Structural and direct violence, A note  
on operationalization, in «Journal of Peace Research», n. 1, 1971.

(5) On this subject see the book edited by N. Baracani and L. Porta, Il pregiudizio antisemitico: una  
ricerca intervento nella scuola, F. Angeli, Milano, 1999.

(6) See the book which I edited, Giovani e Pace: ricerche e formazione per un futuro meno violento; 
Pangea edit., Torino, 2001.

(7) Confirmation of a deep “existential unrest”, as the author calls it, is given by data from a specific  
research  on  young  people  commissioned  by  the  Tuscan  Region  to  the  Iard  Foundation  (La 
condizione giovanile in Toscana, edited by C. Buzzi, Giunti, Firenze 1999). One of the authors of  



this  research,  F.  Sartori,  in the chapter  she wrote for  this book, states:  ‹‹they don’t  expect  to  
receive external help and support from their family or friends, because they feel that people tend to 
preserve their own interests.  About nine young people out of ten, denote scarce solidarity and 
disposition to help people, and are considered interested only in their own personal profit››. (p.56)  
Since the data noted in Tuscany do not differ much from national data, and since this behaviour is  
proper of young people of every social class, Sartori writes: ‹‹we can conclude that scepticism and 
diffidence are characteristic of the evolution of our society, which tends to preserve the individual  
instead of the community, with no concern for social position, forcing him always to be on alert  
for exploiters›› (ibid. p. 57).

(8) See: the Seminar on peace research of the Faculty of Education of Ferrara, “L’idea di pace fra i 
giovani”,  edited  by  A.  L’Abate,  in  Ricerche  per  la  Pace:  educazione  alternativa  alla  difesa  
armata, Nuova Universale Cappelli, Bologna, 1989, pp.167-168.

(9) See the book I edited: Giovani e pace..., cited, p.93.
(10) Ibid. p.104.
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in dangerous acts, testing themselves, could be referred to, in a chauvinist way, as “making us into 
real men,” and clearly emerges from this research on youth, see note (6).

(12) See: L. L’Abate,  Famiglia e contesti sociali: una teoria di sviluppo della personalità, ed. Borla, 
Roma, 1995.

(13) See my article: ‹‹Research as a tool towards peace education››, in E. Balazs, H.Wiberg, editors, 
Akademial Kiado, Budapest, 1993. The Italian translation of the essay is in the above-cited book 
Giovani e pace.

(14) For the distinctions between communication and transmission and their educational implications, 
see Dolci’s books in note 1.

(15) The distinction between legitimate and illegitimate questions in teaching, and the consequences of 
this way of teaching are developed in my book Giovani e pace, pp.66-67.

(16) The Proceedings of the Bologna congress in which the distinction between these two kinds of 
questions  as  underlined  by  V.Forster,  are  published  in  Catti  G.,  edited  by,  Studiar  per  pace, 
edizioni Thema, Bologna 1988 (two volumes).

(17) There are many essays on bullying starting from Olweus in Sweden to the Italian ones, such as the  
one edited by A. Fonzi,  Il gioco crudele: studi e ricerche su correlati psicologici del bullismo, 
Giunti, Firenze 1999, 

(18) See the book by Paolo Freire Pedagogia degli oppressi, Mondadori, Milano, 1971.
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