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Was the prophet Isaiah 
misunderstood?

Beating swords into ploughshares (Isaiah ch 2) is 
often taken to mean placing weapons, verifiably, 
beyond further use
In West African wars the weapon of “mass 
destruction” deployed by impoverished rural youth 
is an (unmodified) farm implement (the bush knife 
or cutlass) ‏
Conversion from war to peace is in the user, not 
the implement; the key phrase (in  Isaiah ch. 2) is 
“neither shall they learn war any more”



Mauss on magic (and technology) ‏
In the first decade of the 20th century the group of 
French sociologists around Emile Durkheim laid key 
foundation stones for modern analytic social science
The culminating study was Durkheim's Elementary 
Forms of Religious Life (1912) ‏
A key step on the way was a monograph on magic by 
Durkheim's nephew, Marcel Mauss (1972 [1903]) ‏
Mauss saw magic as experiential learning, and the 
foundation of all science and religion
The key insight is that religion (ritual) and science 
(experimentation) both derive from technique. 



The (incomplete) Durkheimian 
synthesis

The foundation of society (its elementary form) is religion 
(norms, sacred symbols, collective representations)‏
The foundation of religion is ritual action (acting together for
sacred ends)‏
The foundation of science (its elementary form) is technique 
(skill, experimentation) ‏
The foundation of technique is skill (not tools, machines, 
weapons etc)‏
The basic technologies are technologies of the body – how 
we learn to do things with our bodies
Mauss offers as example “learning to sleep” (a mountaineer, 
he taught himself to sleep upright)‏



How do humans learn technique?
Many techniques are taught (supervised learning, e.g. 
class room learning, apprenticeship, etc) ‏
Others are acquired through experience (unsupervised
learning)‏
Unsupervised learning (trial-and-error) is how many people 
learn to walk, swim, ride a bicycle, play an instrument, etc
Theories of experiential (unsupervised) learning are less 
well developed than theories of supervised learning
One approach to the understanding of unsupervised 
learning is through the analysis of situated action (cf. 
Chaiklin & Lave 1993) 



War as technique and situated action
War is full of technique (tactics, logistics, use of weapons, 
battlefield coordination, overcoming of fear and resistance to 
kill, learning of survival skills “on the march”, sleeping rough, 
etc., etc.)‏
Some technique is taught in the class room; others are 
acquired in practice, and involve team work and distributed 
cognition (cf. Hutchins 1996)‏
Other techniques of war are largely or entirely unsupervised 
learning; war is fluid and favours improvisation and cunning.
Desperate circumstances give rise to the improvisation of 
desperate measures   



An example from Sierra Leone
Richards (1996) shows how a rebel movement (the RUF) first 
learnt to survive in the forest
Supported by Gaddafi, the RUF attracted the attention of British
military intelligence, who devised a scheme to eliminate the 
movement using South African counter-insurgency experts
The South Africans hit at RUF camps under cover of a peace 
process using a locally recruited proxy militia; they 
underestimated the survival skills the RUF, and the movement 
regrouped
Perceiving only the local proxy force as its enemy, and 
threatened with elimination, the RUF improvised terror tactics 
designed to deter rural support for the proxy force; the farmer's 
knife became a weapon of randomised mutilation       



The techniques of war have to be 
unlearned (a lesson from Iraq) ‏

Techniques of survival in war and under oppression (by both 
belligerents and war-affected civilian populations) are  
(often) products of experiential learning
Because they have been acquired without supervision they 
are often overlooked in post-war planning
The White House assumed that if Saddam was overthrown 
a free population of relatively highly educated and affluent 
Iraqis would quickly organise themselves for peace
This failed to take account of the huge amount of improvised 
learning that had gone on to cope with the privations and 
internal violence of the Saddam era
Lack of a post-war plan fuelled insurgency  



Crafting peace?

Such programmes need to embrace entire 
populations, and not just ex-combatants
Thus, they have to be huge and rapidly effective 
(i.e. hugely efficient) if insurgency is not to resume
In short, supervised “corrective” learning in typical 
post-conflict situations is logistically impossible
Can unsupervised learning come to the rescue? 
Can the improvisatory skills of wartime survival be 
converted to “peaceful use”?



Some lessons from Sierra Leone
The war in Sierra Leone was ended (more easily than predicted) not 
through politics but through promises of skills training
But the approach was formal (i.e. through supervised training)‏
It was badly planned (in terms of linking skill shortages to areas of 
economic need); it was insufficiently comprehensive (taking account 
only of combatants with guns, discriminating against women etc); it was 
poorly executed (the skills providers were often incompetent and
sometimes corrupt) ‏
The most effective intergation took place when ex-combatants took 
charge of their own skills training, often by developing a new skill within 
vacant economic niches
The most obvious example is motor cycle taxi riding, unknown before 
the war, but now ubiquitous in every provincial urban centre, and 
dominated by ex-combatants (Peters 2006) ‏



Have the lessons been learnt (for 
Liberia and Cote d'Ivoire)?  

The UN team for demobilization and reintegration in Sierra Leone took 
its “show” to Liberia (not much seemed to have changed) ‏
UN agencies are now seized of the youth employment issue, but see it 
primarily in terms of strengthening formal sectors of the economy to 
offer more jobs
It may be better to work directly with war-affected youth, aiming to 
convert wartime experiential learning capacities to peaceful ends
Some RUF cadres have tried to strengthen their (bush-acquired) 
capacity for agricultural cooperation, but were held back by lack of 
appropriate support (Peters 2006) ‏
Sendero Luminoso cadres in Peru, shortly to be released from jail, are 
reported to be keen to acquire skills for rural reconstruction to repair 
what they once destroyed



Agrarian technology: the key to 
consolidating peace?

In war affected West African countries the biggest arena for 
improvised skill is still the agrarian sector
New crops and flourishing new rural markets are among evidence 
that Sierra Leone is now truly on the path to peace) 
Taking the weapon out of agrarian society is pointless (it is an
unmodified agricultural implement)‏
Agrarian skills remain largely “technologies of the body”, acquired 
experientially 
Tasks are often distributed in complex ways (involving a gender,
age-based and regional division of labour only poorly understood 
by planners and policy makers) 
Improvisatory change requires key institutional reforms (regarding 
markets, contracts, land and labour)‏



Conclusion
It is a conclusion from studies of post-Cold War conflicts (including the 
imbroglio in Iraq) that peace is a technique, not a natural condition of 
free people
The (unsupervised) learning that fostered war needs to be replaced with 
learning for peace
What is needed in this regard is not “peace education” but skills for 
useful employment 
If (for logistical reasons) skills for employment cannot be taught 
agencies should seek to support the (improvised) acquisition of skills
Post-war planners are as yet ignorant of what would constitute a good
support strategy in such circumstances
In the West African case the agrarian sector still offers opportunities for 
unsupervised acquisition of peaceful skills, but institutional reforms (to 
permit mobility of land and labour) are necessary
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