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About this RepoRt
We, as peacebuilding policymakers, practitioners, and academics, know a lot about the 
dynamics of contemporary conflicts. But what do we really know about the ordinary 
people in those conflict-affected states? How often are they truly given a voice? Draw-
ing on Speaking Their Peace: Personal Stories from the Frontlines of War and Peace, this report 
synthesizes the reflections of the diverse range of people interviewed for the book. They 
come from different countries, religions, cultures, walks of life, and sides of a conflict, but 
they share strong feelings and opinions about their exclusion from the peace making pro-
cess, about the difficulties of coping with personal trauma and societal change, and about 
the role of the international community in postconflict peacebuilding.
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Vivienne O’Connor is a rule of law consultant, trainer, and academic. She was a Senior Rule 
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summARy

• Speaking Their Peace: Personal Stories from the Frontlines of War and Peace is a 
collection of eighty interviews with ordinary people in conflict-affected coun-
tries around the world. Coming from different conflict zones, religions, sides 
of a conflict, and walks of life, these individuals share their personal experi-
ences about conflict, peace, the rule of law, and the international community. 
This report focuses on four key themes that emerge from the interviews and 
that transcend specific societies, cultures, and walks of life: the sense of being 
ignored by the powerful and excluded from the peace process; the difficulty 
of dealing with change; the impact of trauma; and skepticism of international 
actors

• Speaking Their Peace found that the presence of international actors is not 
always welcomed by local populations and that international actors often mis-
read the complex context and fail to identify appropriate paths to peace. 

• Ordinary people feel voiceless, powerless, and excluded from decision-making 
processes in the aftermath of conflict. Those interviewed for Speaking Their 
Peace wanted to have their voices heard and their opinions respected by those 
in a position to shape government policy. Such a demand merits a response, 
especially because decades of peacebuilding and rule of law assistance has 
shown that listening predominantly to elites and international experts leads 
to ill-conceived reforms that are liable to fail.

• After the conflict has ended, people want to see their daily lives change in posi-
tive ways and change quickly. But interviewees instead discovered the unpleas-
ant reality that—even years after the end of conflict—the root problems that 
had sparked conflict had not been adequately addressed, and, in many cases, 
nothing seemed to have changed at all. In light of this reality, the international 
community clearly needs to think about how to better support postconflict 
change processes.

• Speaking Their Peace bears witness to the suffering and trauma that people 
experienced because of living through a conflict or under an authoritarian 
regime. Not everyone who has experienced trauma will go on to experience 
long-lasting effects. However, for some, the effects can persist long after the 
conflict ends. Many interviewees expressed a strong desire to have this pain 
acknowledged by the international community, their governments, and their 
own communities. They also requested psychological support. Peacebuilders 
encounter trauma issues every day but are unprepared to deal with them. This 
approach is undesirable and unproductive.
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• The international community was criticized by many interviewees for imple-
menting its own agenda, dictating national policy, and robbing countries of 
their freedom to choose their future direction and priorities. 

• People in zones of conflict have much to teach international policymakers, 
practitioners, and academics about how best to help set their conflict-affected 
countries on the road to sustainable peace and rebuild their societies. If we 
can make a conscious effort to listen to what these people have to tell us, 
we will better equipped to support them to create positive change in their 
countries. 
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intRoduCtion
We, as peacebuilding policymakers, practitioners, and academics, know a lot about con-
temporary conflicts: their histories, their trajectories, the profiles of the warring parties, 
the politics, the ins-and-outs of peace processes, and so forth. But what do we really know 
about the ordinary people in those conflict-affected states? How often are they invited to 
describe in their own words the effect of conflict on them—what they have experienced, 
what they have lost, what they hope for? How carefully do we listen to what they say? 
How often do we meaningfully include them in the process of determining the way out of 
conflict and toward lasting peace? 

This ignorance hurts both those affected by conflict—because not knowing what they 
want means we are unlikely to deliver it—and ourselves—because not really understand-
ing the human dimension of conflict makes our policies and actions less effective. So, when 
we get the chance to hear what ordinary people in societies emerging from conflict have 
to say, we should seize it, listen carefully, and ensure that what we hear informs our actions. 

This report analyzes some of the observations and reflections from Speaking Their 
Peace: Personal Stories from the Frontlines of War and Peace, which is a conduit through which 
ordinary people have shared their stories about conflict, postconflict peacebuilding, and 
the rule of law.1 A similar initiative—Voices of the Poor: Can Anybody Hear Us?—was under-
taken almost twenty years ago by the World Bank in the context of development assis-
tance; the World Bank’s aim was to give poor people in developing countries the chance 
to talk about their aspirations, expectations, and challenges.2 Nothing similar existed in the 
peacebuilding and rule of law fields until the publication of Speaking Their Peace in 2015.

This report begins by highlighting the process by which these stories came to life. 
Next, the report looks at why local people in conflict-affected countries often see things 
differently from “internationals”—that is, those men and women who are in these coun-
tries because they work for nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty 
International, intergovernmental organizations such as the United Nations, or foreign gov-
ernment agencies including foreign ministries and development agencies. The report then 
focuses in turn on four key themes that emerge from the interviews and that transcend 
specific societies, cultures, and walks of life: the sense of being ignored by the powerful 
and excluded from the peace process; the difficulty of dealing with change; the impact of 
trauma; and skepticism of the work of international actors. The report concludes by em-
phasizing that such negative perceptions coexist alongside far more positive sentiments 
such as hope and determination to construct a brighter future for one’s family and society. 
If the international community is to support people in rebuilding their societies, it needs 
to listen to, respect, and act on their wisdom.
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About Speaking Their peace
Speaking Their Peace is a collection of eighty interviews with individuals from conflict-
affected societies around the world. The product of a six-year project at the United States 
Institute of Peace (USIP), the book is authored by Colette Rausch, who put together a 
team of interviewers composed of fellow peacebuilders from Argentina, Kosovo, Iraq, Lib-
ya, Nepal, New Zealand, Nicaragua, and the United States. Rausch wanted to give ordinary 
men and women an opportunity to tell the world about what they had endured during 
their countries’ conflicts and their hopes for the future of their families and societies. 

The eleven countries covered in the book span much of the globe, from sub-Saharan 
Africa to the Middle East, South America to Southern Europe, South Asia to Central Amer-
ica. Countries were chosen that were at different points in the gradual, unpredictable tran-
sition from war to peace, including countries that had slipped from temporary peace back 
into conflict like South Sudan. Some countries—Kosovo, Nepal, Nicaragua, and Peru—had 
undergone conflict a decade or more ago and their citizens had the benefit of hindsight 
in reflecting on the conflict and its aftermath. In other countries, such as Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and Libya, conflict had never completely ended after the overthrow of dictatorial regimes. 

A broad cross-section of the population in conflict-affected countries was interviewed 
for Speaking Their Peace. They hailed from different religions and from both—or more ac-
curately, all—sides of the conflict. Rausch and her team interviewed the old and young; 
men and women; professionals and manual workers; government officials and nongovern-
mental workers; guerrillas and generals; artists and activists; and international as well as 
local actors.

The first question each interviewee was asked was about the conflict and their per-
sonal experiences. Interviewees were asked what motivated them to carry on during the 
conflict and in the present, what they understood by the term “rule of law,” and what 
they thought about the role of the international community and its representatives. The 
internationals themselves were asked about their motivation to work in conflict-affected 
countries and their experiences with the local population and other members of the 
international community. Most questions, however, were not scripted; the interviewers 
followed where the interviewee led, exploring topics and themes as they arose during the 
conversation. Each interview closed with a request for the interviewee to speak about his 
or her hopes and dreams for the future. 

For Rausch and the team members, conducting the interviews could be personally 
challenging. She found herself “reacting physically and emotionally” (Speaking Their Peace,  
p. 11) to the harrowing stories shared by interviewees. Najla Elmangoush, one of the team 
members, noted that conducting interviews made her relive her own traumatic memories 
from the Libyan Revolution, making her feel sad and introspective (p. 271). It was vital for 
the purposes of the interview to connect with the person being interviewed and afford 
them the compassion and empathy they deserved. For the mental health and well-being of 
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the Speaking Their Peace team, it was also important to “walk the thin line between emo-
tional engagement and professional detachment” (p. 12). 

diffeRing ReAlities And pRioRities:  
loCAl people veRsus inteRnAtionAls
Parallel realities exist within a conflict zone, in much the same way  that different radio 
frequencies exist in the airwaves. On one frequency is the reality of the international com-
munity, which is often completely different to the local experience, which exists on an-
other frequency. There are several reasons why international and local actors experience 
the same conflict differently. To begin with, internationals are sometimes physically isolated 
from local people, especially in conflict zones, where international actors are oftentimes 
required by their organizations to live and work in fortified compounds because of secu-
rity concerns. A second reason is that the work of peacebuilders, which is generally reliant 
on external funding sources, requires so much paperwork and reporting that they can 
easily find themselves so wrapped up in project plans, donor-mandated metrics of success, 
and budgets, that they are unable to leave their offices to do their “real” work. 

In addition, sometimes national actors are not totally honest with internationals about 
the reality of the situation in the country or about local perceptions of the international 
community. This self-censorship may reflect nothing more than a desire among national 
actors to be welcoming and hospitable to guests in their country or a cultural norm 
that frowns on sharing problems, particularly with outsiders. But it may also come from 
a sense of fear or intimidation, or even embarrassment at having to ask for assistance. 
Equally, it may stem from the huge power imbalance that almost invariably exists between 
internationals and nationals, with the former having money, resources, and access to high-
level leaders in the conflict-affected country. A national actor who is looking for a project 
partner, international funding, or an invitation to a training or workshop is unlikely to 
spontaneously share negative perceptions of the international community or vehemently 
contradict internationals’ opinions.

For these reasons, the interviews conducted for Speaking Their Peace purposely provid-
ed a safe space for people to share their honest experiences about conflict and the peace-
building process, and to express their feelings about and perceptions of the international 
community. Interviewees did not speak face-to-face with the international community but 
rather chatted with Rausch and her team who were often not part of the international 
community architecture in that country. Interviewees could even choose anonymity, their 
names (and sometimes other identifying information) being excised from the transcripts 
of their remarks. The interviews revealed that just because local people are courteous to 
international actors and publicly agree with what internationals have to say, that does not 
mean that the international presence is sincerely welcomed or that the international com-



Speaking Their peace: A PrActitioner’s PersPective 8   

munity is correct in its appraisal of the state of the country and appropriate priorities and 
paths to peace.

feeling ignoRed And exCluded
Multiple interviewees around the world complained that they felt voiceless, powerless, and 
excluded from decision-making processes in the aftermath of conflict. Ordinary people 
are usually central to a conflict and to the tearing down of an oppressive regime, but they 
often feel peripheral and irrelevant in the conflict’s aftermath. Doma Sherpa, a street ven-
dor from Nepal, lamented that “the poor cannot speak and do not know where, when, and 
how to speak, so they are deprived of opportunities” (p. 98). Babita, the wife of a Nepal 
Army officer, echoed this sentiment, noting that, “whatever ordinary people say, it does not 
matter” (p. 99). “Oscar,”3  the manager of a foreign-funded program to promote dialogue in 
post –Saddam Iraq, noted that, “internationals make a big mistake when they design their 
projects overseas without reaching out to the community and realizing what’s the best 
way to deal with certain problems” (p. 200).

The clear message from ordinary people to the international community is that it 
needs to listen to their voices; to be cognizant of their personal experiences, fears, and 
hopes; and to pay heed to their suggestions for improving life in their countries (p. 13). U 
Sit Aye from Myanmar suggests that representatives of the international community “need 
to come and deal directly with our people, to understand the feeling of the people, to 
know how much they have suffered for a long time” (p. 145). Interviewees, including Joko 
Moses Kuyon, director of Culture and Native Affairs for Bong County in Liberia, also called 
for mutual respect for people and their culture. He warned the international community 
that without this, “I will resent you” (p.156).

Moreover, the international community should listen to ordinary members of society 
and not focus exclusively on elites and powerful institutions. In Libya, Salwa Al-Tajoury 
criticized the fact that “internationals don’t meet the people” and suggested that they 
should visit hospitals, orphanages, and other places where they can encounter ordinary 
people (p. 203). Oscar from Iraq suggested doing “two or three field visits a year to get in 
touch with the local people” (p. 200). Joko Moses Kuyon recommended that in countries 
with tribal systems, the international community should “move closer to chiefs and elders 
. . . and make use of what they are telling you” (p. 156).

Leanne McKay, a seasoned international rule of law practitioner from New Zealand 
and a member of the Speaking their Peace team, reflecting on her part in the project, com-
mented:

In our work, it’s easy to get caught up in a project, running from meeting to meet-
ing, dealing with emails and reports. People crowd your day, but sometimes you 
just forget to really see them. . . . If the law and the rule of law [and peacebuild-
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ing] are ultimately about people and society, then surely we should be spending 
as much time trying to understand people as we do pouring over legal texts and 
trying to figure out how institutions work. (p. 263)

Institutional practice guidelines from various international organizations contain 
lofty proclamations about the importance of ‘local ownership’. The Guidance Note of the  
Secretary-General on the UN Approach to Rule of Law, for example, is explicit in requiring that 
international actors “support and empower national reform constituencies,” and it warns 
that an attitude of “solidarity and not substitution” must prevail.4  However, theory has 
certainly not translated into practice based on the experiences of the people interviewed 
for Speaking Their Peace. 

What international actors believe is important to local people is often very different 
from what people themselves deem important. Instead of sourcing ideas for reform initia-
tives from people within and affected by local governance, justice, and security systems 
(those who know the context best), international “experts” arrive in conflict-affected 
countries armed with “best practice” solutions or bring with them legal processes or in-
stitutions from their own countries that are often ill-suited to the conflict context. “You 
can’t just make law from the outside,” said Joko Moses Kuyon, “and bring it to a group of 
people who really don’t live the way you live” (p. 156). Oscar from Iraq echoed this senti-
ment, pointing out that, “the same methodology for dealing with conflict in Rwanda isn’t 
necessarily of great help in terms of dealing with the Iraqi conflict (p. 200).

stRuggling to Cope with ChAnge 
After the conflict has ended, ordinary people want to see their daily lives change in posi-
tive ways. They want to experience justice, security and the rule of law. They want to have 
basic services provided and to live in peace. When a regime is toppled, a cease-fire takes 
hold, or a peace agreement is signed, a palpable sense of excitement and expectation often 
fills the air. However, after that initial moment of euphoria, reality sets in when all the other 
changes that people dreamed of do not come soon enough. 

Izeta Karanxha, from Kosovo, spoke of people’s happiness and excitement at the arrival 
of NATO troops, the exodus of Serbs from her town, and the sense that “the end of our 
suffering” had come (p. 97). However, Rexhep Bobaj, a retired factory worker also from 
Kosovo, told us that in the months and years after the arrival of NATO troops and the 
international community, “things didn’t move in the direction we had thought they would. 
Things are not functioning as some people had promised us” (p. 215). Liridon Shurdhani, 
a fellow Kosovar, expressed ambivalence: on the one hand, Kosovo was definitely a safer 
and more secure society, but on the other hand, it was still far from being a prosperous 
and well-governed state. “After nine years of the international community being here,” 
he observed, “you are not afraid that you will be killed during the night or during the day, 
but still you don’t have what you need to feed your family, you don’t have choices for 
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your education” (p. 117). Carlos Fernando Chamorro from Nicaragua said that he and his 
fellow citizens had wanted “sudden, dramatic changes,” but that when the “epic” change 
(namely, the overthrow of the regime and the promise of democracy) finally came, the 
early euphoria soon evaporated because the “roots [of change] were not very deep” (p. 
74). In Nicaragua, as in Kosovo and, indeed, every country that Rausch and the team visited, 
people did not see the changes that they had hoped for. 

Bujar Isajar a bar owner from Kosovo, recognized that this impatience for change was 
not realistic: “for a country emerging from a communist system, and from repression and 
war, it takes time to establish grounds for a functional rule of law” (p. 230). Many other in-
terviewees explicitly or implicitly acknowledged as much, but this recognition that change 
would be slow and imperfect was something that they had to learn themselves. No one 
spoke of being forewarned by internationals of this disappointing and frustrating reality. 

Lengthy, often difficult to accomplish, and sometimes distressing to experience, the 
process of change can compound the weariness already felt by people who have endured 
oppression or violent conflict. What became apparent through the Speaking Their Peace 
interviews was the weariness of those who had been through conflict. As Liridon from 
Kosovo remarked, during the the postconflict period in Kosovo, “people were tired; they 
had thought that after having the international community here for several years that they 
would have better lives, they would live in better conditions, and they would have more 
money or find jobs” (p. 117). 

For some interviewees, nothing had fundamentally changed. Despite superficial chang-
es such as new laws, new institutions, and new faces in politics, the root problems that 
sparked the conflict had not been adequately addressed. It was the same reality just with 
different actors in charge of the country. People were still treated unequally by the au-
thorities; discrimination—whether based on gender, class, religion, or ethnic group—still 
continued, as did social tensions. There was a sense among many interviewees that their 
struggle for rights and equality had been hijacked and that one form of oppression and 
inequality had simply given way to another (p. 42). As Ivan Esobár Fornos, a judge from 
Nicaragua, observed, 

Power has stayed in the hands of just a few. The struggle for power has been 
waged by those who dominate, by those small groups who fight to maintain their 
status and power [leaving] the people poor and deceived. (p. 160)

The subject of the rule of law (a key concern of the Speaking Their Peace project) 
similarly evoked cynicism and disappointment among interviewees who had hoped to see 
their countries become more law-abiding, transparent, and egalitarian. Many interviewees 
strongly endorsed the notion of the rule of law—one in four interviewees volunteered the 
opinion that the rule of law reflected their personal values and could help them achieve 
their ambitions5—but they felt that this promise had been unfulfilled or even betrayed. 
When asked if rule of law had grown stronger after the conflict in Peru, Rosa Villaran, a 
widowed mother of two, bluntly stated: “The perception that we have in Peru is that the 



Speaking Their peace: A PrActitioner’s PersPective 11   

rule of law is a lie. There is rule of law for some but not for everyone. You have justice 
when you have money; if you have no money, then you have no justice” (p. 109). Exasper-
ated by what he perceived to be empty rhetoric about the rule of law, S’ Lont Mon, a 
peacebuilder from Myanmar, declared:

Whenever I hear top political leaders use the phrase “rule of law,” I feel like it is incom-
prehensible, unreal, like putting makeup on the face. . . . I appreciate their efforts to build 
the nation. But at the same time, if they don’t say “rule of law,” I will appreciate it more. 
(p. 179)

Similarly, in Nepal, “laws” were described as “a tool of the rich. The laws have been a 
jail to entrap the poor” (p. 62). In Kosovo, one interviewee said bluntly,  “If you don’t have 
money, no one helps you” (p. 92) In Iraq, Afghanistan, and Yemen, interviewees lamented 
the fact that the law is applied to the poor class of society, but not to the class that has 
links with the government or society (pp. 127, 134, 148).

the impACt of tRAumA
It goes without saying that people in conflict-affected countries experience great suffering 
and trauma, which can affect people from all walks of life. Senior police and government 
officials, housewives, teachers, former guerillas, activists, military personnel, civil society 
representatives, and even psychologists referenced their experiences of trauma in Speak-
ing Their Peace. (The subject of trauma called for sensitivity on the part of the interviewers, 
who were acutely conscious of the importance of not retraumatizing survivors or inter-
fering with their personal process of trauma resolution.)

Trauma is most often associated with active war experiences and living under conflict. 
Its effects can become evident immediately. Salwa Al-Tajoury, who had traveled from France 
to war-torn Libya to “heal people by art,” describes seeing children, during the revolution, 
retreat into silence and even forget how to eat on their own. After conflict subsides, the 
effects of trauma can be just as easy to see, if not easier. Salwa describes her own sense of 
depression in the aftermath of the revolution. She heard from former fighters about the 
nightmares and insomnia they were experiencing and observed many of them turning to 
drugs as a way to block out their traumatic experiences. She saw domestic violence rates 
increase in the homes of former fighters (pp. 202–3). 

Salwa raised the issue of the social stigma attached to trauma and the natural reflex 
of many victims to keep their experiences a secret. This impulse was particularly strong 
in countries where mental health issues are rarely discussed openly. In Afghanistan, when 
asked about the effect of a series of wars on their families, many interviewees denied that 
there had been any impact or claimed to know nothing about it. (Of course, this reticence 
to talk about traumatic experiences may have been a coping mechanism, and the inter-
viewers did not push the topic). 
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Elsewhere, interviewees acknowledged trauma as an unpalatable fact of life. Herminia 
Orea, the president of the Association of the Families of the Disappeared and Tortured 
from the Huanta region of Peru, when asked about the torture inflicted on her husband by 
government soldiers, said bluntly, “Sometimes, I just don’t want to remember any of that 
anymore” (p. 85). Andrea Horagua Castillo, who was being interviewed with Herminia, 
remarked, “Of course, that is the trauma, and for that we need therapy.”6 

The Speaking Their Peace interviews also underlined the fact that trauma not only 
occurs during violent conflict but can also arise among those who live in fear under an 
authoritarian regime. Ata Mohammad, who works with an NGO in Afghanistan, describes 
life under the Taliban as like “living in a jail.” Juan Pineda, from Nicaragua, recalls being put 
in jail when he was thirteen for no reason and being beaten, tortured, and starved for 
three months because the authorities believed (inaccurately) that he was a member of 
the Sandinista rebel movement. His brother, who was fourteen years old at the time, ex-
perienced the same fate. Like most interviewees, they both had many friends and relatives 
die during the conflict. Javier Melendez, a sociologist from Nicaragua, described the harsh 
reality of daily life under a violent and repressive regime: “Maybe you didn’t get shot in the 
head today, but every day you felt as if the National Guard could show up at your house 
and kill you.”

Not everyone who has experienced trauma will go on to experience long-lasting ef-
fects. However, for some people, as much as they would like to forget the past, the physical 
and emotional effects of the trauma can persist long after the conflict ends. In Kosovo, 
widows who had lost their husbands and sons almost twenty years earlier felt as it time 
had stood still. Faze Idrizi, one of the widows, expressed her pain succinctly: “My heart is 
dark” (p. 95). Even after all the years that had passed, she said that she still could not sleep 
or eat properly (both of which are common delayed reactions to trauma) and that she still 
wears black (p. 95). 

Those interviewed who raised the issue of their trauma wanted their pain acknowl-
edged and their personal experiences validated (p. 12). A group of women from Huanta in 
Peru walked for hours to meet with interviewers to tell their story of suffering and their 
constant search for closure and reparations. “While they were well aware that we had 
no answers or solutions for them,” observed Lelia Mooney, on experienced rule of law 
practitioner who helped conduct the interviews, “they wanted to be listened to” (p. 269). 
Govinda Rijal, a Speaking Their Peace team member from Nepal, reflected that “whether 
or not they were satisfied with what they had just told us, there was this sense: ‘At least 
someone cared about us. At least somebody asked about our sufferings. At least somebody 
came to ask about our future plans’” (p. 268). 

Many people interviewed hoped that by sharing their experiences, their voice would 
reach the ears of people with power to do something about the political and economic 
situation in their country (p. 12). Rijal noted that interviewees recounted their personal 
stories in the hope that sharing them might help prevent others from suffering a similar 
fate in the future (p. 268).
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The widows interviewed in Kosovo felt abandoned by local authorities and the inter-
national community alike. Shemsie Hoxha, a mother who had witnessed her husband and 
two sons being taken by Serb forces only later to be killed, talked about her hope in the 
early years after conflict that “maybe . . . someone will knock on our door” to listen to her 
story (p. 94). Asunta Anao Pacruz, one of the widows from Huanta, talked about the need 
for “psychological attention,” which had still not been provided decades after the conflict 
(p. 86). The Kosovar widows also conveyed their sense of abandonment. They received 
neither adequate psychological or financial support from the government after the war (p. 
83). Faced with struggle to survive, to earn a living (as the sole breadwinner in the family), 
and to take care of their children, the women explained that they had felt obliged to try 
to ignore or suppress their trauma. Faze Miroci did not want her children to see her cry: 
“I try to hide the sadness and to look strong and move forward with life. I suppressed my 
emotions but that’s worse than expressing them. . . . Now, I take a lot of sedatives. Now, I 
cannot sleep at all” (p. 92).

skeptiCism About inteRnAtionAl ACtoRs
Many interviewed saw the international community in a less than positive light. Bibek, a 
former Maoist fighter in Nepal, believed that “foreign powers” have used Nepal for their 
self-interest (p. 61). Claudia Pineda, a former fighter and current researcher in Nicaragua, 
highlighted the fact that international organizations demand that the Nicaraguan govern-
ment emulate the kind of governance found in affluent and stable Western countries; they 
opine on Nicaraguan laws and policies; and they threaten to withdraw funding if their ap-
proach is not followed. Yet “when something turns out bad, they tell you, ‘I am only an ob-
server, I have nothing to do with this decision; it is a sovereign decision of the Nicaraguan 
government’” (p. 56). Similarly, Shrish Rana, who was minister of information under the 
Nepali monarchy, condemned the international community for “virtually dictating policy.” 
The Nepali people, he lamented, have “been robbed of our policy choices, of deciding 
policy for ourselves, in a very surreptitious manner” (p. 150).

The high number of failed projects supported by the international community does 
not go unnoticed by local populations. Sofia Montenegro, a journalist and researcher in Ni-
caragua, spoke about an “enormous failure” of an internationally supported judicial reform 
project. She viewed support for the project as support for the “highly structured system 
of corrupt judges, partisans, and dishonest people” (p. 210) 

In the Kosovo context, much kinder words were spoken about the international com-
munity, and particularly the KFOR military forces who were the first on scene after the 
liberation of Kosovo. According to one interviewee, “KFOR were very hard-working and 
wanted to help the population” (p. 67). Faze Miroci, a widow from Junik in Kosovo, also 
praised the “great job” that the international community have done (p. 92). Interesting-
ly, while one in five interviewees volunteered the opinion that internationals should try 
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harder to understand the countries in which they were working, a larger group—one in 
three—welcomed the support of the international community and commended the work 
that it was doing in their country. 

The international presence was seen by some as an accountability mechanism that 
could keep corrupt political elites in check. Unfortunately, according to Hasan Arzualix-
hiuv, a Kosovar eye surgeon, “the international community seemed to run out of gas.” As it 
did so, the political elites “got wilder and wilder with corruption” (p. 206). A widow from 
Kosovo put the blame on Kosovars themselves, saying that “there has been injustice among 
ourselves,” because those in power did not distribute aid fairly to those in need (p. 153). 

Interviewees in other countries were similarly ready to criticize corrupt local gov-
ernments and power brokers rather than the international community. Insofar as they 
criticized the latter, they blamed it for being unwise enough to expect local elites to use 
foreign aid for the benefit of the local community. Yarkpawolo Bucket, a town chief in 
Liberia, had a direct message for the international community: “When the international 
community gives the money, the big people put it in their pockets and do not use it for its 
intended purpose. . . . Make sure the money reaches the little people down here” (p. 153).

Some interviewees pointed accusing fingers not just at local elites but also at their 
entire societies. Carlos Fernando Chamorro from Nicaragua, for example, said that he did 
not think that the international community can “resolve problems that Nicaraguans them-
selves cannot resolve.” He blamed Nicaragua’s “lack of democratic culture” for the failure 
of changes to take root. He also argued that Nicaraguans have a high level of dependency 
on the international community and that they should “acknowledge that external aid is 
a complement, and not the base of the state” (pp. 74–76). Echoing this, Shrish Rana from 
Nepal said: “I don’t blame other nations for having a national interest. I blame ourselves for 
not having one. . . . It is for the state to assert its presence, but we have been disabled on 
that front” (pp. 150–151).

ConClusion
How might we in the international community respond to what the people in Speaking 
Their Peace tell us about their sense of exclusion, their difficulties dealing with change, their 
experiences of trauma, and their skepticism of our work? The interviewees, of course, 
cannot be expected to present us with policy-level recommendations, but they do give us 
compelling and often eloquent evidence that we need to change the way we go about our 
work 

There are no easy answers to the question of how we should change our attitudes, 
approaches, and actions, but the following observations and suggestions may offer some 
direction.
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Inclusion in the Peacebuilding Process
Complex problems, like those that exist in peacebuilding environments, cannot be fath-
omed simply by applying expertise, particularly outside expertise. Because complex sys-
tems “self-organize” for change, the solution to a problem rests within the system.7 More-
over, in order to transform a system, all stakeholders—and not just the powerful and 
elites—need to be engaged in defining problems and developing potential solutions. The 
higher the number of participants engaged, the more likely change is to occur. More-
over, research has shown that exclusion of groups based on race, ethnicity, religion, or 
geographical location and origin is associated with higher risks of civil war and violent 
upheaval. There are many types of participation that de facto perpetuate exclusion: “token 
participation,” where people are technically listened to but they have no power or influ-
ence; “passive participation,” where people are being told what has already been decided; 
“participation by consultation,” where people are being consulted, but external actors 
define the problem and control the analysis, and the views of those consulted do not need 
to be included; and “functional participation,” where people participate to meet prede-
termined objectives, but the big decisions have already been made by external agents.8 

What those interviewed during the Speaking Their Peace process appear to be asking for is 
“interactive participation,” where participation is seen as a right and people participate in 
joint analysis and development of action plans.9 There are many interactive, participatory 
modalities that policymakers, practitioners, and academics can explore further.10

 

The Impact of Trauma
Peacebuilding organizations—both governmental and nongovernmental—may wish to con-
sider articulating in writing how they expect their staff to operate in a “trauma-sensitive” 
manner and how they will support staff members who themselves experience trauma or 
burnout. Being “trauma sensitive” means to “understand the potential negative or positive 
interactions of the intervention on the psychological well-being of the participants and 
larger community.”11 Professor Craig Zelizer, in an article entitled “Trauma Sensitive Peace-
building: Lessons for Theory and Practice,”12 suggests that all peacebuilders should have a 
basic familiarity with trauma and that peacebuilding organizations should provide training 
and support to facilitate this. He also suggests that institutions develop stronger ethics and 
guidelines of practice on trauma, as well as providing self-care mechanisms such as peer-
support groups, mentors, and training to deal with any secondary trauma and burnout that 
can occur in peacebuilding practitioners through their exposure to primary trauma. Peace-
building organizations, Zelizer recommends, should work in partnership with psycholo-
gists and other mental health professionals directly in conflict regions to facilitate valuable 
learning and linkages. Individual practitioners should “avoid pushing traumatized groups or 
individuals to open up” and “avoid pushing groups to do cross-community peacebuilding 
and engage in reconciliation activities across the conflict divide too soon before a safe 
space for healing, mourning and rebuilding has been created.”
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The Difficulty of Dealing with Change
As research from the World Bank makes clear, institutional change takes time; indeed, no 
country has transformed its institutions in less than a generation, with reforms typically 
taking fifteen to thirty years.13 We also know from experience that change brings with it 
great distress and disequilibrium.14  Yet we tend not to convey this fact with local counter-
parts in zones of conflict. Why the international community should be reluctant to share 
such inconvenient truths is not clear. Perhaps the reluctance stems from a lack of under-
standing about the trajectory of change, or perhaps internationals are under such pressure 
from their home governments or organizations to achieve measurable change quickly that 
they have no choice but to ignore the messy reality. 

It would serve the peace process better if the local population’s expectations of change 
initiatives were managed and their knowledge of the trajectory of change, and change pro-
cesses, was strengthened. Individuals with expertise in change management and complex 
problem solving would be useful additions to a project team. In fact, in some disciplines, 
such as education reform, in addition to a technical project team, there is a dedicated proj-
ect change management team. Peacebuilders working in ever-changing conflict environ-
ments could emulate this approach. Also useful would be workshops or training courses 
for local leaders, counterparts, and change agents that present the theory and practice of 
change management.

International policymakers and practitioners should also be aware of the weariness 
that many people experience and the exhaustion that the change process can bring. Too 
much change at one time can overwhelm both people and institutions, and it may be nec-
essary to slow the pace of reform. This approach was acknowledged by the World Bank 
in the World Development Report 2011, which urged national leaders to focus on two to 
three key symbolic actions in the first two years after conflict than trying to do everything 
at once.15

The international community would do well to reflect on its history and the recurrent 
failures to achieve positive change—lasting or otherwise—in the countries it has tried to 
assist. Clearly, based on its track record, it needs to invest more in understanding the na-
ture of change, change management, and how to support transformative change processes, 
as a complement to its heavy investment in the technical dimensions of peacebuilding. A 
growing body of literature is emerging in the peacebuilding field that looks at the topic of 
change from the perspective of systems thinking and complexity.16

Skepticism of the Work of International Actors
As Speaking Their Peace makes clear, many local people believe that the international com-
munity is pursuing its own agendas and interests, demanding reforms and dictating national 
policy in some conflict-affected countries Veronica Taylor, a rule of law academic and prac-
titioner, reminds us that “rule of law development aid is not a gift. . . . It is propelled by 
political motivations and underpinned by economic expectations.”17 Changing this dynamic 
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would require a complete reconceptualization and re-envisioning of the system of inter-
national aid and assistance to conflict-affected countries. The likelihood of this occurring 
in the near future is slim and the modality by which this could happen is beyond the scope 
of this report. However, what can ordinary practitioners and policymakers do in spite of 
this reality? 

The first thing would be to be aware of how local actors perceive you. Be aware of 
the potential impact of your actions. Second, international practitioners could focus on 
building strong relationships based on trust with a diverse range of local actors—not only 
with elites or other powerful groups and individuals. In that way, internationals are more 
likely to get an honest and diverse range of views and ideas about how change can best 
be introduced. Having strong relationships with national stakeholders will also mean that 
frank conversations can be had about whether it is possible to achieve foreign policy goals 
and align with local priorities at the same time. 

      * * *

While Speaking Their Peace conveys stories of disappointment and frustration, and of trau-
ma and suffering, the book also testifies to the hope, strength, and resilience of local 
people who had faced the horrors of conflict. Ali Chahine, a seasoned international prac-
titioner and expert facilitator interviewed for the book, reflected on his own experiences 
of growing up in war-torn Lebanon and captured a sentiment that many others who have 
been through conflict have observed: “There was always hope. Every day you wake up, 
you find there’s hope, there’s something beautiful in life. Even in this difficult time, there’s 
something beautiful” (p. 251). 

Many interviewees—especially those who had been children or teenagers during the 
conflict—shared Ali’s sense of hopefulness. They expressed optimism about the future 
and a desire and determination to work to build this future for themselves, their families, 
and their society. They see young people as the key to positive change. Liridon Shurdhani 
from Kosovo talked about the “mentality [of those who have worked in government for 
decades] that is hard to change” and the accompanying need for younger people—his 
generation and the two or three generations that will follow—to push for change (p. 117). 
Milos Tomic, also from Kosovo, said: “I want to say to the international community that 
they need to pay attention to youth, because youth are very creative and youth can make 
something from nothing” (p. 122). Milos talked about the Ghetto Theater Group that he 
and some friends established as part of their efforts to bring peace to society. “M.T.,” a 
radio presenter from Iraq, spoke of his efforts to develop youth programs on radio to help 
young people and especially women who are subject to violence.

People in zones of conflict with their varying perspectives and diverse life experiences 
have much to teach us about how best to help set their conflict-affected countries on the 
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road to sustainable peace and rebuild their societies. We internationals can all too easily 
become preoccupied with our specific jobs and lose sight of the wider society and of the 
people we are supposedly there to help. We are well versed in abstract concepts such as 
local ownership and inclusiveness, but all too often we pay only lip service to those values. 
If we can make a conscious effort to listen to what local people have to tell us—whether 
or not their agendas and concerns tally with our own—we will better equipped to make 
a difference in their countries. There is a vast reservoir of wisdom to be tapped if we are 
prepared to ask and to listen. 
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