
UPPSALA UNIVERSITY 

Department of Theology 

Master Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict 

Master thesis, 15 credits 

Autumn, 2020 

Supervisor: Tomas Poletti Lundström 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An exploratory study of factors inhibiting the 
advancement of NGO responses to religion in 

peacebuilding 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHRISTOPHER JAMES BORTHWICK 

 



Abstract  

Peacebuilding NGOs are increasingly aware that religion is a steadfast and sometimes growing 

influence in the contexts in which they work. Despite this, many fail to meaningfully integrate religious 

perspectives into their initiatives. This thesis examines and consolidates criticisms of NGO responses 

to religion in peacebuilding programmes, identifies factors inhibiting responses from advancing, and 

explores NGO staff attitudes regarding religion, including perspectives on whether a conducive 

environment exists for developing alternative responses. It then formulates recommendations for 

advancing practice and suggests future research directions.  

The research approach consists of an examination of literature regarding NGO responses to 

religion, accompanied by a survey using semi-structured interviews of nine people who have worked 

on NGO peacebuilding programmes across the world. The main conclusions drawn from this study are 

that whilst NGOs consider religious actors as potential allies, they rarely utilise the role of religion in 

society as an analytical lens. This impinges their ability to understand contexts holistically. The 

contemporary funding environment is also found to discourage alternative approaches from emerging. 

This thesis recommends that further research is conducted in order to produce examples of improved 

NGO responses to religion. This will provide practical evidence of how to enhance practice.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 

The United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set out seventeen objectives for 

global development between 2015 and 2030. The precursory Millennium Development Goals had just 

eight. ‘Development’ evolved overnight to include a much broader range of interests, including 

peacebuilding and reducing conflict related deaths (United Nations, 2020). Five years into their 

implementation, it is high time to consider how a limited understanding of religion’s impact on 

peacebuilding processes could inhibit the Goals’ realisation.  

Last year alone, the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development committed 

£500 million to conflict prevention and peacebuilding activities (Department for International 

Development, n.d.). With such funding available, NGOs are determined to succeed. Despite this, the 

UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs Under-Secretary-General, Liu Zhenmin, remarked that 

the entire SDG agenda is jeopardised because the peacebuilding SDG – “a critical enabler for the 

implementation of the entire 2030 Agenda” - is not being met (2019, p. 2). If NGOs fail to respond to 

criticism of their ability to engage with religion in peacebuilding, the agenda is unlikely to be delivered.  

Such criticism has often come from the academic sub-discipline of Religion and Development 

which seeks to explain how the two interact. For the past twenty years, a growing body of research has 

particularly contributed to a rethinking of traditional development models that link secularisation 

theories with development and emphasised the importance of religion in development (Clarke, 2007; 

Davie, 2007; Deneulin & Rakodi, 2011). In response, NGOs are being asked to adjust their work to 

better incorporate religion (Bompani, 2019).  

Interacting with religion is not new for NGOs. Indeed, faith-based organisations have been 

integral in development globally. However at community level, NGOs tend to respond to religion by 

attempting to “instrumentalise” it and utilise the useful “social, moral and spiritual resources” available 

(Grad, 2014, p. 65). They do this through using established development methods such as forming 

partnerships with religious institutions or working closely with local religious leaders (Alkire, 2006; 

Clarke, 2006; Olson, 2008; Bompani, 2019). However, such approaches often have limited success 

because they fail to respond to the multi-faceted ways that religion can impact processes (Bompani, 

2019). Studies also highlight the difficulties in going beyond an instrumentalising approach. Trying to 

grasp the complex ways that religion affects processes can be overwhelming and new tools are 

purportedly required to do so (Appleby, 2015). Despite this, NGOs still attempt to incorporate religion 

in order to improve outcomes and fear that mishandling it could exacerbate issues. 
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Key to understanding why NGOs have struggled in this area, is understanding the role of 

Western states in driving the development agenda for the past 70 years (Koehler, 2015). Their interest 

in international development stems from post-colonial responsibilities for creating viable states, and 

economic and security interests. Given similar ambitions, they developed a values-based alliance that 

promotes technocratic approaches for delivering a rights-based vision of global society. They remain 

highly influential because their wealth affords them large delegations at development institutions, such 

as the UN and World Bank, and they contribute significant funding to them (King, 2007; Smith, 2008). 

However, their focus on economic cooperation, democracy, and secular government as remedies for 

poverty and conflict has led them to overlook religious considerations. 

Their dominance has essentially stifled alternative perspectives on poverty and conflict. A 

historical lack of plurality of views at the agenda-setting level has inhibited many NGOs’ ability to 

consider how peacebuilding processes can be affected by contextual religious considerations (Kim & 

Campbell, 2013). Although today Western states are increasingly engaging with alternative 

perspectives – including religious ones - practice is yet to sufficiently respond to the changing demands.  

A competitive funding environment can hamper innovation in this area. Many NGOs jostle for 

favour and align themselves with donor strategies to secure funding, but an over reliance on Western 

aid can make them “willing and non-critical partners” (Kim & Campbell, 2013). This impacts religion 

and development because NGOs follow Western donor favoured technocratic models that often side-

line religious considerations. A lack of donor interest on the topic means that they offer little financial 

incentive for NGOs to alter current approaches. This is unlikely to change unless religion becomes a 

higher priority for donors. 

Another challenge for peacebuilding NGOs is their dependence on aid-receiving states for a 

licence-to-operate. They must perform a balancing act between empowering marginalised citizens and 

maintaining good relations with the state, even when their interests are at odds (Swamy, 2013). Being 

overly critical of host-states can ultimately lead to an NGO’s removal, making it necessary to make 

compromises in order to reach people in need of assistance. This can be challenging when NGOs are 

keen to support religious minorities which the state wants to keep marginalised. Sri Lanka’s civil war 

serves as a stark reminder for NGOs who are perceived to side with minority religious groups. Their 

apparent support for Hindu Tamils was at odds with the Sinhalese ethno-nationalist agenda and NGOs 

were subjected to impossible regulations and media campaigns that critically harmed their ability to 

operate (Overseas Development Institute, 2010).  

Many parts of the world have experienced violence with supposedly religious aspects, such as 

the September 11 attacks on the US and inter-religious genocides in the Balkans and Rwanda. This has 

compelled states to increasingly consider the role religion in conflict. However, it seems global interest 

has done little to alter NGO responses to religion. Nonetheless, a changing development environment 
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which welcomes increasingly diverse perspectives and stronger input from aid-receiving states may 

enable a broader rethink of how religion intersects with development. The time is therefore ripe to 

examine what factors are preventing NGOs from improving their handling of religion in peacebuilding 

processes.  

 

1.2 Overall Research Aim and Objectives 

 

The overall aim of this research is to explore what inhibits NGOs from advancing their 

responses to religion in relation to peacebuilding processes, with the intention of formulating future 

research direction. Specifically, the objectives are to:  

1. Examine and consolidate criticisms of NGO responses to religion, 

2. Identify attitudinal and structural factors that inhibit NGO responses to religion from 

advancing, 

3. Explore attitudes within peacebuilding NGOs towards religion and perspectives on whether a 

conducive environment exists for advancing responses, and 

4. Formulate recommendations for advancing responses and future research. 

 

1.3 Research Focus and Value 

 

A multitude of critical issues were discussed in the background section (1.1) which allows this 

study to speculate on what could be inhibiting NGOs from advancing responses to religion in 

peacebuilding processes. For example, there have been concerns about the influence of ill-fitting 

Western ideas on developing societies (Cavanaugh, 2009; Kim & Campbell, 2013), a funding 

environment which constrains localisation and innovation, and fear of falling out of favour with host 

country governments (Swamy, 2013). The challenge of operating in this context has been aptly 

described by Fuest:  

Much of the work of NGOs seems to be subject to paradoxical demands and approaches; 

operating under the usual resource constraints of all project work, they are caught halfway 

between a “top-down”, liberal peace approach and a (naive) “bottom-up” approach of local 

ownership. …patterns of international intervention, even if “translated” to some extent by local 

NGO actors into social realities, may emphasize or even trigger conflict at the local level, 

thwarting the intentions of their official missions. (2010, p. 27) 
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As NGOs are tasked to a great extent with delivering the world’s community peacebuilding 

work, it is interesting to note their perspectives on the topic are largely neglected in studies. The focus 

of this thesis is addressing this gap. 

Like other organisations NGOs are typically organised into different divisions which serve 

specific purposes. There are fundraisers, auxiliary functions (finance and human resources), and 

programmes. In small and volunteer led NGOs in particular, people can play a role in multiple functions. 

This study focusses on people in programmes who are ultimately responsible for delivering their 

organisation’s core work.  

Exploring their perspectives could garner important insights into inhibiting factors since they 

are formed within the uniquely challenging environment of dealing with donor demands, operating 

under funding constraints and coping with ever-changing peacebuilding contexts. These staff are 

therefore absolutely critical for deepening understanding of this topic.  

The study will be valuable to academics, NGOs, and donors, who aspire for improved 

peacebuilding outcomes. By drawing together criticism from across a range of literature - which has 

not been done elsewhere – the study provides a reference resource that may be of use to others. 

Gathering and analysing new data from peacebuilding practitioners – which is largely absent in current 

literature - can provide greater insight into why criticism has rarely been responded to.  

Overall, the study will therefore combine to provide interested parties with a richer 

understanding of contemporary issues. Furthermore, the thesis will make research recommendations 

that focus on improving NGO practice rather than compounding criticism. Donors will also benefit from 

this as they ultimately have the power to enact change. If they understand the topic and consider it 

important, they can encourage change through funding novel research and incentivising improved 

practices.  

Ultimately, the most important beneficiaries of this research will be people who are entitled to 

live free from harm but currently living in situations susceptible to conflict. Unless the peacebuilding 

SDG – the critical enabler for the entire 2030 agenda – can be met, the world will continue to suffer 

from unnecessary levels of poverty and conflict (Zhenmin, 2019). 

 

1.4 Theoretical Framework and Methods Overview 

 

This section covers the theoretical framework and provides an overview of research methods. 

Theory critic Gary Thomas argues that theory must be suitably explained in studies since not doing so 

would leave the reader attempting to interpret its meaning, of which there are many (1997). Within this 
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thesis, theory guides the construction of ideas into a framework, to enable the exploration factors 

inhibiting NGO responses to religion in peacebuilding. 

In Chapter 1 theoretical perspectives are explored in academic literature regarding religion in 

peacebuilding. In turn, this informs the empirical research phase in two ways. Firstly, exploring 

literature indicates gaps that could be addressed in this study. Secondly, the perspectives provide “a 

ready-made series of hypotheses to be tested” with new audiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 62). 

This creates a “lens that shapes what is looked at and the questions asked” in the empirical study 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 49). The third phase, analysis of empirical data, is therefore informed 

by the perspectives encountered in literature – since they inform the questions asked – being contrasted 

with a new set of data. Through this combination, the study seeks to generate a greater understanding 

of the topic, thus itself contributing novel theoretical insights. The analytical framework is covered in 

substantive detail in Chapter 3. 

Empirical research is therefore vital to this study and readers should judge the quality of 

analysis by Alvesson and Sköldberg’s standard, that “despite the wealth of different theories that exist… 

empirical results are generally found to ‘agree’ – at least in part – with the researcher’s own premises” 

(2000, p. 2). As such, readers should be “disinclined to change their point of view simply because a 

researcher with another theoretical base has presented empirical ‘data’ which contradict their own point 

of view” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p. 2). 

To deliver within the framework, the study initially requires an examination of literature to 

discover existing theoretical perspectives. This addresses objective 1, and partially objective 2, and 

informs the empirical research design and analysis phase, since the perspectives encountered inform 

question design.  

The next phase is the undertaking of an empirical study to finalise delivery of objective 2 and 

address objective 3. Empirical research is required because no other appropriate data sources are 

available for analysis. For instance, internet searches do not reveal forums where these issues are 

discussed by NGOs. The study therefore gathers perspectives of NGO staff who deliver, or have 

extensive experience in, peacebuilding programmes, by conducting semi-structured interviews. Nine 

participants are drawn from a range of NGOs working in different locations worldwide to provide broad 

industry perspectives. This is intended to generate both relatable and valid findings. Theoretical 

perspectives explored in the literature inspire the interview questions. This enables them to be explored 

with peacebuilders, whose views are currently absent from literature, and contrasted, thus addressing 

the gap.  

Whilst not all peacebuilding initiatives have a specific religious element to them, religion still 

impacts programmes since it influences societies in which NGOs work. Therefore, this study will not 

exclude peacebuilders working on programmes which do not have clear religious aspects.  
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Subsequently, data analysis is undertaken. Thematic Data Analysis is used to identify key 

trends from the large dataset. Theoretical perspectives encountered in literature are integrated into this 

analysis. Through combining perspectives from academics and peacebuilders, the study will garner a 

greater understanding of the topic.  

Ultimately the outcome of the analysis informs the recommendation of research directions, thus 

meeting objective 4. This study embraces the pragmatic philosophical position that research reflects a 

point in time rather than an objective truth (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As such, the researcher and 

readers may interpret the study differently as contexts and perspectives evolve. Nonetheless, the 

methods should produce results and recommendations that are valid for this moment in time.  

 

1.5 Terminology 

 

This section discusses the terms religion and NGO in order to define the limits of the study and 

enable the reader to understand their use throughout this thesis. 

 

1.5.1 Religion 

 

This study recognises that there is no accepted academic definition of religion and endorses 

Beckford’s assertion that a “universally acceptable definition… is unattainable” (2003, p. 20). 

Summarily, this is because creating definitions can exclude what is typically considered religion or 

otherwise include ideologies that are not typically deemed religious (Beckford, 2003; Cavanaugh, 

2009). In turn, using a definition in this study could confuse study participants if their understanding of 

religion is deemed invalid. It could also suppress non-Western perspectives and negate this study’s 

implicit transformative agenda, i.e. changing institutions to be more responsive to marginalised 

perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). On the other hand, neglecting to discuss it would cause 

readers to question findings. 

Within the context of NGO peacebuilding, it is also impossible to isolate religion from 

peacebuilding. Faith-based NGOs clearly demonstrate that lines blur between the two, whilst the 

religiosity of programming contexts and faith of NGO staff means that religion impacts all 

peacebuilding work. Academics have considered whether faith-based NGOs differ from professed 

secular organisations due to their ideological underpinning. However, they tend to argue that 

differentiating them disguises that both are influenced by religion (Bartelink & Groeneweg, 2019; 

Bompani, 2019; Clarke & Ware, 2015; Seidel, 2012). In any case, NGOs must be flexible enough to 

work with “diverse and shifting meanings” of religion in their work in order to be successful (Bartelink 
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& Groeneweg, 2019, p. 5). Peterson also cautions against creating distinctions, noting that many NGOs 

cooperate regardless of religious or secular agendas in order to deliver work effectively, especially in 

times of crisis (2011). This study therefore avoids treating religion as an objective and separable term 

as it is both problematic and unnecessary within the context of peacebuilding. 

A possible alternative to using a definition is allowing people to apply their own understanding 

of the term. This is feasible because the term has assumed meaning for peacebuilders since they have 

encountered it within their professional lexicon. For this reason, whilst “Not all non-western societies 

have words equivalent to our "religion"… some have acquired one” (Fitzgerald, 1997, p. 99). This is 

certainly true of the peacebuilding sector. Due to the influence of Western thought, many practitioners 

adopt a Western understanding of the term – for reasons discussed in section 2.4 - as “something like 

Christianity, or Judaism, or Islam;… something beyond the “ordinary” – in God or gods, some unseen 

Power or powers, something beyond common, everyday experience” (Smith & Burr, 2015, p. 4). This 

widely adopted understanding provides an implicit common understanding of religion between 

researcher and study participants. This study therefore recognises that: 

 a universal definition is problematic, 

 religion and peacebuilding are inseparable, and  

 religion has acquired a common meaning withing the sector. 

As a result, a social constructivist approach to the term is used (Beckford, 2003). Participants 

in the empirical study will be allowed to use religion in a way that makes sense to them, without the 

intrusion of a restrictive definition. This approach positively contributes to achieving the research 

objectives because it recognises the real-life implications that people’s understanding of the term has 

on peacebuilding, despite academic contestation. 

 

1.5.2 NGO 

 

For the purpose of this study NGO is defined as: a non-profit making association of people 

organised for the purpose of enabling peace.  

It is worth noting the breadth of activities that are considered peacebuilding, including “psycho-

social care; retraining of ex-combatants; awareness-raising; encouraging trust-building between 

conflicting parties and lobbying for peace; and organizing reconciliation events” to name a few (Fuest, 

2010, p. 6). Given the breadth of activities and because there is no industry-wide definition of 

peacebuilding, participants in the empirical research will be allowed to self-identify their NGO’s work 

as peacebuilding. 
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Within this study, NGOs tend to be professional organisations rather than volunteer led ones. 

This is because they are more easily identifiable and approachable as research subjects. Non-

professionalised NGOs are not excluded but feature less prominently. Additionally, existing literature 

focuses on mainly professionalised organisations, hence providing a foundation to build upon. 

 

1.6 Introduction Summary 

 

This chapter has discussed the context within which this research is placed, providing orienting 

background information. It has covered the overall aim and objectives, the focus and value of the study, 

and provided an overview of methods and use of theory. Use of the terms religion and NGO were also 

addressed in order to facilitate the reader’s understanding of them within the study and to distinguish 

limits of both research and findings.  

The next chapter explores literature that is critical of NGO responses to religion and the role of 

donors in fostering and maintaining contemporary attitudes, as discussed in the methods overview 

section (1.4). It therefore lays the foundation for a subsequent empirical study that will produce a deeper 

understanding of factors inhibiting the advancement of NGO responses to religion in peacebuilding. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Perspectives 
 

This chapter explores theoretical perspectives regarding NGO approaches to religion and 

identifies attitudes and structures that may inhibit academic criticisms from being addressed. It therefore 

addresses objectives 1 and 2: 

1. Examine and consolidate criticisms of NGO responses to religion, and 

2. Identify attitudinal and structural factors that inhibit NGO responses to religion from 

advancing. 

This chapter begins by exploring academic criticisms of NGO responses to religion. 

Subsequently the role of donors is examined in order to understand their role in fostering and 

maintaining attitudes and practices towards religion in peacebuilding NGOs. As such, this chapter plays 

a crucial role by providing the groundwork to inform empirical research and an “orienting” lens through 

which data can be analysed in the subsequent empirical research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 62).  

 

2.1 Criticisms of NGO Responses to Religion 

 

It must be noted that NGO responses to religion are multifaceted and characterised to a great 

degree by them recognising benefits of working with identifiable religious actors. Religious groups and 

NGOs can share common agendas. Both often promote justice, charity, debt relief, provide services for 

the poor, and protect people from excesses of the free market, making them seemingly natural allies 

(Clarke, 2007). Indeed, literature indicates that collaboration offers NGOs the chance to: 

 harness social, moral, and spiritual resources (Grad, 2014), 

 reach target audiences via respected religious voices (Clarke, 2007), 

 utilise religious groups’ proximity with poor communities (Alkire, 2006), 

 legitimise calls for peace through interpreting scripture (Kanbur & Shaffer, 2007), and 

 contextualise initiatives for particular religious audiences (Bompani, 2019). 

However, tension can occur when NGOs interpret some religious support for traditional or 

apparently regressive values, or lukewarm enthusiasm for political or social change, as indicators that 

religion is archaic or against ‘progress’ (Clarke, 2007). There are specific flashpoints too, such as 

sometimes conflicting views on the role of women in society. NGOs can also find themselves 

responding to conflicts that are apparently intensified by religion, as in Rwanda, Northern Ireland, 

Israel, Syria, and many others. These issues create apprehension for peacebuilders regarding the extent 

to which they can rely on religious partners.  
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Nonetheless, NGOs often see potential in focussing on shared agendas. A commonly used 

method of inter-organisational collaboration by NGOs is formal partnerships with religious actors that 

mobilise joint resources (Olson, 2008). However, NGOs have come under scrutiny for their partnering 

techniques. Bompani cites examples of NGOs misinterpreting the strengths of religious partners. 

Instead of focusing on their moral authority or ability to broker, they can instead expect them to deliver 

peacebuilding programmes in the same manner as NGOs (Bompani, 2019). This can lead to 

disappointment when religious actors, despite willingness, fail to deliver effective programmes because 

they lack programming skills (Bompani, 2019). This can result in NGOs questioning their value as 

partners. Formal partnerships are also primarily feasible with organised religious groups, which means 

that people following less recognisable religions can miss out on NGO engagement.  

NGOs can also fail to grasp the complexity of religion in programming contexts, especially 

where people follow seemingly incompatible traditions simultaneously. This can create disappointment 

in partnerships where NGOs misjudge the influence of religious partners on their followers or fail to 

reach communities holistically (Clarke, 2006). Some NGOs have attempted to resolve this issue by 

enabling unregistered religious organisations to become “formal and transparent organisations”, i.e. 

fundable (Clarke, 2006, p. 843). However, this creates ethical concerns that NGOs appropriate religious 

groups to serve their own ends (Bompani, 2019). Kim and Campbell warn that this is particularly 

dangerous because religious resources can be diverted from important cultural functions which may 

actually enable peace (2013).  

NGOs also often consider religion when undertaking contextual analysis but can still fail to 

sufficiently make sufficient sense of it. A case study of a post-conflict reconciliation workshop in 

Liberia highlights this issue (Fuest, 2010). Workshop participants were confused by the facilitator’s 

insistence that they represent a specific religious viewpoint in an exercise, since participants considered 

themselves to follow several concurrently. The exercise was designed to overcome inter-religious 

tensions. However, participants expressed artificially singular perspectives which angered community 

leaders and had repercussions for how those people were treated in the community. Fuest noted that the 

NGOs were “naively idealistic and blissfully unaware of the possible harmful implications of their 

work” (2010, p. 23). The exercise created polarised discussions because practitioners followed 

programme methods based on their analysis, which failed to comprehend the complexity of religion in 

the community.  

Another criticism is that NGOs fail to recognise indigenous religion as part of civil society 

(Clarke, 2006). A study on the peacebuilding sector of Mozambique found that development elites 

routinely omit indigenous religious perspectives from peacebuilding discourse (Kleibl & Munck, 2017). 

As a result, peacebuilders misinterpreted violent witchcraft as an indicator that tensions were increasing. 

In reality, people used it to address economic troubles. NGOs responded to the increased violence by 
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introducing conflict resolution projects when people actually required economic assistance. This partly 

explained why local people did not consider NGOs to be useful to them and commanded little 

confidence (Kleibl & Munck, 2017). According to the authors, overcoming these issues would require 

NGOs to embrace indigenous religious perspectives into analysis and discourse and come “to terms 

with the 'uncivil' components of civil society” (Kleibl & Munck, 2017, p. 214). This would allow them 

to ensure projects are accessible and more responsive to people’s needs and realities.  

Attitudes in Mozambique do not reflect a sector-wide NGO response to indigenous religion 

though, as elsewhere efforts are made to work closely with such actors. In post-conflict Liberia for 

example, NGOs sought to restore traditional religious institutions because they were considered useful 

for local dispute resolution (Fuest, 2010). However, peacebuilders ignored that these institutions were 

abandoned by local people and viewed as unnecessary and exploitative, rather than destroyed by war. 

They side-lined local perspectives and viewed restoration through their own lens as useful to 

peacebuilding. This was dangerous because whilst institutions were useful in dispute resolution, they 

also encouraged and performed female genital mutilation and allowed the oldest community members 

to dominate local affairs. By restoring them, NGOs were “supporting the reconstitution of an oppressive 

system” (Fuest, 2010, p. 28). The credibility of the Mozambique and Liberia studies is strengthened 

since both demonstrate cases where NGOs treat their analysis as superior to local narratives and hence 

marginalise local religious perspectives. As Clarke states, a fundamental challenge remains for NGOs 

“to engage with faith discourses and associated organizations, which seem counter-developmental or 

culturally exotic to secular and technocratic worldviews” (Clarke, 2006, p. 846).  

Some academics question whether NGOs should focus on understanding inherently complex 

religious and cultural contexts at all, arguing that it is essentially irrelevant to peacebuilding. Fearon 

and Laitin examined factors that increase the risk of civil war and concluded that religious diversity and 

religious polarisation do not increase risk of conflict (2003). They also concluded that discriminatory 

practices against minority religions are “not associated with systematically higher risks of civil war 

onset” (Fearon & Laitin, 2003, p. 85). Instead, they discovered that levels of poverty, population size, 

and instability are more effective indicators than “diversity… economic inequality, lack of democracy 

or civil liberties, or state discrimination against minority religions” (Fearon & Laitin, 2003, p. 88).  

Whilst their conclusions are constrained to a particular definition of civil war (2003, p. 76), 

their findings nonetheless challenge the apparently default assumption that delivering social cohesion 

programmes and empowering oppressed religious groups can deliver peace. They suggest that NGOs 

should treat religious tolerance and participation as “desirable for their own sake, but not with the 

expectation that they are "magic bullets" for the prevention or resolution of civil war” (Fearon & Laitin, 

2003, p. 88). As an alternative, they urge peacebuilders to “develop programs that improve legal 

accountability within developing world militaries and police” (Fearon & Laitin, 2003, p. 88). In reality, 
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governments use such apparatus to enforce political agendas and are usually unwilling to change them 

unless it suits them (Clarke, 2006; Swamy, 2013). It must be noted that their study is limited to civil 

wars. Further studies would be required before extending findings to other types of conflict. 

Nonetheless, it could indicate that peacebuilding is being overly supply led, i.e. projects are chosen 

based on what NGOs can feasibly deliver, rather than aiming to address issues in highly contentious 

state apparatus. 

 

2.2 Donors as Barriers to Change 

 

In examining why there appears to be little impetus to respond to criticisms, NGO reliance on 

donor funding must be considered. A US study found that organisations with lower overheads were 

preferred for funding and viewed as more efficient (Nunnenkamp & Öhler, 2012). Testimony from 

peacebuilding figures elsewhere indicate that these findings are also applicable outside the US (Marta, 

2020). Such funding environments can leave NGOs unwilling to commit resources to developing new 

approaches that are not explicitly required by donors. Given that donors can overlook religion, it is 

perhaps naïve to expect NGOs to commit valuable resource to responding to criticism unless donors 

demand it. This section explores why the role of religion is remains overlooked by donors and explores 

their role in preventing NGO approaches from evolving.  

The UN was established in 1945 to foster global peace (Koehler, 2015; United Nations, 1945). 

Central to its strategy was the enablement of economically viable states, supported by new economic 

policies and financial institutions, and the guarantee of equality among peoples (Koehler, 2015). This 

ambition was widely termed development and a swathe of NGOs inspired by the UN’s humanist 

idealism surfaced, hoping to address economic factors fuelling disharmony. In turn, a “secular and 

technocratic vision of development [emerged], focusing on the material dimensions of poverty at the 

expense of its cultural, moral and spiritual dimensions” (Clarke, 2007, p. 90). Accordingly, NGOs 

“systematically ignored the role of faith as an analytical lens through which the poor experienced and 

rationalised poverty” (Clarke, 2007, p. 77). It was deemed unnecessary since it adopted tenets of 

secularisation theory which proposed that as societies modernise, “religious institutions, actions and 

consciousness lose their social significance” (Wilson, 1982).  

As early as 1980 though, academics were highlighting the disparity between reality and 

development models that supposed religion would decline in influence as societies ‘modernised’ 

(Wilbur & Jameson, 1980). Nowadays, it is widely acknowledged that religion and modernisation are 

not linked. However, it is only in the past decade that aid-receiving countries are concertedly 

questioning the use of technocratic approaches that overlook religious considerations (Farrell, 2017). 

Membership has grown significantly since the UN’s establishment and a greater variety of perspectives 
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exist at the inter-governmental level (Clarke, 2007). For instance, Saudi Arabia’s aid strategy is 

characterised by its religiosity, exemplified by state support for organisations “that combine charitable 

work abroad with da’wa, the propagation of the Muslim faith” (Clarke, 2007, p. 83).  

Nonetheless, the largest donors are Western democratic states who still view religion as a 

marginal contextual matter. This encourages the NGOs they fund to largely ignore it as a lens through 

which to comprehend conflict (Bompani, 2019). As a result, a simplified grasp of religion is encouraged 

that typically characterises it as either advantageous or contentious (Clarke, 2007; Gordon, 2013; Grad, 

2014; Vander Zaag, 2013). Many NGOs could argue that their community-led approaches and 

collaboration with religious actors demonstrate a willingness to embrace non-Western perspectives. 

Although while highly significant donors overlook religion in peacebuilding, it will remain difficult for 

NGOs to genuinely incorporate religious perspectives in their work. It is at this disjointed ideological 

nexus that today’s NGOs operate. 

Given that state funding is typically the lifeblood of NGOs, many ideologically align 

themselves to particular donors in the hope of securing their support. However, donor worldviews rarely 

match how local people comprehend peacebuilding challenges. NGOs on the ground therefore find 

themselves contending with “differences in understanding of human wellbeing, contestation over the 

relative priority of individual rights and entitlements and the broader human good”, and must find a 

way to satisfy donors, communities, and other stakeholders (Deneulin & Rakodi, 2011, p. 52). 

The associated funding distribution systems can also smother localised approaches. Typical 

models see donors fund large international NGOs who sub-grant to smaller local NGOs. Just like the 

state funders, they select partners who reflect “key elements of donor ideology and strategy” (Clarke, 

2006, p. 836). In turn, local NGOs also “adapt to their donors’ objectives and strategies… [resulting in] 

supply oriented rather than demand-oriented activities and structures” (Fuest, 2010, p. 17). This enables 

organisations using technocratic approaches that side-line religious perspectives to flourish and 

suppresses alternative conceptions or solutions which consider religion. 

Kim and Campbell explore the consequences of such funding practices in a case study on the 

effect of European aid on a peacebuilding NGO in Kyrgyzstan (Kim & Campbell, 2013). The study 

revealed that staff became disillusioned when the founder re-positioned the organisation to gain 

international funding. They felt that securing the funding diverted attention from delivering their 

original mission to support women suffering from domestic abuse. Instead, it became a more 

generalised anti-violence and peacebuilding NGO. As a result, staff felt more time was spent managing 

grants rather than delivering frontline work and that the charity was less responsive to the women they 

originally intended to support. The study captures the essence of challenges faced by NGOs who must 

adapt to donor requirements. Kim and Campbell describe the issues caused by such funding: 
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As these workers get caught up in… the associated funded solutions, one effect is the re-writing 

and subordinating of local experiences that differ from the ruling version. This is how the 

actualities and people’s experiential knowledge of them get lost and outcomes get misread. 

Neo-imperialism is one way of describing what happens when the aid-administered world is 

made over in the language, categories, numbers, and images that conform to ruling ideas and 

interests. Development NGOs are key players in this discursively organized work. (Kim & 

Campbell, 2013, p. 203) 

The study is open to criticism that findings should be isolated to the case in question. However, 

when considered more broadly, the findings align with other literature exploring the impact of such 

systems, negatively termed NGOization (Choudry & Kapoor, 2013). A common theme is how foreign 

funding can cause local organisations to become “increasingly isolated from their recipients” (Chahim 

& Prakash, 2014, p. 508). This suggests Kim and Campbell’s findings may be valid beyond the case in 

question. 

Highly influential Western states are reflecting on the impact of their approaches due to 

increasing criticism and push-back from aid-receiving states and are responding by creating more open 

agenda setting processes (Farrell, 2017). Nonetheless, the influence of technocratic mindsets continues 

to impact NGO responses to religion. Despite this, Deneulin and Rakodi argue that progress has been 

made since 1980, when religion was “invisible to development analysts, policy makers, and agencies” 

whilst now “acknowledgment of its presence is unavoidable” (2011, p. 46). However, it is unclear 

whether practice has evolved accordingly. 

 

2.3 Summary and Case for Empirical Research 

 

This chapter has covered literature that provides a lens for the subsequent empirical study. It 

indicated that theoretical perspectives increasingly urge contemporary peacebuilding approaches to be 

more responsive to religion. However, attempts to utilise religious resources are limited in their success 

and NGOs remain largely unable to conceptualise the myriad ways that religion impacts their work. 

This can sometimes have harmful unintended consequences. In spite of this, they still feel the need to 

engage with religion on some level, fearing that ignoring it would be counterproductive for achieving 

their objectives. 

NGOs also face difficulties due to the political and ideologically inspired world that supports 

them. Donors are highly influential in dictating NGO practice and still encourage technocratic 

approaches that do not readily embrace the religious lens. This stifles alternative approaches from 

emerging. The way that funding is distributed also hampers innovation. Donors favour organisations 
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that align with their worldview, thus providing little motivation for NGOs to change their approaches. 

As long as religion is deprioritised by donors, the reality is that NGO responses are unlikely to evolve.  

A visionary paper on religion and development noted how the issues discussed above were 

apparent 40 years ago: “religion is more than a mere instrument for development. A broad definition of 

development as meeting basic human needs would include religious values as one of those needs that 

are ends in themselves” (Wilbur & Jameson, 1980). Unfortunately, contemporary literature indicates 

that little progress has been made to improve practice since, despite the recognition that development 

should incorporate people’s values (Bompani, 2019). This may be because religion and peacebuilding 

remain marginal considerations in the sector. What is clear, is that perspectives of NGO workers are 

absent from literature.  

Therefore, empirical research is required to gather NGO perspectives in order to arrive at a 

deeper understanding of what prevents NGOs from improving approaches. The next chapter will set 

out the strategy and methods for doing so. Research needs to uncover what NGOs perceive as barriers 

to change and understand how much motivation exists for changing approaches. It must also explore 

what NGO peacebuilding practitioners believe would create a more enabling environment to make 

improvements. The next stage of this thesis is to outline the research methods for collecting the data, 

detailing the research strategy, data collection procedures, sample selection and address the role of the 

researcher. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 
 

The aim of this research is to explore what inhibits NGOs from advancing responses to religion 

in peacebuilding. Four aforementioned specific objectives guide the investigation: 

1. Examine and consolidate criticisms of NGO responses to religion, 

2. Identify attitudinal and structural factors that inhibit NGO responses to religion from 

advancing, 

3. Explore attitudes within peacebuilding NGOs towards religion and perspectives on whether a 

conducive environment exists for advancing responses, and 

4. Formulate recommendations for advancing responses and future research. 

Objective 3 is central to the study and builds upon insights from literature covered in Chapter 

2 that indicate empirical data are required to explore NGO perspectives that are absent from current 

literature. Gathering and exploring such perspectives should create a deeper understanding. These can 

then be compared and contrasted with theoretical perspectives to create a deeper understanding of the 

issues. This can generate a more holistic understanding and inspire new research questions which could 

eventually lead to recommendations for improving peacebuilding practice. 

This chapter covers the research strategy for data collection and analysis, including limitations, 

as well as mitigations and justifications for the chosen method. 

 

3.1 Research Strategy 

 

There are a range of strategies available for undertaking research. However, the specific 

research objective of analysing attitudes of a particular group of people means that a number can be 

initially ruled out. As Percy et al argue:  

 Ethnographic studies focus on investigating behaviours or practices, rather than attitudes, 

 Grounded theory seeks to explain why attitudes exist, not to describe or analyse them, and 

 Phenomenology explains the essence of an experience by asking questions such as ‘What is it 

like for you to work with religious actors?’ whereas this study seeks to explore attitudes through 

contemporary practical examples, rather than the experience itself (2015, pp. 76-77). 

Other commonly utilised strategies include survey research or undertaking a case study. 

According to survey research encyclopaedist Lavrakas, surveys are a “systematic set of methods used 

to gather information to generate knowledge and to help make decisions” (2008, p. xxxv). Lavrakas 

notes their two defining characteristics: “One is that a sample is taken from the population and the other 



17 
 

is that a systematic instrument – most often a structured questionnaire – is used to gather data from each 

sample member of, or unit in, the population” (2008, p. xxxv). The ability of survey research to focus 

on representative populations is ideal for this study into peacebuilder perspectives.  

Another scholar, Fink, offers a definition of survey research which contrasts with Lavrakas’s 

description. Fink emphasises the importance of interpreting collected data: “A Survey is a system for 

collecting information from or about people to describe, compare, or explain their knowledge, attitudes, 

and behavior” (2003, p. 1). Fink avoids the more numerical language of Lavrakas, who describes 

participants as units. Whilst Lavrakas’s language implies that surveying is typically suitable for more 

quantitative studies, Fink’s suggests it is equally suitable for more qualitative ones. 

Fink also notes that surveys are ideal for building on literature, noting that examining literature 

reveals “where there are gaps that need to be filled” (2003, p. 8). Exploring perspectives from literature 

with new groups can also “inspire the researcher to new interpretations of well-known phenomena” 

(Brinkmann, et al., 2018). The use of theoretical perspectives explored in the literature then “shapes the 

types of questions asked, informs how data are analyzed, and provides a call for action or change” 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 62). As NGO peacebuilder perspectives are under studied, surveying 

this group can create new interpretations and fill the gap. Responses to theoretical perspectives from 

NGO professionals can inspire new research directions and practical recommendations, thus meeting 

the final research objective. 

A key benefit of survey research is that it can provide high levels of relatability (Biggam, 2017). 

However, it is also associated with producing more generalised findings than other strategies which can 

leave readers questioning their significance. Case studies, for instance, can produce highly specific 

findings which can be tested in other cases or via alternative strategies (Biggam, 2017). Whilst this 

strategy was considered, it is unlikely that a case study would achieve the desired relatability (Biggam, 

2017). There are no ‘typical’ NGOs in peacebuilding, meaning that choosing a relatable case is difficult. 

It could lead audiences to attribute findings to a particular case rather than recognising wider issues. In 

this study, relatability is a key aim because findings that resonate with a wider audience could inspire a 

broader group to pursue research recommendations. 

For this reason, a survey strategy has been selected as the most appropriate for this study. Whilst 

utilising survey tools, this study may be more aptly described as a generic qualitative inquiry. This is 

defined as an inquiry into “people’s reports of their subjective opinions, attitudes, beliefs, or reflections 

on their experiences, of things in the outer world” (Percy, et al., 2015, p. 78). It is deemed appropriate 

when meeting the following criteria, which closely match this study:  

 The research topic is qualitative, 

 The study explores attitudes about a particular issue, 
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 Using survey research that utilises qualitative techniques, 

 Other forms of qualitative study are inappropriate, and 

 “The researcher has a body of pre-knowledge/pre-understandings… about the topic that he or 

she wants to be able to more fully describe from the participants’ perspective” – which in this 

study is derived from theoretical perspectives covered in Chapter 2 (2015, p. 78). 

 

3.2 Data Collection Technique 

 

A number of data collection methods are available to researchers. Methods tend to be either 

more strongly qualitative or quantitative. Qualitative methods produce data that tend “to be open-ended 

without predetermined responses while quantitative data usually includes closed-ended responses such 

as found on questionnaires” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 14). Marvasti notes that quantitative studies 

can come “at the cost of neglecting the depth and complexity of the research participants’ experience” 

(2004, p. 20). Qualitative methods on the other hand enable participants to share views and experiences 

more fully. In this exploratory study, qualitative techniques provide opportunity to focus on the most 

relevant topics, although some are more appropriate for this than others. 

For instance, structured interviews require each participant to be asked the same questions 

without variation, meaning there are no opportunities to ask unique follow up questions, or to seek 

clarification (Marvasti, 2004). Whilst this supposedly reduces the transference of ideas from researcher 

to interviewee, thus supposedly increasing the validity of findings, it potentially means less data are 

collected on the topic (Marvasti, 2004).  

Semi-structured interviewing techniques though do allow follow up questions to explore 

responses more thoroughly (Lavrakas, 2008). They also enable a more natural dialogue which can put 

participants at ease and increase information sharing, allowing different relevant avenues of discussion 

to be pursued more freely (Adams-Hutcheson & Longhurst, 2017). Whilst transference can occur 

between researcher and participant, a benefit is flexibility to further explore responses with the 

interviewees. Given the exploratory nature of this research, this flexibility is considered a benefit. 

Therefore, semi-structured interviews will be used.  

Each interview will be approximately 30-45 minutes. This provides enough time for deeper 

discussion without producing overwhelming amounts of data. The researcher’s role in the interviews is 

to facilitate discussion and control the line of conversation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Open-ended 

questions will also be used to allow participants to fully discuss relevant topics, which allows for the 

collection of rich data (Marvasti, 2004). 
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Interviews will be recorded with participant permission. Recordings will subsequently be typed 

into transcripts which will be sent to participants for revision, if desired, and approval for use. To this 

end, this study follows Andrews’ stance that if “a person wishes to express their thoughts or feelings in 

a modified form… [the researcher should] respect their right to do so” (2007, p. 20). This ensures that 

they convey exactly what they intend, rather than following the more restrictive norms of structured 

interviews which require responses to be used verbatim (Marvasti, 2004). This allows an accurate record 

to be produced whilst enabling a natural flow of conversation. Pre-prepared interview questions are 

available in Appendix A and typed transcripts are available in Appendix B.  

Due to Covid-19 travel restrictions, all interviews are conducted remotely. This should not 

hamper the quality of data collected though, since a comparative study between in-person and telephone 

interviews suggested that there are no significant differences in the quality of responses (Sturges & 

Hanrahan, 2004). Online video interviews have also become a widely used medium for conducting 

interviews and allow researcher and participant to respond to psychological cues and build rapport. To 

this end, Adams-Hutcheson and Longhurst’s study found that participants “reported feeling that the 

flow of conversation in research interviews was not dependent on whether it was via Skype or in person” 

(2017, p. 151). 

However, there are problematic elements. Adams-Hutcheson and Longhurst discovered that 

video interviews are “more likely to prompt a sense of discomfort” among a majority of participants 

(2017, p. 151). This may be due to direct eye contact not being fully possible (Adams-Hutcheson & 

Longhurst, 2017). Of course there is also the potential for “pixilation, sound delay and ‘drop-out’ of 

connection” (Adams-Hutcheson & Longhurst, 2017, p. 151). These can lead to psychological cues and 

responses being missed and break a natural dialogue. To mitigate these downsides and resolve obvious 

technical issues, time will be made before the interview to greet and build rapport in order to create a 

natural dialogue.  

Current travel restrictions mean that interviewees are likely to join from their homes. There are 

both positive and negative aspects to this. Whilst the home may be a comfortable environment, there 

could be interruptions that would be absent elsewhere and internet connection may be less stable. 

Participants may also feel uneasy discussing their work aloud at home. These possible issues are 

currently unavoidable.  

A limitation of this study is that interviews can only be conducted in English. A swathe of 

people with potentially different perspectives will unfortunately be omitted as resources are unavailable 

for translators. Nonetheless, English will not be the sole or native language of many participants, which 

may enable participants to convey non-Eurocentric perspectives.  
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Ethical forms are used so that interviewees consent to participation and to ensure they 

understand: 

 the purpose of the research and their role in it, 

 that their involvement is voluntary, 

 how long the interview will take and their rights regarding recording, 

 their right not to answer questions or withdraw, and 

 that data will be processed in compliance with European Union General Data Protection 

Regulation and who to contact regarding concerns, as such only forenames are included. 

A blank consent form is available in Appendix C.  

 

3.3 Data Collection: Sample Selection  

 

This study uses quota sampling to select participants who meet the following criteria: 

 they currently work or have extensive recent experience at an NGO, 

 their specific area of work is peacebuilding programmes, and 

 they speak English to a level at which they feel comfortable discussing their work for research. 

Whilst this sampling method is non-random and therefore often considered inferior to random 

sampling because “there is no way of telling if the results are representative of a larger population”, 

there are positive reasons why it has been selected (Biggam, 2017, p. 169). Primarily, there is no 

database or list of people who meet the aforementioned criteria from which to choose a random sample. 

Likewise, there are no in-person conferences or forums through which the sample population could be 

invited to participate due to ongoing global travel restrictions.  

Additionally, it is possible to select participants who are representative of the relevant 

population. They will be identified and approached in two ways. Firstly, publicly available career and 

personal information on LinkedIn will be used to identify people who match the criteria. People who 

match will be messaged via the website’s messaging platform where they will be introduced to the 

research and asked if they would like to participate. The second way will be via referrals from 

interviewees. If they suggest possible participants, email contact will be made to check that they meet 

the criteria and ask if they will participate. This means that a representative sample can be effectively 

and practically generated.  
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Representative sampling will be achieved by selecting a gender balanced group of participants 

who:  

 come from and work in different peacebuilding contexts, 

 have a range of industry experience, from approximately 5 years’ experience through to over 

20 years, and 

 work at different NGOs from one another.  

This ensures that perspectives broadly represent the wider sector and create a holistic view. The 

diversity of participants may also allow analysis between respondents, for instance between less and 

more experienced professionals. Creating a representative sample also counters the previously 

discussed generalisability issues associated with surveys, because “if the sample is transparently and 

fairly representative of the target population or is clearly information-rich about the topic, readers may 

be persuaded to apply the findings to similar people or situations outside the sample itself” (Percy, et 

al., 2015, p. 79).  

The number of participants is chosen based on typical research practice for studies of this type. 

3-10 people are recommended by Creswell and Creswell (2018), whilst Smith et al suggest 3-16, with 

three recommended for undergraduate studies and 16 for large, funded research (2009). A sample size 

of nine is therefore suitable for this study, offering relatability and validity, without creating an 

overburdening amount of data. 

Of the nine respondents: 

 5 are women, 4 are men, 

 2 are less experienced (under 10 years’ experience, occupying junior to mid-level posts), 3 are 

established practitioners (over 10 years’ experience, occupying mid-level posts), 4 have 

extensive experience (over 20 years’ experience, occupying senior/executive posts), and 

 5 are from the Global South, 4 from the Global North. 

 

3.4 Framework for Thematic Data Analysis 

 

This study employs a Thematic Data Analysis method for analysing data. This is particularly 

suitable for analysing data from semi-structured interviews and allows the identification of common 

strands across entire data sets (Crowe, et al., 2015). It also helps to create insights into complex 

phenomena, which is useful for investigating the complicated attitudes of peacebuilders toward religion 

in peacebuilding (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). 
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There is no set process for conducting an inductive thematic analysis. Guides range from 

suggesting five step processes (Vaismoradi, et al., 2013; Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; Kiger & Varpio, 

2020) through to twelve (Percy, et al., 2015). Nonetheless, the core components of each remain the 

same and are based on Braun and Clarke’s seminal description of the process (2006): 

1. Familiarise with the data and identify items of potential interest, 

2. Generate initial codes, 

3. Search for themes, 

4. Review potential themes, 

5. Define and name themes,  

6. Produce the report. 

Kiger and Varpio recommend treating transcription as an additional step, as it “serves as an 

excellent way to become familiar with the data” (2020, p. 850). Whilst stages are listed sequentially, 

Braun and Clarke emphasise that a recursive approach is required, returning to and repeating previous 

stages in order to augment findings and achieve a higher degree of validity. The test of validity is 

whether the reader finds the analysis credible, transferable, and dependable (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 

A criticism of qualitative analysis generally is that findings can be biased towards the 

researcher’s preconveived ideas on the topic. Indeed, a researcher’s ability to interpret any qualitative 

data is limited “not only [by] a function of what she is told but, equally, a function of what she is able 

to hear” (Andrews, 2007, p. 36). Interpretation is essentially a subjective exercise, limited by skills and 

ability to comprehend other people’s narratives. Furthermore, Andrews suggests that researchers face 

inherent challenges because respondents frame answers to questions “in relation to expected storylines” 

(2007, p. 36). With this in mind, researchers must not treat each response as objective reality but 

substantiate findings using thorough recursive analysis. This can enable researchers to “entertain truths 

and cultural norms which may be distant from, or even contradict, those into which we have been 

socialised” (Andrews, 2007, p. 36). 

For this study, the first step is reading interview transcripts to become familiar with the data 

and then intuitively note items of interest. Highlighted phrases, passages and paragraphs will then be 

coded, which “involves the grouping and labelling of segments of data” (Ngulube, 2015). Codes will 

be labelled by a phrase or word which captures the essence of why something is noteworthy. This allows 

the researcher to see interconnections between separate interviews and for common topics to emerge 

(Ngulube, 2015). The coding process abstracts the data, making the initially large volume of data 

wieldy. The coded data can then be examined for patterns and connections. This process will then be 

repeated as a second reading may cause other data to stand out and additional phrases may align with 

and bolster evidence for existing codes. 
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Relationships between coded data will then be identified, allowing codes to be categorised. This 

involves organising and shifting codes between potential categories which enables the researcher to 

identify potential coherent narratives. Again, these steps are done recursively until connections and 

narratives are supported by rich evidence. Throughout the process of abstraction, any data that does not 

fit into codes or categories can be discarded as it cannot be validated by other empirical data. 

These connected categories can then be defined, again by a phrase or word, as potential themes. 

Themes are “patterns in the codes; they take the numerous pieces of related code to show a bigger 

picture of what is being portrayed” (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018, p. 809). Creating themes is not a passive 

process, they “are constructed by the researcher through analyzing, combining, comparing, and even 

graphically mapping how codes relate to one another” (Kiger & Varpio, 2020, p. 850). Formulating 

them requires researchers to keep research questions in mind, rather than interview topics (Crowe, et 

al., 2015). 

Like other parts of the process, themes can be revised until there is evidence and confidence 

that narratives are valid, i.e. credible, transferable, and dependable. The criteria for ensuring this will 

be, themes: 

 are considered useful in relation to the research question, 

 have boundaries which guide what can be included or excluded, 

 include enough meaningful data to support them, and 

 are coherent, rather than wide ranging and too diverse (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). 

Once data are organised into themes, they can be described and analysed in a report. Theme 

names form sub-titles that indicate the topic of discussion for readers. The theme and analysis must 

combine to tell a distinctive, full, and coherent story (Braun & Clarke, 2014). Analysis will be further 

strengthened by comparing and contrasting it with academic literature (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). 

Analysis will also include quotes from interviews which represent findings and further contribute to the 

narrative (Crowe, et al., 2015). Ultimately, an indicator of successful analysis is that the study informs 

future practical action, aligning with the final thesis objective (Krippendorff, 2004). 

 

3.5 Research Methods Summary  

 

This chapter set out the research strategy, data collection technique, sample selection and 

analytical framework. In brief, gathering data through conducting semi-structured interviews addresses 

the absence of peacebuilder perspectives from academic literature. Subsequent use of Thematic Data 

Analysis then provides greater insight into what inhibits NGOs from improving approaches.  
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The next chapter contains the resulting analysis. This provides valuable insights into what could 

create a more enabling environment for integrating and comprehending religion in NGO peacebuilding. 

This in turn will allow for the final objective of this thesis to be met, which is recommending future 

research directions.  
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Chapter 4: Empirical Study Findings 
 

This chapter presents findings from interviews conducted with peacebuilding practitioners. It 

fulfils research objectives 2 and 3:  

2.  Identify attitudinal and structural factors that inhibit NGO responses to religion from 

advancing, and 

3.  Explore attitudes within peacebuilding NGOs towards religion and perspectives on whether a 

conducive environment exists for advancing responses. 

The research is placed within the context of an upturn of academic interest in the relationship 

between religion and development, much of which is critical of NGO work, and amidst the growing 

acknowledgment that religion continues to play an important role in societies despite modernisation 

(Bompani, 2019; Davie, 2007). The analysis builds on literature which reasons that NGOs and the 

peacebuilding sector side-line religious perspectives and therefore fail to understand fragile contexts 

holistically (Clarke, 2007). By examining the material utilising Thematic Data Analysis, several inter-

connected themes relating to the topic are identified. 

 

4.1 Findings: Description and Analysis 

 

4.1.1 Utilising Religious Resources  

 

The first clear theme is that peacebuilders consider religious leaders to carry significant power 

that can be utilised by NGOs, an idea conjectured by Fuest (2010) and Grad (2014). Participants 

describe how important religious leaders are for accessing communities and how working with them 

often forms part of their strategy, even in contexts where religion is not associated with conflicts. In 

particular, interviewees describe how religious leaders legitimise their work by helping them build trust 

and credibility within communities and create more locally oriented projects. Janet, a director at a UK 

NGO working in West Africa, and herself Ghanaian, described the importance of this: “if you want to 

go into this community and really reach people, then you should go in through the religious leaders” 

(2020). Religious leaders also play important brokering roles because they are trusted by different 

parties, as Nkasi, working in the predominantly Christian Niger Delta region, explained: 

religious leaders in a lot of situations act as unifying actors, they are well respected. So, you 

want to bring someone to the table that both parties can listen to, you often reach out to 
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religious leaders and bring them to become integral parts of the mitigation of dialogue, so that 

they can engage and influence and reach out to these people. (2020)  

In addition to this access role, participants feel that leaders can use their influence to unite 

divided communities and can help them to frame NGO activities in terms that communities can 

comprehend, by aligning them with religious teachings for instance. As Cecilia, working in Latin 

America, made clear, religious leaders “work around similar principles, similar values, connecting to a 

common vision and all of that is important when you need to create bonds of solidarity to overcome 

conflict or prevent conflict” (2020). Additionally, regardless of what faith they encounter in 

programmes, peacebuilders feel they can always identify unifying religious messages as a basis for 

engagement, such as “love thy neighbour” (Claire, 2020). This provides confidence that they will often 

be able to identify reliable allies. 

There were a range of specific examples of how religious actors and peacebuilders collaborated 

too. Nkasi explained that his programme team identified existing pro-peace networks which led to them 

“utilising religious figures to play a key role in peacebuilding” (2020). Another was provided from the 

Ugandan context, where a coalition of NGOs “worked very closely with the Bishop Acholi in Gulu, 

who was playing a very leading role in trying to create talks between the Lord’s Resistance Army” and 

those wanting peace (Phil, 2020). This was useful for NGOs as such dialogue was impossible for them 

to initiate since they were not trusted by all parties. 

Whilst participants identified positive drivers for working with religious actors, many did not 

identify pitfalls. Both Fuest (2010) and Bompani (2019) suggested that there is a lack of awareness of 

these within the sector. Just one respondent, from a Quaker NGO working in East Africa, noted that 

they are wary of power among religious actors within certain communities and therefore exercise a 

deliberately cautious approach, saying that working with them can “definitely bring challenges… and 

limitations for sure” (Tobias, 2020). Recalling one of his projects he said, 

I remember going into sessions in Kenya with local community activists and doing training and 

they were asked, list the top five threats to community peace and safety… surprisingly number 

two was church leaders… when there are conflicts for church leadership positions you know it 

is not an uncommon thing that it might cause a lot of tension within faith communities. (Tobias, 

2020) 

He suggested that working with religious figures destabilises balances of power and potentially 

exacerbates existing tensions. However, whilst others recognised limitations to the extent to which 

religion could be useful, only he identified specific dangers. This is problematic since Fuest provided a 

clear warning that failing to comprehend or mitigate such risks can have harmful unintended 

consequences (2010). 
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There are other ways that tensions can be exacerbated too, which further makes practitioners 

question the importance of religious actors as partners. Views on gender, for instance, can be considered 

archaic and treated as barriers to progress. Two respondents believed this was due to ideological 

tensions occurring from guidance by NGOs regarding universal human rights and religious teachings. 

As one respondent noted:  

a lot of things that people regard as important and justify using religion are wrong according 

to human rights. I remember being in a village in Liberia several years ago and we were talking 

about gender, and they must have been heartily sick about conversations about gender in this 

village, and this guy said to me, he said “look it's from the Bible, women in this community are 

chattels”. …So, there are plenty of things which are wrong from a 21st Century SDG human 

rights perspective which are justified in some books somewhere. (Phil, 2020) 

Tobias also reasoned that some of the tensions stem from self-interest about power within 

communities, with religious leaders viewing NGOs as rivals for power and influence, and that they can 

oppose initiatives that may infringe this. Perhaps too, they are sensitive to the imperialist feel of being 

told that their current worldviews are somehow inferior. Due to the colonial history in many 

peacebuilding contexts, people can be particularly wary of those who “attempt to remake the world 

according to one's own dominant ideological categories” (Fitzgerald, 1997, p. 99). 

One practitioner provided a useful reminder that religion can be useful in peacebuilding 

regardless of the presence or influence of NGOs. Nkasi, working in the Niger Delta region, shared an 

anecdote about the discovery of an area that had noticeably few conflict incidents. His investigation 

into why led him to discover,  

that one of the local chiefs brought all of the young men together and made them swear an oath 

to their traditional deity that there would be no spilling of blood in this particular area, and as 

a result… there were no gangs, no activities as a result of gangs. (2020) 

This particular effort was made in the absence of technical approaches. Instead the chiefs 

understood the damage being caused to their communities and implemented a peacebuilding strategy 

built around their intimate understanding of belief systems. Whilst NGOs may have undertaken similar 

steps after extensive analysis, it is notable how vital local religious perspectives were and how few 

resources were apparently required to achieve peace. It indicates that peacebuilding and religion are not 

mutually exclusive, as some practitioners imagine them to be.  
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4.1.2 Managing Divisions 

  

Whilst specific pitfalls were largely absent, there was a clear trend of participants characterising 

religion as innately divisive. They noted that it naturally differentiates people and communities and that 

these schisms can potentially be exploited by nefarious actors. As one respondent reasoned, “in the 

northern part of Nigeria it has been for decades really, [a] series and series of violence incited by religion 

and by religious leaders” (Nkasi, 2020). Another argued that due to its divisive nature, it should be 

avoided altogether, 

I don’t see a need for a focus on religion because I see how much religion divides people rather 

that bringing people together, both in Northern Ireland where I grew up, but also in Syria, 

Israel and Palestine, and there being no basis for these divisions when you look at people’s 

situations. (Claire, 2020) 

Further examples came from others. Two peacebuilders with senior leadership experience 

across Latin America, the UK, and East Africa, specifically noted religion as causing intolerance to 

outsiders and that religious identity is vulnerable to exploitation. As Cecilia noted,  

radical function of religion can also transform people’s minds in such a way that it narrows 

people’s thinking in terms of who is the ‘other’ and portray the other as an enemy or someone 

that must be defeated. (2020) 

Marta, an influential figure in the Kosovan development space, also described how religious 

schisms were exploited to create us and them mentalities in the Balkans, a view shared by Sells (2001). 

She reasoned that religion and peacebuilding should be somehow kept separate for fear that inter-

religious initiatives can be “hijacked” (Marta, 2020).  

In response to religious divisions, some interviewees spoke of the need to build bridges, trust, 

and cohesion between people of differing faiths. Respondents felt that increasing cohesion through 

promoting interfaith dialogue can foster peace by generating informal and formal connections between 

people of different faiths and overcoming sources of tension. This has become the norm so much so 

that Rajendra, a Nepalese peacebuilder who undertook post-graduate studies in Ireland, said that whilst 

religion was “not a problem” in Nepal, he still valued interfaith cohesion projects because they fostered 

important connections between communities (2020).  

Agreement that inter-faith or cohesion building initiatives are useful was not universal, 

however. One participant suggested that they reinforce divisions and undermine efforts. Marta was 

particularly critical of interfaith dialogue in regard to the Balkan context saying:  
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I don’t think that working by inviting an Albanian and a Serb and putting them in a room 

together to talk about their religion actually constitutes a good concept because it will 

inevitably move into something else. (2020) 

Working in religiously diverse West Africa, one respondent noted that such programmes are 

unhelpful because they are conceived on the incorrect basis that religion is somehow divisive (Janet, 

2020). Her own inter-faith marriage leads her to conclude that the assumption that religion is divisive 

is wrong. For this reason, she believed that the efficacy of inter-faith peacebuilding tools should be 

considered prior to implementation, since they may well be ineffective and waste valuable resources. 

Despite viewing religion as divisive, few believed that it actually caused conflict, largely 

reflecting Cavanaugh’s argument that distinguishing secular from religious violence is incoherent, since 

both are merely masks for underlying political motivations (Cavanaugh, 2009). A variety of other 

triggers were cited, including social injustice, poverty, inequality, discrimination, and government 

dysfunctionality. From the literature, Fearon and Laitin felt inequality and lack of civil liberties were 

actually poor indicators for conflict risk at national level, although population size and instability were 

useful (2003). They agree with participants though, that religious polarisation, diversity, or 

discriminatory practices against minority religions do not increase risk (Fearon & Laitin, 2003). This 

calls into question the use of cohesion-building programmes but also sheds no further light on why such 

programming is so prevalent. It is clear that more evidence is required if practitioners are to be assured 

of the value of such approaches or to enable them to deliver them more effectively without the risk of 

destabilising communities.  

 

4.1.3 Religious Perspectives in Peacebuilding 

  

Another clear theme was that peacebuilders hold mixed opinions regarding whether religious 

perspectives are useful for helping them understand their programming contexts. It was Clarke who 

proposed that there is a widespread failure to integrate this lens into practice, mainly due to the influence 

of secularisation theory that neglects religion on the development sector (2007). Some believe that 

secularisation theory has cast a shadow, particularly on the practice of Western practitioners who 

struggle to even “approach spiritual or religious people”, meaning that religion “doesn't get taken into 

account” (Phil, 2020). He goes further by saying the persistence of technocratic approaches is out of 

step with the world’s current peacebuilding requirements:  

The trouble is we are working with UNDP [UN Development Programme] that was invented 

with another mandate, for another mission… our tools are the wrong tools… for what we are 
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trying to do, and I think the secularisation fits in with that completely. These are secular tools. 

(Phil, 2020) 

At the other end of the spectrum in the Latin American tradition, religion – particularly 

Liberation Theology – provides the ideological underpinning for the peacebuilding sector: 

the people that come from the Theology of Liberation… don't talk about development because 

development is a capitalist kind of approach… We talk about social justice, which is more about 

rights to certain things, basic things, social justice and peace, all the harmonies. That is the 

theory of change. (Cecilia, 2020)  

Regarding the motivation to include religious perspectives, participants mentioned they were 

happy to include religious perspectives if their analysis indicated it was relevant. One respondent 

explained that their usual contextual analysis tools require them to consider religion, saying they require 

him to, 

question your motive, question the objective of your work, question the unintended 

consequences that your work may bring in terms of either dividing people or in terms of 

promoting the ends of peace, under which religion and religious practises and religious figures 

are fundamental. (Nkasi, 2020) 

But while these tools acknowledge religion to some extent, they do not go as far as adopting 

the role of religion as an analytical lens for comprehending their work. Without this perspective 

peacebuilders may lose useful insights regarding how conflict is understood locally, which can hamper 

their ability to design and implement successful initiatives.  

Two participants noted as well that current tools tend to overlook a crucial role that religion 

plays as a source of resilience for people in challenging circumstances. They suggest that it enables 

personal and community resilience during uncertain times, citing it as a source of strength during 

adversity. Cecilia noted that “there may be a lot of interesting linkages between religion and resilience 

because you find the strength in that moment of prayer” (2020). Whilst Marta said that in times of 

distress people can find comfort in their faith, people think, 

you know religion/faith, I know what I have to do, I will go and pray twice a day, five times a 

day, once a week on Sundays, whatever it is, but that is a constant in my life and that keeps me 

grounded. (2020) 

Discussing technocratic tools Phil, who has held senior leadership positions within international 

NGOs, reasoned that they reveal how religion “becomes more and more critical, or less critical, as an 

instrument for peace depending on the context” (2020). Nkasi said that because he is local to the context 

himself, he is able to understand religious views of his audiences already. As such he is sure to use 
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prayer to open and close workshops to demonstrate that he is aligned with them. Without prayer, he 

evidenced that discussions are liable to be side-tracked which can waste precious time with community 

members. Janet also notes that it is also difficult to comprehend or engage in peacebuilding without 

acknowledging the critical role of religion in society:  

if you are working with people in most countries in West Africa, you can't avoid religion. 

…Religion plays a card in all that West Africans do. Even if you go to their institutions of 

governance they are sworn in by oath. And so, religion plays a part. And sometimes even the 

choice of leaders is according to religious designation. (2020) 

As such, religion is intrinsically connected to power and without due attention to it initiatives 

may struggle to survive. As Tobias reasons, even if NGOs do not want to readily acknowledge religion, 

it can be unavoidable, “religion does play a role in the peace work, not because we are asking or 

encouraging it, but because the East African culture brings that in” (2020). 

Mohamad, working in the Levant, was a particularly strong advocate of NGOs embracing the 

role of religion as a lens, describing it as providing a “very useful foundation” for informing the design 

of projects (2020). He argued that approaching issues from a strongly religious perspective helps reach 

communities in societies and results in greater impact, reasoning that: 

[in] any society where people are heavily impacted by religion, whether it drives their social 

norms and social values and behaviour aspects, I think there is a much stronger way and bigger 

impact that can be reached. …people will be receptive or willing to adopt those changes if you 

link it to something that is dear to them as religion itself. …You would see much faster adoption 

and bigger impact and probably it will last longer. (Mohamad, 2020) 

He adds that there is a clear schism in capability between local and international NGOs, with 

local organisations being more attuned to religious perspectives and better able to incorporate the 

religious lens into their work. He argues that this gives them an edge in peacebuilding:  

local NGOs have a privilege because two things; they're not as secular… as international 

NGOs, and that can be a privilege or a door opener in terms of affiliation [to particular donors 

and communities], and number two, they're not as afraid as international NGOs. Sometimes 

it's not about how much you are affiliated with a certain religion or build bridges with a certain 

religion, it's how afraid you are. (Mohamad, 2020) 

Mohamad reinforced his point regarding international NGOs and donors with strong secular 

traditions being afraid to embrace religion in programmes: 

The international NGOs might be very careful in terms of stepping into that area because 

they're afraid of the blowback. …Local NGOs can take more initiative. If they make mistakes 
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they can apologize and explain what they meant. Whereas international NGOs choose not to 

tap into this area altogether, as they are afraid of being misunderstood. (2020) 

This attitude results in religious perspectives being overlooked, particularly by non-local actors, 

which creates a lesser understanding of the context. To change this, he feels that international NGOs 

need to be open to “a little bit of risk taking”, arguing that if they do mishandle religious matters, they 

will be able to apologise and learn (Mohamad, 2020). Also, he feels they should trust local organisations 

to help them comprehend religious perspectives which can be built into a broader analysis. As another 

respondent rationalised:  

I am not an expert in Rwandan community society because I am a white male German dude 

who is interested in peace work. …I need to be very much guided and trusted by my local 

partner organisations. (Tobias, 2020) 

The advantage of garnering the local perspective which could include unusual religious views, 

is that they may ultimately prove valuable for designing and implementing more locally attuned 

peacebuilding efforts, thus increasing local ownership and sustainability. Overcoming the apprehension 

of engaging with religious perspectives may therefore prove worthwhile.  

 

4.1.4 Donors Overlooking Religious Perspectives 

 

Another trend is participants asserting that donors overlook religious perspectives. In particular, 

respondents believe that locally attuned NGOS are underfunded and that this somewhat prevents 

religious perspectives from being included in peacebuilding narratives as NGOs focus on satisfying 

donor demands. The issue of donors favouring partners who share their worldview, as advanced by 

Clarke, is that it further marginalises such perspectives (2006). In turn, NGOs typically fail to explicitly 

consider them in the design and implementation of their programmes. 

The lack of interest from donors in religious perspectives is captured by Claire who, having 

worked on many funding bids for different NGOs, noted that “religion has not played a major role, 

certainly when we are putting together proposals” (Claire, 2020). Another highly experienced 

participant also told how he would be “surprised” if this study found donors encouraging NGOs to 

consider religion since they tend to focus on perceived root causes (Phil, 2020). This is important 

because without financial incentive NGOs are less likely to alter their response to religion.  

Some suggested that even if donors did alter their focus then NGOs would rather change the 

language used in bids rather than make costly investments in altering their approach. One response 
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typified this attitude by recalling when donors decided to focus on ‘resilience’ as a peacebuilding 

concept. The head of the UNICEF office in South Sudan responded to him saying,  

I am more than happy to go with the word resilience at the moment because it is a way of 

fundraising, but I'm not going to pretend for a minute that I have changed anything in my way 

of looking at South Sudan. (Phil, 2020) 

He believes that a similar attitude would be taken if donors shifted to become interested in 

religion. As another experienced participant put it, “we are responding to situations on the ground and 

not really just following the terminologies” (Janet, 2020). Unless donors call for more fundamental 

changes to NGO approaches then it is unlikely that responses to religion will advance.  

Some respondents also feel that local NGOs are less trusted by donors which means that local 

perspectives are subdued. For example, Mohamad expressed concern about faith-based NGOs being 

mistrusted, saying they “might face certain barriers depending on their name, or [if their] reputation is 

linked to a certain sect” (Mohamad, 2020). In a similar vein, one participant testified that donors chose 

to ignore perspectives that do not fit with their preconceived understandings. She expressed frustration 

for instance that women in conflict are described as vulnerable in many peacebuilding narratives, but 

from her own experience she believes they are powerful actors, saying they “protect other women or 

address vulnerability of other women” (Janet, 2020). She believes that donors are unwilling to 

acknowledge this because it does not fit their worldview and she therefore does not include it in funding 

proposals. To overcome these issues, she believes that donors must:  

build trust and allow transparency and flexibility to enable them [local NGOs] to work and 

own the peacebuilding approaches. For me that would be a great leap towards the localisation 

of peacebuilding because at the moment it is not working. (Janet, 2020)  

Agreement was not universal however, with Marta advancing the idea that funding distribution 

is less about attitudes towards local approaches and more about grant management capabilities. This 

can hamper the ability of local NGOs to secure funding, but the reason is not because their input is 

undervalued:  

the reporting requirements, both narrative and financial, are extensive. It is the way it is, and 

then you see that these NGOs have not had time to develop their capacities, their capabilities, 

in terms of organisational structure. (Marta, 2020) 

Whilst Western donors are the largest and most influential, others do promote alternative 

approaches to religion. Although alternative funding models currently remain relatively rare and the 

total amount of funding available is minor in comparison to total Western state aid, there is at least  
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practice that donors can consider the potential benefits of if they want to garner religiously attuned 

perspectives. As one participant mentioned, in the Middle East there are,  

philanthropists… even backed up by certain governments - who would be more religious 

focussed, have a better understanding of religion, best practices of religion, [and the] peace 

and justice components of religion. (Mohamad, 2020) 

Another participant told of how their Quaker NGO distributes funding without stipulating how 

it should be used, “we give very little advice, guidance and restrictions on what programme should 

happen… it's a different partnership that we have with our partners than in traditional NGO setting” 

(Tobias, 2020). 

Cecilia, with global experience but currently based in Latin America, believes that a shift in 

attitude from donors is required. She believes they must be more open to working with “difficult” actors 

who they do not align with ideologically (Cecilia, 2020). She argues that more perspectives allow 

peacebuilders to consider problems holistically. These mirror Clarke’s calls for NGOs “to engage with 

faith discourses and associated organizations, which seem counter-developmental or culturally exotic 

to secular and technocratic worldviews” (Clarke, 2006, p. 846). However, Cecilia’s ongoing concern in 

this area suggests that there is some way to go before Clarke’s hopes are realised. Until they are, the 

status quo remains that issues of peace are interpreted through universalist and technocratic ways that 

struggle to be as impactful as they hope at community levels.  

There was evidence that donors are likely to concentrate on religion more in conflicts with 

explicitly religious elements. In northern Nigeria for example, donors are interested due to ongoing 

Islamic insurgency. In the south, where there is conflict but without religious elements, they are 

disinterested (Nkasi, 2020). This, according to Nkasi, is despite people throughout the country viewing 

religion as centrally important to their perspectives and lives (2020).  

In Nepal, Rajendra told of how donor interest in religion has declined over the decade as inter-

caste tensions have subsided (2020). However, he believed that religious tensions were growing as 

foreign Christian and Buddhist missionaries increasingly disrupt the status quo of religion in society. 

Whilst these issues are understood at local levels, he reasons that donors fail to recognise them as issues, 

perhaps as inter-caste discrimination is deemed to go against universal human rights, while evangelism 

is not. Local issues again become distorted when applying remotely conceived ideas to understanding 

conflict issues. In particular donor approaches ignore the religiosity of their contexts, treating it as a 

contextual quirk that must somehow be worked around. Through their selection of NGO partners, they 

attempt to apply their solutions in ways that can be out of step with local realities, reducing the 

effectiveness of initiatives.  
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4.2 Summary of Findings 

 

The analysis in this chapter indicates that peacebuilders collaborate with religious leaders 

because they are considered useful allies. They therefore make efforts to build and strengthen such 

relationships. However, NGOs are also unaware of pitfalls that potentially arise from working with 

religious actors. Accordingly, they fail to consider the downsides of cooperation. It is clear that 

practitioners do not consider religious division to be a cause of conflict. As such, it receives less 

attention from them as other perceived causes. Despite this, some peacebuilders simultaneously 

consider religion to be innately divisive or at least vulnerable to exploitation. However, they hold mixed 

views on how to best respond to this, with some valuing religious cohesion projects but others 

questioning their value.  

There is recognition that secularist and technocratic approaches are not always the most suitable 

for local contexts. Nonetheless, practitioners are also not familiar with possible alternative methods. As 

a result, many do not use religious perspectives as an analytical lens for understanding problems, 

meaning they rely on technocratic analytical tools and strategies to comprehend religious matters. 

Participants also consider donors to overlook religious perspectives. They argue that until donors 

appreciate them, they are unlikely to change their own approaches, despite acknowledging that they 

often do not agree with donor assumptions on peacebuilding issues.  

The next chapter draws together both theoretical perspectives from literature and insights from 

the empirical research. These are discussed together and then recommendations are made for 

overcoming factors that inhibit advanced responses to religion in peacebuilding.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Recommendations 
 

This research explored factors that inhibit the advancement of NGO responses to religion in 

peacebuilding. It was framed by a series of objectives to ensure that the most pertinent topics were 

covered so that the empirical research element could bring new perspectives on the subject. The 

objectives were to:  

1. Examine and consolidate criticisms of NGO responses to religion, 

2. Identify attitudinal and structural factors that inhibit NGO responses to religion from 

advancing, 

3. Explore attitudes within peacebuilding NGOs towards religion and perspectives on whether a 

conducive environment exists for advancing responses, and 

4. Formulate recommendations for advancing responses and future research. 

This chapter draws together findings relating to all objectives in order to generate a holistic 

understanding of inhibiting factors. Based on these discussions, further research and practice 

recommendations will be formulated and placed within the context of relevancy to the peacebuilding 

sector. 

 

5.1 Discussion of Findings 

 

The study finds that NGOs collaborate with identifiable religious actors because it is considered 

beneficial to their work. For instance, it allows them to build trust with communities. They also view 

religious figures as useful allies who are able to mediate between parties. Due to this, efforts are made 

to build and strengthen these relationships. However, despite this willingness to cooperate many 

peacebuilders suppose that religion is somehow innately divisive or that religious divisions are 

vulnerable to exploitation and feel religion should therefore be treated with caution. This deters them 

from evolving their approach. 

It is also clear that NGOs are largely unaware of potential pitfalls of collaboration or that 

cooperation can have negative implications despite a number of warnings within academic literature on 

the topic. Dangers include the revival of traditional harmful practices, reinforcement of undemocratic 

power distribution and dissatisfaction in the skills of religious partners as peacebuilders. As a result, 

collaboration often carries an element of unanticipated risk which NGOs rarely consider or mitigate. 

This leads to disappointment when partnerships fail to deliver what they anticipate or have unintended 

consequences.  
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Another inhibiting factor is that NGOs do not view religion as an underlying cause of conflict, 

meaning that it receives less attention in comparison to perceived real causes. However, they often 

attempt to build inter-faith understanding through social cohesion programming, the value of which is 

questioned in academia and by participants. These attitudes undermine trust and confidence in the 

potential of greater attention to religion, which again demotivates the sector from evolving responses.  

Such attitudes demonstrate a somewhat apathetic and cautious regard for the role of religion, 

the origins of which can be found in the influence of secularisation theory on the sector. Although the 

theory has been challenged by sociologists and academics due to the apparently growing religiosity of 

some societies despite their modernisation, practitioners remain unsure of how to develop their response 

towards religion. This issue has become more pertinent since NGOs increasingly acknowledge that 

religion shapes people’s perspectives of conflict and informs their awareness of appropriate 

peacebuilding solutions. However, practitioners remain inhibited by being unfamiliar with alternative 

approaches to the technocratic ones that are typically employed, perhaps due to a lack of examples of 

good practice or evidence of their value. The result is that NGOs neglect to use the role of religion as 

an analytical lens for understanding conflict. Some practitioners advocate incorporating religious 

perspectives, but others believe that religion and peacebuilding should somehow be kept separate. 

Further research to uncover examples and evidence of good practice could be useful but until then it is 

unlikely that NGOs will alter their status quo responses.  

The study also indicates that secular technocratic approaches to developmental peacebuilding 

are encouraged and maintained by donors and that this hinders alternative responses to religion from 

emerging. Theoretical perspectives in the literature also suggest that technocratic approaches to 

peacebuilding are prevalent and encouraged in NGOs. Donors transfer their attitudes onto NGOs, 

perhaps unintentionally, as NGOs attempt to ideologically align themselves in a bid to secure funding. 

Whilst smaller locally attuned NGOs are overlooked, alternative religious perspectives and ideas are 

hardly likely to become more influential or valued. There is also a belief that local NGOs are considered 

to lack expertise and capacity meaning that they should receive smaller and less administratively 

complex grants. This system therefore creates inequitable power relationships which stifle the overall 

advancement of NGO responses to religion.  

The practice of sector-dominant Western donors in particular therefore somewhat smothers 

alternative approaches. Until their funding practices enable and foster the incorporation of genuinely 

locally conceived approaches into initiatives, or alternative donors significantly increase in influence, 

responses will be inhibited from advancing. Whilst donors continue to neglect the role of religion in 

peacebuilding it is unlikely that fundamental changes to NGO approaches will occur because NGOs 

lack incentive.  
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However, there is currently a sector-wide trend towards greater localised ownership in 

peacebuilding and a by-product of this may be that responses toward religion improve since religious 

perspectives may be recognised locally as valuable. Similar to NGO counterparts, it is unlikely that 

donors will prioritise religion until they have evidence of the benefits. If they have evidence though, 

they wield enough influence over NGOs to encourage them to amend approaches. 

 

5.2 Recommendations for Advancing Responses and Future Research  

 

A recommendation for NGOs is to increase their efforts to work on an equitable basis with local 

partners, including those with whom they hold different perspectives. For instance, less onerous 

reporting demands could enable local partners to work with more freedom rather than act as extensions 

of donors. This could engender NGOs with a more holistic understanding of peacebuilding contexts 

and how religion impacts their work. Well-funded international NGOs who are influential across the 

peace sector may also discover that their partners’ approaches can offer useful insights into how to 

better incorporate religious perspectives.  

It is clear that there is a need for further research that uncovers examples of good practice and 

evidence of the value of alternative approaches. In this regard researchers could undertake case studies 

which provide practical guidance for NGOs wanting to evolve their practice. A specific case study could 

be the Turning the Tide programme operating in East Africa and administered by Quaker Peace and 

Social Witness (QuakersInTheWorld, n.d.). The programme was discussed during a research interview 

with Tobias who said that funding was provided to local partners without stipulation of how to use it 

(2020). This enabled local partners to deliver initiatives that were deeply influenced by local 

perspectives and apparently this has led to a successful programme. Evidence from this could encourage 

a shift in attitudes among NGOs and donors and provide a roadmap of methods for enabling local 

peacebuilders.  

Other useful insights could be gained from ethnographic studies in highly religious peaceful 

societies where international NGOs have little influence, that should be considered at high risk of 

conflict based on Fearon and Laitin’s risk indicators (2003). This could reveal insights into successful 

peacebuilding approaches in which religious perspectives are highly influential, similar to the example 

shared by Nkasi of the chief who achieved peace in his community by invoking the local deity (2020). 

This form of study could produce evidence of alternative approaches and encourage NGOs to 

reconceptualise the role of religion in peacebuilding, understanding the value of approaches that are 

freer from secularist and technocratic influence. 
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A more startling omission from current academic literature is the voice of so-called 

beneficiaries, the people who are expected to benefit from NGO initiatives. None of the literature 

explored included such voices. This is an alarming gap given that they are the people that religious 

institutions, international NGOs, and donors are attempting to support. A study similar to this one but 

aimed at collecting perspectives of beneficiaries could address this. It could go further too, by exploring 

religion in peacebuilding from perspectives of marginalised people. For instance, gay or lesbian people 

may hold alternative perspectives to others given sometimes dogmatic religious responses to such 

communities, as might people with disabilities who could also be stigmatised. Given the absolute 

centrality of beneficiary roles in development and reconstruction processes, their knowledge on this 

topic is essential to improve overall understanding. A Participatory Action Research approach could 

build on findings from such a study, through initiating peacebuilding-research projects that are led by 

people with the keenest comprehension of religion in their context.  

 

5.3 Conclusion and Closing Remarks  

 

The Sustainable Development Goals enshrined peacebuilding into the internationally ratified 

development agenda and encouraged cultural aspects to be more fully considered, including religion. 

This thesis suggests that for peacebuilding NGOs however, religion remains a marginal consideration. 

Despite indications that this can harm outcomes, there nonetheless appears to be little motivation to 

alter the status quo.  

If approaches are to evolve then NGOs must face the reality that religion impacts them in the 

contexts they work in, in partnerships, and among staff views. It cannot be separated from 

peacebuilding. In many ways a “resistance to the notion that it is entirely normal in most parts of the 

world to be both fully modern and fully religious” remains, a legacy of secularisation theory’s early 

influence on the sector (Davie, 2007, p. ix). This legacy continues to restrain post-secular peacebuilding 

models from being embraced, that are more responsive to religion.  

This study suggests that evidence of good practice remains in short supply, as does evidence 

regarding the value of alternative approaches. To address this, further research is required that can 

prompt peacebuilders to reconsider current norms and evolve responses to religion. In particular, more 

must be done to understand beneficiary perspectives. This could improve peacebuilding outcomes and 

contribute to putting the peacebuilding SDG – “a critical enabler for the implementation of the entire 

2030 Agenda” – back on track (Zhenmin, 2019, p. 2).   
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 

Introductory question: 

Could you tell me about your job and the organisation that you work for?  

 

Questions to initiate substantive discussions: 

Do you try to understand how religion relates to your work? If so, how?  

Is there anything that you do to incorporate religion into your work?  

How do you engage with religious actors in your work? 

Have you worked with religious actors in your programmes? If so, could you tell me about that?  

What do you do to make sense of the contexts in which you work?  

How much do you consider religion in comparison to other contextual and peacebuilding matters? 

What do you consider to be the most important factors for enabling peace? 

Do donors encourage you to incorporate religious perspectives into your work? 

Do you think that an enabling environment exists for you to develop approaches to religion?  

 

Closing questions: 

Do you have any further thoughts that you want to share on this subject? 

Is there anyone you can think of that it would be useful for me to speak to? 
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Appendix B: Interview Transcripts 
 

Cecilia 
 
Christopher (CB): Could you tell me about your experience in peacebuilding, conflict resolution and 
prevention? You don't have to say everything but just tell me a little bit about your experience and if 
you are working at, or doing work for, a peacebuilding conflict resolution or conflict prevention 
organisation now, then it would be good to hear about that work as well. 

Cecilia (C): First of all, my name is Cecilia [surname removed]. I'm Argentinian. Now I'm in Argentina 
in South America. My background is I'm a sociologist. I studied sociology in the University of Buenos 
Aires with an interest to learn how to develop public policies that create more opportunities, socio-
economic opportunities, for people. I know that here in Latin America we have a lot of poverty and 
inequality - perhaps not as much as Africa, not as much poverty - but a lot of inequality and socio-
economic depression among different groups. We have also suffered many years of dictatorship. Our 
last dictatorship lasted until 1983. So, we had a genocide in Argentina, perhaps one of the worst in Latin 
America with 30,000 people disappearing into different concentration camps. So, I was raised in that 
environment and I was really eager to understand how to create something that was very different from 
what I was experiencing as a young person. So, at the beginning I thought that sociology was going to 
give me these tools to develop different policies and programmes to create inclusion, justice, social 
justice, promote more opportunities for everyone in a democratic environment. The 90s was a very 
young democracy and I was starting my studies then. So, that's what I did, and then until my early 20s 
I worked in many civil society organisations working and supporting local leaderships and citizen 
participation and advising public policies. I never thought of that as peacebuilding or conflict 
transformation because that's a language that is not used. Peacebuilding, conflict transformation, is 
something that mainly, in my opinion the way I see it, it started being crafted by northern universities 
after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War etc., but in reality conflict and crime and 
violence was ever persistent in all of our countries for ages. So, we don't talk here about conflict 
prevention. We talk about development, creating opportunities for people, and we work - and we know 
because this is the work that we do - that when you create development opportunities and when you 
create opportunities for people, in particular young people, and they have rights to employment, 
education, access to the labour market, access to opportunities etc., then they don't go to form gang 
groups or into crime, or they don't support armed groups of one sort one way or the other. You know 
after the Democratic times there were no more armed groups. They were basically exterminated by the 
80s. So, I always work with the angle of development, but I realise working in civil society organisations 
that there was a lot of violence and conflict prevention while you were doing development work. So, I 
became more interested in the interlinkage between violence and development. So, after around 10 to 
15 years working in Latin America looking at things from that angle, I moved to the UK to study 
Conflict, Violence and Development in SOAS - School of Oriental and African Studies - in the 
University of London. Since then, I started working mainly in human rights organisations - Amnesty 
International and then I was Director of Peace Planning at Conciliation Resources, which is one of the 
leading UK peacebuilding organisations - and to be honest for me it was a huge adjustment because 
first I saw that peacebuilding organisations working in the UK or the European background. They saw 
the human rights framework as a box inside of peacebuilding. So, in peacebuilding you always talk, or 
typically, I know then peacebuilding organisation would always talk about conciliation, dialogue, 
mediation. A human rights organisation would talk about human rights, justice, and accountability etc. 
etc. and for me from the global South perspective, it was never that separated, those two worlds. So, for 
me it was a huge challenge because I didn't understand how they could separate them that much because 
all of that spectrum - doing human rights, doing dialogue, doing engagement, doing development work 
– it’s part of the same continuum. So, I don't think I really got what they we're trying to be. In particular, 
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peacebuilding organisations like Conciliation Resources, I thought that they were working with a very 
limited angle of peacebuilding. So, I basically left and decided to start working more creatively as an 
independent adviser, you know with the flexibility to combine all these different approaches and tools 
and perspectives, and support organisations and looking at those interlinkages in a more holistic way, 
and I've been working independently for the last five years advising many different types of 
organisations, including VSO for example. So, for me, the work I'm doing with the VSO, it's kind of 
work in between accountability and development and peacebuilding. VSO will never talk about 
peacebuilding. To me in many ways the way I see, it really promotes an environment of peace an 
inclusion, in particular in the work that I'm doing, which is more accountability, if you promote further 
transparent societies, less corrupt governments, encourage more citizen participation, if everyone feels 
more respected, then the positives is that you will enjoy more peaceful societies, and that is basically 
now translated into SDG 16 and the SDG 16 plans of the UN. So, yeah, I think that over the years I 
have kind of been working a very creative and flexible way, interconnecting these different systems of 
thought and tools and approaches that sometimes appear to be a little bit separated in the way that they 
are understood by northern universities or northern organisations, but I don't know what is your opinion. 
So, that's basically in a snapshot what I've done in the last 20 years. And my last point is that I got really 
interested in South-South cooperation, which is the dialogue between countries of the South, and I 
helped develop the UN programme on peace and development, South-South Cooperation on Peace and 
Development, one year ago or two years ago, and that was a very interesting experience to learn how 
southern countries interlink and southern member states interlink pace and development in a more 
straight forward way, unlike northern countries. So, yeah, I confirm through my membership with the 
UN southern states that pace building is understood and in a very different way from the UK and others. 
So yeah, I from Latin America so I speak a lot Christopher! 

CB: That's fine! 

C: That is a little bit of my story and a snapshot.  

CB: That's a wonderful introduction. I think I have a really good idea of your view. That's really good, 
really helpful. So, have peace/development programmes you have worked on, have they ever involved 
religious actors, and if so, could you tell me a little bit about that? 

C: Yeah, quite a lot involvement of religious actors. In particular, in my Latin American experience. I 
don't know if you have heard, I am working with all the civil society movements and civil society 
grassroots leaders that develop a lot of activities - political action for peace and justice - and that they 
are linked with this theology of liberation. Have you heard of theology of liberation? 

CB: No.  

C: Very interesting. Type it out google it. So, Theology of Liberation is a Catholic church group that 
became very strong and very vocal for the inclusion of the poorest of the poor. So, it's called the priest 
of the poor and they follow a lot teachings from Jesus Christ mainly which, you know, it's the most 
radical messages of Jesus - that is creating opportunities for everyone, not believing in an accumulation 
of wealth as something that is good, promoting rights for the poor people, for women etc. etc. So, that 
is the school of thought within the Catholic Church that became very strong in Latin America in the 70s 
and got interlinked with a reading of Marxism the Marxist theory and some Theology of Liberation 
advocates became part of armed groups even though they were religious persons and some of them 
didn't become members of armed groups but still were the only few people that went to the slums, to 
the poorest neighbourhoods, to the rural areas, not just to preach the teaching of the gospel but also to 
develop schools, to provide all the basic services that were not reaching the most marginalised 
communities etc. So, they became very active at the grassroots level and when democracy came back, 
they became some of the social leaders of the NGOs. So, for example the NGO I started working in the 
beginning, when I was 20 years old in the early 2000s, it was founded by a former Theology of 
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Liberation leader. Someone who used to be a priest and then abandoned it because - also a lot of them 
abandoned. So, now as you know I'm from Argentina and as you know the Pope is Argentinian. So, 
there is a movie you should watch that explains how Pope Francis comes from that movement and how 
he has some issues with that movement and how you know, there was tension between people who 
supported Pope Francis at the time, who is trying to engage with the dictator and talk to them, so Pope 
Francis who in reality is Bergoglio - that's his real name - used to have meetings with the dictators 
negotiate liberation of some of the people who were taken to concentration camps, but there are lots of 
issues with that approach which you can argue is more about peacebuilding and not a confrontational 
approach. So, lots of people from the Theology of Liberation didn't like it but then he kind of changed 
and became a bit more on the side of the Theology of Liberation movement in Latin America and then 
he became Cardinal and then Pope. So, basically all the people who - the people that come from the 
Theology of Liberation and work with peace angle. We talk about social justice. We don't talk about 
development because development is a capitalist kind of approach, you know everyone has to become 
richer and richer and richer. We talk about social justice, which is more about rights to certain things, 
basic things, social justice, and peace, all the harmonies. That is the theory of change. Then when I went 
to work in the UK - Conciliation Resources, I don't know if you know them, do you know Conciliation 
Resources?  

CB: I do yes.  

C: Okay. So, a lot of the people in Conciliation Resources, British people, are related with the Quakers 
which, I don't know, I don't know if you consider Quakers as a religious group, but they are, no? 

CB: I do yeah, my girlfriend is a Quaker. 

C: Okay. So, the Quakers are Christian then?  

CB: Not all, but lots of them.  

C: A lot of please builders in the UK come from Quakers. So, when you enter into that work in the UK, 
you work with Quakers. 

CB: Can't escape them in the world of peace in the UK…  

C: Exactly. So, a lot of them were coming from the Quakers and I found it very comfortable with them 
you know, because the principled approach to peacebuilding values the principles of social justice, 
conflict resolution, fairness, equality, all of that I think is very entangled in the Quaker philosophy, and 
so, found a lot of interconnection with the Theology of Liberation, which I was more used to, and a lot 
of the partners of Conciliation Resources were in different countries in Africa. There were priests 
because they are the people that are attracted [inaudible] in the community. They can play a brokering 
role when you know there are some issues, tensions [inaudible] people detained or child soldiers etc. 
etc. [inaudible] at the community level and the national level were priests of one religion or the other, 
mainly Catholic because Consideration Resources didn't work in other countries that much, or nothing 
to be honest. So yes, they are some of our partners. So, I would say that they are very much involved. I 
have a lot of experience, but you asked me… 

CB: You're giving me plenty of data. So, don't worry!  

C: You need to find out about the Theology of Liberation.  

CB: Yeah, I have heard of Liberation Theology… 

C: Ah yes! Liberation Theology. That's how you say it in English. 

CB: Yeah, Liberation Theology. Although I haven't studied it in depth. It's not really something that is 
discussed much here in the UK to be honest. 
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C: You have to watch a Netflix movie about Pope Francis. I will send you the link.  

CB: Is it The Two Popes?  

C: Yes! 

CB: I've seen it. Yeah, brilliant. Amazing film. 

C: It's good. So, that describes Liberation Theology in Argentina in the 70s. 

CB: Could you share your thoughts on what the connections between religion and peacebuilding? 

C: I think religion, the first idea that comes to my mind is that it can play a very enabling role. It can 
contribute towards dialogue efforts because - what I just mentioned - some of the religious leaders can 
be brokers of dialogue between different groups in each context. They can also bring people together 
and help them to work around similar principles, similar values, connecting to a common vision and all 
of that is important when you need to create bonds of solidarity to overcome conflict or prevent conflict 
and bring people together, with the objective of supporting peace. But at the same time, as we know it 
[inaudible] more extreme which somehow or other radical function of religion which can also transform 
people’s minds in such a way that it narrows people’s thinking in terms of who is the ‘other’ and portray 
the other as an enemy or someone that must be defeated or whatever - you know philosophical or 
religious, you know control over territory and resources. So, religion can play a role of the opposite. 
Separating, dividing people, narrowing the space. So, thinking about other cultures, other people, 
religions, in a more inclusive and integrated way. So yeah, you could say this is what is happening now 
with some of the more extremist groups like ISIS or Arab Muslim Groups that are getting organised 
around religion. You know, the opposite of peace. But I don't think religion alone can create this context 
of violence and conflict. It's most of the time that religion can be used as a tool to address the issues of 
lack of justice, lack of participation, unfair distribution of economic resources. They are more historical 
or related to historical issues challenges in particular conflicts in a country and so then people associate 
with religion in order to gather momentum, fight for whatever idea, but I don't think that religion alone 
can create conflict if it is not another factor interlinked with religious work or religious activities. So, I 
see that they can play both extremes and both roles, positive and negative. It very much depends on the 
leaders and the people themselves.  

CB: Fantastic, and have you ever seen NGOs consider their approach to religion specifically? 

C: I've seen NGOs considering their approach to religion? 

CB: Yeah, specifically.  

C: What do you mean considering their approach to religion? You mean they want to get involved or 
they want to become more distant or what do you mean? 

CB: So, sometimes, as you have mentioned, NGOs and religious actors are often working in similar 
spaces and often working together in some way. Quite often the NGOs are looking to kind of make use 
of some of the moral and other resources that religious actors have but quite often in analysis the NGOs 
would not have anything to look specifically religious things, but religion might come into their 
programme design and things like that, when they are trying to work out who the important actors are 
who they need to work with, who they need to interact with. So, that's a way that NGOs consider religion 
but they're not considering it specifically, they're looking at it as a kind of, ‘how do we deliver this 
programme, these are the important actors, and religious groups’. So, actors come into that. So, I've just 
wondered have you ever seen NGOs do anything that goes beyond that consideration and actually 
specifically think about their relationship with religious actors more broadly rather than for instance in 
a specific programme? 
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C: So, I don't know exactly how I would answer that, but what I have seen is because of my experience 
and what I have seen before is that a lot of NGOs - in particular, the formation of new NGOs here in 
Latin America - are inspired by leaders or founders of those organisations, that quite directly interlinked 
with religious groups. They don't say ‘okay, this is now a religious NGO’. They will obviously say that 
they will not say ‘this is a non-religious NGO’, they will say ‘it’s non-governmental NGO for sure, but 
I will bring together a lot of people who have common values’ and they will select staff, volunteers, 
partners to work with decades of common values, common principles. In this case for example, 
commitment to working with the poorest of the poor, Christian values for example in Liberation 
Theology. So, for example I used to work in this organisation. No one was going to tell me ‘so, you 
have to subscribe to Liberation Theology or the Theology of Liberation here, we have to go together to 
church to Sunday as an NGO member’ but if you talk to any of my colleagues at the time, all of them 
were studying for becoming a priest or were part of a Christian movement, all the meetings were 
happening in the retreats, were happening in a Christian - how do you call it? Retreat building… 

CB: Commune, monastery, something like that? 

C: Monastery, exactly. So, at the end of the day, whether you wanted it or not, you were in that very 
religious environment, but it was indirect. So, in everyday conversations and everyday business, the 
whole thing was indirectly embedded in the way it is working based on these religious principles. The 
founders, the staff members that were directly interlinked with them. I think this is less prominent in 
organisations like Conciliation Resources but still NGOs in the Global North try not to link the personal 
from the professional. We don't like much the personal life, personal choices, from the professional 
career. Now people that pretend they are doing a professional impartial rational decision but when you 
go deeper and have conversations and you understand how they make decisions, then the star realising 
that oh, you come from the Quakers, oh, you are a Jew who has been dating an Arab for 10 years, but 
they will not talk about this and they do not bring this to their work experience, but when you develop 
friendships, personal bonds with the staff members or the founders, you realise that there was a lot of 
religion. You know lots of experience with different religions in their background. Very different in 
Conciliation Resources. So, you would have very serious Muslim person, very serious Jewish person, 
a lot of Quakers, a lot of very Christian people from Africa, so a lot of very religious people, very 
religious people. Very different from Amnesty International. At Amnesty International no one I 
remembered had a strong religious background. That was really hardcore human rights legal approach 
to work, the institutional framework, electoral, government legislation. I don't remember any of my 
colleagues an Amnesty talking about religion at all, unlike Conciliation Resources. In Conciliation 
Resources they managed to keep worlds a little bit more separated, but when you live together in that 
institutional environment you understand how decisions are made and who's in charge of decisions or 
their backgrounds, there is a lot of religious values and principles also intertwined in NGO strategy. Is 
that clear? I never thought about that this is now what I am remembering. 

CB: That's the beauty of research, it takes you an interesting direction doesn't it? So, just a final question 
actually, do you have any examples, or have you ever seen donors encouraging NGOs to think about 
their approach to religion or discuss religions in proposals or grant documents? 

C: NGOs? 

CB: Donors. So, can you think of any examples? 

C: So, I think that my experience working in conciliation resource is - and this is my main direct 
peacebuilding organisation - the donors had no problem if you included in your context analysis, your 
strategy, your plans, your logical framework, that you were going to engage with different religious 
groups on the ground, because obviously they understood that these religious groups were in one way 
or another playing a role in the peacebuilding process. So, they knew that some of the partners were 
religious leaders, they were happy with Conciliation Resources working with them. They knew who 
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they were, they were invited to meetings openly, and when I say donors, I mean DFID, SIDA, you know 
the typical peacebuilding donors. SIDA, that is from Sweden, no?  

CB: Yeah. 

C: The Norwegians… All of them they were very much open to talk about religion and the role of 
religious leaders in processes. 

CB: So, they were open to that, but it wasn't… you didn't see any funding calls that were specifically 
mentioning religion. It was just something that if it came up in the context analysis and things like that 
then donors were happy to go with it, of course. 

C: Exactly. So, basically you know this is something in peacebuilding and this is a good thing as many 
development organisations don't do very seriously, do very sound conflict analysis, context analysis, 
stakeholder mapping, and having very strong engagement strategy, and they wanted to see that this 
context analysis, but very inclusive was showing the diversity of stakeholders who are key players in 
supporting the peace process etc. But I think they were quite open, ‘I'm not really enforcing inclusion 
of religious groups in the proposal’. So, it was not like the particular proposal that is for interface 
dialogue call. I never saw-like interfaith calls. It was like conflict prevention, which included 
everything. 

CB: I'm going to ask one more follow-up question because I've just been considering what you've been 
discussing this interview. Do you see a difference in the approach and effectiveness of how local NGOs 
and international NGOs consider or work with religious actors? 

C: I think that some of the international NGOs are more concerned of engaging with religious actors 
and perhaps more cautious, a little bit more afraid, because my impression is that they have this more 
rational, institutional, legal approach to planning and programming, and you know they don't want to 
see a lot of actors with a strong ideological background [inaudible] for example. Which is also, you 
could say, another actor has a very strong ideology, would you bring ideology to a programme? So, it's 
a more technocratic approach to planning and programming but I don't think that that is necessarily 
good because it implies that you say in reality ‘oh, the fixing a very complex social programme, it’s a 
very technocratic exercise’ and I think perhaps with a more holistic, I don't know, global South 
perspective, I think that there is less there [inaudible] waves, theological actors, religious actors, groups, 
not have very strong opinions about certain things or are not only talking about indicators or objectives 
but also talking about political objectives, emotions, feelings, these kind of things. The social world is 
much more messy than you know just simply objective activity plans, indicators etc. etc. and I think 
when you get trapped into that donor-institutional environment in which everything is taken from the 
technocratic world and everything tried to be fixated into that square, it could be a problem because at 
the end of the day you end up designing something that is not going to be relevant, and is not going to 
locally be legitimate. It's not talking to real people, with real strong ideologies, real feelings, real 
emotions, real fears. So, I think donors have a lot to learn on becoming more open to working and 
engaging and planning and adapting to local realities, and that includes being open to more ‘difficult’ 
actors, as maybe religious actors could be. 

CB: Fantastic, and do you have any final thoughts that you want to share on the topic? 

C: You know, I'm wondering why you’re doing this research? 

CB: I'm doing this research because it crosses two things which I'm really interested. One is 
development, which is my professional background and professional life, and religion which – myself, 
I'm not religious and I don't come from a religious family, but I've been exposed to Quakers - but also 
had always found religion fascinating. So, that's why it is kind of out of interest and out of my profession 
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as well. So, I combine religion and development, and understand how they interact and how they relate. 
It has been really interesting getting stuck into the academic literature because it's an emerging field. 

C: Is it? So, it has not been a very much studied in the peacebuilding field? 

CB: In peacebuilding no. In development yes. The academic tradition has taken off really in the last 10 
years, although it probably started in 1980. There was a seminal Journal by a Canadian University or 
Canadian Journal that did a thing or religion in development and then no one did anything on it for 
years and years and years, and then people came back into it because these alternative approaches and 
these tensions between strongly secularist, strongly technocratic Western conceptions of development, 
and that doesn't really match how other people see the problems, and it creates tension when you're then 
trying to get those actors to work together. So, that was really interesting to me, and what has not yet 
been done systematically, at least from a developmental peacebuilding perspective - maybe from a 
security perspective or something, I don't know - but from a developmental peacebuilding perspective 
there is still a big gap, a big hole in the literature. So, there are very few papers and I wanted to 
specifically ask NGO people because they're not asked at all. Really studies are done on NGOs but not 
really… 

C: You know now you are saying that my more recent experiences of travelling to Africa with VSO to 
do accountability work etc., I got kind of shocked by how religious the people is. You know I don't 
know - I'm sure you have travelled a lot of times to Africa with VSO - the last time I now remember I 
got into the bus at the airport to go to customs and someone just out of nothing started ‘God bless you 
all, let's pray’, the whole bus started following this guy who is just a normal citizen praying because it 
was the morning and we had arrived safely. I think that was in Kenya and everyone is so religious, so 
religious, and I'm just wondering, obviously somewhere development social norms of religion - in 
particular when you talk about sexual and reproductive rights, women's rights, and the interconnection 
with that and development, and access to education - can be very, very complicated and if you look at 
it from that perspective of religion, sometimes not being included, or in particular the way that it is 
being practised in Africa - which is very different from Latin America. So, I think that one thing is to 
contextualise religion. It's not that Christian religion or Catholic religion is the same everywhere - even 
though we have the same pope or whatever. So, contextualising religion and asking how each culture 
has interpreted religion and how each culture and country has adapted it to their own local needs. So, 
one thing to look at, if you look at the link between women and peacebuilding, religion in my opinion 
in Africa in particular - and maybe to some extent in some countries in Asia - can be a problem because 
of the lack of space for women participation in society, in any part of society, including peacebuilding. 
You know I'm just talking about this now but the second thing I would say… I don't know if you are 
exploring the link between religion and resilience… You know resilience, everyone loves talking about 
resilience and how brilliant it is, so important to development, for recovery, for peacebuilding etc., and 
to be honest with you I found that a lot of the resilience from the most fragile context conflicted affected 
countries comes from the values and the strength that religion gives to people, because they come 
together to pray, to share a sacred moment, or because of the belief that they have in what is going to 
happen after death etc. and that gives people so much power to continue working for their well-being, 
for their rights etc. So, I would look at the resilience piece because now it's a very technocratic nice 
word that is accepted by Northern actors, donors etc. and they love to see the word resilience - like VSO 
core approach - but nobody talks about how that resilience comes, from how people is resilient, and I 
think there may be a lot of interesting linkages between religion and resilience because you find the 
strength in that moment of prayer etc. but now I'm just going anywhere! 

CB: Thank you, it's not something I’d considered. 

C: Google resilience and religion and see what comes up. 
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Claire 
 
Christopher (CB): So, first of all can you just tell me a bit about what you do and obviously all I've 
seen from you is from your LinkedIn profile and I could see you have a really varied career already so 
can you tell me a little bit about what you do and a little bit about Peace Direct as well? 

Claire (C): So, I guess something that might be relevant is sort of the journey of how I got to this point 
because I'm sort of I'm half English half Irish, I was brought up along the border of Northern Ireland 
and religion is obviously quite a big deal there. I was interested in the conflict in North Ireland and I 
did my masters on former combatants and their role in peacebuilding and interviewed former prisoners 
from the IRA and UVF and spent some time and Israel and Palestine. I spent time living in Jerusalem 
and spent some time in the settlements and with grassroots groups working with both settlers and local 
Palestinians. I wasn't shy, to shy away from more controversial topics because people on the ground are 
dealing with this and looking at potential alternative solutions, so I don't see why we aren't and why we 
think we are morally above this. That's what the people are finding as workable Solutions so that was 
quite a tense time and I've done a few bits since then working in the Refugee camps in Greece mostly 
with Syrian refugees but also with Iraqis and Afghans. I then worked with the Romanian Peacebuilding 
Institute for the last 2 years managing the Syria programme and building up their middle east portfolio 
and now with Peace Direct, I have been there almost a year working on the youth programming so 
leading use action for Peace which is funded by the Swedish government, which is run in CAR, DRC 
and Pakistan and we have hub organisations in each of these countries and these organisations manage 
everything, the funds, monitor activities etc. so that's been the main part of my role up to now. But I'm 
now a building out the Syria program up to now so we've got a new partner in the north of the country 
I'm doing civilian response protection and social cohesion activities and I'm also taking over a couple 
of countries in Asia so started working Myanmar and I will be taking over the partners in the Philippines 
and Sri Lanka. So, quite a broad portfolio. 

CB: So in your current work where would you put religion in relation to other priorities or factors which 
may influence in your programme, whether that's economic issues, or government accountability or 
whatever it is, where would you see religion impacting? 

C: I suppose from western London office perspective it's not something that we necessarily think about 
a lot or consider or have it as any kind of criteria selection for who we work with all programs we do it 
does I suppose have an impact on some of our Partners and how they work for example we have issues 
with partners who are not very appreciative about questions on gender for example that's quite 
challenging because we have certain ideas and ideals and mindsets about this and they have others so 
there is always a balancing act between one seem to always put the partners needs first and the 
Communities and Partners values and never and to never impose because please direct is very, very 
good about that it is literally the most ethical organisation I have ever worked for but then NZ I guess 
there is also the question of what systems are you playing into and supporting you know if it's something 
you think is fundamentally unjust. Do you cut off support to people who are doing really good work 
because you view something as unjust or do you accept that is the cultural landscape that they are 
working within and something that they truly believe is wrong? It's complicated definitely. 

CB: Ok and the gender point is something which comes up as being a tension often associated with 
religion. Is that kind of an issue that you see impacting? There is obviously a tension of the NGO values 
that you described and gender values that are coming from different places, sometimes from society, 
sometimes from religion. Would you then kind of frame concerns about gender, would you look at the 
sources of those or how to challenge that and is that something that then might bring religion on to your 
radar? 
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C: I mean I think it depends on the context. We are not big enough to have any impact or sway on the 
churches, or whoever the powers that be are, and I don't think that's something that we would do 
anyway. Having said that I had a really interesting conversation yesterday with a potential new partner 
in Myanmar and they are a Catholic organisation and so their structure is that their board of directors is 
pretty much all male priests. One thing that was encouraging was that the director I spoke to was very 
pro trying to change that and very pro trying to support women's leadership. It's difficult because I don't 
necessarily think it's right for outsiders, foreigners, people who don't know your country or culture to 
influence. If they think it's important then that should come from within. Then again you have to 
question motives sometimes; is that just to get donor money or is it a real belief that things should 
change? But I mean, I do think that religion can have a lot of positive, I mean it can bring a lot to 
development, humanitarian, and peacebuilding work. This organisation in particular say that they are 
trusted by all sides because they are church, they are trusted by the ethnic armed groups in the North 
and by the government and they have a freedom of movement in that area which brings incredible value, 
which is one of the reasons that I personally hope that we will work with them. They are brilliant but it 
has its challenges, in other areas, well they wouldn't be welcome, like in Rakhine State the mostly 
Buddhist Muslim conflict - there is a Christian minority - but this organisation has basically had to stop 
most of its activities. You know it has its pros and cons in certain areas depending on where it has its 
influence. 

CB: Does Peace Direct try to make sense of how beliefs or religion might relate to their work? Are 
there talks of doing so or is it discussed? 

C: I don't think it is much to be honest. Now bear in mind that I am still quite new, I have been there a 
year, like almost a year, but in the discussions that I've been involved in religion has not played a major 
role certainly when we are putting together proposals. Like what we are working on now, like mainly 
building up Syria, people are just trying to survive. Religion isn't important. They're trying to survive, 
have some means of income without having to join an armed group, rebuild their homes. I mean to be 
honest when I was in the camps in Greece, I slept in the camps, I was a volunteer, I could do it, like 
because I had no protocol, I was very, very lucky, I will never have the opportunity again, and I 
remember talking to the people and them saying to me ‘but thank god alhamdulillah thank God’ for 
them being alive and I looked at them and I thought to myself, I was like ‘how are they thanking god 
when they are here if there are rats running around’. I could hear the rats under my head at night under 
the floorboards, the tarpaulin was blowing off in the wind, people were screaming out in the middle of 
the night with their nightmares of the torture they had suffered it was horrendous, and it is to this day. 
It is horrendous on those Greek islands and people are thanking god and it was just beyond my 
comprehension. I mean that's a big point, it's beyond our comprehension quite often as the majority of 
us secular westerners, or not so religious westerners, to understand the level of faith that is in some of 
these contexts. 

CB: Just building directly on that point then, you have already mentioned that kind of idea of ‘Western’. 
We have an idea that we live in secular societies and so on, do you feel that the International political 
agenda which influences the peacebuilding and development sector through setting donor funding 
direction, you know we've got organisation organisations like DAC, you know the development agenda 
internationally has historically been very Western led. Do you feel like those values that are ‘Western’, 
do they impact the incorporation of religion into programmes? 

C: I mean I think that to be honest most of the values are not any different. Like when I think ‘what are 
Western values?’ I don't see my values being any different to those of the people in the camp. It is my 
level of faith that is different but not the values. You know this is, is I mean, I don't necessarily see, see 
I don't want to see a need, but I suppose this is something I haven't thought through enough myself 
either, because I don't see a need for a focus on religion because I see how much religion divides people 
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rather than bringing people together both in Northern Ireland where I grew up but also in Syria, Israel 
and Palestine, and there being no basis for these divisions when you look at peoples’ situations. You 
know this guy's in a tent this guy's in another tent, both have no food, they've both lost their homes, 
they both lost their mothers, whatever, and this really, you know construction of religion, however you 
view it, through whatever lens you view it, you are looking at two men in the same situation. But 
because they believe something differently, they want to kill each other, so I don't necessarily think that 
humanitarian development programming should reinforce those divisions. If the development 
humanitarian response can be framed in such a way that religious groups, that are really positively 
contributing to social cohesion activities, of which there are many, if that activity can be supported then 
definitely, like with that Catholic organisation I spoke to yesterday. I think they are incredible, but I 
think we also need to be careful to not pander to excuses for injustice that are framed around religious 
beliefs, like the example of gender for example, and there are many other examples of exclusion based 
on ‘this is our religion’ or ‘this is what we believe in’. Like look at the treatment of gay people look at 
female genital mutilation, often claimed by some as being a sacred belief, depends then on what you 
view as religion, so yeah, I think there is a bit of a line between not pandering to demands, because it is 
viewed as religion supporting faith-based organisations. Like in Ireland, Golden Concern, they’re not 
so religious, but Trocaire is very faith based, but they do amazing work. So, I don't think there is 
necessarily a need for donors to focus on religion, but religious actors should not be excluded just 
because they are religious actors, and sometimes they are painted with quite a negative brush because 
of being a religious or faith-based organisation and a good work is overlooked, so yeah. 

CB: You mentioned earlier that one of the grants you are implementing is from the Swedish 
government, you mentioned some of the conflicts you were working, or perhaps peacebuilding 
initiatives that you are working on, that I understand do you have religious aspects. For instance, in the 
Philippines you might be working in Mindanao, sorry yeah go on… 

C: So, for the one funded by Sweden that is in Central African Republic, Mali, DRC [Democratic 
Republic of the Congo] and Pakistan. Central African Republic, there are elements of religious conflict 
between Muslims and Christians, but it is not necessarily about religion as is so often the case, it is 
actually about social injustice because certain communities are more deprived from others. There are 
outbreaks of tensions and violence, the most serious of those was in Bangui which spread out across 
the country, so there are definitely issues. There, our local partner has the trust of the basically ghettoed 
Muslim population in Bangui, an area called kn5, and those people feel very abandoned by the world, 
they have been chased out of the towns and villages in quite a lot of areas of the Central African 
Republic. And in DRC there are a lot of Christian organisations that are there, that have been applying 
for the sub grants. Maybe a little bit less so than in Mali, there is a problem in the north with an Islamist 
insurgency. Pakistan, huge problems, in particular with the Shia minority feeling very victimised and 
that attacks against them are not followed up on and brushed under the carpet. So, there are many issues. 
But the project itself, within the writing of the project and within the documentation, there isn’t any 
mention of religion because the idea is that the issues to be dealt with should be made by the 
communities themselves. So, the hub organisations do the community outreach. They ask for 
applications tell us what issues need to be dealt with what issues you want to work on, then if 
interreligious or inter-ethnic conflict come up then they will present a proposal to work on that project, 
then they receive funds for those things, so it's not something that comes from us or from the donor, but 
then again, we haven't highlighted any particular issues; we have left it totally open for them. It is the 
same, also I didn't mention Nigeria, we also work in Nigeria with Local Action Fund, there have been 
quite a number of small grants that we have sent through the Local Action Fund that have worked 
through interreligious and interethnic violence. Some of them, I could maybe send some information to 
you on them later, there was a procession recently that was held because there was an outbreak of 
violence - an interfaith procession - suddenly which was organised by Prince Charles, who is our local 
adviser - great name! he's a great guy - they are doing things. There are some great initiatives but 
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basically, we never tell them or even mention religion. I think it's important that we don't do that because 
sometimes if we highlight things, it makes our partners or the people we speak to think that this is a 
problem, ‘oh we didn't realise it was a problem, maybe it is’, so maybe they start questioning you know. 
So, we don't want to plant any seeds where there aren't any. We wait until it comes from them. 

CB: You know I have read case studies from different contexts, in one in Liberia the donor was asking 
the NGO to ensure workshops had representation from across the society and therefore needed to have 
people representing different faiths, different age groups, and so on. Have you come across anything 
like that? 

C: So that would be more on the level of our hub organisations. So, when they for example do the 
community outreach, they would need to access the various different communities, whether that be 
ethnic or religious or whatever. Also, when they have the selection committees for the sub grants, they 
would also need to be representative. Basically, the whole process in country would need to be 
representative, but we don't tell them about the issues. I remember now. The example I wanted to give 
you in Nigeria, we received quite a questionable application for some sub-grant, it was about working 
with young kids in Muslim schools on their mindset. Yeah, I mean the language they used I found pretty 
appalling, talking about working on their brains to get rid of the toxic information they received and 
asking them to share their stories about how they had created violence in their communities. It was 
unbelievable, you know I asked the advisor who sent it in, so what are you doing in the Christian schools 
and he said, you know, ‘it is not needed there, it is only needed in the Muslim schools’, so I said ‘well 
who are they fighting with? If it's only in the Muslim schools, are they fighting each other?’ So where 
are the Christian kids in this programme? You know so, so there is a huge concern. If your advisors are 
bias, you are in trouble, and you know I think it is difficult to find people living in these contexts who 
can truly see both sides. You do come across these rare gems, and I don't mean to be paternalistic bout 
this at all, because of course there are incredible people working in this field, but it is just natural that 
when you are surrounded by this tension and terror and fear, that you are caught up in it. So that was a 
particular project where I felt that the religious bias, even as someone who works in peacebuilding, was 
massive. 

CB: What is the idea then of those representation panels? 

C: There are several things; one would be to identify the sub-grantees and projects that the panels 
needed to review, the projects would need to be culturally sensitive and acceptable to all communities, 
and to not offend either communities in any way, or to benefit communities, or to at least not cause 
harm to the other community. It depends really on what the activity is, but I mean we wouldn't set the 
purpose for those communities, that would be for the hubs to do. So, we really give as much ownership 
as possible to the Hub organisations and we just try to be there for support and guidance. 

CB: The last question from me - I said it wouldn't be a long interview, but it has been so interesting so 
far - Do you think there is an enabling environment for improving the incorporation of religion into 
peacebuilding programmes? By that I am referring to things like external environments, like the funding 
environment, but also, are there any internal things that are pushing for a greater understanding or 
anything like that? 

C: I don't think we have many advocates for pushing the internal understanding of religion though I do 
think that it is a bit of an untapped resource, especially when you look at Israel and Palestine. There are 
amazing networks of Rabbis and Imams working together. Unfortunately, they face a lot of opposition 
within their own communities and if they had international support, maybe their work could be 
promoted or expanded, but who is to say that it won't have the opposite effect, of saying, ‘this isn't from 
us, this is a foreign influence’. So, it is hard to know what is the right thing to do. I do think that in the 
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UK the left wing is getting stronger and stronger, especially in our generation of young people, they 
have become quite anti-religion and I don't see that changing, so I don't see going forward a lot of hope 
for promotion of religion in any field. But I do think that if we can find actors who are able to cross the 
bridge between the work we do and bring religious communities along with them, without focusing so 
much on the word religion, but on communities, I think that might be an angle that could work. But I 
think that religion in itself is not overall favourably viewed - I mean just in society generally - not just 
the NGO field. 

CB: And there is nothing you can see that is enabling NGOs to do that any better? 

C: I don't know. I would just come back to the community focus again. If people would like to see 
religious communities working better together, if they can have better PR, if they can focus less on the 
love Jesus/praise be to God thing, that a lot of people are a bit repelled by - they don't get it. If they can 
focus more on the ‘look these are our brothers’ messages that are within religion, that everyone can 
understand, then that is great but unfortunately that is not what we hear. 

CB: Are there any other thoughts that you think I worth sharing on this? 

C: I mean I'm sure you have studied this, but maybe looking at how religious divisions are utilised as 
weapons, as means of pitting people against each other who haven't been before and looking at ways of 
rebuilding that social fabric. Because I think that will be one of our greatest challenges in the next 
couple of years, not just in Syria, but in other areas. But that is the context that I know best, how to 
bring back the strands of various religions to be a bit more unified because at the end of the day most 
of them are Muslims, so it doesn't make sense that they have allowed a political actor to sow that hatred, 
so yeah. 

CB: And you think that work will fall onto NGOs and then subsequently do you feel that NGOs are 
able to deliver that work as it currently stands, with the understanding that we currently have, or the 
tools that we currently have? 

C: I think that NGOs are avoiding the topic because they are trying to focus on survival, emergency 
response, keeping people alive and fed, and you know in somewhat sanitary conditions. Do they have 
the capacity? No, because they don't know what to do or say about religion. 

 

Janet 
 
Christopher (C): So, the first question I have for you Janet is: could you tell me about the role that you 
do and the organisation that you work at?  

Janet (J): So, I work at Conciliation Resources and my job title is the West Africa Programme Director. 
So, basically responsible for the strategic direction and development of the programme and also 
management of the team. I am also a peace practitioner so, literally responsible for the peacebuilding 
initiatives in our project areas. So, we've worked in West Africa the Mano River region of Sierra Leone, 
Liberia, Guinea, and Côte d'Ivoire, also in Nigeria. So, that is the job that I have been doing in 
Conciliation Resources about 11 years now. But prior to that I have worked with other organisations in 
West Africa so with [inaudible] West Africa. I have worked as the West Africa Human Rights and 
Democratisation Director for some years. In some years I'm also working in different countries 
including Ghana, Togo, Côte d'Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone and so forth - quite a vast area - and prior 
to that I worked with the Council of Churches in Ghana for about 14 years or so, also working with 
different actors and different churches and different religious groups, including the [inaudible] 
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Commission and the Ghana Muslim council. So, just that is the background and that is why I opted I 
volunteered to be interviewed by you.  

C: Fantastic. And Conciliation Resources themselves, what's their geographical spread? Are they 
global? Do they focus on particular geographies? How big is the organisation as well?  

J: Conciliation Resources is a global peacebuilding organisation. We work in different regions. So, we 
work in Europe in the Caucuses, the Georgian-Abkhaz and Nagorno-Karabakh area, and we also work 
in the South Asia Kashmir conflict. We work on the South East and Pacific region which is the 
Philippines and the islands of the Pacific area, and we have a programme around Fiji, Papua New 
Guinea, and all that. We work in those areas and then we are in Europe. So, we have a programme in 
Europe which also looks at mediation strategies from a European initiative in Africa. We used to be in 
Colombia working with an organisation called CSE. We are looking to explore more in terms of how 
we continue to deepen our work in Colombia. We work in Africa in three programme regions. So, we 
have the West Africa programme which I have just talked about in terms of working in Nigeria and the 
Mano River region. And we work also in the East and Central Africa programme which is looking at 
the Central African Republic and also the Democratic Republic of Congo. We used to work in Uganda 
looking at the Lord's Resistance Army issue and then we also work in the Horn of Africa which looks 
at the ONLF and Ethiopian government on the Ogaden region and farmer herder conflicts in Kenya and 
trying to strengthen communities in the [inaudible] region and all that. So, we're kind of spread across 
the globe and we could look more at what we do in West Africa. So, in West Africa, in Nigeria we work 
in the North Central zones, specifically in the plateau region looking at the farmer-herder conflict 
system and how to empower communities to continue to resolve their conflicts. And we work in the 
North East in vulnerable communities in the North East where we are looking at community capacities 
to be able to build resilience to counteract this insurgency and the impact of this insurgency on the 
community. So, we work with youth as a body through which you enter into vulnerable communities 
because we believe that the future - if you want to look at the future and hope for the future - we should 
work through this youth. So, that's what we're doing and not just youth but also other aspects and 
categories of the community. So, we work with leaders, community leaders, we work with women - 
and when we say women, not just women but young girls and also adult women - so we can bridge 
intergenerational gaps and so on and build resilience and help them to build resilience to deal with the 
impact of the insurgency. 

C: Fantastic. So, let's focus on the West Africa region which is obviously your directorate. Do you work 
in context where you deem religion to be an aspect of the peace or conflict issues? 

J: I would say no as the big one, and then to say if you are working with people in most countries in 
West Africa, you can't avoid religion. You can't avoid religion. Religion plays a card in all that West 
Africans do. Even if you go to their institutions of governance they are sworn in by oath. And so, 
religion plays a part. And sometimes even the choice of leaders is according to religious designation. 
So, whatever you do, if you are going to have a dialogue session and you start with a Christian prayer, 
you have to close with a Muslim prayer, or you have to say let's have a Christian prayer now and then 
a Muslim prayer, and then when we closed, we’ll have the two again. So, religion is a factor that is 
played in all that we do as a people in West Africa. So, even though we as Conciliation Resources do 
not play the card of religion - and there's a reason why we don't do that - the people themselves hold 
that card strongly. And in whatever you do, you have to be careful, you have to be cautious, because as 
we play the conflict sensitivity card, we are mindful of that. 

C: Fantastic. And you are aware as an organisation that you need to be cautious around religion because, 
as you say, it permeates through society and you can't really avoid it in the West African context. 
Because you have to be cautious about that, do you do anything to try and understand the religious 
perspective? Do you perform analysis or anything like that, that would help inform how cautious you 
need to be, or what precautions you might need to take? 
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J: First of all, I am West African, and knowing very well that West Africans wear the lens of religion 
in whatever they do - especially when it comes to dealing with governance and participation and so on, 
and leadership - we tend to do as part of our conflict analysis. We don't particularly name it as doing an 
analysis of the religion or the role that religion plays but we do a conflict analysis and if religion comes 
out as a critical issue, we take it on board, and when religion does not come out as a critical issue then 
we take it as part of our elements for conflict sensitivity. 

C: Great. And if it comes out as a critical issue, how would that change the approach that you take or 
the practice?  

J: So, for instance we were implementing a project in North East Nigeria and we did not intend to work 
with religious leaders. We intended to work with community leaders as gatekeepers to community 
change in the community. And so, whilst we engaged with them and going through the analysis, we 
realised that the religious leaders had a critical role to play and we felt that we should engage with them 
and work with them as part of the element of executing or implementing our project if we wanted the 
project to be successful, because the people respected these religious leaders. And we have - our 
approach is an approach of inclusion and looking at intersectionality as an issue in most of the areas we 
work - the gateway was through these leaders. So, there was no way we could avoid working away from 
religious leaders. So, we then tried to identify who are the religious leaders in the community and what 
is their role in gatekeeping and how can we engage them and sharing representation and legitimate 
representation. So, we've been working around all that to ensure that they are really respected by the 
community and they listen to and hear and listened to by the community. And the fact that if you want 
to go into this community and really reach people, then you should go in through the religious leaders. 

C: In that particular context or programme, what role did those religious leaders end up playing? 

J: Okay so first of all they were the entry point to the communities and again they were, they approved 
the project that we were going to implement, so we explained it to them, and they approved the project 
that we were going to implement. Some of them gave us the sheds around their houses to hold the 
meetings there. Some of them also felt that for any activity that we wanted to implement they would 
participate in it so they can learn from and it and communicate. And some of them are committed to 
participating in any training or any activity that we implement in the communities. We implement 
projects directly in communities. We don't take people out of their communities. We sometimes do 
when it has got to do with some kind of training of trainers and you require a certain way of doing it, 
then we can take them out of the community, but most of the work we did with the religious leaders 
was in their communities. So, the people visibly saw what we were engaging them on and also 
participated and ensured that the learning was transferred.  

C: And was there any contention between the religious leaders or group of people you're working with 
and some of the techniques you were using as an organisation? Or was it more harmonious? It would 
be interesting to understand whether there was any contention or whether actually it was pretty smooth.  

J: Interesting. So, in Yobe state in Nigeria - and I'm just citing an example - we worked with religious 
leaders in the local government area and these were Christians and Muslims. We had a meeting in 
Damaturu which is the state capital and one of the things we observed is that the Muslim leader came 
in his vehicle with Christian leader. So, we were just looking at them, but before then they didn't know 
each other and then he brought him in his car. And then there was another meeting. The Muslim leader 
didn't come for the meeting, but we saw that his car brought the Christian leader to the meeting, and we 
were like what's going on. I mean, so, we saw that bringing them together kind of made them understand 
each other more and more and so anytime we were organising meetings we were encouraged to bring 
Christians and Muslims together. Hitherto we were a bit sceptical of how we would do it because both 
sides were preaching against the other and causing a lot of tensions in the communities, so we were a 
bit sceptical about that, but since we started bringing them together and empowering them and 
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encouraging them to share their views about the conflict other side, they realised that no this is a war 
that both sides are suffering from. The impact is so heavy on both sides because Christians used to 
blame the Muslim - their Muslim counterparts - saying it is your preaching that has led the youth to be 
the way they are and this Boko Haram thing. And so, with a lot of transparency and sharing it provided 
the leverage of having a shared understanding of the situation and what can be done.  

C: Fantastic. Now I just want to touch a little bit on how Conciliation Resources is funded. Is it mainly 
funded through government grants, inter-governments bodies or both or by the general public, how is 
it funded? 

J: Yeah, Conciliation Resources is government funded. EU, DFID, USAID, SIDA – the Swedes, the 
Swiss and the Irish. I mean different foundations as well fund Conciliation Resources. That's how I 
found it yeah. 

C: Great yeah. And now, have you ever seen those donors - those predominantly European, US donors 
- do you see them discussing religion or thinking about religion? In their grants are they asking 
Conciliation Resources to do things in terms of religions or are they largely absent of that? 

J: In terms of the causes that we have applied to, I have not seen religion being used as a CAD. I've not 
seen it as an element. I think there is one project that we implemented - the farmer-herder conflict - we 
called it Unity in Diversity and something around bringing people from interreligious and intercultural 
dialogue together. I mean we did have a title like that, but this is not just about religion and the project 
is clear about that. But it's not about religion and the call was not about religion. 

C: Okay, when you're working with donors, what are the main things that they are looking for - that 
they are considering factors for peace - if they're not mentioning religion, what are the main things are 
looking to achieve, and how are they looking to achieve that as well? 

J: So, when donors make a call, they are looking to see things like trust building, trust building amongst 
people of difference, and this is where religion plays a role. People have different people across the 
conflict divide. So, we have ethnic differences, we have religious differences, we have age differences, 
we have gender differences, and of course we have also political differences, which is one critical factor 
in West Africa. So, they look at how there is trust building, how there is resilience. It was participation 
as the word was the word of the day, and now it's about inclusion. They want to see peaceful 
coexistence. They want to see an engagement between citizenry and their government on the issue. So, 
it's about that. It's about strengthening relations. It's about people being people, feeling secure to enjoy 
their human rights and so on. So, even if we have security in place then it is to ensure the security of 
citizenry to have freedom of movement and expression and freedom to live. So, if people feel threatened 
then that's not what donors are prepared to see.  

C: And do you think that donors – so, and obviously I work at VSO, and we require good relationships 
with those donors in order to continue the work we want to do - do you think that the donor approaches 
to peacebuilding influence Conciliation Resources practises?  

J: Sometimes. Sometimes donor responses influence Conciliation Resource’s work but most of the calls 
are broad that we apply to. They’re very broad. They give us the flexibility to respond to the context in 
which we work. Like development funding, where donor would say we want to see you work on the 
educational side strengthen the infrastructure, it's not that specific. Peacebuilding is not like that. 
Peacebuilding is about a peacebuilding and conflict analysis that you conduct and say your response 
strategy would depend on what you find on the ground and the strategies that you design it will be based 
on that. So, I would say that the flexibility of donor calls these days is shrinking to a point. Sometimes 
it's very difficult for you to manoeuvre and design response mechanisms the way we want them, but we 
tried to bring in that flexibility and ensure that we are responding to situations on the ground and not 
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really just following the terminologies - you know sometimes donors use terminologies - that can 
exclude some form of peacebuilding. 

C: Great. And so, I don't know which hat you are going to wear for this question. I'll give you the option 
to put on any hat that you would like. But in the West Africa context - the context that you working - 
do you think that the approach to peacebuilding can be held back by largely secular, non-religious 
understanding of donors? 

J: Yes, and I would bring myself as an individual working in an NGO sector. So, that is, so, for instance 
we have policies such as safeguarding security risk assessments and these policies have been designed 
based on European laws - or UK laws now - and so on. And they are designed - they are developed - 
based on these policies. Various NGOs level policies have been developed based on the values of the 
West and how they perceive they should be implemented in contexts. Sometimes it is very hard to take 
the assumptions of our organisations away from that. So, for example that is an assumption that every 
woman in the conflict context is vulnerable. Every woman within a conflict context is vulnerable. No! 
That's not true some women are very powerful, and they can be seen as a leverage through which you 
can do some work to protect other women or address vulnerability of other women and the more we 
look at things this way the better for us, because we ourselves as NGOs in the West are not the people 
who can actually implement the change on the ground. But if we think women are weak, women are 
sufferers, and we address it that way, or there is an assumption that the police system in most West 
African countries are weak - they don't address this, they don't address that - but so we are already 
siding with their weakness and that they cannot do anything. So, even if you take a safeguarding 
complaint to them, they are not going to address it. But what are we doing to understand the cultural 
and social institutions that are also dealing with these issues and how are we bringing these lessons to 
inform the policies that we designed? That is a big gap for me and so sometimes I would say it's quite 
challenging to deal with these assumptions of western NGOs. It's like “we are the purified and we are 
going to address this in West Africa - these are the bad attitudes and practises that are going on there, 
so we will take these policies to go in there and address the issues”. No. There are also some social 
practises that go on in context that we have to understand. Even if we think that these are practises that 
do not address human rights or put people at risk, there are ways in which we can use these very 
institutions and support them to be able to address this. And I was just thinking about something. 
Contemporary religions coming into Africa came into Africa as a medium of change. You know all of 
them, they came into Africa or West Africa as a medium of change - be it Islam or Christianity - and 
some of them came forcefully and some of them came with some emoluments for leaders and so on. 
And so, if we want to look at that and condemn What is the current practise in West Africa then we 
should start addressing it in the West before. You understand what I'm saying? We should address these 
things because West Africans have known Christianity from the West. West Africans have known Islam 
from the East and so, if we want to actually condemn the role of religion in West Africa, we have to 
start addressing that in the East – that’s Islam - and address Christianity from the West. And say that 
and say that “the things we introduced you to are wrong”. So, start tackling and start looking at it so 
some of the policies and the way we look at things, the perceptions we have of the governance and 
institutions in West Africa, the perceptions we have even around leadership and community governance 
systems are too general. And so, you don't find their need to identify strengths and then to build 
resilience for the work that we do and that is really a challenge. I think that there is a lot going on in 
West Africa and societies around safeguarding, for example. I think that there are lots of things about 
how they manage vulnerability and so on. So, that aspect is so driven by the West, as if the West is 
‘purified’. That's the way I put it. It's driven as if the West is purified, is clean of those things but no, 
that's not how it is. Those are phenomena that have come to be condemned in all totality. There is a 
need to look at how each side addresses these issues and how we as a world can put forces together so 
we can address this illness. 
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C: So, in many ways the western perspective is quite universal? The “purified” thing is saying “we have 
the answer” and then they try and apply that elsewhere, but actually that disregards the power and the 
strength that actually exists within communities and institutions already? 

J: So, it carries with it a power dynamic that is so strong. So, for example if you have NGOs in Africa 
you are saying that the NGOs must have a safeguarding policy that addresses a, b, c, d and all that, 
before you get the funding. You must have a policy around security and risk management to be able to 
have this funding. You must have this accountability system. You must have this; you must have that 
you know. First of all, if I had the money, if I was the rich Janet and I needed to work with West African 
organisations, I would like to work with them in an organisational development perspective to look at 
what are the issues here and what are your capacities to address those issues and what are the kinds of 
systems you need to put in place to address these. So, safeguarding would evolve from them and they 
would put in their policies but not for me to give them their policies and tell them to adhere to them. 
For me, I'm a gender advocate , I’ve been a gender advocate since I'm a mother I'm a grandmother - and 
I'm from northern Ghana so I’m a rural woman who understands rural vulnerabilities so if someone 
uses some power dynamic because they have access to resources to overpower me and abuse me or 
abuse any of my relatives or any person known to me I would really be pissed off and I would want that 
person to go through a judicial justice system or whatever. I would want to do that, but it is just the way 
it is being presented now. It says African countries are sleeping over the issue, it's as if African countries 
are sleeping over these issues, we don't really care about the safeguarding issues so let's package this 
policy and you implement it. So, sometimes I find it really difficult engaging with it from that 
perspective. I would love each country, each context, to address safeguarding issues but I would want 
them to address them from their perspectives and I wouldn't be surprised if African countries come out 
with more stringent safeguarding measures. I wouldn't be surprised as some African countries come 
with more stringent policies and measures. But it would lead to an ownership and commitment, set a 
more effective way of dealing with it.  

C: So, what do you think - you have already said if I had the money if I had the power if Janet was in 
charge – so, what do you think would create a better environment for NGOs to take different approaches 
that are more locally applicable? I mean, what's stopping that from happening now? 

J: I think there is a challenge right now. It's quite clear now for people like myself. I'm working from 
my western NGO, so you bring in some of the values and practise that are kind of respected from 
African countries. So, that is happening. Also being someone from Africa, when I am back in the 
context, I'm working with people of my identity. I'm constantly reminded that these are the practises. 
So, for instance if I show you a picture of myself in North East Nigeria, you'll be wondering who this 
is because I'm completely veiled. But some people would think this is taking away your right. Some 
women would say I'm not going to dress like that because it takes away my right, but I truly want to be 
identified with the people. So, I go there completely veiled because I want to be part of them. I want to 
be identified as part of them. I want them to see me so that we can be more open, so we can build a 
trusted relationship and we can talk about it. They can challenge me, and I can challenge them but what 
happens mostly is you have - as my father used to say - a yes Sir yes Sir attitude. If it is someone who 
does not practise acceptance behaviour the people would only say ‘yes, no, yes, yes’ and when you 
leave that is all of it, and that is when most projects fail, because we do not allow ownership to evolve. 
We go in with mechanised interventions, “let's deliver these activities” tick box, tick box, tick box, “let's 
deliver them this quarter”. What do we do? So, what's the impact of what we did? So, the next quarter 
we implement and then what's next? So, we find it difficult to even have open conversations about the 
project to make sure there is meaningful change. So, that's one of the things I like about my organisation 
Conciliation Resources - and I'm not saying that others don't do it - but Conciliation Resources gives 
you the flexibility to design your projects around what you believe will make meaningful change. So, 
that is happening, and maybe more could be done. Donors like to get funding and they will tell you 12 
months or 18 months. Let's be honest to one another, taking the setup of the project and go into partner 
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risk assessment, to train them on all the policies and anti-bribery, anti-fraud and terrorism, safeguarding 
assessment… by the time you finished all that is 6 months gone and then you have six months to really 
implement activities in the context where the conflict has been persistent over decades. What are you 
going to do in that context? So, it's a tick box attitude. It's not working. So, you find NGOs, INGOs, 
who go for 12-month contracts and then they take the next three to six months applying for another 
contract, by which time all the things you have achieved are derailing, and then you go back again and 
you implement six months. So, you find that organisations like Conciliation Resources have decided to 
work in a particular context accompanying the particular people in the context for a very long time. It's 
not that we enjoy working in that context, but we feel that's the only way we can manage this short 
duration project funding to address a long-term conflict because peacebuilding cannot be achieved like 
that. There are so many factors about why peacebuilding can't be achieved in that space of time. So, I 
think for me it is being done. The other thing for me is that we talk about localisation of peacebuilding. 
Localisation and peacebuilding are around some power dynamics. The power dynamics are still not 
clear in the way that we do things. We organisations in the North are so overpowering because of the 
donor demands because donors indicate how they want their reports to be done, how they want the 
project, I mean the language from the project application, the formalities and so on. So, it makes it very 
difficult for even local NGOs to be able to access certain types of funding. So, for example if you look 
at the EU funding, if you apply with an international organisation the funding streams are large whereas 
if you are a local organisation the funding streams are small. That's clear. It's because the difference of 
costs and so on. However, if you go further there are other things which happened between INGOs and 
local NGOs which are reflecting the power dynamics, and sometimes sitting here in an INGO I wonder 
why am I doing this? We say give us these monthly reports, give us these quarterly reports, and the 
report should be there on this date, and there is a conflict which has made the network - MTN is not 
working, Airtel is not working and this one is not working - and they've been cut off for this period of 
time. And then we are sitting here and saying when the internet does not work for a second, we're going 
to start blinking and panicking, but for them it is very different. And when I need my statement from 
the bank I'd just need to walk across the counter, now print it for me, but for NGOs in West Africa you 
go to the bank and the bank will tell you that our branch in Lagos or branch in Abuja will send it and it 
will come next week and when it comes, we’ll let you know, and you come and collect it. So, 2 weeks 
later you go to collect it and they say, “oh the branch didn't bring it and there are all these things that 
are happening”. So, if you want to use that as a way of saying local NGOs are weak then is not being 
fair and these are some of the things that bring about the power dynamics. So, we say that if you don't 
give us a bank statement indicating the level of transparency, then we're not going to give you the next 
transfer, we're not going to do this, we're not going to do that, so those are the kinds of things that we 
need to work on. The level of trust and transparency between the West and Africa needs to change. Our 
partnership arrangements need to change. We need to work with specific partners overtime build trust 
and allow transparency and flexibility to enable them to work and own the peacebuilding approaches. 
For me that would be a great leap towards the localisation of peacebuilding because at the moment if it 
is not working, we go and locate offices in contexts, and when we locate offices it's even worse. We’re 
driving big cars; we're going to attend meetings in a grand style. I mean Conciliation Resources; we 
hire the usual saloon cars and move around. We don't go in four wheel and show off. We just blend in 
because we prefer blending in. Security wise it is better but also in terms of managing the power 
dynamics. It is better that way. So, for me there are some of these behavioural and trust issues. And 
then when we are doing research it tends to look very extractive. Very, very extractive. INGOs tend to 
go and question the people, get their information, analyse and analyse and analyse, and then come out 
with “this is what you say” and the people say, “no we didn't say that, we don't speak this kind of 
English, so what you are saying is not what we said”. So, there is so much of how we can design our 
write ups to bring in some quotes some people said about that issue, to strengthen it and let the people 
own the research that we do. I know that I am not in academia but sometimes the academic analysis 
polishes the research, and it sounds too extractive and, in the end, we are putting words in the mouth of 
the people. That's not what they said, but that is the way we're putting it. So, for me if those things 
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change a bit then I say participatory research needs to come back to the floor because it has been gone 
for long. But just because it's old it doesn't mean that participation is not that we should revisit it and it 
will add value to the research work that we do. The research work ends up in 4 pages or 6 pages and it 
ends up as an insight paper or they call it a research paper, but the whole research that you did for six 
months, you are presenting it in six pages, and for me it tells a lot about the extraction. So, you wanted 
to hear certain things and what you heard is what you are writing. So, you see the hat I'm wearing now. 

C: Absolutely.  

J: So, what you've written is based on what you think I want to hear, and so you have written that down 
but there are other important things which were said, but you've not quoted the people. You've not 
brought that. Instead, it is different. 

C: As you can see, we've slightly overrun but I've really wanted to let you finish that because I think a 
lot of what you've discussed comes to the core of what I'm researching. So, we probably don't have very 
long left, but my last question is: do you have any further thoughts that you want to share on this subject? 

J: I think religion in recent times has been criticised or blamed for some unacceptable practises because 
it has been the conduit for value building in society, for norms, behaviours and attitudes, bad behaviour, 
good behaviour and so on. So, religion because this is deteriorating, religion is being blamed for it. And 
I say that also “yes, religion can be blamed” but I also think that now, in this world, there are other 
institutions which are responsible for this. It's not just religion. We have seen the case when I was in 
Ghana for example that the Christian Council of Ghana undertook an assessment to restructure to make 
itself relevant because it was becoming more and more irrelevant. There was a time when the Christian 
Council as an institution was a mouthpiece, was a voice of the people, and so right down from 1928, 
the Christian council of Ghana was set up and was an institution that spoke, and governments listened. 
But along the years the Christian council of Ghana became just another voice and that was because civil 
society was also rising up as another mouthpiece, and then journalism also came out as another 
mouthpiece. And so, if all the blame at the moment is going into religion, I don't think that's fair because 
we now have civil society NGOs and so on, but they have presented themselves as the mouthpiece of 
the people. Media has also come as the mouthpiece of the people. Why is it that only religious 
institutions are being blamed? That's my question. Why is it that is only religion, when it comes to rape 
issues and safeguarding issues and so on? And when it comes as religion, then it's a whole big issue, 
but when it's NGOs then it's another issue, when it is media it's another issue. All these institutions are 
there to enhance the values and principles, behaviour, and attitudes of people in the world. So, all these 
institutions should be responsible for these kinds of things. So, I thought I should say that it's not just 
religion. There are other institutions now in our current dispensation that needs to be accountable as 
well. 

C: That's fantastic Janet and I'm going to stop recording now.  

 

Marta 
 
Christopher (C): So, my first question is, would you be able to tell me a little bit about your role and 
what you do and also a bit about the organisation you work for? 

Marta (M): Well, I work for UNDP United Nations Development Programme and we are a global 
development agency, part of the United Nations. UNDP is operational in Kosovo since 1999. So that is 
quite a while, and over the years, as the situation has developed, it actually has adapted the focus of the 
areas of its work, but always staying within the [same] corporate framework. So initially UNDP was 
working on - I'm officially required to say post-conflict - on post-conflict recovery and then gradually 
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moved onto development and now that is the focus of our work. So as the UN has gradually changed 
globally, and UNDP as well, we now have three key areas of work and that is Governance and 
Peacebuilding, it’s Environment, and we have Inclusive Growth. So, we have effectively three 
portfolios if you wish, and I am the Portfolio Manager for Governance and Peacebuilding. As a portfolio 
manager my role and responsibilities and duties centre on ensuring that everything, that every single 
project within my portfolio, is implemented on time, as per the planned budget, as per the rules and 
procedures, that it actually fits with the government’s needs, that it also responds to the donor’s 
priorities, but also that they actually, in a way, are aligned and complement each other. Not all projects 
that are within the portfolio create synergies, but to the extent possible, it is also my job to find where 
those synergies exist and how to bring those synergies to the forefront, and to advance those things in 
terms of capacity development or institutional development, a setting up of mechanisms, functionalising 
these mechanisms. Saying that, my job is basically everything in a way. It is a bit of a jack of all trades. 
Every single project will have to prepare periodic reports, I have to check though. I need to make sure 
they are properly drafted in terms of the content, in terms of the substance, but also in terms of language. 
I will start from looking at the language from how the report is drafted, how it is laid out, to the content, 
to the does-it-respond-to-what-we-said-we-would-do, and obviously I need to look at the bigger picture, 
as it were, and identify either new opportunities or areas where we as UNDP can engage with or 
intervene, not only for my portfolio, but for other portfolios too, because we work in an integrated way. 
Before I move to that, just to explain the structure of a portfolio; we have one programme that is made 
up of three portfolios, three pillars, and my portfolio also has three pillars itself, and that is Safety and 
Security, Governance and Rule of Law. So now for example under the governance portfolio, we have 
a project which deals with youth and engagement, skills development etc. etc. but as part of that project, 
because it deals with labour market and how to improve the skills of young people, we cooperate with 
another project that sits within another portfolio. So, these are some of the things that I need to do on a 
daily basis and of course I need to look at what happens economically and with the political scene as 
that can have major effects as to how fast or how slow we can implement our projects. But then I have 
another role which is that I am the deputy UN programme coordinator for UNDP Kosovo which means 
that I have a certain number of responsibilities at corporate level and that comes from working on our 
strategic plan. We do it once every four years but because we have a regional hub in Istanbul and an 
international headquarters in New York, they have different requests for information, for materials, they 
need us to do a range of things, so I need to be able to respond to those regularly. So, I have this dual 
role. However initially when I joined UNDP, I joined as a project manager. That has given me really 
good insight into how to manage the programme effectively because I also need to be very well versed 
on operational matters, on financial matters, on human resources, on procurement as well, because my 
role is also to support the projects. Not everybody who joins UNDP has previous experience either with 
UNDP or other UN agencies and we have very specific internal systems, very specific rules, so in order 
for these projects teams to discharge the duties properly, on time, I also need to provide them with 
technical support. So, that is in a nutshell what I do. 

C: That sounds fascinating and completely varied. Thank you very much for that description of your 
current work. Working across a portfolio where would you put ‘religion’ in relation to other things that 
might impact the programme? Where would religion come into the overall thinking in operation of your 
portfolio, relating to other things you think about, for instance accountable government or the economy, 
in relation to these other conflicting aspects?  

M: Look I think it is important for me to tell you that I am somewhat a-religious in the sense that I do 
believe in this higher power, but I do not necessarily follow any particular religion. I have what I would 
say relatively strong views about religion and that is based on the history of the region and the effect 
religion had on the wars, on the movements of people, on migration, how religion affected the whole 
socio-economic sphere. When you look at the western Balkans, and western Balkans without Croatia 
and Slovenia, which were never under Ottoman rule, you see the concepts of labour, of economic 
development, the advancement that they have, you know I cannot but link some of that with the rule of 
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the period. So that is a sort of disclaimer in terms of religion. Obviously, I was brought up and born in 
Kosovo until I was 18 and I remember a before and after as it were. So, religion in the 80s wasn't an 
important thing in people’s lives, at least from my perception of the period. So yes, the mosques 
functioned, the churches were religious but there is a society, a secular society, previous to when I 
became aware as a person. Right after the First World War there were a lot of attempts to educate the 
population to bring women out of the coverings of the face, in the body, to get women into schools to 
educate, to advance them in society, to improve their role. So, by the time I was a young person, 10 or 
12 in the early 80s, I didn't see that religion played a part, or at least a serious part, in the society. It was 
all about the western dress and the western music and the new romantics and the punks and what not, 
and that is sort of how effectively I left Kosova in ‘89 or ’90. But then when I returned 2014, I actually 
saw a shift with women wearing headscarves, with a very sort of Islamic sense of dress, you know the 
traditional sort of Arab style of dressing, which to me was quite a shock. It's not saying that I am uneasy 
vis-à-vis religion, but I can see that religion can cause more harm. So, the tenets of the concepts of 
religion may be positive and the way it brings people together but the way that it is interpreted by 
various people for various reasons, and the most important one: for political reasons. I find that very 
disturbing. I find that very disturbing. Now I can understand to a certain degree why in Kosova after 
the war people did sort of turn to religion. The influx of aid that came from Islamic states was quite 
large. There were not any controls from what we see in the last few years, and especially two or three 
years ago, we saw that that aid came attached with some strings effectively. And I understand that going 
through the horrors of war, and you do not have closure, or understand why it happened to you or to 
your neighbours, you do need some spiritual comfort and I can understand why people turn towards 
religion, but quite frankly I could never understand why the population would turn so much towards - I 
don't want to say - radical Islam, but actually that is what it is. There is a completely different way of 
preaching now. There is this pressure to conform. So, what is considered to be the proper way of 
observing Islamic faith etc. etc. So as these things develop of course, we saw a lot of Kosovans leaving 
and joining ISIS in particular, and a couple of them were very notorious in the group. I then developed 
even further aversion to this concept of religion. Nevertheless while - how do I explain this? - in the 
Safety and Security pillar, we actually for a while, about two years, had a component where we were 
looking prevention of violence extremism and we did conduct a research with a foreign terrorist fighters 
who were convicted and we're in prison. So yes, I have a little bit of information and knowledge from 
that in the sense of how people can get regular radicalised and how religion can take over their lives but 
then we have another project that's ended in February which was talking about social cohesion and this 
was the second phase. So, we had the first phase of the project, the idea was to have social cohesion but 
between Albanians and Serbs, because of course that is the predominant when you look at the 98/99 
conflict the fighting was between Albanians and Serbs, so we were trying to work on social cohesion. 
But for whatever reason the project took on a bit of a religious connotation - so rather than perhaps 
work as cultural heritage as the entry point for this project - so rather than work at sort of more individual 
level the project did try to work more on religious heritage. But then, - which I wasn't particularly happy 
about because for me, and not just for me but others too, who followed what happened in 98/99, there 
was a clear understanding that this wasn't a fight about religion or about religious dominance it was an 
ethnic motivated fight. So, when we completed the first phase of the project you know looking at the 
reports and all the information, it became apparent that in a way we couldn't even have avoided this 
slant towards religion because of Serbs, because of their connection to the Orthodox Church for Serbs, 
and I think it is the same for Russians and Greeks or everybody who is of the Orthodox leaning, they 
do have a strong connection between national identity and religious identity. I think yes Jewish people 
are the same. Whereas for Albanians, because Albanians can be Catholic, Muslims, Orthodox, we even 
have Protestants now, religion isn't central to our being, to our life, however that is shifting. So now 
when we talk about the concept of social cohesion, we also need to think of social cohesion between 
Albanians themselves because we have these really radical Albanians of Muslim faith who actually put 
religion above everything else. So that for me is a problem And I think that as time goes by, and as 
these things perhaps are not kept in check, religion will come to play a much more important role in the 



XXIII 
 

lives of an ordinary Albanian Kosovans here, and that might actually have more impact in terms of how 
to deliver the project. So, I don't know Chris, a very long response there, and I’m not even sure I was 
able to respond clearly. 

C: Not only have you responded to the question, but you've also responded to question that I was going 
to ask. So, I am just going to pick up on a couple of things you've mentioned there. You have just given 
an overview regionally of the multifaceted impact that religion has had on the societies in the Balkans 
and how it is affected where you work, and how it is changed overtime. Now with that, you mentioned 
that there was a pillar in the peacebuilding work a couple of years ago, that you were looking at religion 
in terms of social cohesion, and things was that pillar removed or is it still there? 

M: No, the pillars are static because it is Safety and Security, Governance and Rule of Law. So then for 
example last year we started working on cyber security, and obviously that project gets automatically 
attached to the safety and security pillar. For example, we have this interethnic dialogue through cultural 
heritage but that was a little bit difficult, that actually went straight to the governance pillar, so the 
pillars are static, but the projects change. 

C: So, the projects fit in with the pillars.  

M: Yes, projects fit within pillars.  

C: Given that religion has changed in the time you have been in Kosovo, and your lifetime, are there 
tools or ways that's the organisation attempts to understand how things are changing or how things 
impact your development programmes? 

M: Let me just talk about UNDP in Kosovo because that is what I can talk competently about, we don't 
have, or we don't employ any particular tools, when it comes to religion. What we actually look at we 
have several development concepts; we have signature solutions, human rights-based approach, leave 
no one behind approach, because when we work, we focus on people, we focus on the needs of the 
people regardless of their ethnicity, regardless of their religion, regardless of their gender or sexual 
orientation. So at least in UNDP in Kosovo, I cannot think of any specific tool that we use to understand 
how religion is affecting the population. But I am aware that others might have something. OAC were 
involved in an annual event, Interfaith, it was all about the different religions. Now I understand Chris, 
that you do need to talk about difficult things because if you leave them, they fester and develop into 
something else. But I never thought that the timing was quite right in Kosova to discuss inter-faith 
because there is a risk of people hijacking them. It can be very honest approach, very good-natured 
approach, let's see what brings us together rather than tears us apart, but for me it was a potential avenue 
for people to hijack it. And I am saying this because the example of Mitrovica - I don't know if you 
went to Mitrovica when you were in Kosovo before - but Mitrovica in its heyday in the late 70s and 
80s, they had the most amazing rock bands, the most brilliant bars, cafes, really lively environments, 
developed economically, socially. Everything in Mitrovica, in addition to the political issues and the 
artificial division between the north and the south, you see a lot of religious influence to the extent that 
there are women who are fully covered with a burka. Now that may be ok for somebody because they 
can advocate other religious freedoms, but for me that is not religious freedom. First of all, it is 
something that is imported, it is not effectively home grown, it is imported. Of course, it took a life of 
its own, but in this region in this territory, in this age to see women who are fully covered, who cut off 
in away from society, from their families, because of the need to strictly observe, as they say the Koran 
etc. etc., I find that very problematic. So, in Mitrovica you have this confluence of economic problems, 
political problems and religious problems, and that doesn't support social cohesion. I know it might 
sound a little bit strange, but I absolutely do believe in your individual human rights, but I also believe 
in communal responsibility and collective rights. So, the wish or desire of a single person cannot be 
above the needs of an entire community. 
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C: To pick up on a couple of those things; the international system, which the UN is a big part of, one 
of the criticisms that has been levelled at it in relation to development over the last 70 years, is that it is 
a Western created system, that it mirrors Western values, and a lot of the funding comes from developed 
countries and Western nations. In relation to that, I know the UNDP occupies a different space from 
other development agencies that I'm talking to, but do you think that there is an enabling environment 
that allows greater understanding of how religion impacts, or that is encouraging development 
organisations to look at better ways to incorporate religion? Now I'll just fit that into something you 
mentioned earlier, which is that Islamic aid filtered into Kosovo and it did have some strings attached 
to it; now I guess that's one of the things that is not typically attached to traditional Western donors, any 
strings in terms of religion, so I want to understand if you think that there is an enabling environment 
for the greater understanding of religion, and then also do you see strings being attached the other way, 
with traditional secular development theory and the work of traditional donors?  

M: Look when I speak with government counterparts, and this was at the beginning, ‘what do you do? 
What's your idea? What's your plan? What's your agenda?’ and I will say to you exactly what I said to 
them: ‘As UNDP agenda is development, and our development agenda is whatever the government’s 
development agenda is, we don't have our own agenda per se apart from the development’ - and I want 
to make the distinction for example between UNDP as an International Development body and for 
example USAID, which again is an International Development agency but USAID has to follow the 
policies of the US, whereas we don't have to because we have member states, so you can't follow the 
desires if you wish of all member states, so therefore we do not follow any of their own agenda, but we 
just follow this concept of development agenda. The same for example is true for Germany, for all 
bilateral and multilaterals. Look, Germany has a very specific approach towards the western Balkans 
right, and then we can say it has very strong views on Kosovo for example and the dialogue between 
Kosovo and Serbia should be developed, so it is not necessarily that they aid or that they support directly 
through GIZ, or come with strings attached, but they do have an agenda, a political one in that respect 
for example, as someone who was born, here I'm quite happy with Germany's political agenda for 
Kosovo, but equally I am not happy for example with France’s political agenda for the western Balkans, 
as we saw last year between Albania and Macedonia, because it affects the whole region. So, that sort 
of is perhaps one part of the response. Western values, well of course it will be Western values, because 
we start from what we know we start with, what we have been taught or what we have learned, so when 
these values are not at odds, or can be incorporated with what are considered to be local values, then I 
see a benefit from that because you can actually improve, you can advance. Look I mean, I actually can, 
I can only wish that's the governance structure in Kosova is more akin to the one in the UK, or the one 
in Germany, that would mean a lot and of course my thinking is very much influenced by my life in the 
UK because that is where I realistically grew up and developed as a person, so a lot of things for me 
don't necessarily make sense, even though I was born here, because I got used to living in a system 
which is functional, which has his faults, but is functional, you have redress mechanisms if you have 
issues, if you have problems you know where to go to, and you know that at some point your issues 
will be resolved, whether they are legal or financial, whatever they are, whereas in Kosova that system 
is still very weak. Look, what I would prefer is that the international community would not push so 
much on the concept of religion. Kosova as a society is a little bit too fragile to start looking in that 
direction. Quite frankly the society hasn't consolidated. The government is unable to consolidate itself. 
In the last five, years how many elections? 8 or 9 elections. I still think there are so many other issues 
which are much more important that need to be taken care of before you can start. However, having 
said that, perhaps this is precisely why religion is advancing, why it is gaining ground, because perhaps 
people’s dissatisfaction with the government structures, with progress to date, the ever shifting goal 
posts from all sides, and perhaps they think that, well, ‘you know religion/faith, I know what I have to 
do, I will go and pray twice a day, five times a day, once a week on Sundays, whatever it is, but that is 
a constant in my life and that keeps me grounded’. 
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C: I might have to do a couple of quick rapid-fire questions here. Do you think that if UNDP 
hypothetically decided to take more of an interest in religion, do you think that Kosovo would react to 
that, would they be willing to work with UNDP on that or would they be disinterested? 

M: Quite frankly Chris I don't know. I really don't know, the constitution in Kosovo guarantees religious 
freedoms and the right to Association and to pray and to do everything you want to do as long as you 
don't harm somebody else in the process, and of course we as UNDP again pride ourselves on the respect 
for human rights on this concept of including everyone, leaving no one behind, respecting human rights. 
Everybody has human rights, so I don't think, I don't know, I would be making things up quite frankly. 
I don't know how to respond to this. 

C: My last question is: Do you have any other particular thoughts that you'd like to share on this topic? 

M: Yeah, you mentioned NGOs that work on religious matters. I find this - to start with the NGO sector 
in Kosova is underdeveloped - first of all NGOs are not profiled, or there are very few specialised 
NGOs. The environment is such that everybody is chasing the money and I can understand if you want 
to survive you have to follow where the money is, but then that leaves complete disarray in terms of the 
NGOs and the areas that they cover. You know for a while it was gender based violence/sexual violence 
that was really high on everyone's agenda, and all of a sudden all of the NGOs were working on that, 
and then that sort of transformed into - I can't remember the order explicitly - but then anti-corruption 
became a hot topic and then everybody was working on that and every NGO was working on anti-
corruption, and then it was the war crimes trials and everybody worked on that, and then it was 
preventing violence and extremism and then that became a hot topic and then everybody started working 
on that one. So, this is a problem. I am not - I don't really know the civil society in depth in Kosova, it 
is actually the project teams who work with them - but what I can see from my teams is that a lot of the 
NGOs are not specialised. For example, the internal rules and procedures are not as robust as the ones 
that we have and of course it is understandable. But then that sort of creates a bit of a problem when 
we, sort of, want to work with a range of NGOs, you know the reporting requirements, both narrative 
and financial, are extensive, it is the way it is, and then you see that these NGOs have not had time to 
develop their capacities their capabilities in terms of organisational structure. If you want to call it, in 
terms of the management, internal management, and in terms of the substance for example, if I now 
wanted to work with an NGO on cultural heritage, I probably would have two that are actually 
specialised on cultural heritage, and one of them is Cultural Heritage Without Borders, you know set 
up by Sweden - it is an offshoot of the Swedish branch. So, what I'm trying to get at is that while it may 
be okay to run for example, from one sector to another, when it comes to sensitive topics such as religion 
or prevention of violence extremism specifically, you cannot just set up an NGO and then start working 
on that you need to understand religion. Maybe my standards are far too high, but you would need to 
have a theologian, so you would have to have a theologian. From my point of view, if you wanted to 
work on this subject you would have to understand religion. You would have to understand religion not 
just as a concept but the effect that it has on the society; what does it mean for spiritual development, 
for associated economic development of that society, how it interlinks with other groups. So, you cannot 
just say, ‘yes okay there is plenty of money on PVE so I'm now going to set up an NGO because I want 
to work with youth on preventing violent extremism’, how do you do that, how do you do that if you 
do not have experience on understanding cognitive development of youth, if you do not have an 
understanding of sociology or experience in psychology? So, for me the importance of the NGO sector 
is, I think they are still in areas where they are not suitable, where it is not suitable for NGOs to move 
into. For example, when we moved to the interviews with FTS in prisons, it took us Seven months just 
to prepare for the interviews, and for me it was a revelation. I actually, it was the first time we were 
going into this one we had to find the experts to understand the issues, we had to have people who 
understand how to conduct interviews, because this isn't just a regular interview as you and I are having, 
and then there was the issue of security but also of confidentiality, what if one of these people tells you 
something that effectively you should report to the authorities something they did, but can you report it 
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because you are bound by this confidentiality? You know there are so many things, if you want to do 
things right you have to think of all of the elements of it so that's why I think there are certain things, 
but if NGOs want to work on them then that is fine, but they have to have the required number of people 
or qualifications or knowledge or experience an some standards for how they should work on certain 
things. I don't think that working by inviting an Albanian Anna Serb and putting them together in a 
room to talk about their religion actually constitutes a good concept because inevitably it will move into 
something else. And you know they say religion and politics the most too difficult topics to discuss. So 
yes, I will leave it at that. 

 

Mohamad 
 
Christopher (C): My first question is: could you tell me a bit about the work that you have done as an 
independent consultant and at previous organisations, so I have an idea about your background career 
and the work you have done already? 

Mohamad (M): So, a brief background about me: I was born and raised in the northern city of Tripoli 
in the North of Lebanon and then went to the American University of Beirut in Beirut for business 
management. Afterwards I took a career path in medical devices health care working in Abu Dhabi, 
Dubai, Kuwait, and what I think is useful for the sake of this research is that at many times I've handled 
regions, so either the Gulf region or the entire Middle East North Africa region. So, this gave me a little 
bit of exposure on the ground to societies in those countries. A few years back I made a transition to the 
developmental and humanitarian sector primarily in Lebanon but also have a little bit of Middle Eastern 
North African experience, mainly in the areas of livelihood being an SME [small/medium enterprise] 
support, apprenticeships for hosting refugee communities in Lebanon. I've also worked on a couple of 
value chains in terms of skill building, in terms of agriculture and dairy products, and my most recent 
experience is in terms - I did used to do it on a voluntary basis in the past across the Gulf but now in 
the Middle East North Africa region - in terms of youth empowerment and youth engagement in terms 
of innovation and getting the youth to participate in their communities, in terms of any injustice they 
see or peacebuilding tools.  

C: Fantastic. Now in your work in those various capacities, but mainly on the humanitarian and 
developmental side, how have the organisations you've worked at tried to incorporate religion? Or is it 
something that they haven't focussed on?  

M: No, I would say not. I think the maximum - at least international NGOs - the maximum they have 
done is two things: either to be considerate of religious factors or religious details when they're operating 
in a certain community. I'd say that was the maximum of incorporating religion; just being considerate 
of certain things or even just trying to build slight bridges with the communities through religious 
components, for instance being considerate of Ramadan celebration, of Ramadan from a Muslim 
perspective, adjust so that they can become a little bit closer to those communities. But I haven't seen 
at the moment on the spot any type of incorporation of religion, in terms of religion or those things. The 
only area where there is slight integration is where they're operating legal components, when they're 
helping refugees in registering the marriage certificates or birth certificates, and this is where you see 
that the legal components would become aware - and I wouldn't say anything more than aware - aware 
of the religious aspects. And nothing more than awareness because it impacts the paperwork and nothing 
more than that.  

C: Great. Now you mentioned international NGO's, have you also worked with local NGOs as well, 
and do you see a difference in how those NGOs work? And, at those international NGO's, are they 
based in a particular part of the world, for the UK or American or Middle Eastern for instance? 
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M: I would say being at international NGOs, I think they sort of adopt the same philosophy at least 
from my experience whether they came from Scandinavian countries, being Sweden - I'm trying to 
record all the ones that come to my mind, German - I haven't seen a major difference between how they 
incorporate religion in terms of that. When you move into the local level, yes definitely their utilization 
and involvement of religion into their work is completely different because they vary from ones that 
adopt the same international mindset in terms of how to involve religion, all the way to the other 
extreme. Why would you have purely religious NGO: they either serve a particular sect be it Christian, 
Sunni, Shia, and even about the beliefs, they might be completely around Zakat in terms of Islam, or 
particularly religious education or religious texts, or something like that. Once you step into the local 
NGOs you will find both types of examples. I think that focusing on the international ones would be 
much more useful. I think that is my personal opinion. Although we can also always touch base on local 
examples while they might achieve a certain level of success, because of their incorporation of religious 
aspects.  

C: Now those local NGOs are more aware of the religious context that they work within. Now obviously 
for these western NGOs, it's perhaps quite difficult to understand those same contexts and they feel that 
it is a sensitive issue. Do you notice a difference in how effective they are in working with communities? 
Are local NGOs able to build better relationships with communities and would you attribute that to their 
handling of religion or is it purely because they understand the local context better?  

M: Well, I think this is a double-sided sword in a country like Lebanon. The international NGOs will 
have a plus in that direction because they will be perceived sort of equally. They will not face as many 
restrictions. Efficiency is a big word and efficiency comes in many different forms, but if we're talking 
about outreach, they might not face the same difficulties as some local NGOs because some have a very 
unique model. Like when we're talking in the Lebanese context, like they might face certain barriers 
depending on their name or reputation is linked to a certain sect or geographical area. International 
NGO's when they come don't have the same problem. Even if they are a western or eastern NGO, 
sometimes immediate access would be a little bit better. I mean, so it is easier for them sometimes. But 
once they overcome that initial stage yes, I think local NGOs have a privilege because two things; 
they're not as secular - and I think secular means you do not affiliate yourself with a certain sect or 
religion - they're not as secular as international NGOs, and that can be a privilege or a door opener in 
terms of affiliation, and number two, they're not as afraid as international NGOs. Sometimes it's not 
about how much you are affiliated with a certain religion or build bridges with a certain religion, it's 
how afraid you are. That's a common thing I see in the commercial world and in the humanitarian world. 
The religious context is very careful, I would say even if there is something minor that would be a door 
opener, that would build bridges with a certain community and there is no harm. The international 
NGOs might be very careful in terms of stepping into that area because they're afraid of the blowback. 
So that's another point I would say. Local NGOs can take more initiative. If they make mistakes they 
can apologize and explain what they meant. Whereas international NGOs choose not to tap into this 
area altogether, as they are afraid of being misunderstood  

C: And do you think that affects the outcomes of their work or the methods they choose? Regarding 
methods, perhaps at local NGO is more aware and able to use community religious leaders or work with 
them quite closely. Whereas international NGOs may be more afraid of that. Do you say any difference 
in how they work with communities and religious whether that has any difference on outcomes? 

M: Yes, I would say on two or three directions. Number one is in terms of access. The Middle East or 
Levant area in the Arab world, just an example, is one of many regions around the world. In terms of 
access, in many of those societies religious figures do play a role much beyond only being a religious 
focal point. They play roles within the communities so usually building relationships with those 
individuals. They can use those religious figures to penetrate a society or particular religion, that's 
number one. Number 2 is in terms of the outcomes which you were talking about. I think the issue is in 
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the majority of the third world countries or regions around the world, religion plays a role way beyond 
faith. It is somehow the compass that directs the ethical, behavioural habits of people. So, when you try 
to avoid incorporating religion in what you do, you end up working as if you are teaching something 
technical for a student. But then there are other things practically that they do after hours, so this is what 
happens. I would say, personally, some of it is fortunate and some of it is unfortunate. Communities 
around the world in developing countries or other places, adoption of behavioural changes could be 
much higher when you add a religious component to it rather than keeping it as a civil act. So, this is 
where it can sometimes impact outcome in terms of the field workers who speak to the beneficiaries. 
They have that freedom of incorporating religion in one way or another. And second of all, the general 
outcome of it - in terms of the long-term impact - may be in terms of how much their beneficiaries 
would actually stick to their cultural or behavioural change they tried to create.  

C: You mentioned donors earlier, I guess being in Lebanon you're at an intersection between funding 
available from western organisations and Middle Eastern donors. Some of the literature I have read 
describes differences in how these countries aid works. For instance, Western countries have the 
Development Assistance Committee, and they collaborate on aid, whereas there is less collaboration 
amongst other countries. Now with donors do you see religious components of how they give, are you 
seeing donors interested in exploring religion, and does that differ between the type of donor? 

M: Yes Chris, can you ask me the question again just the last part regarding the specific question to 
make sure I understand? 

C: Do you see donors encouraging NGOs to understand religion more within their work, does it differ 
between types of donor? 

M: Can you tell me by what you mean? I’m not sure I understand, sorry I've lost the voice for a minute.  

[AUDIO CUTS] 

C: We’re recording again now. So, my question was do you see donors prioritizing or trying to 
encourage a better understanding of religion? By better understanding, I'm asking whether you see 
funding available for organizations wanting to use innovative approaches with religion. 

M: Yes, this definitely exists among a wide group of NGOs on a regional level and every part of the 
world. Let's see when it comes to Islamic orientated or Islamic background NGOs in the Arab world, 
you would see a couple of philanthropists or even certain religious NGOs, or even backed up by certain 
governments, who would be more religious focused, have a better understanding about religion, best 
practices with religion, peace, and justice components of religion. Would you see this among 
international NGOs? No, I would say definitely not. So that would be the variation. I think there's a 
general rule that is mostly common among the big international donors, that you would see more 
flexibility. In terms of local ones and regional ones, in terms of ones that clearly state their religious 
background, in terms of Christianity or Islam or anything like that. 

C: Great with those, you mentioned that some of the regional Islamic donors and states are more 
comfortable to work with NGOs to better incorporate religion. I imagine the Lebanese context being 
quite complex, do you think that regional donor approaches to religion are more able to understand the 
context then international donors from the West?  

M: I'm not sure if I understood your question clearly because it somehow links to what I've said earlier. 
Yes, in terms of outreach and outcome, I would think that yes, they would have a privilege in that 
direction and better results. 

C: We've touched on donor environment and western values that we see in German and Swedish aid, 
and things that they're more nervous with religion, which are key topics I wanted to discuss. I know it 
felt like quite a general discussion, so I just want to ask is there anything else that you want to share on 
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this topic? From an NGO perspective, is there anything that you would like to do in terms of religion, 
that you don't feel able to pursue because if the donor environment or because it's too sensitive with 
communities? 

M: Yes, I think the best example is what I previously shared with you. I am a deep believer of that talk 
or speech from Prince Charles about Islam and the environment. This particular argument or speech 
could be very useful foundation for humanitarian and environmental work, using Islam as an example 
or any other religion. The core message behind it is that in third world countries or any society where 
people are heavily impacted by religion, whether it drives their social norms and social values and 
behaviour aspects, I think there is a much stronger way and bigger impact that can be reached when you 
try to reach the message to those communities, rather than from only a development or civil perspective, 
or even an environmental perspective. Instead packaging it to the best extent possible through what's 
come within the religions. That is a personal belief, I think, and it is not by any way related to a certain 
religion but rather but how people will be receptive or willing to adopt those changes if you link it to 
something that is dear to them as religion itself. To wrap it up with a small example from that speech 
itself, what Prince Charles was trying to say was that if you're trying to talk about water preservation 
and you're talking to Islamic countries, then note that Islam in general has a lot of rules about water 
preservation. So, if you approached that topic in the Islamic countries or even the vulnerable population 
from that component, you will get results faster than telling them, for example, about global warming 
or desertification or what's happening in the North Pole. The same thing would be for food waste for 
example, which is a terrible problem. It would take much more time until you see societies adopt those 
things. This is only one direction that I'm talking about. You would see much faster adoption and bigger 
impact and probably it will last longer if you use that approach. But yes, it will require a little bit of risk 
taking from the international donors and the international NGOs. And I think what you're doing here 
specifically would create a foundation that would defend international NGOs and donors if they tried 
to incorporate that because there is not a common understanding that protects NGOs and international 
donors when they do that. So, they are afraid of utilising it. So, someone needs to say this is fine because 
for the sake of general benefit, if you say you can do certain things within religion that resembles the 
ideas and beliefs of what you were trying to spread within a certain community.  

C: Fantastic. One last follow-up question, you mentioned that framing causes using - in this case - 
Islamic teachings and scripture, it is helpful for furthering those causes. I realize that some of those 
causes could go against what the state wants to do. If we talk about global warming, Arab states rely on 
oil and building airports and construction which is counter environmental. Do you think that could be 
contention between using religion as your reason for explaining why there needs to be improvements? 
Do you think it is problematic that some of those things go against what states are teaching? Meaning 
you can create contention between political elites and religious followers. 

M: Yes, my immediate response would be that yes it definitely could happen in certain areas, but I think 
the general good would be much more. What I mean by the general good even includes the states 
themselves I have two examples on my mind. Let's take the Gulf states, I haven't seen that the Gulf 
states because they have oil have not been equally as keen as western States and countries as driving 
their citizens towards the environmental issues. I have not seen that Gulf states are any less keen for 
developing their societies and citizens in terms of preservation of water and reducing waste. So that is 
an example of where they will be open to see are utilization of what is available within religion itself to 
drive that change and number two - and this is very important and a personal opinion - what we see 
among responsible States and governments across the Islamic and Arabic world is that they are very 
keen to see their society and Islamic population is adopting the important values that are usually 
neglected for more spiritual ones. So in normal situations everyone would be keen that people don't just 
speak to more spiritual aspects, such as prayer - and I would call them spiritual if you allow me, I'm not 
really sure if you are categorising them or if I'm using this appropriately - but only sticking to the prayer 
component or the fasting component or all those things that are at the core of the religion, but at the 
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same time societies are neglecting other aspects, other rules and guidelines that they need to give equal 
importance to, but they are neglecting. They are thinking as if it comes right 3rd or 4th or 5th. Try to 
spread those values. I think the rejection or tension created would be very minimal because on the 
contrary, I think governments in general in Islamic countries, they want to develop that side of society 
because if you only focus on the spiritual ones or at least on certain aspects and neglect the others, this 
is where you might end up with some shape of extremism. I don't know if you get my points or not, but 
I tried to look at the religion from a holistic point of view. There are many components to them. There 
are many components about how you use your money, what your responsibilities are, what your duties 
are, what other manners and ethics you need to carry as an individual, and how much importance you 
need to give on how you treat your family, your wife, or your work even, about dedication. I'm only 
giving Islam as an example here, but this is all at the core of Islam, so if you neglect those and only 
focus on the spiritual side then I think that's a trap that sometimes people fall into and end up in what 
could be called some type of extremism. 

C: Thank you there is so much more I could discuss but I have to stop the interview otherwise I'll have 
too much text to type up but thank you.  

 

Nkasi 
 
Christopher (C): Could you tell me about what you do and your roles and responsibilities? I’d also 
like to hear about the context you are working in Niger Delta. It is a context that I'm not familiar with, 
but I did hear something recently on the BBC about piracy in the region which I found really interesting, 
but over to you. What do you do and tell me a bit about the context? 
 
Nkasi (N): My name is Nkasi [surname removed] and I work as a peacebuilding manager for the 
foundation for peacebuilding initiatives (PIND) in the Niger Delta. PIND was set up 2010 with initial 
funding from Chevron corporation to address issues around poverty and conflict in the Niger Delta in 
Nigeria. The Niger Delta is Nigeria’s only oil producing belt. It produces all the oil of Nigeria. As a 
result, there has been long standing grievances from the people concerning environmental pollution, as 
it concerns resource control, and the fact that in spite of decades of oil exploration the region is still 
impoverished. I think there was a recent National Bureau of statistics reports that says that 20% of 
people who live in the Niger Delta live below the national poverty average, but this is a Storey that has 
prevailed for quite a while, and this fact of sentiment and grievances meant insurgency began in May 
2000 when certain people from the region took up arms against the federal government. So, there were 
kidnappings at oil facilities, they occupied oil facilities and ensured that oil exploration was brought to 
a standstill over a period of time, and this affected allot of operations in the region. So, against this 
backdrop Chevron Corporation decided to make an investment in the region to set up a foundation that 
would design and implement interventions to address the two key constraints in the region which is 
poverty and violent conflict so that is essentially what PIND foundation does. As a peacebuilding 
manager really, my role is to supervise and work with other members of my team to implement the 
region-wide peacebuilding programme that focuses on building capacity of local actors and providing 
them with the necessary infrastructure and necessary resources, to catalyse all to engage in conflict 
resolution at the grassroots level. So, we have what we called the Partners for Peace Network which 
was established in 2013 by the foundation across all the nine states of the region. Really the idea is that 
we could decide to act as superheroes parachuting and engage in peacebuilding interventions but when 
the funding leaves all of our work leaves with us, or we could decide to identify local capacities for 
peace and then identify the constraints that hold them back from taking their efforts to scale and then 
fill those gaps so that they can become more effective. So essentially, we are ensuring the people that 
are affected by the conflict are the ones that provide the solutions for the conflict and another way 
through which we achieve our objective is through ensuring that there is data on the conflict risk and 
incidents and fatalities that happen in the Niger Delta region. At the time that we started there was a 
paucity of data and people really did not know where the hotspots were. Of course, people had 



XXXI 
 

understanding of this anecdotally but there wasn't actually data or a data collection process that 
documented this and where the hotspots were and what are the most lethal conflict issues, for instance 
how is the trend of conflict evolving, what are the emerging issues in the region as it concerns violent 
conflict, where are the local capacities for peace where are they situated, and so PIND essentially set 
up what we call the peace map. The peace map incorporates data from multiple sources and acts as a 
hub for the collection of data or conflict risk and fatalities for the whole of Nigeria, but a lot of our 
focus is for the Niger Delta. Presently the peace map has about over 40,000 data points on conflict 
incidents and fatalities it is one of the most comprehensive dataset in the Country. Of course, apart from 
the data it is the analysis that comes from it. A part of our work is to ensure that we come up with 
analysis, when we search and try to document imminent issues around the conflict emerging issues, 
whether it is violence against women and girls, whether it is coming up with trackers - weekly and 
monthly trackers of conflict - so that not just peacebuilders but civil society organisations and people 
within the peace and security space have access to this information and interventions, so that on the 
actual issue we can use those sources to guide activities which will necessarily contribute to bringing 
down the levels of conflict. So that is some of the things that we do, and our resources are some of the 
most referenced in the Niger Delta, particularly for peace actors to utilise to bring down conflict. I mean 
presently we have developed over 400 resources whether it is conflict trackers or thematic briefs over 
the seven years, so that peace actors are continually informed. Because one of the constraints to 
peacebuilding in the region is the fact that people do not have a good understanding of the dynamics at 
play and that is really what we do. So out of this we come up with these briefs and then we facilitate 
the spend of network resources, either in terms of grants or in terms of capacity building either in terms 
of information and data say that they are able to engage in conflict management and conflict mitigation 
activities at the grassroots level, in the local communities, in a way that they are making a difference, 
in the way they are bringing down levels of conflict, and also the way that they are promoting peace in 
the region. 
 
C: Just to pick up straight away on some of the things you discussed within that programme, it sounds 
like there is a big economic element to this; a lot of people living below the poverty level, and there has 
obviously been oil there and companies making money from that oil, but that doesn't seem to be trickling 
down, and that is creating a grievance, and that sparked conflict. Now within this specific context that 
you're working in, where would you consider religion to have a role in that? For instance, you have the 
economic side, where would you place religion as an issue or a challenge that you need to respond to 
in the region? 
 
N: I mean there are so many ways of looking at it so I would start from the positive side and that is the 
fact that religion plays a very huge role in the lives of people in the region, particularly Christianity and 
Islam. Those are the two popular religions in the Niger Delta, and the kinds of the role that religion 
plays, so religious leaders are often respected and revered figures in society, so people look up to 
religious leaders; what religious leaders say would have immense impact in the lives of people. So some 
of what we have done as an organisation is putting them, as an organisation that works with a network 
of over 9000 peace actors - I didn't say that earlier, over 9000 peace actors in the region - is to ensure 
that we are identifying and utilising religious figures to play a key role in peacebuilding. A lot of the 
P4P network actors have done this, there are many religious leaders who play prominent roles as 
network members, but also there are religious leaders that are utilised for their influence to bring about 
peace in the region, for instance, I have so many instances there was a particular time when there was 
this intervention that was going on in a state called Imo State, but it had stalled and there were gangs 
that had overtaken the particular community and a lot of the community members had left that 
community for other districts, so they were basically internally displaced persons, displaced by conflict 
where rival gangs fought over each other territorially, fought over each other to maintain territory as a 
priority in the communities, so part of our work was to deescalate and ensure that we bring [Audio Cuts] 
 
C: Sorry Nkasi, I don't know if you can hear me, but I've lost audio. Yes sorry, I've got audio now, go 
ahead.  
 
N: Sorry a call came in and stopped it. Sorry about that. I don't know where we got to.  
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C: You were saying that you have utilised religious leaders, but they also actively partake, and then you 
are providing a practical example. 
 
N: So, part of it was about getting a peace deal in place between the two rival gangs but things had 
stalled a bit. We heard that this state government wanted to deploy the military to the community, and 
this would have destroyed a lot of things. It would have eroded a lot of the confidence and a lot of the 
work we had done in the period. So, we needed somebody to speak to the state government. We needed 
someone who had the ear of the state government. So, we went to meet with the Catholic Bishop and 
we explained to him what we were doing, and the risk of deploying the military to those communities, 
and that is just an example of how we have utilised religious figures to pursue the ends of peace. In 
other instances, we have often times when you go into communities to carry out interventions religious 
figures religious leaders in a lot of situations act as unifying factors, they are well respected. So, you 
want to bring someone to the table that both parties can listen to, you often reach out to religious leaders 
and bring them to become integral parts of the mitigation or dialogue processes, so that they can engage 
and influence and leverage to reach out to these people. So that is an example of how religion has played 
a role in the ends of peacebuilding. And it is not just Christianity or Islam, sometimes traditional 
institutions are also custodians of traditional religion in Nigeria and in the Niger Delta. Oftentimes when 
you reach out to traditional rulers and institutions to play a key role in the dialogue process, you are 
also leveraging not just the royalty or authority that they have as leaders, they also leveraging the 
authority that you also have as custodians of African traditional religion. In the communities we work 
in, I was recently engaging in doing some interviews on why - and please, I have a tendency to just 
keep going and going, so please just feel free to cut me short - in the region in particular for a lot of 
states there are problematic factors, which are the prevalence of gangs that operate in a lot of these 
states. We recently noticed that there were very little incidences of gangs in a particular area, in a 
particular state, and we needed to ask why. Why was this happening? And we discovered that one of 
the Chiefs brought all of the young men together and made them swear an oath to their traditional deity 
that there would be no spilling of blood in this particular area, and so as a result nobody in that 
community there were no gangs, no activities as a result of gangs. So, while some of them could live in 
the cities and become members of gangs, when they come to the community, they could not perpetuate 
the violence that they do in the cities. So that's just also another example of how traditional religion has 
fostered the ends of peace.  
 
C: That is a really interesting example there. So, I'm guessing that you are Nigerian, and you are familiar 
with the local traditional beliefs and how face global religions cut across these religious beliefs. Is that 
right, that you have a good understanding of how these interact? 
 
N: Yes, yeah, I am Nigerian. 
 
C: So, do you find that the main donor who you work with, Chevron Corporation, – and from the annual 
report on the website, I can see that you have worked with other organisations too, like the department 
for International Development in the UK and other international actors – now, do you think that they 
are interested in these local religious aspects? If so, did they ask you to do anything in relation to that, 
for instance do they ask you to ensure that workshops have religious representation? I just wonder how 
you found that they think about religion in relation to the programme. 
 
N: Say peacebuilding is something that you cannot do if you are not inclusive. It goes without saying 
that you need to have an inclusive approach. Your strategy has to be inclusive. You need to ensure that 
you’re bringing all the relevant stakeholders to the table. And so oftentimes, donors require that, well I 
mean that the fundamental requirement of donors, is to ensure that all relevant parties are at the table in 
our interventions and activities. They may not necessarily exclusively specify religious leaders, but they 
are part of the stakeholders who we need to bring to the table. I mean we have traditional institutions; 
you have women, you have young people as well. So often the fundamental requirement is to ensure 
that our interventions are inclusive, are conflict sensitive as well. So that is a requirement that all donors 
have asked of us, yeah essentially.  
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C: You can say that I am putting words in your mouth here, but they [donors] might not understand the 
local nuance of how religions and beliefs interact, but actually they are interested in working with local 
religious power structures in place, in order to achieve peace. Is that broadly correct?  
 
N: So, I mean, at the donor level and because - and I say this because PIND, my organisation sort of 
operates a hybrid approach where it is part donor and part implementer, right, so I sort of wear two hats 
at the same time - and at that level really a lot of what you are looking at is strategy, you really want to 
understand what the issues are on the ground, but then you also want to support the locals to be able to 
provide the solutions because they are the ones that have better understanding of the systems - as you 
say a more nuanced understanding - of the situation, and they know who should come to the table. So, 
all you really do as a donor is to set clear parameters to ensure that the funding that you provide is not 
for instance, being used to train armed groups for instance, or to promote intolerance - whether that is 
religious intolerance or intolerance around ethnicity - as well. So, at that point, that is what you really 
want to do. That's how a lot of our donors see it. And I would agree with them because it is very difficult 
to understand granulate things when you are at that strategic level. 
 
C: Yes absolutely so they are interested from the strategy perspective And they are willing to be advised 
by the local NGOs or by PIND themselves so do you feel a lot of the academic stuff that I have read it 
talks about the challenges that particularly western NGOs face and trying to understand local religious 
contexts now is there anything that your organisation has to enable a better understanding of religion 
are there any tools that you use to understand it or represent it to other people or actually do you not 
need to do it because the donors will trust your strategy on that? 
 
N: So one of the Cardinal principles that we work with as an organisation is to ensure that all our work 
and the work of our grantees are conflict sensitive, and so over seven years, PIND, has been delivering 
conflict sensitivity trainings and workshops and practise in the Niger Delta, whether it is with economic 
development projects or advocacy projects, all peacebuilding works as well, and conflict sensitivity 
really at the heart of it is ensuring that you are doing no harm, your efforts are doing no harm, you are 
not excluding people, you are bringing people, you're bringing everybody that needs to be at the table 
to the table. But fundamentally, it is also having a better understanding of the conflict and the context 
that you are working and ensuring really that your work and the approaches that you employ are one, 
mitigating some of the issues that are happening in the region in the context you are working in. So, 
you have an understanding of the context, you are providing mitigation strategies, and part of this 
strategy is ensuring you are utilising local systems and traditions. For instance, how you are utilising 
local capacity for peace? How you are utilising local systems and traditions? How you are utilising local 
structures to pursue the work to carry out your intervention? So your intervention is integrated to the 
kind of - something that we call in the conflict and security practise is connectors - say how are your 
interventions connecting people how are you utilising your intervention as a connector rather than as a 
divider? So essentially these are the things that we do. We have trained a lot of civil society 
organisations on conflict sensitivity practises. We have many tools available. Some of the tools we have 
are from the likes of International Alert, the likes of the Conflict Sensitivity Consortium, the likes of 
other organisations, some as well we have actually developed ourselves, looking at the local context in 
which we are working say. Essentially these are the ways in which we are trying to get people to 
understand some of the nuances. And again, it is not specific to religion, thought the role that religion 
plays is fundamental, so if you are able to apply these tools being conflict sensitive, they necessarily 
demand that you question your motive, question the objective of your work, question the unintended 
consequences that your work may bring in terms of either dividing people or in terms of promoting the 
ends of peace, under which religion and religious practises and religious figures are fundamental. And 
I'll give an example so because I have worked - a lot of my work has not been related to the region - 
sometimes because I've worked with PIND, sometimes my work demands I engage with peace and 
security across the nation because PIND really facilitates the nationwide peace and security network, 
where a lot of actors come to the table. I have discovered a very fundamental difference. So when a lot 
of the people in the really region are largely Christian, you want to have activities, and you do not have 
an opening prayer, a lot of people feel pissed off over something that simple, but you really can't do 
that if you go further up North or in the capital city of Nigeria because then you have more diverse 
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people more diverse groups ethnically, and also in terms of religion, and so particularly things like 
opening prayer are off the table in this kind of location. So that is just an example where in one instance 
you start off a training programme without an opening prayer, and then you spend about 30 minutes 
having to explain to participants why you did not have an opening prayer. In another instance opening 
prayers is regarded as completely off the table. That is an example of how these nuances could hinder 
the work and why it is important to understand these things. 
 
C: Have you ever in those instances where you might upset people by not doing a prayer can that 
become problematic what kind of problems can you encounter when you mishandle religion in that 
context? 
 
N: I mean, so one of the examples I gave, in one case it could be something as lesser. You could have 
a strong argument about why you did not pray, about why you do not acknowledge God before you 
start, whether it is an intervention in the community. I mean, I have seen traditional rulers, custodians 
of traditional institutions, insist on you having prayers - Christian prayers - before you carry out 
interventions. I've seen that happen, or whether you have a meeting or workshop I have seen that 
happen, but in other instances it really is about people viewing you as intolerant; I'm viewing you as 
not being accepting of the God that they worship, and yes of course I am a Christian, I believe in God 
and I believe in Jesus Christ, and so I believe I have to be sensitive when I come to these events. So, 
whether I pray or not I have to ensure that the opening prayer is suitable really. But in terms of the 
instances, you give when you carry out these meetings, a lot of times you have to bring in examples 
around religious practises, for example around religious figures, so really it is you being very, very 
cautious regarding the thoughts of examples you bring to the table, so you are not really insulting 
peoples or not being intolerant of how people are sensitive to religion. And a lot of times, I may not get 
as much flak if I do not engage in prayers because people know I'm Christian, but if a Muslim does that, 
I think that would be a big issue. And I - as a Christian - I have that sort of pass. I could make remarks 
about religious figures, about organised religion, and the role that it plays, and some of the negative 
roles that it plays, and I could get it past. But a Muslim would definitely not try that. But then again that 
is something that happens and that is the fact that people automatically assume that everybody is a 
Christian at that particular gathering, and in some instances, or a lot of instances really, we have had 
situations where people have said ‘why haven't we prayed?’ and then somebody says ‘pray to which 
God? I am not Christian’, right and then you really have to step in at that time to make sure that we do 
not have a 2-hour conversation about religion at the expense of your meeting. So, there is that superiority 
or intolerance at that level where people perceive - particularly followers of the majority religion, 
particularly Christianity - do not consider views of other members of society like Buddhists or agnostics 
or atheists, African traditional religions, or even Muslims. 
 
C: So, in the context that you work in it has the potential to side-track discussions or take things off 
focus. So, I guess the risk that you are working with in terms of religion, there is a low chance that you 
could end up actually upsetting a religious balance as it were, you'd be unlikely to cause conflict issues 
with it. Is that right? 
 
N: So yes, because mostly here in the region, Christianity is the most popular religion in the Niger 
Delta, say the risk is most often about side-tracking conversations or having that whole discussion 
around religion, and less about causing violence or conflict. But in other parts of Nigeria, it is a huge 
deal. You would not dare make those kinds of mistakes or even attempt to have a conversation; it could 
incite violence up North. In the northern part of Nigeria, it has been for decades really series and series 
of violence incited by religion and by religious leaders. Even where you have communal issues or inter-
communal conflicts or political conflict, they are often based or intertwined with religion or one sort of 
religion or the other, so up North you would not even dare to have that kind of conversation. 
 
C: And one of the things that I can see when I look at donors in this space, is that their priorities around 
things like delivering the SDGs, they don't tend to include discussions of religion. I just wanted to get 
your thoughts; do you think that there is an enabling environment for improving how NGOs handle 
religion? Have you come across anything that tries to foster improvements in that area? 
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N: So again - and this is particular to the Niger Delta region - I am certain, and I have seen instances 
up North where I have seen donors funding dialogue processes that have to do with interfaith dialogues 
between Christians and Muslims, I have seen a lot of that conversation happen. I have seen donors be 
particularly invested in peacebuilding and the issues around religion and the role of religion in either 
promoting violence or promoting peace, that happens a lot in the North, and that is because there has 
been for decades a series and series of conflicts that have been triggered by religion, or religious 
superiority, so it is not any wonder that donors can have that conversation in the North. But down here 
down South in the Niger Delta region that is not the case. I can hardly remember instances where there 
have been religion or religious conflict or violence except maybe in some instances where there have 
been reprisal attacks as a result of attacks by Christians up North but that is few and far between down 
here in the Niger Delta region. And so, as a result donors sort of backpedal and do not really see the 
need for them to engage, or to be that granular in their engagement, in terms of religion and how religion 
plays a role or rather they have these often blanket policies, or approaches or strategies, which ensures 
that you are inclusive in your approaches and that you are bringing all of the major religious figures to 
the table when you are carrying out interventions. 
 
C: Thank you. That is really, really helpful. That is a really good contrast just within Nigeria between 
the north and the south and the role that religion is perceived to play there. That was my last question, 
so do you have any other thoughts thought you wanted to share on this subject? 
 
N: Not really. I think we have basically covered everything here. 

 

Phil 
 
Christopher (C): First of all, I would like you to give me a little bit of insight into your experience of 
peacebuilding, to give me a flavour of what you have done in relation to that in your career. 

Phil (P): Okay can you hear me OK? So, I suppose I was in Rwanda in 1994 and I wasn't involved in 
peacebuilding there as such but that kind of tipped me over the edge to be much more interested in this 
side of development. I mean I see peacebuilding as part of development - or progress is how I describe 
it - and then with the same organisation I was asked to go to Mali that was towards one of the ends of 
the Tuareg rebellions. It was 1994 and we had some big programmes. Our main programmes were 
actually up in Timbuktu region, so I was visiting there. I was based in the capital but I was visiting there 
a lot and so we were working on some programmes - although we didn't call them peacebuilding 
programmes - but one of them absolutely was and the other was an agricultural project working in 
conflict. So, I already could see the comparisons between working in conflict and on conflict. Then we 
spent a bit of time in Ghana that was different. And then I went to be the Country Director of care in 
Uganda and that was 2000, sort of the height of the LRA conflict, it was very much ongoing and very 
desperate for the Acholi people especially and I got very much involved in I helped to found something 
called Civil Society for Peace in Northern Uganda. I'm not sure if it still exists but it was a really 
dynamic grouping of international, national, and local NGOs, so three levels of civil society, and our 
mission statement or the mandates that we gave ourselves as a group of 30 or 40 NGOs was to shine a 
light through research and advocacy on aspects of the conflict in northern Uganda which might make a 
difference. We were very frustrated. Some of us were human rights organisations, but a lot of us like 
myself at Care, were sort of working on humanitarian and quasi-development programmes in the 
conflict area, and a lot of people just felt we were getting nowhere. The governments didn't seem to 
have any interest in changing its approach. The donors were 100% supportive of the government. It was 
the height of the donor darling episode where Uganda, Mali and Mozambique were the three top 
countries for donor partnerships and the DFID budget support system etc. etc., it was very frustrating. 
So, we started to do a lot of advocacy with the government, with Ugandan society, and with donors. 
Those are the three sort of areas, and I say it was very successful. Now is not the time to go into that, 
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but that really solidified for me my interest in peacebuilding and I then - we - decided that we wanted 
to move to the UK. So, I applied for the job of Programme Director at International Alert and quite 
surprisingly was offered the job. I thought I wouldn't be. So, we moved to the UK and I ended up being 
the Programme Director for a peacebuilding specialist organisation and spent a lot of time getting lots 
of my new colleagues very angry by telling them that development NGOs did more peacebuilding than 
all the peacebuilding NGOs put together, which is still true of course, it doesn’t mean they’re better. 
That was my sort of route into it and then I became Programme Director at International Alert and yeah, 
then I left 2 1/2 years ago to be a consultant and I'm still working in that area. For the sake of saying 
this, I have always believed I market myself as a consultant at the intersection between peacebuilding, 
and humanitarian, and development, and business. I don't really see peacebuilding as separate any more 
than I think that development is a ‘thing’, it is just a construct really so that is my personal journey. 

C: I think we share some thoughts on development there. In those various peacebuilding initiatives that 
you have worked on, particularly at International Alert as the Programmes Director, when you are 
looking at peacebuilding and you're looking at the most important elements, if you were to rank things 
in terms of importance - say jobs, economy, social justice, accountable governments – things that are 
really important piece enablers, now where would you put religion in relation to these things? 

P: I would put it as a cross cutting issue. So at International Alert we developed a little programming 
framework which I actually revised just before I left and they're still using it and we said in that, that if 
you are working on building positive peace - we sort of defined peacebuilding in terms of five areas 
one was livelihoods related stuff, one was well-being, general well-being, so peace and living 
environments, psychosocial health, education, one was justice, one was safety or security, we tended to 
call it safety because we thought security was a bit sort of technical, and then the fifth one was the soft 
stuff which plays into everything else which crosses into everything else. When we wrote the document 
back in 2009 or something, we called it governance, but it wasn't governance, it was more, well more 
and less than governance, but in the end, I think it was about relationships. It was about accountability, 
it was about voice, it was about people being involved in decisions that had an impact on them. In the 
end I used to joke at International Alert that a peace builder is like the Pope because the popes always 
doing this [makes cross gesture], and I put a lot of stress on the importance of vertical and horizontal 
relationships as being sort of…. I think if you wanted to choose three indicators of peace, I would 
choose levels of violence - I mean you can't get away from that, that's negative peace if you like - and 
then the other two would be the quality of the relationship among people or among peoples, so it can 
be a global indicator or a very local indicator and when I'm talking about the quality of relationships 
I'm talking about functionality and trust - two things; does it work for people, can neighbours talk to 
each other? One that is a problem about someone throwing a football when the kids kick a football into 
the next-door garden, so is there a communication channel? So that is functionality and the other one is 
trust and confidence, which of course they feed into each other, and then I think the second one is the 
vertical relationship which is obviously the relationship between the more and less powerful people, 
and it is the same thing, is there functionality? Do we listen and talk to each other? If I say something 
to the local government, do I think they care even? If they don't do what I suggested, have they heard 
me? Do I think they have paid attention to it? And then trust, which obviously goes with that - and it's 
a two-way thing, did they trust me as a citizen and they have a functional relationship with me? - of 
course there is diagonal relationships as well but to keep it simple, those two things. So religion, in my 
very first month of working at International Alert we used to have a programme called Religion in 
Peacebuilding - and you're going to hate this because one of my first decisions was to close this 
programme, but it was only because it wasn't viable and it was a distraction, when I joined International 
Alert, it was literally bankrupts financially, we had a lot of clearing out to do - one of the first things I 
did was clear up that programme because it was not bringing in enough resources and it was eating 
resources, which is a shame. But we had a conference that first month in our office, or we had a meeting 
and we had people from all over the world who were religious actors from different countries - I think 
it was the Lambeth conference - at that time so there was quite a few Anglican bishops there, but 
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different religions were represented globally and the first thing you do in these meetings, there's about 
40 people in the room and everyone said my name is Phil blah blah blah, and the person two people to 
my right was a Bishop from Nigeria and he said ‘I am the bishop of blah blah blah and we don't like 
homosexuals’ and that was how he introduced himself. And the woman next to him was a Scandinavian 
civil servant, a young woman she didn't really know what to do she couldn't introduce herself after that. 
I wasn't shocked but I was intrigued that that would be the thing that you choose. So after that day I 
talked to the guy who was leading that programme who was a Filipino Catholic, not a priest - he had 
been a seminarian but then he quit to become a political activist - and I said to him what did you think 
of that and he laughed and said well I think that was really funny. I said the lesson in there was that guy 
was not representing the Anglican church in the room he was representing his culture. So, it's a long 
way of coming back to your question but I think the culture, or cultures, in society are critical in 
determining those relationships of trust. And sorry, I should have mentioned the other thing across all 
those five areas of peacebuilding is fairness. We used to talk about equality when we first wrote the 
document back in 2008/2009. When I first revised it well, we changed it to fairness because we thought 
equality was kind of nothing and never, and it just puts people off whereas fairness is a quality which 
you can negotiate. You know, you and your boss could sit down and say, ‘that wasn't fair, what you 
made me do last week’, and your boss can say ‘why not?’ and you can have a discussion about it and 
you can leave that conversation thinking ‘well maybe that was less unfair than I thought’. See fairness 
is not absolute. So, lots has been written about the meaning of fairness; right wing fairness and left-
wing fairness, and all that sort of stuff, and I think we said that fairness was critical and that it’s also 
very cultural, and religion has a lot to say - it doesn't necessarily use the word fair, but it talks about 
justice, so I think religion is critical along with other cultural markers. And then it becomes more and 
more critical, or less critical, as an instrument for peace depending on the context. So for the Civil 
Society for Peace in Northern Uganda - which I mentioned I was part of the founding of and sort of co-
lead for a while - we worked very closely with the Bishop Acholi in Gulu, who was playing a very 
leading role in trying to create talks between the Lord’s Resistance Army - or members of the Lord’s 
Resistance Army and the government - and so in that case religion wasn't just a factor, but the church 
was a player and actor, and then if I stick with that same instance, there's a really interesting paper - 
which if you ever had the slightest interest in I could send it to you - it was a paper written by slightly 
wacky political scientist in Uganda, well I shouldn't say wacky, but he has interesting ideas, I think he 
was Acholi himself, but he had a claim that one of the origins of the Lord’s Resistance Army conflict 
was a mistranslation of a religious text by an interpreter in 1875, or something, when the Italian 
missionaries were in northern Uganda and I think the concept of the Holy Ghost was misconstrued in 
Acholi language and somehow or other, I can't remember the chain of causality which he imputes for 
this, somehow or other that distorted peoples understanding of God and religion and goodness. Right 
or wrong, it is an interesting question, but it is a really interesting example of how, for one analyst, 
religion is critical in his understanding of that conflict. So, a long answer, sorry. 

C: That's given me a couple of strands to pick up on immediately. You mentioned that religion is a 
cultural thing, with the example from the Anglican Bishop in Uganda... 

P: He was Nigerian  

C: Ah, Nigerian sorry. Would mishandling culture carry the same risks as mishandling religion? 

P: Yes I think so, and I think one of the problems that going back to your thesis concept, you have on 
the one hand NGOs like Samaritans Purse, who comes to the process of whatever-they-do from a 
perspective of evangelical reasons; their reason for being in Africa isn't an evangelical reason, so they 
say, and the way they behave seems like that too, and they are cack-handed at times in the way that they 
deal with issues, in the way that they deal with issues, including religious issues, but at least they deal 
with religion. They talk about it themselves and it's their driving thing. And then on the other hand you 
get the much more secular western NGOs, such as Care who I used to work for, such as care 
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International Alert or VSO, which come from secularised societies - well I know VSO is much broader 
than that, but nevertheless - and they come from a much more secularised society and have a much 
more secular concept of progress, which is the key thing that we're all trying to help people achieve, so 
I think therefore they are suspicious of religious actors. Hey, they lack confidence in dealing with them 
because most people in those organisations don't have a religious life, the majority I would say, and 
therefore they don't know how to approach spiritual or religious people. That was the first one. Second, 
sometimes you get a possibility of collaboration which has failed because of that. 

C: Regarding the West, that point regarding Western secular ideas of development; historically the 
sector, or the industry, or the development space, has been led by secular Western ideology at the 
intergovernmental level which has trickled down through international governmental initiatives, such 
as the Sustainable Development Goals, before that the Millennium Development Goals, and there were 
other Goals before that as well, and sometimes I guess that's a certain type of ideology and secular view 
of the world. Do you feel like that political international agenda values the incorporation of religion, or 
do you think that it is some way behind, or it is not that important? What are your thoughts on that?  

P: That's a really good question. I think it's quite tricky to have sentences where the subject of the 
sentence is the one you've just suggested because it is so huge. Nevertheless, it is useful to think that 
way. Instinctively I would say that it doesn't value it. As a basis it doesn't value it all that much. I think 
if you read the SDGs or the Millennium declaration or whatever it's called, the agenda for 2030, 
probably religion and spirituality are mentioned in there. Religion probably is. I'm not sure about 
spirituality, but I think it instinctively doesn't. I think it is a secular approach. So yes, I think it doesn't. 
I mean it doesn't on the tin and it doesn't anyway. And I know I think that is probably the case. I would 
need to go back and look. But I was asked to write something for the OECD Fragile States report, they 
do every year, they did one the year before last, and they asked me to write an essay on the role of 
values in fragile states. I think it was, and it was kind of interesting, because what I wrote got quite 
heavily edited, which in itself was interesting, that a freely written essay or article which had been 
written with a view to be published by OECD - you know it wasn't my view on the world it was an 
essay that I thought they would be okay with - they took quite a lot of things out as I recall, which the 
donors who owned the OECD wouldn't have liked - so I can't remember what those things were now - 
but they are very secular. The whole concept is bizarre isn't it, because I really like the expression 
‘human flourishing’ which I guess is Aristotle or ancient Greek. I like that as a way of thinking about 
progress. I wrote this report back in 2010 which was sort of slamming the MDGs and in that report I 
used the word progress for development because I wanted to not use the word development, for the 
reasons we have already touched on, and one of the board members of International Alert at that time 
who is a professor of political science, he said ‘if you think development has baggage you need to start 
reading up on the word progress’, and of course it does, but it doesn't have the same baggage in our 
sector, because when people see the word development they don't even think they just move on, and I 
have heard development being used almost as a verb, as a thing it, has been reified. People say things 
like ‘what can development do on this issue?’ Which is weird and what I am thinking about in terms of 
my own sole contribution is about human flourishing, it is about the enabling, in some way or other, 
and human flourishing, which the Anglican church uses as well. I mean it's an ancient Greek concept, 
it's a very interesting way of thinking about it because human flourishing is not only interpretable by 
every human, but it also is a metaphor which allows all sorts of different ways of flourishing, including 
the spiritual and including the religious - if they are separate in some way, or connected but different. 
So, I think again, a long answer to your short question. I think that it probably doesn't. I'd be surprised 
if you found that it did, let's put it that way. I mean of course there are particular instances or particular 
projects which are working through a church or as a church project, I mean I have worked quite a lot 
with Caritas and similar organisations in my time. I had to take Caritas to court to get money back once, 
but that is working with the church as an instrument rather than working with religion or religious 
issues. 
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C: You’ve spoken about human flourishing in relation to Western secular ideology worldview as 
something that guides the sector. Do you think that part of the reason that those concepts are not 
accepted more is because of a favoured technocratic approach?  

P: Especially in the last 20 years, if you step back and look at the development sector, what you see is 
that the analysis is way ahead of the practise. So whichever bit of the sector you look at, whether it's 
NGOs or DFID or the UN, I mean I've done a lot of work in the last few weeks on various aspects of 
institutional capacity within the sector, and if you look at the UN there's all these reforms that are 
supposed to be enacted; there's the sustaining peace agenda, the one way of working, the triple nexus, 
all of these things that I'm sure you're familiar with. Then when you look at whether they're actually 
being enacted or implemented or taken seriously as guiding ideas, I mean I was doing some work for 
the UN a few months ago in East Africa, we were doing a workshop where people could give feedback 
on a draft report I had written, and I’d used resilience as the framing. It was an analysis of the Horn of 
Africa. It was supposed to bring the three actors of the nexus together. So, I used resilience as the core 
lens. As all three actors in the nexus use resilience as a lens, or at least they claimed to in their analytical 
frameworks, so the head of the UNICEF office in South Sudan, he said in the workshop ‘you know 
resilience, I am more than happy to go with the word resilience at the moment because it is a way of 
fundraising, but I'm not going to pretend for a minute that I have changed anything in my way of looking 
at South Sudan’ and he said that in public and in this meeting. So, there is a lot of cynicism about all 
these buzz words, but I think the real point is that the institutional inertia. The report that I wrote back 
in 2010 about the MDGs and I think we called it Working with the Grain to Change the Grain, and 
what we fed at the end of that report is that if you were to start today you wouldn't invent a DFID to 
implement development programmes. You’d do something completely different. The trouble is we are 
working with UNDP that was invented with another mandate, for another mission, in another time, and 
DFID and VSO and International Alert, our tools are the wrong tools, even if there are the right tools, 
our ones are just the wrong ones for what we are trying to do, and I think the secularisation fits in with 
that completely. These are secular tools and, also a way of defending progress. So, as you alluded to 
earlier, there are very Western concepts of progress still, and at least that would be my view and a way 
of defending that from accusations about racism or neo-colonialism or whatever else it may be, is to be 
super secular about it and have about a dozen footnotes associated with it addressing every assertion 
ever made so that no one can ever blame you for putting values into something. But progress, if nothing 
else, is about values. The concept of progress is a valued imbued concept, and the compromises we all 
make as individuals and the trade-offs we make in order to make progress in our personal and our 
families and our community, or country, are imbued as much by values of what we think is higher or 
lower in the value chain as they are by sort of economic or scientific or quasi economic or scientific 
things, and that is where of course religion amongst other things comes in; as a value definer and a 
marker. 

C: Do you think then – sorry, I'm asking closed questions because I'm not very good at asking open 
questions, so please feel free to expand out on this - do you feel then, that the sector, in taking this 
technocratic approach, using tools and things like that, might actually be preventing us from properly 
understanding how religion impacts its work? 

P: When you say, ‘it's work’, what do you mean? The work in the sector? 

C: I mean it in a couple of ways. For instance, if we're working in a context where there is no particular 
religious issue, for instance I spoke to a peacebuilder in the Niger Delta earlier. There's no religious 
conflict but religion exists, religion surrounds it, it's part of that culture. So, you have those types of 
peacebuilding initiatives, and then you have something where there is more explicitly religious 
elements, like the Northern Ireland conflict where religion is more of a clear factor. So when I say words 
like ‘incorporating’ or ‘working with’ or ‘understanding’ I am really getting at the idea that a religion 
or belief systems exist in some form around the work that NGOs do, or within that work more explicitly, 
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so the question is, when we're trying to employ technical tools or a technocratic approach, what we're 
trying to do is supply things that don't that don't really fit things like religion or belief, that might be 
more fluid than we think, the more we try to apply tools to them the harder they become to pin down. 
I'm probably doing too much transference, so I'm just going to hand over to you to see if you want to 
pick up on any of those points.  

P: I think in a way I would say yes is the answer, however you phrase the question. I think there is 
certainly much more scope to take advantage of religion and religious issues and religious drivers of 
behaviour and the role of religious organisations and other phrases with the word religion in, much 
more scope for doing that and yes, I would say that a lot of the time it is something that doesn't get 
taken into account formally. But there are probably lots of others too were dealing with such multi-
dimensional questions. I think when you are doing peacebuilding, on the one hand religion can be 
exaggerated, so if you take the northern part of Nigeria, my understanding is that the role of religion 
can be distortive in understanding some of the conflicts there, just as it can in Northern Ireland's. An 
economic conflict has religious - I mean Northern Ireland is essentially economy, people were allocated 
economic opportunity depending on what church they went to - I mean it's not a dogmatic religious 
thing, it's a tribal religious thing, it depends on what church they go to. So, I think it is similar in northern 
Nigeria. It's an oversimplification, but I think you might say it's pastoralists versus farmers or migrants 
versus hosts or whatever it may be, and because there is a tag which is tribe/religion or both of them, or 
one over the other, that allows people to frame it in that way. I think for peacebuilders, I mean generally 
speaking good peacebuilders do, but the other actors who recognise the need to understand the conflict 
in order to do development probably oversimplify in those situations because we all do in those 
situations, we oversimplify. I mean Boko Haram is the classic example. Boko Haram have 
oversimplified issues to be religious issues and so have many other people from the other side, so it's 
not a problem confined to development organisations. I mean religion becomes a handy tool for 
advancing your agenda, or if it's in the way, use it or if you're not aware of it even, then you don't use 
it sort of thing. So, I would say it's a facet of the analysis that ought to be done first. In some cases, it's 
not hugely relevant, in some cases it's highly relevant, but you have to figure out if it is first. That 
probably wasn't an answer to your question!  

C: Well, do you think that those analysis tools that we use, are they able to do what you've described 
or not, or do we need new tools? 

P: I think the tools are fine. As I said, I think the analysis is often way ahead of what you can do with 
it. Massive oversimplification, but I used to work in Lesotho and the two tribe’s missionaries - I mean 
let's say two, it is actually one tribe more or less - so you have the Anglicans and the Catholic, Protestant 
and Catholic missionaries, they came and fought over the souls of people in the 19th century. The 
footprint is still visible in the main two political groupings in that country which are more or less class 
based. As well so you have the Chiefs and the commoners. Of course, it's broken down a lot and it's 
only useful as far as it goes, and you see a similar thing in Uganda; the Catholics and the Anglican 
church are aligned with different political groupings and tribes and regional groupings. So various 
obvious political levels religion comes into play. I mean, have you ever been to Kampala? 

C: No.  

P: In Kampala - it is the city of Seven Hills, I guess every city has to have Seven Hills - but there are 
three hills. I mean they're pretty small hills, but one has the Kings Palace on it, one has the Anglican 
cathedral on it, and one has the Catholic cathedral on it. You can sort of see that as being symbolic of 
the roots of many of Uganda's present day or recent conflicts. So, I think the analytical tools are probably 
there. Whether everyone is using them or ought to be using them - I think incentives are critical here - 
it's all very well for me to be interested in the political economy of the country I'm in. [If] I'm posted in 
as UNDP programme officer, but if UNDP is not particularly interested in my analysis of the political 
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economy or able to deal with it or able to say it out loud because it is dangerous because some of it is 
offensive to people in power, then what is the point? So, I am disincentivised from doing that.  

C: Coming back to the response used in one of the first questions; you mentioned that International 
Alert had an area of work called Religion and Peacebuilding, now it's closed down due to a lack of 
funding or lack of resources available for that area, now that is one of my questions, is there an enabling 
environment for NGOs when it comes to incorporating religion? And that could be internally within 
organisations or externally as well.  

P: I'm not sure about that. I mean we close that programme down at International Alert for entirely - it 
was nothing to do with the word religion - although it's a very interesting idea, it was just that we were 
having to streamline our operations. I mean I don't know if that programme - I mean the guy who ran it 
wasn't a good fundraiser and he wasn't the sort of person who is going to grow a programme - and in a 
way that is probably one of the reasons that we were going to stop it. It didn't have any energy behind 
it. I don't know if that internal factors or external factors, I mean certainly I remember when DFID did, 
they did their thing called the PPA, I mean when I still left International Alert, we were still doing our 
proposal for that, one of the lines for that had religion in it because we discussed doing a proposal with 
someone I remember, so there are some funding lines available for this area or to incorporate this area. 
Certainly, I have never been asked by a donor to take a religious based organisation out of a project 
proposal if we had a partner and I’ve been involved in a few of those of course. For Muslim 
organisations post 9-11 there have been issues. For instance, if you're called Mohammed you can't have 
funding or can't have a bank account. That is a disabling issue which is crazy, but I think that has 
improved a bit since the initial sort of clampdown. I don't think I worked in any organisations, I mean 
my main organisations have been Care and International Alert, so I don't have a huge amount of 
experience working in international NGOs, neither of those were what I would call disabling 
environments for addressing these types of issues, but during my time at Care, nor was I aware of 
brilliant ideas to do so. Whereas I was made of brilliant ideas to do with savings and loans projects and 
things like that, so I would say not so much active disabling but more to do with being a passive 
disabling environment. There wasn't active encouragement but there was no discouragement. 

C: That is the end of my questions, but I wondered if you had any other thoughts that might be relevant 
to share on that? 

P: No, I don't think so. It is very interesting and thanks for asking me because it is always interesting 
to be asked things that you haven't necessarily thought about. So it's good, it is helpful for my own 
thinking I think your points about the SDGs and the secular framing is a really important one, and I will 
probably go and have a look at that at some point because I think there is something really missing there 
and you know if you or I were asked by someone doing a development project in our community the 
usual kind of questions which they ask, I think we'd feel they missed some things out. And I remember 
when I read - I mean one thing I would share with you is that I think there is something hugely missing 
from the unspoken but actual concepts of development which the international community is 
proselytising, and it is funny that that is the word for it because it is proselytising, and it is missing a lot 
about culture even though it uses the words, but you know they're not really in the vehicles, I mean I 
don't have a lot of time for UNESCO but it's no surprise that they are most left out of the process. They 
have nothing to do most of the time and every time I've done a UN piece of work and I have had to 
interview people from UN agencies people in UNESCO have always had the most time available for 
me to interview them, and they have had the most unrealistic expectations too, but I think that stuff is 
missing. When I did that report back in 2010 on what was wrong with the MDGs, I remember things - 
that we said were wrong with the MDGS are still wrong with the SDGs, although they are much better 
- I remember being interviewed by a radio station in Liverpool and I happened to be in Liverpool for 
some event about this report, bizarre, but obviously they had nothing else to put on the radio that day, 
and this guy asked me what the report was about and I said ‘if you were to do a history of the 
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development of Liverpool, what you would report on would be slavery, factories, it would be 
roadbuilding it would be oceangoing’. You know lots of lots of things lots of stuff in the MDGs would 
never be mentioned, maternal mortality would not be mentioned as a causal factor, or even it might be 
mentioned as an indicator in some history books, but it would never be drawn out as being the most 
important thing as a driver or indicator of change. And I still think we are missing a lot of stuff and I 
think what you are touching on is part of that stuff. I probably wouldn't frame it as religion if I was to 
sit down and frame it myself, this may be more about spirituality, or well maybe it is religion, well it's 
probably a combination of beliefs spirituality values, but at the end of the day, what do I regard as 
important? And of course, a lot of things that people regard as important and justify using religion are 
wrong according to human rights. I remember being in a village in Liberia several years ago and we 
were talking about gender, and they must have been heartily sick about conversations about gender in 
this village, and this guy said to me, he said ‘look it's from the Bible, women in this community are 
chattels’, and it shocked me because I'd worked in places like Uganda where even if people thought that 
they realised that you are not supposed to say it anymore, and he was justifying it from a religious 
perspective. So, there are plenty of things which are wrong from a 21st century SDG human rights 
perspective which are justified in some books somewhere, which was either dictated by God or by his 
people so anyway. 

 

Rajendra 
 
Christopher (C): So, my first question is could you tell me a little bit about what you do and the 
peacebuilding initiative that you are working on.  

Rajendra (R): Yeah, so the organisation that I work for works on the areas of peacebuilding and we 
do grassroots through to policy making level. So, we do research advocacy also, and work in the field 
to empower people. So, Nepal as you know is a post-conflict country and there are so many issues to 
address the challenges of the conflict. So, at the moment we have been working since a few years on 
the area of post conflict justice, like traditional justice, rights, and livelihoods of the ex-child soldiers, 
you know for the social harmony, this sort of things. This is what we do, and I also have a background 
in peacebuilding. So, I have done my postgraduate studies in peace studies. I did MPhil in international 
peace studies at Trinity college Dublin. I was very close to where you are. So, I have spent my career, 
about a decade, in this area.  

C: So, did you get to study in Dublin? 

R: Yeah, it was good. I was there under some scholarship programme and I stayed there for three years 
from 2015 to 2018, almost 2018. 

C: I've never been to Dublin, but I would love to go. So, thank you for a bit of background there. That 
is helpful for me to understand a bit about what you do. Now within the peacebuilding initiative that 
you work on in Nepal, do you try to make sense of the ways that religion might impact your 
peacebuilding work? 

R: Yeah so we don't have that big problem of religion in Nepal like religious divisions in Nepal but still 
we tried to focus on these sorts of things like religion, religious harmony, interfaith on our peacebuilding 
activities that means we want to include people from all religions as much as possible in our 
peacebuilding works we tried to see through that perspective of peacebuilding or so through religious 
perspectives. 

C: Sorry, there is something I didn't say about this interview; it is semi structured. So, I will respond to 
things as you speak and might ask you some further questions in that area. So, there is not a set list of 
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questions, but we'll have more of a conversation. You just mentioned then that you try and include 
different religious voices. What is the purpose of that and where does the demand to do that come from? 
Is that something internal to the NGO or is that something that donors ask for? 

R: I would say both because the donors are also sensitive on these issues and they want us to use these 
things as cross cutting issues. So, whatever the project is, they tell us ‘so okay, it is good to be inclusive, 
to include people from all religions, from all ethnicities, gender, caste’, whatever it is. So, they say like 
that also, but we are also concerned because Nepal is a post-conflict country, and we don't want our 
country to revert back to the same situation again so we know the sensitivities and the religious lines in 
different places. So, if our project is in these areas, we definitely focus on religious peacebuilding. For 
instance, we have been working in two conflict affected districts, like that are kind of most affected. 
One is called [inaudible] which is the epicentre of the conflict a decade long conflict 1996 to 2006 
Maoist insurgency the other one is called [inaudible], which is quite close to India, it borders India, and 
that district has a lot of like religious diversity, ethnic diversity and it is very dangerous in terms of 
violence and disruption. So, whenever we work in those districts, we make sure we pick some 
approaches for religious peacebuilding also. Does that make sense?  

C: That does yeah. Who are your organisations main donors? Do they tend to be organisations like the 
UK government and the Australian government? Who are the main donors?  

R: So, you see we have been working with different donors. At the moment we are working with 
funding of the German embassy in Kathmandu and from the Asia Fund. We recently did one project 
with the University of Denver and we work with research Institutes and governments and embassies. 
We collaborate with them for our work.  

C: Do you find that they have, if they are interested in the religious aspect at all, does it differ between 
donors or do they have broadly similar understanding of religion and how to work with it in 
peacebuilding?  

R: It depends. Depending on the works we do. Like there has been quite a different variety of the work 
we do. So, some of them are on the line of strengthening sub-national government, some are on the line 
of strengthening peacebuilding areas, some of them are slightly different but are on that line only, but I 
have seen the donors interested in working on these areas. Was that the question Chris? Can I call you 
Chris? 

C: Yes, that's fine! So, I was wondering, is there a difference in those donor approaches or are they 
broadly similar? You mentioned that you have different types of organisation that fund you. So, I was 
just wondering, do the donors have different approaches or is it normally things that you would expect 
to see?  

R: They used to have - not now Chris, before, like a decade back, when we were just done with the 
constituent assembly elections - in those days after the conflict ended, the donors had their own interests 
in promoting with these religious things as a way of shaping post conflict peacebuilding activities. So, 
it was under their kind of like interest but slowly by slowly things have changed now. In more or less 
ways, things look similar. Some donors are more interested, for example DFID - as you know your 
county’s government, well not government, the funding agency - here in Nepal have come under some 
controversy because it promoted some group called the indigenous communities, the organisation called 
NEFIN, Federation of Indigenous Communities in Nepal, and that brought DFID into some kind of 
controversy here in Nepal because they were actually working to empower indigenous communities 
who had been largely marginalised, suppressed and oppressed, for a very long time. So, some donors 
are very generic and very generous on their work focus, but some of them they don't, but nowadays 
more or less they are all similar  
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C: Why was the work with the indigenous - sorry I can't remember the work you just said, not 
indigenous - that particular marginalised group, why was that work deemed to be controversial within 
Nepal?  

R: Well, so it's a long story really, so to cut the long story short, the DFID funded a very large amount 
too NEFIN, the Federation of Indigenous Communities Organisations and that was led by very 
prominent figures, by communities and this was soon after the conflict when we were in the process of 
making the constitution and the project was really empowering, pushing community people for making 
a lot of changes to make changes on the constitution. So that was there and if you see the dynamics in 
Nepal, it has always been ruled by the hill - the high-cost Hindu - people so that means like Brahmins 
and Chhetris are there but there are other indigenous communities, Dalits and people in the southern 
belts like Madhesis, Tharus and all they are not in the mainstream state institutions. So that was the 
reason that the government people and people running NGOs were against DFIDs funding to this 
NEFIN.  

C: Now if you could just help me understand - because obviously every country and culture has their 
very own distinct way of organising their society - so can you just give me a very brief introduction to 
the caste system and how that also relates to belief and religion, and also relates slightly to power as 
well. Now obviously that is a very big question so, if you could just give me a short and easy-to-
understand introduction, that would be very, very helpful. 

R: Sure, sure Chris. So yes, the caste system in Nepal is based on Hindu religious philosophy, where 
people have been divided into different castes in the hierarchy. The first one is the brahmin and the 2nd 
on the layer is Chhetri, Baje, Chatariya so, which has been compared similar to [inaudible]. So for 
example, the Hindu coming out of the head of the God, sorry brahmins coming out of the gods head, 
Chhetri coming out of God shoulders and Baje is coming out of the [inaudible] of God and then the 4th 
one is called Dalits. Dalits is the name for, are also called [inaudible] so they're coming out of the foot 
of the God. That is the perfect man, they call in Hindu scripture that is the way these castes come into 
play and now all these Dalits, the lower class people, they believe in the Hindu caste system and slowly 
by slowly these people following the religion in Nepal think ‘if you guys are going to discriminate us 
even though we follow your religion, we quit your religion and are going to change our religion’ so this 
is the kind of religious conflict it might bring, but religion and Maoists are there these days, so that is 
there and that is all because of the direct and indirect verses in the religious scriptures, the peoples’ 
behaviour of discriminating others as if they are like animals or even below animals. People don't accept 
food and water from the lower caste people. So, these sorts of things are there, and this mass exists and 
is subjugated - around, let's say more than half of the country’s total population. So, the brahmins and 
Chhetris are superior people here. The third level of people is called indigenous communities and all 
this kind of people fall under third level and these people and the people on the fourth layer, that is 
Dalits, they have always been treated as the second-class citizens in the country and that is the reason 
why all of this, even this Maoist insurgency, happened on that line. So, the one thing why Maoist 
insurgency could succeed was because it was highly, overwhelmingly supported by the marginalised 
people, especially the Dalits and indigenous communities. 

C: Thank you and that was really, really helpful. Thank you for keeping it simple because I know these 
are complex things to explain. I can imagine that as a donor, from a country like the UK - like, let's say 
DFID - it would be almost impossible to gain an understanding of how that system impacts people’s 
lives and how they interact with peacebuilding processes, or any aspect of their daily life. In a way that 
western donors try to make sense of these things, and make sure they are understanding how things are 
done at the local level, is through working with local NGOs. Now do you find that those donor 
approaches to working with communities, do you think that their methods for understanding it for 
instance, ensuring that different groups are represented in peacebuilding forums for instance [audio lost] 
… [audio regained] I'll try to repeat what I said again but do just let me know if you can't hear… Locally 
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or at a society level the caste system has quite an impact on people’s lives and I think that donors 
recognise that, but they tried to make sense of it by working with local NGOs. Now obviously in doing 
that they say, “we want representation, we want those different groups that are identifiable to be 
represented, in order to improve peacebuilding outcomes”. Do you find that those donor methods, do 
you think that they are effective? Or can it cause further issues for instance maybe there are power 
issues, if a higher caste group has to suddenly share spaces with a lower caste group. I just wanted to 
ask you if you think donor approaches can cause problems or is that something you have ever 
experienced? Or do you think that actually the approaches we have now are pretty good. 

R: So far as I know the approach is pretty good, but to some extent it can’t be conflict sensitive, in some 
sense that there are always power relations in communities and uplifting one community can be 
detrimental to the luxury or the privileges of the other one. So that is what the problem basically is. The 
donors always come with good faith to empower one community to take them to the level of the other 
one but there are always refutes and backlashes, not backlashes, protests, and denial of the fact that it 
is going to help the community do better, but that is the problem yes. 

C: In a peacebuilding programme there are conflicting priorities. Now from your perspective, is 
incorporating religion or belief something you see as a priority? I ask that because a lot of the academic 
criticism of NGOs is that they need better tools and ways of understanding it. However, I understand 
that we work in an environment where there are conflicting priorities. So, is it a priority for you or are 
there other things that need more focus in order to deliver better peacebuilding programmes? 

R: So, you mean apart from religious ones?  

C: So, you know, it could be tackling social injustice or improving livelihoods or other priorities apart 
from religion. 

R: Definitely. The thing is the working modality should be somewhat changed because I have seen that 
most of the time peacebuilding fundings have been used by the elites. You know like the ones who run 
the NGOs and all this people [inaudible] and these sorts of things are there. Now the funding comes to 
them and they grab most of the resources, and they go to the communities and shows some small 
programmes, and that is one thing the international community needs to think of and you know, this the 
process of how it works everywhere, not only in Nepal but also in UK or in Ireland, or wherever it is, 
it is the modus operandi of the development sector. It's quite frustrating at some point in time because 
I was in Ireland and I heard at that time about one organisation, not Concern Worldwide, or Oxfam or 
something like that, and they were grabbing most of the resources back to their own country and leaving 
very little in the recipient country. So, that thing is there. So that thing apart, in the area of 
implementation of the programmes I would say this is okay to empower local communities, or what 
they are doing to address the injustices that are underlying for a long time, the causes of the conflict. 
That is ok, the works they are doing. So that could be economic justices, so I think that is okay. That is 
good the work they are doing. So, the one thing I doubt with the operational morality of syphoning 
away almost 50% of the resource back. Does that make sense? 

C: So, there are other priorities which should be addressed before we get to religion? 

R: Parallelly. Not after and not before because we have to work for their livelihoods and their rights 
also. So, in post conflict societies like Nepal what I have fond is we need to work in the softer parts as 
well, like building social harmony, bridging the gaps between the societies where there have been 
animosities and hatred amongst each other. So that is very important. At the same time there are people 
who have been affected by the conflict and don't have means to live their life. So, we need to support 
them also. So, I think both separate parts go hand in hand. Of course, this softer part comes from 
uplifting the downtrodden, to building bridges between the communities, to working to ensure the rights 
of the affected one. So, all of these things come together, I think.  
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C: Okay I think you have been really succinct in your answers and I have been able to ask a lot of 
questions, so thank you very much. So, do you have any other thoughts on this that you'd like to share? 

R: Yeah. So, I would like you to maybe explore a bit more on the case of Nepal's religious things. Like 
I don't know if it comes under your area of work on this particular project, but it would be interesting 
for you to see in Nepal how people are converting to Christianity and Buddhism on mass, and the 
international donor communities have been [inaudible] for this conversion. So that people in Nepal, so 
like you have been coming here, you are giving bibles and dollars, and helping people to convert. So 
that is a different story there. But if you see those downtrodden ones, they are even without dollars or 
anything like that. They are already thinking about converting themselves to other religions because of 
- as I said - that caste-based hierarchy and discrimination in Hindu religious practices. So that is one 
thing which gets troubled in Nepal quite often. 

C: I imagine that is changing social dynamics within Nepal now do you think that is impacting 
peacebuilding but also do you think NGOs are able to understand how that is impacting?  

R: Sorry, could you repeat it once?  

C: Sure, so the rise of conversions to Christianity and Buddhism would change social dynamics within 
Nepal Now do you think that is a concern of donors do you think that is something that needs to be 
better understood because obviously it impacts development work it impacts society do you think it 
needs to be understood better? 

R: Yeah, definitely it needs to be understood better. I am sorry if I have confused you saying that it is 
the work of the donor on this process of conversion, the donor is actually just blamed for being here 
and because their religions are Christianity, being the religion of the western world. So, they are blamed 
from that perspective for that reason, otherwise they are not per se putting money to the conversion. So, 
it's not like they are doing it on the ground but of course they are here, and their religion is Christian. 
So, people just bluntly blame, and of course for that the donor communities should be sensitive, because 
even though it is done in good faith - and everybody understands that it helps the communities - but the 
process could be different. Otherwise, it can rather harm the society if people know that this is 
happening because of the presence of the donor communities. 

C: Do you feel that as an NGO you are being asked to understand the changing dynamics or are you 
being asked to still work within the idea of how religion has traditionally worked in Nepal? Do you 
think that you are being asked to respond to this changing dynamic or is this changing dynamic just 
something that is happening outside of the programmes, outside of the minds of NGOs and donors? 

R: Yeah, absolutely this is something happening outside of programmes. But there are of course so 
many NGOs here in Nepal; there are NGOs run by Dalit communities, and indigenous communities, 
and they are more aware that this conversion thing is there. And also, on other aspects of religious 
peacebuilding, some are very much pro in favour of promoting the religions of the minorities. I think 
that is okay, so that is something besides programmes of my organisation at the moment. Although of 
course, there are other organisations that have that interest, so that is what I was trying to say.  

 

Tobias 
 
Christopher (C): My first question is could you tell me about your job and the organisation you work 
at? This is for me to have some understanding of what you do and where you work really.  

Tobias (T): So yes, so my name is Tobias [surname removed]. I am the East Africa peacebuilding 
programme manager for Quakers in Britain. And within Quakers in Britain - which is officially a church 
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organisation - we have a Department called Quaker Peace and Social Witness which is, if you like, the 
NGO wing of the church. And I think it's quite important to say at the very beginning that we are not a 
traditional NGO but a religious organisation which makes quite a bit of our work a bit different from 
the more traditional NGO work and I will hopefully get to that later on. My role is within Quaker Peace 
and Social Witness, QPSW. I am the only one that manages the relationship with our three partner 
organisations. They're all local peacebuilding organisations and the programme is called Turning the 
Tide. It is a programme that we implement together with our local partner organisations and that 
programme is fully funded by Quakers in Britain. We did have some external funding in the past, but it 
means we can do programming very, very differently and partnerships very, very differently from 
traditional NGOs. And so, a little bit about my role. So historically this specific piece of work has started 
as an outcome of Kenyan Quakers reaching out to British Quakers in the post-election violence 
2007/2008 and they said ‘hey we really want to do some peace work. It's really necessary can you 
British Quakers support us in anyway? Come for example and have a chat with us.’ So, the people who 
previously had my role and other British Quakers travelled to Kenya and met Quaker Kenyan peace 
activists but other also non-Quaker peace activists and sort of analysed what peace programmes there 
are on the ground. Obviously, there are a lot of different peace programme perspectives and 
peacebuilding approaches that are traditionally, more traditionally, peacebuilding focused and bringing 
together people who are in conflict who want to talk things over, work with trauma and all of that. The 
Kenyans were saying that there was sort of a gap in programming where they said they want something 
that is actually addressing root causes of violence conflict in our society. And so, the British Quakers 
went back and said let's see what we have. And there is a programme approach called Turning the Tide 
which was implemented by British Quakers started in the mid-1990s. It is basically a programme that 
is a non-violent campaign training programme that supports existing routes taking non-violent action 
for change. There is a manual, a training manual, and they took that and went back to Kenya and sat 
down with Kenyan Quakers and peace activists and said, ‘this is interesting but we need to change a 
few things because our perception of non-violent training is completely different’. So, it was quite a 
long transition period to work on that to set up a context specific approach and it was like a shared 
learning experience. British Quakers came back and learned from their own programme experience here 
in the UK and then the Kenyans were like ‘this is really interesting, let's test it’. So, they were testing 
workshops. Fast forward 10 years, so the Kenyans set up a programme that was financially supported 
at the beginning and supported by British Quaker trainers but then very quickly that changed. I think 
there was something like 5 trainers of trainers where British Quaker activists were co-facilitating 
workshops, but it was completely led by Kenyan peace activists and since then the Kenyan peace 
activists have led that piece of work. They have also spread the approach to Rwanda and Burundi where 
Quakers in Britain are also supporting financially but also with administration, programme advice and 
all of that. It's different and unique in the sense that as a programme manager it is very hands off. All 
the programme planning the approaches and trainings are decided by local partners, so my role is very, 
very different from probably your traditional NGO programme manager because we don't have to write 
large proposals, long reports. So, our partnership methodology is also changing over the years so that 
is kind of why I manage loads of the financial stuff that comes with that. I also give advice I connect 
our three different teams across the borders. I'll help them do fundraising. I wrote proposals to help 
support local partners find other partners, help them with opportunities for career development and so 
on and so forth. So, I want to leave it with that and just say that is my role. And I'm not a Quaker myself. 
I'm a German citizen and am not a religious person myself and that does not play a massive role in my 
work.  

C: Fantastic. That's very helpful introduction and as I said, this is semi structured. So, I'm going to go 
straight away into something you have already spoken about. Now you mentioned that the stuff you 
work on is different from normal NGO work and you were talking about the turning the tide programme 
that is funded by Quakers in Britain. How is it different do you think?  
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T: I mean the programme, or every programme would say that they're having a different approach. So, 
I think that is one element of it. The work approaches that we are using are different from other peace 
projects and that has to do with how turning the tide functions in East Africa and it's a little bit different 
in each country. So basically, the programme has four pillars and there is an aspect of training which is 
new obviously. Other organisations are providing training. These trainings are carried out by our local 
partners and they are training existing groups on the grassroots level. So, it is a grassroots non-violence 
campaign and accompaniment programme. So, there is an element of training but it's not just training. 
After the training what usually happens is these groups that are trained get back into communities and 
let newly learned stuff sink in and then a lot of time they call my East African colleagues back and say 
‘hey we've had this experience, now we see violence in a different level because it's not about physical 
violence but cultural and structural violence but we sort of need your help, can you come back and help 
us analyse our conflicts on a very local grassroots level?’ So, that is the 2nd pillar of the programme. 
My colleagues are helping do analysis, root conflict analysis. And then the third pillar is that the 
programme does not tell groups what to work on, what to focus on. So, it's the groups themselves that 
do the analysis and say, ‘this is a massive issue within our communities, we want to do a work on that’. 
And one tool we provide them with is non-violence campaigning, which is then the third element of it 
which is the groups deciding ‘hey we want to change something about this’ and my colleagues are then 
supporting these groups and strategising the campaign, making sure they are staying non-violence, 
connecting with others, generally being a source of advice and encouragement. So, then the 4th part is 
that we now have a huge lot of people who are doing this kind of campaigning on a grassroots level, 
that we're trying to bring them together and have a shared learning space. So, I think that is from a 
programmatic point of view is what we would understand as something a bit unique, different from 
other NGOs. And that's the 2nd and probably more important point from us as Quakers; because our 
funding is independent, we can do long term funding. We have been supporting Kenyans for 10 years 
and they - when this piece of work started - a couple of months in said ‘it would be great further down 
the line if we can have our own organisation’ and that happened at the beginning of this year. So, they 
asked for our support in setting that up. So, I write proposals to help that happen and so we have a 
different level of partnership that many NGOs can take because our funding is long term and is also 
core funding and is not your usual. We give very little advice, guidance, and restrictions on what 
programme should happen. In budgets rounds, it's always a discussion and negotiation. So, you will 
always have that. So, I would say it some more, it's a different partnership that we have with our partners 
than in traditional NGO setting.  

C: Great. The model that you've described there, even though, as you say, it's a Quaker organisation 
and combining Quakers in Britain in partnering with Quakers in Kenya to carry out peacebuilding 
initiatives, now that model that you've described, would you say that is a model which you could also 
find at a non-faith-based organisation? It sounds essentially quite a secular model. Would you agree or 
do you think there is an element of faith within there? 

T: There is definitely an element of faith in there and again my response will have two parts. Definitely 
there is an element because Quakers have to believe that there is God in everyone, something positive 
in every person, regardless of what he or she does or where they're from. So, that definitely plays a role. 
Definitely not a specifically religious approach. There are different organisations that do this kind of 
work. I recently learned from a US organisation called I-CAN - confusingly because there is also a big 
I CAN organisation in the UK - who have a very similar approach to providing money but at the same 
time do long term work with their partners on supporting them in the long run. So, definitely not a 
religious thing not at all and I don't think we are saying that, and we want to claim that. I also really 
want to make clear that this piece of work started as a Quaker connection, but it massively grew out of 
it and that's because peacebuilding in itself not being constricted to faith and religion, because if you do 
that it actually causes you way more problems you know, as I'm sure you've already come across in 
your research. And so how can - your colleagues for example are a good example, most of them are 
actually not Quakers - so whereas the concepts were developed by Quakers both from the UK and from 
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Kenya, the people actually working on implementing are actually not Quakers and not massively, you 
know, they don't bring Quakerism into their work. But if you look at their approaches and you know 
Quakerism you will see some of the principles of nonviolence are strongly connected to Quaker faith 
and they’re sort of implemented within the approaches and some of the work behind it. But definitely 
not missionary work, it's not part of our approaches at all. But religion does play a role in the peace 
work, not because we are asking or encouraging it, but because the East African culture brings that in 
and in Kenya out partner organisation is now a local registered NGO. Rwanda is actually the only 
country where we officially have an agreement with the Quaker church, and the Quaker church of 
Rwanda is our official partner. And then in Burundi it is also an NGO, a peacebuilding NGO, but that 
was founded by many Burundian Quakers.  

C: Great. And another thing that you mentioned early on was the funding model. You're in a position 
where we all want to be in as an NGO, where you have 10-year funding plans and things like that. With 
that, now this programme was created or conceptualised in 2007. Now that predated the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals and obviously peacebuilding was still a requirement in the world then, but one of 
the things I'm looking at is whether the SDGs - and peacebuilding being included in the SDGs - is 
affecting how NGOs work in the peacebuilding space. Now do you think that the inclusion of 
peacebuilding in the SDGs has affected your work at all? And if so, in what way it could be in?  

T: So, the work, again I really have to bring that point home was conceptualised in 2009 and very much 
not by British Quakers as an NGO approach but by a collaboration approach, very much away from any 
larger UN Goals. I'm just trying to think of my own personal work. I am the only one working full time 
on this issue on the partnerships, so I don't even have a lot of capacity and time to follow what is 
happening on the UN level. Of course, we do, and we do sometimes, and I'm very much aware of the 
SDGs and all of that, but I would say entirely that was a process that was happening separately. Quakers 
do have an office In New York and in Geneva, that is the advocacy offices, so it would be worth 
speaking to them about it as Quakers in Britain are not the only organisations out there doing 
peacebuilding work, and other colleagues would say very different things about it whether the SDGs 
have changed the work. Not really, yes, and no is the answer. I am sorry to give you that frustrating 
ambiguous answer, but I guess as our funding and our model is different from the usual NGO work, 
well not all of them right but many of them, we know that they are using the SDGs as a sort of 
framework right, that they can relate back to. And for me to be very honest with you it's almost a ticking 
boxes exercise. And I know that from my own personal experience, I have friends who sits in the 
German Foreign Ministry and if they have proposals, they need to make sure that you tick the box that 
this is within the SDGs, that it is aligned with their national plans in which the SDGs are in. So, it 
trickles down. So, you have to say, ‘oh yeah this is connected to SDG Goal 16’, but you know it's a 
framework. If you ask me it's pretty hollow. It's a way that helps people frame discussions and relating 
to similar topics. But as you know the peacebuilding sector is enormous there are thousands of different 
approaches and ideas around what you should do with SDG 16.  

C: Great. No that's very helpful. And I think like most things the answer is ‘it depends’. There is always 
nuance so that is helpful, thank you for going into that. My next question is, you mentioned at the 
beginning that you are working in the East Africa context. Now Quakers I imagine - correct me if I'm 
wrong - like in the UK Quakers are a religious minority in Kenya - as I say correct me if I am wrong 
on that. Now obviously the Quakers then, are working in an environment where religion does play a 
large role, or a larger role in places like Germany or the UK, in people’s lives. Now is there anything 
that is done to try and understand how that religious context affects the Turning the Tide programme? 

T: Yes, so many elements of it. So, Quakers being a minority in Kenya. Well, I don't know. But first of 
all, Kenya has the largest population of Quakers in the world. So therefore, more Quakers than there 
are in Britain, but they are also far more diverse and definitely less united than they are in Britain, where 
I think there are 26,000 Quakers. So, it's really, really tiny. And that is a way into the second part of 
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your question, which is because it's quite diverse, the Quaker church in itself works very differently 
than it does in Germany or than in Britain. So, it plays a much bigger part in people’s lives and business. 
So, for many people churches are also employers and a source of power, right. So, if you're doing peace 
work you need to include that into your analysis of this approach. So again, Quakerism and religious 
things do not work into our work methodologies because you know in East Africa the communities are 
a lot of times religiously mixed. Unfortunately, we do not yet work in predominantly Muslim areas in 
Kenya and there is something to it, right? There are reasons maybe why that is but certainly we work 
my colleagues in Rwanda and Burundian context where there is very mixed Christian denominations 
and Muslims and their religion does play a role in the sense that again, it's like a framework, right. So, 
stories from the Bible or from Islam are used to explain because people can relate to these stories 
because they know these stories. I would also say working with churches is not always easy because 
that is the religious part. The church business of it, there's a certain sense of interest. There's a sense of 
tension between church leadership and people working on the ground, but there's many, many examples 
where faith groups are doing exceptional work because of their faith groups, because they have different 
access to communities and that is certainly also the case for our work to some extent. I don't think we 
could do this kind of non-violent campaign work in contexts like Rwanda or Burundi where civil society 
space is tiny - and really, really dangerous at times - and having a religious linking is a lot of times very 
useful because the communities and the authorities see you differently because it's a source of power. 
So, again it's a big risk. It's really difficult. Lines are really blurred and grey and there are massive 
limitations to link peace work with religion but also vice versa right. There are also limitations if you 
do peace work and say, sort of, ‘we're not religious.’ So yeah, some big risks I would say. 

C: You mentioned already the sources of power and how in the Burundi context being a religious 
organisation or religious based organisation carries power. Now do you consider the impact that your 
organisation has when working with local religious groups? Do you consider the impact that your NGO 
might have on them? And I don't mean do you consider personally, but I mean at the NGO. Do you 
have discussions about it and use analysis and tools or anything like that? 

T: Yes, I know. Now maybe because it is such an obvious thing when you do peacebuilding and 
especially non-violent campaign work, analysis is a massive part of your work. So, I remember going 
into sessions in Kenya with local community activists and doing training and they were asked, list the 
top five threats to community peace and safety. Number one was politicians and surprisingly number 
two was church leaders. And it was an interesting conversation that we had after that with my colleagues 
who are themselves often religious or have leadership positions in churches - to a lesser degree or not - 
and they are all very much aware of the fact that there are conflicts and driven conflicts that are religious 
conflicts between churches. For example, when there are elections for church leadership positions you 
know it is not an uncommon thing that that might cause a lot of tensions in communities in faith 
communities. So, we are very much aware of certain limitation that this approach has but again it is also 
- we as Quakers in Britain I think are very much guided by our local partners - we do have conversations 
about it but again, I'm not an expert in Rwandan community society because I am a white male German 
dude who is interested in peace work. But I can't tell you whether if my colleagues are going in there 
and leading with a prayer session - which all of my colleagues do - and it's a mixed prayer session and 
it's inclusive, Muslims are participating and also non-religious people, whether that is right or wrong. I 
need to be very much guided and trusted by my local partner organisations. Now I know working with 
churches in this space is not always easy, I would say that also has to do with that it is an organisational 
difference, that it's a bigger church, it has different interests. It has interest in having members, it has 
interest in having education, a lot of times healthcare, to keep the sort of membership going and also 
provide the space that people want. And there definitely can be difficulties between those two things 
which is why you find a lot of local NGOs that have religious rooting but are independent from 
churches.  
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C: Great. And my last question, are there any kind of thoughts that you want to share or think that it 
would be useful to share? 

T: Um I'm not sure if I will repeat myself. I would say that obviously NGOs can and needs to have 
impact and work around religion because if not that is just ignoring a massive part of a non-European 
society. You know these actors do have power. They have a role to play. So, it would be really, really 
important. I also think that it has to be very balanced because just politely following churches on the 
grounds of peace work can also definitely bring challenges to your approach and limitations for sure. 
Especially when you work in situations that all around conflicts have a religious fitting or religious 
element to it. But again, I remember meeting a peace builder from Nigeria who was a Christian and he 
was showing me videos, videos of his sister who was a police officer who was abducted by Boko Haram, 
and he himself was a peace activist for a local Christian Church who had 200-300 churches burned 
down by Boko Haram, and he was a peace activist sitting down together with Muslim peace activists 
bringing communities back together. And there is a tremendous sense of power to it that goes beyond 
amazing peacebuilding work because there is a faith and spirituality elements behind it which is, I think, 
unique. And then lastly, I know in Rwanda for example, a lot of these peacebuilding approaches for 
example were developed by these religious organisations from faith and I think I understand a lot of the 
criticism because I was very concerned about that myself. I don't think I would work for an organisation 
or a Christian organisation that actively supports missionary work at all. I have quite a lot of hesitations. 
There are also very difficult historic colonial legacies that churches still need to work out better. I also 
think that that is not always an easy topic to work on for churches here in Britain but also for churches 
in East Africa, right? How they perceive it - I know that there have been discussions around specifically 
colonial legacies on these topics - but I think it needs to be way more focused on. And I would say that 
it's an issue that has been probably been ignored to some extent in certain ways, but not entirely and 
completely and that more work needs to be done, specifically around peacebuilding and religion, you 
know around how colonial legacies and missionary work plays into that field. But yeah, I personally 
have to say that I would not work for an organisation that links missionary work with peacebuilding 
work. I think that is very dangerous to do that. 

  



LII 
 

Appendix C: Blank Interview Consent Form 
 

Purpose of Interview: The study aims to explore factors that inhibit NGOs from advancing their 
handling of religion in relation to peacebuilding and the interview is conducted to gather perspectives 
in relation to this. It is being undertaken as part of the principal researcher’s thesis for the Master 
Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict at Uppsala Universitet, Sweden.  

 

I agree to participate in a research project conducted by Christopher Borthwick from Uppsala 
Universitet in Uppsala, Sweden.  

1. I have received sufficient information about this research project and understand my role in it. The 
purpose of my participation as an interviewee in this project and the future processing of my 
personal data has been explained to me and are is clear.  
 

2. My participation as an interviewee in this project is completely voluntary. There is no explicit or 
implicit coercion whatsoever to participate.  
 

3. Participation involves being interviewed by a researcher from Uppsala Universitet. The interview 
will last approximately 30-45 minutes. I allow the researcher to take notes during the interview. I 
also may allow the recording of the interview and subsequent dialogue by audio/video tape. It is 
clear to me that in case I do not want the interview and dialogue to be taped I am fully entitled to 
withdraw from participation.  
 

4. I have the right not to answer questions. If I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview 
session, I have the right to withdraw from the interview and ask that the data collected prior to the 
withdrawal will be deleted.  
 

5. I have been given the explicit guarantee that the researcher will not identify me by name or function 
in any reports using information obtained from this interview, that my confidentiality as a 
participant in this study remains secure. Personal data will be processed in full compliance with the 
European Union General Data Protection Regulation. The researcher may be contacted 
(Christopherjames.Borthwick.6317@student.uu.se) for any questions concerning data protection. 
 

6. I have carefully read and fully understood the points and statements of this form. All my questions 
were answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 

7. I obtained a copy of this consent form co-signed by the interviewer.  

 

Participant’s Signature:      Participant’s Name:  

Date:  

 

Researcher’s Signature:      Date:  
 
 

For further information, please contact principal researcher Christopher Borthwick at 
Christopherjames.Borthwick.6317@student.uu.se. 


