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IRINA BOKOVA, DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF UNESCO

Dialogue on the basis of respect, tolerance, human rights and dignity has never been so important. This 
is the spirit of the International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures (2013-2022). The International 
Decade originates in the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 67/104 adopted in December 
2012, co-sponsored by Kazakhstan and designating UNESCO as lead agency. This drew on a Resolution 
of the UNESCO General Conference (36 C/40) and the experience of the 2010 International Year for the 
Rapprochement of Cultures which UNESCO led forward with activities across the world.

The objective of the International Decade is to promote mutual understanding and respect for diversity, 
rights and equal dignity between peoples, through intercultural dialogue and concrete initiatives. This is 
essential for all societies today, undergoing deep transformation. The surge of con�ict, acts of violence, 
extremism and intolerance pose a threat to peace, undermining the unity of humanity and calling on us 
all to redouble our efforts to advance a culture of peace, through dialogue, the safeguarding of cultural 
heritage, and the promotion of global citizenship education.

The International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures embodies a commitment to explore new 
articulations between cultural diversity and universal values. The rapprochement of cultures calls for a 
commitment to the principles of human dignity and solidarity as the corner stones of living together within 
and between societies, making the most of all sources of diversity.

This publication bears testimony to the urgency of addressing contemporary challenges through 
intercultural and interreligious dialogue in order to deepen understanding and cooperation for peace. 
Through concrete examples, including experiences at the community level from across the world, the 
publication showcases why cultural diversity, intercultural dialogue and responsive democratic governance 
are vital for the enhancement of mutual understanding, the growth of tolerance, and the building of bridges 
of mutual respect and dignity.

Dialogue is key when it comes to effective policies to harness the power of diversity, the design of new 
educational curricula or the crafting of new forms of cultural literacy and cultural diplomacy, between 
societies and within them.

I wish to thank our publishing partner, Tudor Rose, and all the contributors to this edition for having 
identi�ed key challenges ahead of us, while strengthening the message of the International Decade for the 
Rapprochement of Cultures in an enriching and powerful manner.

Irina Bokova
Director-General of UNESCO

Foreword
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NURSULTAN NAZARBAYEV, PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF KAZAKHSTAN 

At a time of global changes, the notion of strengthening peace and universal human values is getting 
increasingly vital.

Despite being a young country, our nation has played a signi�cant role in promoting global peace and 
friendship. Our commitment to the peaceful principles and ideals of a tolerant society makes Kazakhstan an 
active advocate for global security and a mediator in international dispute settlement and con�ict resolution.

The history of contemporary Kazakhstan is woven from many diverse ethnic groups and cultures. The 
strength of our society is based on a deep mutual understanding that looks beyond social, cultural, religious 
and ethnic differences. Over 100 ethnic and 17 religious groups live in peace and harmony in our country.

Kazakhstan has launched some internationally recognized initiatives, like the Congress of Leaders of World 
and Traditional Religions and the International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures declared by the 
United Nations General Assembly for 2013-2022, designed to implement dialogue based on shared values.

Kazakhstan also aims to make its contribution to the global cause of peace, harmony and mutual 
understanding in the future.

By sharing the knowledge and experiences of actors working towards that goal across the world, 
Agree to Differ re�ects the progress that has been made so far and provides valuable insight to help 
address the challenges that remain.

 

Nursultan Nazarbayev
President of the Republic of Kazakhstan 
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FARIDA SHAHEED, UNITED NATIONS SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR IN THE FIELD OF CULTURAL RIGHTS

Culture is like a prism through which we perceive, understand, respond to, engage with and assign meaning to 
our human, natural and manufactured environment. The myriad cultural prisms embody the diversity of our 
collective humanity, and culture is pivotal in promoting or obstructing mutual understanding.

Intercultural dialogue can only promote mutual understanding if we recognize that culture is a dynamic 
process that re�ects our responses to our ever-changing world with hopes but also fears, new ideas and creations. 
Cultural processes are always sites of contestation over meanings, values and ways of life. The challenge is to 
guarantee the cultural freedoms and rights of all persons to access, enjoy and refer to cultural works, express 
their identity and creativity, participate in and contribute to cultural life without discrimination and on a basis 
of equality. This includes the right to differ, to not participate in any cultural activities that undermine human 
rights, to join, leave, rejoin and create new communities of shared values without fear; the right of everyone to 
participate in several communities of shared cultural values simultaneously. 

Policies for creating and enhancing intercultural dialogue therefore must be founded on providing everyone 
with the opportunities and means to engage in critical thinking about themselves and the world they inhabit, to 
question as well as enjoy received wisdom and cultural heritage; to contribute to interpretation and present new 
ideas and creative expressions. As it is never abstract �cultures� or �civilizations� that meet, but individual people, 
this demands particular attention to ensuring concrete possibilities for women and other marginalized groups to 
fully engage in cultural processes in their societies and the world at large. To enable all of us to truly help to build 
shared values and social cohesion, we must ensure safe and welcoming public spaces for interactions and creative 
expressions to enrich our world. 

Intercultural dialogues can contribute to creating vibrant cultures and healthy democracies by accepting 
the inevitably diverse interpretations of culture and cultural heritage, and ensuring the visibility of multivoice 
narratives of the past and the present, in history teaching and memorialization processes for instance, to re�ect 
the rich diversity of our common humanity.

 

Farida Shaheed
United Nations Special Rapporteur in the �eld of cultural rights
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HEINER BIELEFELDT, UNITED NATIONS SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF

The potential of interreligious communication for building, restoring and solidifying trust between people 
across denominational lines usually remains underestimated. Such communication should not be reduced to 
lofty efforts of theological experts to resolve centuries-old disputes, whose subtleties ordinary people fail to 
comprehend. Projects of malaria prevention jointly run by Christian and Muslim leaders in Nigeria have a down-
to-earth signi�cance, which everyone immediately understands � while at the same time sending a much-needed 
message of hope in a country haunted by religious extremism. Recent talks between religious communities in 
Cyprus have helped the Cypriot population to better come to terms with the bitter legacy of civil war, invasion 
and expulsion. And the publicly declared commitment of the Lutheran World Federation and Islamic Relief to 
cooperate on issues of refugee support, apart from all practical advantages of joining hands, holds the promise 
that sectarian divides can be contained � and will �nally be overcome.

We are living in times of confusion, in which common sense seems to be increasingly eroding. Interreligious 
communication, in conjunction with other forms of cross-boundaries communication, is the most ef�cient 
way of restoring common sense. By engaging in communication people will naturally discover � or rediscover 
� the trivial truth that those �on the other side�, far from being �aliens� with a totally different mentality, are 
human beings with needs, problems, interests and yearnings similar to their own. Although disagreements and 
con�icts will not simply disappear, regular encounters between human beings are the best antidote to conspiracy 
projections, in which an abstract �other� can easily become the target of unchecked and thus escalating fears. 
What is needed against paranoid imagination is realism, which can only develop in real encounters between real 
human beings across boundaries. 

Under freedom of religion or belief, states have a responsibility to create an enabling environment for 
interreligious communication, based on respect for everyone�s self-understanding in issues of faith. Dialogue 
projects should re�ect the existing diversity, not only between but also within various communities, including 
gender diversity. Broad participation in dialogue facilitates broad ownership, which is needed for interreligious 
communication to unfold its potential. 

 

Heiner Bielefeldt
United Nations Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief
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TALEB RIFAI, SECRETARY-GENERAL, WORLD TOURISM ORGANIZATION (UNWTO)

Tourism has grown over recent decades to become one of the cornerstones of globalization. More than 1 billion 
tourists are now travelling to an international destination each year, and about 6 billion are estimated to travel 
within their own countries. Never before have so many people travelled to so many destinations, with few places 
left untouched by tourism.

Yet tourism is so much more than its numbers; tourism is about what happens behind these numbers � the daily 
exchange of stories, perspectives and beliefs. Tourism is about the millions of unique interactions between visitors 
and hosts, happening every day and in all corners of the world. Sparking something as simple as a conversation 
creates connections, helping us broaden our minds in a way that leads us to celebrate our own diversity.

It is through the experience of the other, so different from ourselves and our backgrounds, and yet so similar 
in aspirations, that we nurture the values of compassion and respect. These values are the foundations of 
multicultural understanding and peace.

It is little wonder that tourism has been hailed as the �rst �global peace industry�. With more than 1 billion 
tourists leaving their comfort zones to visit an international destination each year, every tourist has the potential 
to be an ambassador of peace. In this respect, tourism is today a global, transformative force that breaks down 
cultural barriers and builds bridges between people, between communities and nations. 

On behalf of the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the United Nations specialized agency for tourism, 
I would like to commend our sister agency the United Nations Educational, Scienti�c and Cultural Organization 
for its efforts in publishing Agree to Differ, in celebration of the United Nations International Decade for the 
Rapprochement of Cultures. I trust that this signi�cant publication will contribute towards realizing our shared 
vision of linking cultures and building peaceful societies across the world.

Taleb Rifai
Secretary-General, World Tourism Organization (UNWTO)
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GUY RYDER, DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF THE INTERNATIONAL LABOUR ORGANIZATION

With a mandate to promote social justice through the world of work, the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) is built on the equal participation of governments, and employer and worker organizations. It is also 
founded on the principle that �universal and lasting peace can be established only if it is based upon social 
justice,� states the ILO Constitution.

The route towards peace is dif�cult, precarious and challenging. Moreover each path to peace is the outcome of 
the convergence through dialogue of many separate initiatives, each complementing the other.

The International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures is one element of such a process. It offers an 
opportunity for citizens, for their organizations, and for the states that represent them, to develop an inclusive 
dialogue between cultures and religions that can contribute to realizing the goals of peace and development.

Consequently this initiative resonates with the ILO. Social dialogue is both a means and an end for the ILO. 
Its universal standards are applied in national contexts. Respect for human dignity and solidarity � values that 
foster social cohesion � guide the ILO�s action in promoting decent work in all its aspects: access to full and 
productive employment, adequate social protection, freedom from discrimination, and respect for fundamental 
principles and rights at work. Dialogue on these issues across cultures can help to shape a common vision of 
sustainable development and an understanding of its ethical, social and cultural implications.

 

Guy Ryder
Director-General of the International Labour Organization
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AD 3010a

[ ]12 

H.E. MR NASSIR ABDULAZIZ AL-NASSER, UNITED NATIONS  
HIGH REPRESENTATIVE FOR THE ALLIANCE OF CIVILIZATIONS

In order for the international community to effectively meet the challenges ahead � from climate change and 
water access to human migration �ows and an increasingly interdependent global economy � we must recognize 
that our future rests entirely on mutual cooperation. Mutual cooperation can only grow out of shared trust. To 
me, as High Representative of the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, this concept of shared trust is at the 
heart of what the International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures is about. In fact, the 10-year Action 
Plan of the Decade unambiguously calls for results in four speci�c areas:
�  �promoting mutual understanding and reciprocal knowledge of cultural, ethnic, linguistic and religious 

diversity as well as supporting reconciliation efforts
�  �building a framework for commonly shared values which fosters social cohesion
�  �disseminating the principles and tools of intercultural dialogue through quality education and the media
�  �fostering dialogue for sustainable development and its ethical, social and cultural dimensions.

All four areas connect directly to the mission, vision and successful history of the United Nations Alliance of 
Civilizations. Since its inception, the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations has become a leading United 
Nations platform for the promotion of intercultural dialogue, mediation processes, and fostering tolerance and 
understanding to prevent violent con�ict and facilitate reconciliation in post-con�ict settings. It has connected 
governments, local authorities, civil society organizations, the media and individuals devoted to promoting 
understanding across diverse communities. The Alliance boasts a vast network of partners across sectors and 
successful programmes in the areas of education, youth, migration and media.

From building on the understanding of the need for global consensus around respect for diversity, to enhancing 
intercultural engagement across sectors and implementing partnership strategies for greater impact, much work 
remains. We must be prepared to focus on efforts that build on successful real-world experiences which are themselves 
the results of learning best practices, and we must always remember to be sensitive to context. The Alliance remains 
ready to continue its efforts in support of the International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures.

 

H.E. Mr Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser
United Nations High Representative for the Alliance of Civilizations
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ABULFAS GARAYEV, MINISTER OF CULTURE AND TOURISM OF THE REPUBLIC OF AZERBAIJAN
CHAIR OF THE ORGANIZING COMMITTEE OF THE WORLD FORUM ON INTERCULTURAL DIALOGUE

Placing intercultural dialogue and cultural diversity higher on the international agenda is critical for human 
security and a prime responsibility of our time. Despite unprecedented progress in the most recent history 
of humankind, there are still many threats placing obstacles in the way of the peaceful coexistence of 
nations and between people of different culture, religion or ethnicity.

Because of this reality, in today�s globalized world we need to know more about what builds better 
understanding and peaceful togetherness. In this context the International Decade for the Rapprochement 
of Cultures (2013-2022), proclaimed by the United Nations, and the Baku Process for the promotion of 
intercultural dialogue initiated by Ilham Aliyev, President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, provide a useful 
framework for international and national actors to promote intercultural and interreligious dialogue, 
understanding and cooperation for peace and security. The Baku Process has become a key global platform for 
dialogue between people, as Azerbaijan is a unique place where different cultures and civilizations meet at the 
crossroads between East and West, North and South. At the same time, being a member of both Islamic and 
European organizations, Azerbaijan absorbs the values of both civilizations, thus enabling it to assume the role 
of a genuine bridge.

With this commitment in the framework of the Baku Process we have organized European (2008) and 
Islamic (2009) ministerial conferences dedicated to the intercultural issues, and the 1st and 2nd World Forum 
on Intercultural Dialogue in Baku in 2011 and 2013 in partnership with the United Nations Educational, 
Scienti�c and Cultural Organization, the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, the United Nations 
World Tourism Organization, the Council of Europe and the Islamic Educational, Scienti�c and Cultural 
Organization. We have realized remarkable achievements, supporting the inscription of intercultural dialogue 
and cultural diversity at the forefront of the international agenda.

To maintain such momentum, the Government of Azerbaijan will host the 3rd World Forum on 
Intercultural Dialogue on 18-19 May 2015 in Baku. This forum will focus on the theme, �Sharing culture for 
shared security� with a view to marking the celebration of the World Day for Cultural Diversity for Dialogue 
and Development (21 May), while opening discussion on the main projects, programmes and initiatives aimed 
at building trust and cooperation among peoples, cultures and civilizations.

We will also be very honoured to host the launch of this book, Agree to Differ � a landmark publication on 
the International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures in the framework of the 3rd World Forum on 
Intercultural Dialogue.

Abulfas Garayev
Minister of Culture and Tourism of the Republic of Azerbaijan  
Chair of the Organizing Committee of the World Forum on Intercultural Dialogue
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The democracy relay: around the  
world in eight projects 

Annika Savill, Executive Head ad interim, United Nations Democracy Fund 

AD 3040

It is said that it takes two to speak the truth: one to 
talk, and another to hear. My work with the United 
Nations Democracy Fund (UNDEF) has brought home 

to me that a lively and open discussion among ordinary 
men and women sitting under a tree can sometimes do 
more for intercultural understanding than all the govern-
ment summit meetings in the world.

When grass-roots activists, community organizers, youth and 
women leaders and labour mobilizers come together on their 
own initiative, they will persevere to ensure that voices on 
both sides are heard. It is those constituencies that make up 
the family of UNDEF, a grant-making entity established by the 
United Nations Secretary-General in 2005 as a United Nations 
General Trust Fund to support democratization efforts around 
the world. UNDEF supports projects that strengthen the voice 
of civil society, promote the rule of law and human rights, 
and encourage the participation of all groups in democratic 
processes. The large majority of UNDEF funds go to local civil 
society organizations � both in the transition and consolidation 
phases of democratization. In this way, UNDEF plays a novel and 
unique role in complementing the United Nations� other, more 
traditional work � the work with Governments � to strengthen 
governance around the world. It strengthens the demand side 
of the democracy equation rather than the supply side. UNDEF 

subsists entirely on voluntary contributions from governments, 
including many middle- and low-income states in Africa, Asia 
and Latin America. In eight rounds of funding so far, UNDEF 
has supported almost 600 two-year projects in more than 150 
countries. All the projects are conceived and proposed by the 
grantees themselves, the vast majority local civil groups.

While each UNDEF-funded project reaches a few thousand 
direct bene�ciaries, these in turn go on to inspire, train and 
encourage thousands more � creating a mass relay effect some-
times spreading through a whole country. Many of the projects 
focus on dialogue and exchange between groups that may never 
have talked to each other before. Each side takes its turn to speak 
and to hear � sometimes even sitting under a tree. Let me take you 
on a quick tour around the world to give you just a few examples.

We start in one of the largest and most diverse countries of 
the Asia-Paci�c region: Indonesia, an archipelago comprising 
thousands of islands and hundreds of distinct native ethnic and 
linguistic groups. At the end of 30 years of tension and con�ict in 
the province of Aceh, the traditional inter-village institutions for 
decision-making on lands and resources, known as Mukims, were 
legally recognized. Yet the Mukims still struggle to exercise their 
rights, in particular over natural resource management. This is 
compounded by disputes over commercial use of traditional farm 
and forest land. UNDEF supports an initiative by local non-govern-
mental organization (NGO) Perkumpulan Prodeelat for grass-roots 
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mobilization to give greater voice to individuals and communities 
affected by the con�ict. The project works to improve the capac-
ity of Mukim communities and district Mukim associations in 
advancing an alternative model of natural resource governance 
that promotes participation, protects the rights of local communi-
ties, fosters environmental sustainability and advances the interests 
of vulnerable and marginalized populations. It collaborates with a 
network of civil society organizations to build advocacy skills in 
the indigenous communities and develop detailed action plans on 
natural resource management, including territorial and resources 
mapping to present to the local government. 

From one of Asia�s largest nations, let us head for one of its 
smallest and trek up to Nepal, where an armed con�ict between 
government forces and Maoist �ghters lasted a decade until 2006. 
For the Chepang people, one of the indigenous groups of Nepal 
living in the Himalaya foothills, poverty and marginalization 
remain a daily reality. Chepang women are further marginal-
ized by lower literacy rates, lack of access to health services, and 
scarce economic and political in�uence in a traditionally male-
dominated environment. This is why UNDEF funds a project 
implemented by Development Exchange Centre Nepal, a local 
NGO, to empower Chepang women to become change agents 
in local governance processes, promoting pro-poor and gender 
responsive decision-making. By equipping them with leadership, 
networking and advocacy skills, they are being encouraged to play 
a part in local governance. The project is establishing a network of 
Chepang women resource persons trained in social accountability 
tools and leadership. These are creating discussion forums in their 
respective villages and organize awareness-raising events for local 
government, NGOs and media on the development challenges 
facing the Chepang communities. Community radio is being used 
to express the concerns raised during the forum meetings, expand 
outreach and strengthen government accountability. 

Time to cross the Indian Ocean to Tanzania, where the semi-
nomadic Maasai face a number of challenges � from social 
and economic marginalization to drought and displacement. 
Geographically remote from urban areas and with low literacy 
levels, the Maasai have little access to information, decision-
making structures and social services. Awareness of their rights 
and responsibilities is low. That is why UNDEF makes possi-
ble a project by the local Longido Community Development 
Organization to strengthen democratic practices through civic 
education for Maasai women and men. The project started by 
training a core group of trainers in civic education and demo-
cratic practices, who then went on to replicate their knowledge 
among community members in their respective villages. The 
project developed local radio programmes and handbooks on 
good governance and human rights tailored to the speci�cs of 
the community. To focus on women�s potential in social devel-
opment and land rights, the project has identi�ed women role 
models who have been instrumental in advocacy campaigns, 
sensitization meetings with local authorities and engagement of 
yet more women. 

The ensuing dialogue has helped demonstrate that civic educa-
tion isn�t just about elections; it can help reduce poverty and 
advance development. The project is also setting up community 
watchdog groups and spaces for regular community dialogue 
where traditional leaders, local authorities and the network of 
role model women and trainers come together to discuss a wide 

range of development issues, while monitoring public policy and 
service delivery in local government.

Next-door to Tanzania, in Burundi, the challenge is to keep 
addressing the divisive factors that drove the country�s brutal 
armed con�ict for over a decade, while �nding ways to nurture 
the country�s fragile democracy. Following disputed elections in 
2010, the differences among social, political and religious groups 
surfaced once again. UNDEF made possible a project to foster 
democratic dialogue for sustainable reconciliation by address-
ing the causes and consequences of instability and con�ict. By 
bringing together key leaders from religious groups, civil society 
and local, provincial and national communities in eight prov-
inces, UNDEF�s grantee, the Inter-religious Council of Burundi, 
provided a forum to discuss political cohabitation, social cohe-
sion and local governance in a post-con�ict environment. The 
project held a training workshop for religious leaders and young 
people on post-con�ict reconstruction and con�dence-building 
mechanisms between communities, which helped build a strong 
network at the local and national levels. It produced awareness-
raising DVDs on democratic dialogue, voter education, women 
and youth participation, political tolerance and community 
reconciliation, which were used as key mobilization tools to facili-
tate discussions in community reconciliation sessions nationwide. 

Let�s move next-door again to the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, where the country�s very identity has been de�ned 
by protracted war. After only three pluralistic elections in the 
nation�s history, democracy is still in its infancy, shaky and fragile. 
Consolidating it calls for voluntary and broad participation of all 
citizens. Marginalized and vulnerable groups such as the indig-
enous Pygmy people have little or no involvement in social and 
political affairs. Many are illiterate and have limited access to social 
services. That is why UNDEF funded a project conducted by the 
local Dynamique des Groupes des Peuples Autochtones to make 
it possible for illiterate voters to participate in provincial and local 
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elections. The project provided an analysis of the electoral law, 
translated selected provisions into the four national languages, 
and produced image libraries illustrating selected relevant provi-
sions with captions in each language, cartoons, posters and videos 
as means of raising awareness and educating the communities. 

Let us now cross the Atlantic and the Caribbean and head for 
Central America. In Guatemala, more than three decades of civil 
war took a brutal toll on indigenous people and Ladino peasants. 
Today, the Q�eqchi� Maya make up more than a million of the 
poor. Based in rural and remote areas of the departments of Alta 
Verapaz, Izabal and PetØn, they have historically been excluded 
from participation in the nation�s democratic political life. They 
have suffered from repeated violations of their individual and 
collective rights. Their access to justice is limited, while their 
hold on land and natural resources is insecure. 

Against this background, UNDEF funds an effort by Asociación 
Estoreña Para el Desarrollo Integral to train community organ-
izers in mediation, reconciliation and peacebuilding; to rebuild 
traditional forms of organization practiced by ancestors, strength-
ening social cohesion; and to create a Council of Indigenous 
Q�eqchi� Peoples and a Centre of Indigenous Rights along with 
a virtual space for documentation and advice. These receive 
complaints, disseminate documents, provide online counselling 
and monitor violations. The trained leaders assume the role of 
justice promoters, providing legal and policy advice and services 
for meditation and reconciliation. They use ancient practices as 
well as modern knowledge including national and international 
human rights mechanisms and laws, drawing especially on the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
and the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, an instru-
ment of the International Labour Organization. 

Let�s move 4,000 kilometres further south, from Alta Verapaz 
to La Paz. In Bolivia, most indigenous communities have histori-
cally been unable to exercise their civil and indigenous rights and 
have generally remained excluded from political decision-making 
processes. The current constitution, however, does recognize 
the rights of indigenous, native and peasant nations and peoples, 
and the Government has made legal changes to promote indig-

enous people�s participation in decision-making. To support this 
process, UNDEF funds a project by Microjusticia Bolivia in the 
La Paz and Oruro departments, to assist in legally and politically 
empowering indigenous communities. It is doing so by providing 
them with basic legal identity documents, prerequisites for demo-
cratic participation which many of them have lacked in the past; 
strengthening their knowledge and capacity to participate in demo-
cratic processes and to exercise their rights; and improving access 
to basic legal documents and rights for all, through evidence-based 
advocacy aimed at institutional change. The project is also setting 
up a network of rural facilitators, to act as focal points for estab-
lishing outlets for legal advice and run legal campaigns on how to 
obtain the necessary documentation. Just as important, the project 
encourages debate between traditional leaders and government 
of�cials in networking meetings and a forum. 

Finally, we cross the South and North Paci�c to the largest 
country in the world, covering 11 time zones and almost 200 
ethnic groups designated as nationalities: the Russian Federation. 
Modern Russia is experiencing a massive rise in external and 
internal migration, changing the country�s already diverse ethnic 
composition. This has led to an increase in xenophobia, tension 
and extremism targeting migrants, ethnic minorities and, as 
a backlash, ethnic Russians. This is why UNDEF supported a 
project in the Russian Federation to empower civil society organ-
izations established by migrants and ethnic minorities so as to 
strengthen their access to justice and their ability to combat xeno-
phobia and discrimination, and help them interact with national 
institutions. This involved training and dialogue with migrant 
organizations and police, social services, media and ombudsman 
institutions. Police dealing with extremism, police training acad-
emies and the Federal Migration Service all took part. The project, 
implemented by the Perm Centre for Assistance to Victims of 
Violence and Human Traf�cking, also held workshops in two 
migrant countries of origin � Azerbaijan and Tajikistan � and 
one Russian region of origin � Dagestan � bringing together 
representatives of human rights NGOs and trade unions. These 
were an opportunity to explore the reasons for migrating and 
ways in which organizations in countries and regions of origin 
could support migrants through information about labour law, 
legal requirements and experiences in integration. 

Those who took part in the training seminars said they had 
gained a better understanding of the legal and policy context of 
the treatment of migrants and ethnic minorities, and were better 
able to advocate in favour of their bene�ciaries. Police cited the 
project�s strength in providing methodical, practical advice and 
recommendations on dealing with speci�c situations: how to talk 
to victims of violence, whom to notify, what questions to ask, and 
what government services and migrant NGOs to recommend. 
The project was also able to address negative reporting in the 
media through training of journalists, which also led to better 
contacts between local media, migrant communities, police and 
the Ombudsman�s of�ce. This in turn led to a better quality of 
media reporting on migration issues. A series of round tables in 
the Perm region led to the �rst direct dialogue between journal-
ists and senior municipal police of�cers. 

Eight projects, some of them starting with a group talking 
under a tree, going on to reach thousands of people. Eight 
relays, each indirectly reaching tens of thousands more. They 
all spoke � and as important, they were all heard.

UNDEF funds a project by Microjusticia Bolivia in the La Paz and 
Oruro departments to assist in legally and politically empowering 
indigenous communities 
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Education beyond the classroom: mobilizing  
against radicalization and recruitment

Edit Schlaffer, Women without Borders, Vienna

AD 3003

There is a global wake-up call surrounding the current 
counter violent extremism (CVE) efforts; even mili-
tary strategists are alarmed. The investment in 

counter insurgencies and direct military intervention has 
not produced the intended outcomes and, in consequence, 
has resulted in a backlash. Most worrisome, civil society 
in countries targeted by violent extremism tends to be 
increasingly hostile towards the West, losing allies instead 
of winning hearts and minds. And this is exactly from 
where we have to pick up the pieces. We have to invest in 
the communities to gain trust, and strengthen their con�-
dence in making a difference right there where they are in 
their families and communities. Travelling through regions 
targeted by violent extremism, it became obvious that fami-
lies need to come together and build resilience from the 
ground up. The family, and mothers in particular, have 
an important role to play in creating the social fabric that 
is resistant to radical in�uences. Mothers are the missing 
building block in a new, effective security architecture. For 
this they need to be prepared and equipped.

The Mothers School model serves this urgent security need. 
It provides a pioneering family-centred security platform, 
aiming to strengthen the existing CVE approach by engag-
ing an underutilized group of civil society actors: mothers. 
Developed and implemented by Women without Borders/
Sisters Against Violent Extremism (SAVE), Mothers Schools 
provide women with the confidence and competence to 
combat radicalization within their homes and communi-
ties. The approach seeks to include mothers as a grass-roots 
security ally and arms them with the necessary skills and 
knowledge to be an effective barrier between their children 
and extremist ideologies. The curriculum optimizes women�s 
smart power, emphasizing and strengthening their capacity 
for constructive dialogue, empathy and intuitive safeguarding 
of their children.

Based on the findings of the Women without Borders 
�Mothers for Change!� (MFC) study, which explored the 
insights of over 1,000 women across Pakistan, Nigeria, 
Northern Ireland, Israel and Palestine on the sources and 
solutions to violent extremism, the Mothers School model 
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Mothers Schools have been implemented in communities at risk across Tajikistan, India/Kashmir, Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria and Zanzibar
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aims to �ll the gaps in the existing CVE approach. The MFC 
study collected the voices and perspectives of the individu-
als within civil society who have unique knowledge about 
their children�s emotional lives and have witnessed �rst-hand 
the pre-violence, pre-radicalization phase. The �ndings yield 
two signi�cant conclusions: the �rst is that the sources of 
extremist ideologies are diverse and widespread and, there-
fore, building resilience from the ground up is essential for 
prevention. And second, mothers, located at the heart of the 
family, are the starting point for establishing this resilience. 
Most trusted and knowledgeable, they are best placed to guide 
the healthy development of their children, as well as the �rst 
to recognize and react to early warning signs. 

Mothers Schools have been implemented in communities 
at risk across Tajikistan, India/Kashmir, Pakistan, Indonesia, 
Nigeria and Zanzibar. SAVE, in partnership with local non-
governmental organizations, provides training and materials for 
established local trainers in the target communities, who then 
run a series of 10 workshops with groups of mothers over a 
three-month period. The curriculum focuses on self-awareness 
and applied parenting, emphasizing critical re�ection on one�s 
role in the family and in promoting security. It introduces the 
distinct role women can play in addressing violent extremism, 
covering topics of psychosocial processes of child development, 
mediums and methods of radicalization, computer skills and 
improved family communication. The workshops use dialogue 
and interactive exercises to facilitate cooperative learning and 
are centred on the mothers� personal narratives.

The feedback from these initial Mothers Schools has indicated 
signi�cant strides in grass-roots security. As one mother stated: 
�We did not know that the peace could be brought by just chang-
ing the way we speak to our children.� Another mother said: �I 
think workshops like this should be started in other places as 

well to give visions to the women who feel too weak to bring any 
change; this gives us time to think beyond our home routine.� 
These comments provide support that this model is needed and 
also readily accepted. �Often we took out our frustrations out on 
them and this was misplaced anger which we vented out on the 
children. I made a conscious effort to bond with my children. I 
started talking to them and listening to their grievances. I see a 
major improvement. There is more peace in the house, bickering 
has reduced, I am con�dent that they will respect me more and 
I am capable of loving them more.�

Due to varying cultural barriers, many of these communities 
lack formal and informal settings for mothers to share experi-
ences, seek advice and exchange mutual support about the 
safety of their children. This inhibits the spread of informa-
tion and strengthens the taboo around religious and political 
violence. Such silence and disconnection makes prevention 
very dif�cult. So, in response, the Mothers School model 
provides the necessary time and space for barriers to be broken 
down and constructive dialogue to take place. �Here we can 
share our problems and also look for solutions together and 
learn from the experiences of other mothers of how they have 
handled their own worries about their children�s activities.�

Moreover, mothers express the impact of the workshops on 
their perspectives of their role in preventing political violence. 
�We had no idea how a person becomes radicalized. Now I 
will always check this in my children and even in other chil-
dren.� Another mother supported this: �We always think that 
such discussions can only be among the educated and elite 
people from high pro�le societies. But now we believe, after 
exploring our skills that were with us always but unfortu-
nately on sleeping mode, that we can also become friends with 
our children and help them to deal with any kind of support 
so they don�t feel the need to look for any violent alternatives.� 

Lost sons: a mother in Kashmir considers the cost of radicalization De-radicalization at the kitchen table: a Mothers School in Tajikistan
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Another notable finding was that many mothers were 
unaware of how social media poses a risk. For example, one 
mother shared how she discovered that her son was using 
Facebook to encourage others to pelt stones, as a form of 
protest. This alarmed the other mothers and they vowed to 
be more aware of their children�s phone and computer use.

Overall, following the workshops, mothers expressed 
feeling empowered and better equipped to address the threat 
of violent extremism. �I think I am a better person today with 
a better understanding of my role as a mother, as a woman. 
Earlier I thought we are just born to work for our families: 
cook food for them, wash their clothes. I was wrong. I had 
restricted my vision of being a woman. Today I am a person 
who dreams of bringing peace into society.� 

In light of these successes, Women without Borders is 
scaling up the Mothers Schools concept to the global scale. It 
is bringing the model to Europe to address the rising number 
of Western youth becoming radicalized. The �rst European 
Mothers School is now implemented in Austria and intends 
to build out the European network. 

The Mothers School concept extends beyond the 
curriculum and the workshops, however. While mothers 
are placed at the heart of a preventative CVE paradigm, 
support from broader civil society magni�es the outcomes 
of the Mothers Schools in building community resilience. 
Addressing the social, emotional and psychological factors 
that drive youth to adopt extremist ideologies requires 

guidance and attention for every child; a task that requires 
many trusted and willing individuals drawn from various 
corners of society. Therefore, the Mothers School concept, 
in addition to building capacity among mothers, seeks to 
secure the essential supports to pre-empt and respond to 
disaffected and emotionally vulnerable youth from multiple 
angles. It works to ensure that children feel seen and heard 
in many of their social spheres. 

The response to preventing radicalization must re�ect the 
way the process evolves: beginning at the individual level 
and rising to threaten local, national and global society. The 
step beyond the home sphere is the school, which also serves 
an important role in instilling the values and life skills neces-
sary for healthy development and successful integration 
into society. Teachers, like mothers, contribute to security 
in two key ways. First, they are responsible for actively 
guiding youth into adolescence and young adulthood and 
are similarly well placed, in the classroom, to use construc-
tive dialogue to promote moral values and tolerance, while 
challenging ideas including racism and discrimination. 
Secondly, they also have close interactions with youth and 
are thus able to recognize and respond to early warning 
signs of radicalization. The school, therefore, understood as 
a microcosm of broader society, serves as an additional space 
to root out some of the underlying factors that drive youth 
towards violent extremism, and root in qualities and coping 
skills that draw them away.

SAVE training in Yemen: working with mothers to address the growing problem of extremism
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Collaboration between mothers and teachers that is 
based upon the similarities of their placement within the 
community has signi�cant implications for establishing 
a well-functioning and integrated society. However, this 
relationship is often tenuous, especially in communi-
ties already combatting the threat of violent extremism. 
This is a very dif�cult topic for both sides to discuss, and 
therefore these conversations are often avoided. On the 
one side, teachers feel unable to respond effectively to 
concerns about their students because parents often don�t 
respond to their outreach. On the other side, mothers fear 
that responding to the teachers� concerns or raising their 
own, risks getting their children in trouble. The unfortu-
nate result, if this bridge is not strengthened, is that both 
sides remain silent and struggling children fall through the 
cracks, potentially into the hands of recruiters. As a result, 
in order to effectively embed resilience within communities 
to radical in�uences, there needs to be a shared commit-
ment to guiding children safely through their development, 
as well as con�dence and trust on both sides that concerns 
can be addressed together. Because of the need for an 
integrated approach, the Mothers Schools model, imple-
mented by local community leaders and designed to be 
spread and replicated many times, engages not only the 
mothers, but also other community members who have a 
stake in protecting youth and building a barrier against 
violent extremism.

In conclusion, a Mothers School movement will provide 
a way forward to embed defence mechanisms within civil 
society. The rising incidence of violence strongly indicates 
that we cannot eliminate extremist in�uences; so our strong-
est response as an international community is to confront this 
threat from the ground up. In building the capacity of mothers, 
Mothers Schools start at the centre of the home, targeting the 
individual level and growing outward, with the support of other 
key actors who parallel these preventative efforts in other social 
spheres, with the goal to institutionalize resiliency. Eventually, 
the aim of this integrated approach is to enable and engage 
enough individuals to effectively safeguard children throughout 
their development, so that extremist ideologies eventually lose 
their lure. The global Mothers School movement works to build 
a united front against the manipulation and use of our children 
for violent means that threatens all levels of our social fabric.

�Don�t be silent. Talk about it. Express it. Face them. Challenge 
them. Tell them what they are doing is not Islam. There is no place 
in Islam for what they are doing. Their only excuse is that they are 
Muslims, so the Islamic religion says it�s right. But no, we are all 
Islam, and we know what our religion says. So don�t be silent. That 
is the biggest challenge. We have to tell them they are wrong. That 
there is no place in the family for that and families together is the 
community. We are all in this together.� 

– Amina Mussa Wehelie, peace activist from Luton, UK

Spreading the word: the author with a journalist supporting SAVE in Palestine
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Intercultural solidarity  
among people in poverty

Diana Skelton, ATD Fourth World

AD 3035

Overcoming persistent poverty fosters a sense of 
belonging among people of different cultures, 
social backgrounds, beliefs and religions. The 

promise implicit in the Declaration of Human Rights has 
long been denied for people in poverty, who are frequently 
treated as less than human. Despite this, they often reach 
out in solidarity to others who are different from them, 
demonstrating a tremendous generosity of spirit. One of 
our approaches to recognizing and increasing this solidar-
ity is the Fourth World People�s University, where people 
in deep poverty and from other backgrounds, of many 
ethnic origins, cultivate mutual understanding.1 

While we run this project in many countries, this article will 
focus on France and Belgium. As these countries become more 
diverse, native-born participants in the People�s University are 
joined by immigrants from Algeria, Angola, Cameroon, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Germany, Guadeloupe, 
Haiti, Mauritius, Morocco, Niger, the Republic of Cabo Verde, 
the Republic of the Congo, Senegal, Serbia, Spain, Tunisia and 
Viet Nam, as well as members of the itinerant Roma population. 
ATD Fourth World�s founder, Joseph Wresinski, spoke in 1980 
to people in poverty at a conference he organized about immigra-
tion: �Traps are set to prevent us from acting in solidarity. We are 
crushed by overcrowding in underserved and run-down housing 
projects. Worn out, we end up distrusting one another � even 
preventing our children from playing together. We�re jealous of 

the person who got a �at, the person who took our sanitation 
job.� In this context of rising diversity, tension, and misunder-
standings, it can become harder to perform the everyday acts 
that create fellowship in society. Yet, some people in poverty 
use their own experience of hardship to reach out to people 
of different ethnicities. One unemployed Belgian man related 
during a People�s University that because bus riders make fun 
of his clothes, he prefers to walk. Every day, he passes a North 
African man whose job is sweeping the street. The Belgian said:

 �I decided to greet him. But when I said, �hello�, he didn�t 
answer. I could have done what some people do by blaming 
foreigners for taking jobs that I wish I had. He didn�t even answer 
me. But then I realized that sometimes I don�t feel like answering 
my own children. Maybe the man is having a bad day. Maybe that 
very morning, he learned that he would soon be out of work, or 
was insulted by his boss. Or a passer-by was rude to him, so that�s 
that. It happens to me too. When someone treats me that way, at 
home I just can�t treat my kids well. They�re asking for attention, 
and I don�t answer. So I won�t judge him for it.�

This father tried to connect with a neighbour, and then 
worked to understand why his greeting remained unan-
swered. The harshness in his own life has led him to close 
himself off sometimes too, but also to understand that others 
do the same. By not judging the neighbour, he chooses to keep 
open the possibility of connecting in the future.

Many people living in poverty also reach out to others by 
providing them with material support despite their own daily 
struggles and tense living conditions. It is striking that on any 
given night in France, tens of thousands of homeless people are 
taken in by friends who themselves struggle in overcrowded 
conditions. By offering informal shelter, people incur risks: 
sometimes violating their own rental agreements; struggling 
to stretch meals; and adding stress to their own family rela-
tionships. And yet, many people offer this form of solidarity 
because they know �rst-hand how hard it is to be homeless. 

At the same time, despite frequent acts of solidarity, when life 
is hard and everything is lacking, it can be particularly dif�cult 
to summon up feelings of fellowship. Poverty hammers away 
at people�s physical health. It limits possibilities of living in a 
safe home, succeeding in school and �nding decent work. In 
addition, poverty erodes people�s relationships with their neigh-
bours and relatives, their freedom to express their thoughts and 
their very sense of self. In the main train station of Brussels, 
a non-pro�t organization has separated homeless people by 
ethnicity for food distributions, giving priority to native-born 
Belgians while there is no guarantee of enough for everyone. 
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People put into situations like this may sometimes hold racist 
views that are rooted in pain, insecurity and fear.

In this context, the Fourth World People�s University offers 
a framework for beginning to overcome both racism and 
poverty by providing a forum where neighbours can discover 
what their struggles have in common. Dialogue helps break 
through the prejudice and resentment that may be fed by 
public discourse. When people who know how hard it is to 
struggle with poverty choose to come together in a People�s 
University session, the most valuable thing that they offer 
one another is a high quality of listening. For people who 
have experienced humiliation and the denial of their human 
dignity, it is all the more important to take the time to listen 
to one another and to engage in respectful dialogue.

What differentiates the People�s University from other 
discussion groups is that sessions are planned by people who 
�have gotten bashed around by life too much,� as participant 
Nadia Cha� put it. At each session, participants meet to speak 
freely, exchange ideas with a guest speaker and think together 
about themes they choose, such as:
�  �Facing the same dif�culties, supporting one another for a 

world without racism
�  �How do we live together in our neighbourhoods?
�  �How do I try to make life fairer for everyone?
�  �Europe today: All together, all foreigners for someone else.

Participants prepare each session over several weeks by meeting 
in small groups to explore the theme. Because of the chaos 
and stress of poverty, each meeting begins with the possibility 
of venting frustrations freely. All participants agree to refrain 
from interpreting anyone else�s words. Some academic research, 
which treats people in poverty as objects to be analysed instead 
of as knowing subjects, can manipulate their words by refram-
ing them according to the researcher�s lens � even when the 
research is well-intentioned and aims to �give voice� to margin-
alized people. In the People�s University, if a person�s words are 
not understood by others, that same person is asked to restate 

them differently. Dialogue is often enriched by other techniques 
like those used by the Theatre of the Oppressed. Developed 
in the 1960s by Augusto Boal, this technique empowers the 
disenfranchised to initiate change. In Belgium, for instance, 
participants in the People�s University acted out a scene where 
an argument broke out on a bus among passengers, some of 
whom used racist slurs. The scene was then replayed several 
times so that other participants could take the place of passen-
gers in order to try to change the outcome of the situation. 

Of course, the challenges are many. Because poverty and 
exclusion erode trust, newcomers may hesitate to join the 
People�s University even after many invitations, sometimes 
over several years. It takes persistence to reach people. One 
man explained his reluctance, saying: �When you�re out of 
work, you�re nothing. I don�t interest anyone. People look 
right through me.� What may seem like indifference or 
animosity often masks a strong sense of isolation and despair 
that can be overcome only with mutual respect and hope. 

Imane El Mokhtari, who helps organize the Belgian People�s 
University, explains how dialogue counters potential cultural 
misunderstandings and tensions:

�As they speak out, people gain self-con�dence, which makes it 
possible for them to speak to �the other�, who gradually becomes 
less of a �foreigner� on whom we can project fears, and more of 
a familiar face. When asylum seekers reacted to political-party 

�Struggling with poverty matters more than the fact that people are 
not from the same country.�

�When a man from Cameroon explained that he knows no one here 
[in Belgium] and has nothing to do on weekends, a Belgian woman 
invited him to spend Saturday with her family.� 

�When we get to know each other with our hearts, no one is a 
foreigner anymore.� 

– People’s University participants
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People�s University discussion sessions are planned by people who �have gotten bashed around by life too much� � participant Nadia Cha� (left)
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Dialogue is often enriched by techniques like those used by the Theatre of 
the Oppressed, which empowers the disenfranchised to initiate change

Belgian People�s University participants at the European Parliament 
with of�cials

platforms, other participants said, �Hey, we�re facing the same 
problems as you are.� People have prejudice fed by racism in 
society, but here they begin working on their own prejudice. 

�Indirectly, this work is part of overcoming racism with 
people of very different backgrounds. Each one has a legiti-
mate place in the dialogue� People debate, exchange ideas, 
put themselves in each other�s place, and try to understand the 
others� In preparation groups, people take strength because 
they�ve found a place for talking and making plans. People can 
speak about their own religion and culture and be questioned 
by others. That�s how we struggle against racism. People were 
able to talk about [the attack in] Paris without taboos and to 
hear points of view that are different from those of the media.�

Moreover, as participants get to know each other in the 
People�s University, the quality of the connections creates 
powerful bonds among people of all races and ethnicities. 
For example, when a Roma woman in Belgium was struggling 
with homelessness and discrimination, her entire preparation 
group joined forces to help her �nd housing. 

Long before people come together in a People�s University, 
relationships of trust were developed through our daily pres-
ence in low-income communities. VØronique Morzelle, of ATD 
Fourth World�s Volunteer Corps, gives an example of how this 
developed in Marseille with her neighbour, Lisette Delapeyre, 
an immigrant from the Comoro Islands off the coast of Africa:

�The Street Library we had organized was already a place 
of peace for all the children. But parents wanted to form a 
tenants� association as well. For a long time, however, it never 
got off the ground. Then there was a very tense time, with a lot 
of robberies. More and more young people were arrested. For 
Comoran parents, this was unbearable. One mother collapsed 
in the street when she heard of her child�s arrest. 

�Looking for solutions, some adults invited an imam to 
bring them together as a sign to young people that the adults 
refused to accept what was happening. This grew into the 
tenants� association. It began with parents praying for the 

young people. Sometimes that was misunderstood. Other 
neighbours wondered if the prayers were meant to help 
the young people or to banish them. Lisette shook things 
up, insisting that the young people be invited to join in the 
prayers. It remained hard for people of different origins to 
speak to one another in public. Connections were made more 
often in stairwells or in one another�s homes. This led many 
mothers from Comoro and a few from North Africa to become 
active for the �rst time in the Street Library Festival, joining 
others to plan cultural activities for the children.� 

Lisette adds: �They ended up creating forms of solidarity 
that neither VØronique nor I had imagined. The families had 
been isolated from one another before, but they had the same 
concerns. When VØronique and I went together to listen to 
them and to read the Qur�an, they became open to listening 
to us, too. VØronique is Catholic, and they accepted her. They 
were ready to be open; it just needed to happen with speci�c 
people.� Together, Lisette and VØronique created a context 
where people could live up to their aspirations for themselves 
and for their neighbourhood.

While the suffering of poverty can cause people to lash 
out, it can also be a source of compassion. To give a tragic 
example, people in poverty know how hard it is to grow up 
in foster care, as did the Kouachi brothers who attacked the 
Charlie Hebdo of�ces in January 2015. Following the attacks, 
a French woman who lives in poverty reacted, saying: �What 
hurts me the most is that they were French, too. They grew up 
here, just like us. They�re like my son, who was put in foster 
care, who was also part of a rap group. But they were unlucky; 
they were led to do wrong.� A Belgian People�s University 
participant who grew up in foster care, Michel Brogniez, 
re�ected: �It�s hard when you�ve been badly treated from a 
young age. We�re in the dark, but we want to see the light. 
Peace will begin the day you realize that the person in front 
of you is exactly the same as you: a person to be respected.� 
They and many others who express similar sentiments do not 

AGREE TO DIFFER














































































































































































































































































































	Contents

