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Sabine Kurtenbach

Context matters: 
violence in war, post-war and non-war 

societies



Relevant Questions 

•
 

Differences between war, post-war and non-war

•
 

Context variables

•
 

Youth in different contexts

•
 

Conceptualization of contexts



Some conceptual notes

•
 
Violence: physical, structural and cultural forms 

•
 
War: quantitative and qualitative definitions and 
the involvement of a state or para-state forces

•
 
Non-war: absence of war and the possibility of 
democracy and development   

•
 
Post-war: a specific social space and not a just 
phase of transition



Some conceptual notes

The blurring distinctions between war, post-war      
and non-war situations

 
-

 
who is involved in organized violence?

 
-

 
what are the goals of organized violence?

 
-

 
what does this mean for the dynamics?

 
-

 
how can organized violence be controlled?



What is context

•
 
Political regime 

•
 
Economic reproduction and the material basis

•
 
Symbolical order and social meaning

►
 

interdependency as well as variations along 
historical and cultural patterns and due to social 
change

►homogenization due to globalisation



I. Political regime 

The concrete form of a political regime can be

•
 

a cause of war (authoritarianism, dictatorship, 
violent regimes)

•
 

change due to the dynamics of war

•
 

shape the capacities to control and to end violence



I. Political regime 

Political regimes in non-war contexts

•
 

(theoretically) enable unarmed and non-violent 
participation

•
 

may allow regime transformation without the resort 
to organized violence

•
 

are influenced today by the global demands for 
democratisation 



I. Political regime 

Political regimes in post-war situations

•
 

face the simultaneity of pacification and 
transformation

•
 

are unlikely candidates for successful 
democratization

•
 

are conflict-prone and hybrid regimes



II. Economic reproduction

Economic resources in war-situations

•
 

can be a cause for violence 

•
 

are destroyed due to violence

•
 

are subordinated or transformed to war economies 

•
 

are a basis for personal enrichment



II. Economic reproduction

Post-war development challenges

In non-war situations economic reproduction

•
 

needs to serve at least to a minimum degree public or 
collective goods

•
 

(depending on the political regime) can be a basis 
and source of development



II. Economic reproduction

Post-war development challenges
In post-war situations economic reproduction

•
 

may produce a peace-dividend

•
 

has to be (re-)directed to reconstruction and 
development challenges



III. Symbolic orders

•
 

are highly dependent on regional, historical and 
cultural features of a society

•
 

are an essential element for collective organization 
and social cohesion

•
 

can be used to legitimize or de-legitimize violence

•
 

are important for the  regulation and control of 
violent behaviour



III. Symbolic orders

change due to

•
 

processes of social change (e.g. secularization, 
urbanization)

•
 

changes of the political regime (e.g. democrati-
 zation)

•
 

globalization and changes in the international 
environment that introduce new norms and values 



Intersections and social change

Three issues are rarely included systematically:

1.the importance of social change that is mostly not 
simultaneous in all three orders

2.the interdependence and reciprocity of change in the 
different orders and their interrelation with existing 
development features (path-dependency)

3.the consequences of war and widespread violence



Relevance of context for youth and youth violence

Youth as a social category is related to social change 
(e.g. politics as the domain of elders)

globalization changes the environment for youth

•
 

democratization and participation

•
 

economic inclusion based on education

•
 

global youth cultures the myth of youth



Relevance of context for youth and youth violence

War, post-war and non-war situations shaping the 
options for participation of youth in

•
 

the political regime –
 

military versus civilian forms 
of participation and inclusion

•
 

economic reproduction –
 

social mobility via violence 
or education

•
 

symbolic order –
 

the instrumentalization (culture of 
violence) and/or the appreciation of youth



Relevance of context for youth and youth violence

Risk factors for violent behaviour of youth

1. personal experiences of violence,

2. peer groups and other forms of collective 
organisation,

3. perspectives for the future.

►war and post-war situations are a „good“
 

breeding 
ground for youth violence



A contextual framework for the analysis of violence
Globalization 

Norms, values / political and economic environment / international and regional 
context 

 
 
 

„LEBENSWELT“ 
(LIFE WORLDS) 

Societal Foundations 
history, culture, level of social differentiation and of development 

PEACE 
AND 

PACIFICATION 
CONFLICT 

AND 
VIOLENCE 

Different dynamics and time perspectives 



Context and actors

Context shapes the perception and the options for 
civil, uncivil and armed actors and is important for

•
 

legitimacy of violence

•
 

possibilities of violence control

•
 

options for non-violent behaviour



Youth violence and context

 

Y O U T H  V IO L E N C E 

d e s t ru c t i o n  o f 
p ri m a r y  so c i a l  
re l a t i o n s 

w a r, v io le n c e  a n d  re p re s s io n  

d e s t ru c t i o n  o f 
p h ys i c a l  
i n fra s t ru c t u re  

N o n- w a r a n d /o r p o s t - w a r  
P O L IT IC A L  R E G IM E / 
D E M O C R A T IZ A T IO N  

E C O N C O M IC  
R E P E O R D U C T IO N / 

M A R K E T  E C O N O M Y  

f u n c t io n a lis a t io n s u b -o rd in a t io n

re s t ru c t u ri n g  o f 
t ra d i t i o n a l  p o w e r 
re l a t i o n s 

d e s t ru c t i o n  o f 
t ra d i o n a l  p o w e r 
re l a t i o n s 

e x c l u s i v e  fo r m s  o f 
re s o u rc e  u se  a n d   
m a rg i n a l i sa t i o n 

R e so u rc e  u se fo r  
t ra d i t i o n a l  
i n t e g ra t i o n 

re -i n fo rc e m e n t

P a rt i c i p a t i o n  
a n d  c i v i l  
c o n fl i c t  
t ra n s fo r m a t i o n

re so u rc e  u s e  fo r 
p u b l i c  g o o d s  
a n d  i n c l u s i o n 

re d u c t i o n re d u c t i o n

ris k  f a c to rs  f o r yo u th  v io le n c e  a re  c o lo u re d  re d ,  a s s u m p t io n s  o f  t h e  l ib e ra l p e a c e - p a ra d ig m a  a n d /o r t ra d it io n a l p o s s ib i l i t ie s  o f  v io le n c e  c o n t ro l a re  
c o lo u re d  g re e n ,  fa c to rs  th a t  c a n  h a v e  a n  im p a c t  o n  t h e  d yn a m ic s  a re  c o lo u re d  ye llo w . 



Challenges for the conference

•
 

discuss the usefullness of this approach for the 
different contexts of youth violence 

•
 

identify  patterns of similarities and differences 
between varying contexts of violence for cross 
cultural and cross regional comparisons
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