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Introduction
The term “scandal” has an ancient Greek origin, signifying in ancient times, as it does today, a
disturbance and a peculiar feeling of embarrassment which occurs when somebody challenges the
prevailing myth, discourse, or narrative in a certain social group. For instance, it may be scandalous
in some Caucasus societies or subgroups for a bride to declare that she is not a virgin. One of the
most famous scandals is described in Hans Christian Andersen’s tale about the boy who declared
that the king was naked. The Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin studied scandal as an essential
instrument in Dostoevsky’s palette of tools, which the latter used as a device to raise difficult
questions, such as ‘If there is no God, then everything is allowed?’6 Another philosopher, Soren
Kierkegaard, interpreted scandal as a way for society to get to the higher, even religious truth.7
Indeed, one can see that scandal is often associated with a truth larger than the societal or group
morality allows or is ready to accept.
Another way to understand scandal is to recognise that social groups and societies are inherently
conservative due to the effect of, what Jack Ellul once described as, “sociological propaganda”  the
“inadvertent” self-construction of a society or a community in a way which pays more attention to its
self-conservation, survival and security than to its development.8 We can call scandals which
challenge this paradigm “positive scandals”. There are also negative ones: for instance, when a
derogatory or racially oriented remark is expressed in a group which does not accept such
behaviour, the rules of political correctness are violated. There is also another type of negative
scandal  when a scandal is purposefully initiated in order to get publicity that otherwise would not
be attainable. It is often difficult to decide whether the scandal has a positive or negative nature,
which explains the stupor or incapacity to properly react to it, and the frequent desire to avoid it.
Political correctness is good, but if it borders on prudishness, it should be challenged. Peace
projects are good too, but if they generate a backlash from large groups, their initiators may think
twice before embarking on them.

6 M. Bakhtin (1963). Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics. Bakhtin regards scandal as a particular case of
expression of a carnivalesque attitude to life, where carnival is the root concept rather than scandal. See also
M. Bakhtin (1965). Rabelais and his World.
7 For Kierkegaard, existence was absurdist and religion anti-rational; therefore, both situations (existence
without religion and vice versa) were scandalous vis-à-vis each other. In addition, Kierkegaard’s own writings in
fact generated several scandals, particularly vis-à-vis the Danish Church, which embarked on reforms partly
due to his writings. It appears to me that the famous expression, ‘Christianity is a scandal’, was taken from
Kierkegaard and made into a fashionable motto by Albert Camus in his book The Myth of Sisyphus. Kierkegaard
has referred to scandal in many of his works, but most of his ideas in relation to it are summarised in his last
work, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, translated by Howard and Edna Hong.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.
8 J. Ellul. Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes, translated by Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner. New
York: Knopf, 1965. New York: Random House/Vintage, 1973.
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In all types of scandals, it is the behaviour or actions of the minority (an individual or a group) that
challenge the inadvertent consensual limits of the prevailing myth or the boundaries of the
discourse acceptable to the larger group.
Scandals in peace work
Scandals arising from peace work in the Caucasus are no different from what is described above.
They may also be dangerous for their initiators and generate more consequences than just disquiet
among society. Over the years of peace work, I have encountered several cases of scandals, some of
which were significant, resulting in considerable consequences.
Immediately after the first round of wars  in the mid to late 1990s, when the first significant
attempts at civil society dialogue and reconciliation started  there was no well-defined public
discourse concerning the wars, whose most heated stage had largely passed by then. The
proponents of dialogue as well as those against it were not yet united in clear-cut, identifiable
groups. Moreover, the public discourses were underdeveloped, since the Soviet public space had
crumbled and new national public spaces had not yet been fully constituted also due to the economic
and social downfall that all Caucasus societies experienced because of the collapse and the wars.
Therefore, the first dialogue projects did not generate a very significant outcry, particularly a
negative outcry. However, the societies were trying to recuperate after their traumatic experiences,
but without the perspective of a just and consensual resolution of the conflicts. The result was that
all Caucasus societies embarked on building nationalist discourse as their major myth or narrative.
Weak state leaders, in an attempt to rally around the flag and strengthen their grip on unstable
power, used the nationalist rhetoric to build their ideologies. For instance, there were several cases
where a genuine peace actor was refused a visa to enter this or that society on the basis that their
activities would damage national security. These were smaller scale scandals, which remained
mainly in the private sphere and were not covered by the media. In some, more widely publicised
cases, people were publicly declared as persona non grata: parliaments would pass resolutions on
them, the media would declare them unacceptable figures, their projects or publications would be
declared as treacherous, etc. However, the public disquiet generated by these cases proved to be
short lived. Peace projects continued and intensified, although they became more cautious. The
desire to avoid the spotlight, for fear of generating a highly charged negative outcry, diminished the
potentially positive impact of many peace projects. This was also used by individuals or
organisations with counterproductive approaches. For example, these entities would use the
fundraising opportunities provided by the international community to initiate fake peace projects;
the fact that these projects were not under the spotlight provided them with ample opportunities to
do so. This, in turn, generated further mistrust in the societies towards such projects in general, as
well as casting a negative light on many genuine peace actors.
Peacebuilders  the new dissidents?
In parallel, the Caucasus societies were building their polities, as I already mentioned, using
nationalism and the enemy image as the glue. Gradually, at different times for different societies,
embarking on a peace project became like becoming a dissident in soviet times: if societies,
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particularly their actively nationalist segments, learnt about these projects, their protagonists were
declared unacceptable and possibly even threatened. However, although this made it more difficult
for peace projects to be implemented, it by no means reduced their number. If anything, the number
of such projects probably increased over time, despite the new escalation of conflict, such as the war
of August 2008. Unfortunately, the threat of scandal reduced their effectiveness. New generations –
isolated from their former neighbours by the ceasefire lines and the conflict memory of their
predecessors – were being educated according to the narratives of denial of the other side’s
humanity. The ideology of exclusion, intolerance and xenophobia advanced significantly.
Nevertheless, the societies did not become fully closed: opportunities arose to communicate and
interact with the outside world; there was the advent of information technologies (IT) and mobile
communications; and education and even seasonal work abroad helped societies to preserve the
minority of peace-oriented individuals, people with a larger view of the order of things.
Currently, therefore, you have a situation where the majority of people are extremely nationalist, but
where there are also minority groups who are sometimes quite vocal and who balance out this
nationalism. However, the situation is more complex than this, because even those who are fighting
for values such as democracy and human rights may have significantly nationalist views when it
comes to the issue of conflict resolution. Another observation is that none of the scandals
concerning any of the peace projects has been long lived. Despite the continuing growth of IT, which
allows for public campaigns of any kind to be generated and maintained, including against peace
activists, scandals generated by peace projects remain short lived  whether they are initiated by
peace actors themselves or by opposing groups. Some of the scandals have resulted in injustices
against the peace actor: in some cases, such actors have suffered personally, have experienced
exclusion or been fired from work, or have been ousted from their place of residence or imprisoned.
However, these cases are an exception rather than a rule. Moreover, the reason for the short-lived
effect of scandals related to peacebuilding is the obvious fact that they are mostly artificial,
generated by political power and usually with the aim to distract public attention away from its
shortcomings and from the real problems facing societies. Nonetheless, despite the limited negative
effects of each particular scandal, the situation in the Caucasus is gradually deteriorating further in
terms of peace prospects. That is why peace actors should still remain cautious and think
strategically: if a bolder approach to peace work is adopted, one cannot escape the possibility that,
in the beginning, it may generate larger and more prolonged resistance. This underlines the
importance of smaller scale projects, which prepare the ground for less resistance to the strategic
process when it starts.
Strategies for avoiding “peacebuilding” scandals
A useful piece of advice for those designing peace projects is to factor in the risk of scandal. This
means having systems in place to react fast to an evolving scandal; to design activities so that such
projects and their communication strategies lower the chance of a scandal; and if a scandal
emerges, not to shy away from it but to have a bold, rapid response strategy in place to provide
support to those who are at the centre of it and to lower its impact. The flipside of this approach is
that it may result in overcautious strategies, which lower the project’s impact or even violate the
principle of “do no harm” in another, unexpected way: by relying too heavily on the local, scandalavert partners’ advice, international implementers may end up randomly supporting this or that
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side’s prejudices regarding the conflict; and instead of working for peace, they may become
hostages to one side’s interests, as a result of which the sense of a peace project evaporates.
Scandals become easy to generate because of a lack of information; conversely, if people know
about a peace project, it is difficult to make them believe suddenly that it betrays the national
interest. However, the peace communities have yet to learn how to be transparent in a smart way,
letting the general public know about their activities to prepare the ground in such a way that a
sudden, big scandal would be impossible. Over the years of their work, peace actors have learnt
some strategies for reducing the negative effects of scandals. One strategy, often interpreted by
outsiders as counter-intuitive, is to go public vis-à-vis the scandal, rather than to hide and disappear
from the public domain. If a peace activist is accused of “selling out one’s national cause”, it is often
more prudent to come forward and engage in an open debate with the accusers, rather than to avoid
the controversy and hide. A peace activist can argue, for instance, that they are no less patriotic than
their accusers and that this is why they want sustainable peace; it is difficult to argue against such a
contention if it is made by those who reside in their societies and who are usually well educated and
respectable members of that society.
In the Caucasus, people recognise authority therefore if a peace actor has acquired influence over
time through constant expression of integrity, continual transparency and unbending readiness to
help the right cause; in such cases, it becomes difficult to argue against such authority. Such figures
naturally acquire supporters and are no longer alone.
The other strategy, of course, is to unite ranks across the peace field. For this, however, prior
established consensus is needed among major peace actors in the society. This consensus,
unfortunately, only seems to be possible among some actors but not among the majority of them.
This is because they also compete among themselves for resources (grants) and also, sometimes,
because of genuinely differing strategies that they legitimately adopt, since peace work is an
experiment and no blueprints exist. However, seeing how useful the strategy of uniting the ranks is,
more and more peace actors are using this approach. I myself benefited from it, when a scandal
arose around me and my work: a very significant group of civil society actors united in my defence
and the issue evaporated. This uniting of ranks also has a flipside though: if peace actors from the
opposing side declare support for their colleague, the colleague may turn out to be in an even worse
situation than they were before. This raises a difficult dilemma for some peace actors: whether to be
silent while their partner becomes the centre of a scandal or even persecution, or to speak out and
risk making the partner’s situation even more difficult. The right choice may seem obvious, with
restraint being the best solution. However, there are ways of expressing support even for those who
are under pressure on “the other side”. One such approach was used by the Caucasus Forum, which
would publish its press releases and opinions in the name of a group of civil society actors from all
over the Caucasus; thus the opinion of an actor from the opposite side was strengthened by a larger
opinion. Building an alliance across the conflict divide – and, if possible, across several conflict
divides – is a powerful tool.
Another observation is that the field of peace work has evolved in a kind of opposition to or aloofness
from democracy building and human rights work, and vice versa. Many peacebuilding strategies
have been built on the assumption that democracy can wait, that conflicts can be resolved even by
Understanding conflict. Building peace.

www.international-alert.org
15

shaking dirty hands and/or without large-scale societal participation, through the top elites. The
experience of peacebuilding in the Caucasus after the collapse of the USSR demonstrates the
opposite: that conflicts cannot be resolved without a holistic concept of democracy evolving, and that
the kind of democracy which is evolving in the Caucasus, a nationalist democracy, is fuelling conflict
further. This is further complicated by the fact that the international community, on the one hand,
often shies away from this complex issue, supporting democracy building without due regard for the
conflict dynamic; or even worse, it overlooks huge gaps in democracy because of geopolitical
considerations, as a result contributing to further militarisation and building of “enemy images”. In
order to make peace work and to make it more effective and successful, democratisers and human
rights defenders should unite ranks with civil society peacebuilders. Otherwise, neither type of
project will move societies out of stagnation, becoming instead a case of ineffective use of
resources.
Shifting the paradigm: it is war that is scandalous, not “peacebuilding”
Today, on the one hand, much has been learnt about successful methods of peace work in the
Caucasus; on the other hand, the lack of a united front and unified information have demonstrated
the limitations of peace work, a condition which continues. The re-thinking of peace strategies
taking into account the potential for big and small scandals brings us to the conclusion that more
united strategic efforts are needed to make peace work more effective and, with or without
scandals, to move it towards achieving at least some successes.
The Caucasus societies (and most of the rest of the world when thinking about them or discussing
them) have learnt to take war for granted. The fact that wars are the biggest and most inappropriate
scandal is being overlooked. Wars have become stereotypically treated as something almost
natural, as a fait accompli, which should be taken into account with all its consequences. The result
of this, coupled with the abovementioned caution of peace actors, is that the best and more daring
civil society led peace processes can often be characterised as a series of small-scale scandals
whose aim is to avoid a big scandal. If the war is set in stone, initiatives such as meetings between
youth from the opposite sides, their joint work and similar undertakings will be deemed as
scandalous, if they become known within societies. However, these are small and contained
scandals, if their participants are not publicising them (but then their impact may be low) and/or are
presenting them through well thought-out communication strategies. Peace work is usually a
provocation, an attempt to move people out of their temporary, unsustainable and insecure comfort
zone; provocation is an inherent trigger for scandal.
The situation has to be turned upside down, the paradigm has to change: it is the wars that are the
most unacceptable scandals. It is natural for societies to interact, discuss, be in permanent dialogue,
look for ways for mutually beneficial co-existence. In order to acquire sufficient minority support for
this position, peace actors should initiate smart public relations campaigns, explaining to the larger
society why the war is a scandal and why their opponents are as human as themselves. They should
establish ties with each other and build alliances. They should look for transparency rather than shy
away from publicity. Peace actors should discuss and critique each other’s projects more openly, in
order to enhance their effectiveness and build better strategies. They should engage in debates with
democracy and human rights proponents who are, nevertheless, nationalist, to expand the ranks of
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their minority group for peace. They should provide sources of information for newcomers to the
field, local and international, about projects that have been carried out, their strengths and
weaknesses, successes and failures. If peace actors work like this during times when there is no
significant scandal, when and if such scandals arise, they will be well prepared to counter them
effectively.
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