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Introduction/Purpose: 

The motivation for the study underlying this report came as the “Cessation of Hostilities” 
(CoH) was being implemented in Syria in early 2016. The major aims of the CoH were to 
create a nationwide ceasefire and to allow greater access to humanitarian aid throughout 
the country. The ultimate goal was to open the door for talks that might end the Syrian 
conflict. Both the development of the CoH and proposed peace talks included 
representatives of the United States, Russia, and other countries. Also included were 
representatives from various organizations such as the United Nations and the 
Organization for Islamic Cooperation. When peace talks were scheduled to begin, there 
were efforts to include representatives from the Syrian government and the various 
opposition groups. What was lacking was the inclusion of civil society actors and, more 
importantly, civilian perspectives on the Syrian conflict; an omission that this study seeks 
to address. 

Of course the inclusion of civil society and civilian perspectives can create additional 
challenges; a more inclusive peace process becomes increasingly complicated with each 
additional voice. This makes sense; the greater the number of voices, the greater the 
likelihood there will be dissenting opinions and hurdles to agreement. At the same time, 
greater inclusion adds value to the peace process. It incorporates understandings that 
might have otherwise been excluded if negotiations were limited to the warring parties. 
For example, the inclusion of civil society actors in peace negotiations can bring into the 
agenda underlying causes of conflict, broader public interests, and accountability, to 
name a few (Paffenholz 2014: 73-76).  

In response, this study seeks to address several things. The broad and underlying question 
is how, if at all, experiences of conflict and displacement influence an individual’s 
understanding of peace. This question is explored in the context of the Syrian conflict and 
resulting refugee crisis. This study also seeks to understand how these individuals view 
peace and the future of Syria. While they were briefly discussed above, civil society 
actors are not included; rather, the study specifically examines the understandings of 
Syrian refugees and asylum seekers. To this end, this study seeks to explore the civilian 
perspective of what is necessary for peace and the future of Syria – a perspective that has 
been largely excluded from the peace process in Syria.    

In addressing this question, this report proceeds as follows: first, it presents a brief 
historic overview of the definition of “peace.” The second section discusses the 
methodologies employed throughout this study. The third section presents and interprets 
the results of this work. Last, the report will close by offering some additional interesting 
findings and several areas for potential future research.  

Defining Peace and Its Contemporary Approaches: 

This study aims to reach a deeper understanding of “peace” by examining the civilian 
perspective of peace. It is therefore important to briefly explore some of the challenges of 
defining this concept, how the definition has evolved over time, and how this evolution 
will influence the methodology of this study.   
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Understanding and misunderstanding peace 

One of the challenges in the field of peace research is the absence of a strict and 
universally accepted definition of “peace.” While there are many reasons for this, this 
section presents three of the more commonly discussed explanations in peace literature. 
The first lies in the nature of peace; peace is a construct that lacks tangibility. In this 
sense, peace is “illusory, almost ghost-like. It is sometimes fleeting and barely visible, 
like an apparition...” (Webel 2012: 73). Often, peace is only recognizable when it is 
absent (Ibid. at 67). Because of this nature, “peace” can be conceptualized flexibly, with 
many of its core notions varying over time (Gleditsche, Nordkvelle, and Strand 2014: 
145; Webel 2012: 74). This makes reaching a strict definition of peace difficult, perhaps 
even irresponsible. Galtung (1964) argues this by explaining “there is the danger that 
strict definitions may throw a shadow of today into tomorrow, freezing the status quo by 
tying us to perspectives and dimensions that may be outworn very soon” (1). Therefore, 
the understanding of “peace” in, for example, the Cold War context, would likely be 
inapplicable today. For this reason, the development of a strict definition today would 
likely need revision to comport with the events of tomorrow.   

The second reason concerns the subjectivity of “peace.” Specifically, it is a dynamic 
process without bounds or end-points (Cortright 2012: 122), encompassing a range of 
meanings, depending on the context (Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs 2010: 370 – citing 
Richmond 2006). Depending on the context, peace may have very different meanings. 
For example, the understanding of peace between neighbors in London will very likely 
have a different meaning from peace between pastoralists in Syria. Along the same line 
but from a perspective, the interests of different disciplines and fields of study will lead to 
the pursuit and understand peace from different points of view. As a result, “numerous 
understandings and conceptualizations of peace are in evidence in the different 
disciplinary and policy literatures and debates.” (Richmond 2006: 378).  

A final challenge in defining peace concerns the varying levels or dimensions at which it 
can be explored. Richmond (2006) refers to this as a “level of analysis” framework (374-
375). It is relevant to note that this framework is equally applicable to conflict. These 
levels include from understandings of peace by civil society actors, by the state, the 
regional body, and at the international level (Ibid. at 374). At each level, peace can have a 
very unique understanding, which may be inapplicable to other levels. However, in any 
situation/conflict peace understandings can be examined at one, a few, or all levels. For 
example, in the Syrian conflict there are efforts to understand and achieve peace locally, 
regionally, and internationally. Efforts to understand (and achieve) peace at one level 
have consequences onto the other levels.  

A brief history in defining “peace”  

In the face of the reasons explained above, peace researchers have realized many ways, 
sometimes competing, to understand peace. In the 1950s, the field was systematized to 
investigate peace and its conditional requirements (Gleditsche et al. 2014: 146). It was 
around this same time and into the 1960s when Johan Galtung popularized two notions: 
“negative” peace, or the absence of violence, absence of war (Galtung 1964: 2), and 
“positive” peace, the integration of human society (Ibid.). Positive peace, according to 
Galtung, is built around “such ideas as ‘harmony,’ ‘cooperation’ and ’integration’” 
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(1985: 145). Yet, from the view of scientific research, this was a concept difficult to 
operationalize and measure. Galtung (1964), himself, accepted early in this work that 
there was an “avalanche of proposals concerning positive peace, concerning human 
integration” (3).  Due to this imprecision, and its resulting criticisms, Galtung redefined 
the notion of positive peace to encompass the “negation of ‘structural violence’” 
(Gleditsche et al. 2014: 149). Structural violence is an unintended result that “is built into 
the [social] structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal life 
changes” (Galtung 1985: 145; Galtung 1969: 171). More concisely, structural violence 
“is the difference between optimal life expectancy and the actual life expectancy” which 
results from this unequal power (Galtung and Høivik 1971: 74). Examples of structural 
violence include inequality, power asymmetries, and exploitative systems (Davies-
Vengoechea 2004: 13). While this dichotomy has received criticism, it has found itself as 
one of the dominant ways to define “peace” in the field of peace research.    

In response there have been efforts at developing alternative definitions for peace. 
Boulding (1978) is a leading example. He reached a narrower definition of peace as the 
absence of war (Boulding 1978: 6). But Boulding distinguishes this from Galtung’s 
negative peace definition. Boulding (1978) separates peace and war from [non-conflict] 
and conflict from (8-10) and surmises, “all war involves conflict, some conflict involves 
peace, and all [non-conflict] involves peace” (10-11). In other words, according to 
Boulding, there is such a thing as peaceful conflict. What distinguishes between peace 
and war is the use of violence. Boulding (1978) also distinguishes between unstable war 
(where warfare is regarded as the norm broken by periods of relative peace), unstable 
peace (where times of relative peace are longer than during unstable war), and stable 
peace (when the probability of war is so small that it does not enter into the calculations 
of anyone involved) (12-13).  

Beyond these historic definitions, effort of the 1980s focused on various forms of security 
(for example, human, political, and environmental security) (Gleditsche et al. 2014: 150). 
Contemporary efforts have been more fluid than in the past. Rather than seeking out a 
strict definition, these approaches have focused on the conditions or factors necessary for 
peace to be realized. Several examples of these efforts include Wallensteen’s (2015) 
concept of “Quality Peace;” Bayer’s (2010) discussion of the “Levels of Peace;” and 
Klien, Goertz, and Diehl’s (2008) “Peace Scales” framework. The key to each of these 
approaches is that peace is explored more on a continuum or set of conditions, rather than 
on a narrow or dichotomous construct.    

A Starting Point in Peace Research 

Even with this history of competing definitions, the common way to understand peace in 
the field of peace research is as “the absence of war” (Diehl 2016: 1; Webel 2012: 68; 
Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs 2010: 370; Klien, Goertz, and Diehl 2008: 67). From a 
pragmatic standpoint, using this definition makes sense; it is straightforward, easy to 
understand – far easier than Galtung’s conceptualization of positive peace – and easy to 
measure (Wallensteen 2015: 16; See Galtung and Høivik 1971). Even though this is the 
common approach, this definition falls short. It fails to adequately capture the 
relationships of groups or entities outside of war (Bayer 2010: 370; Klien, Goertz, and 
Diehl 2008: 67). It essentially places all parties who have maintained an “absence of war” 
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in one camp, and those parties who have experienced war and violence in another. Diehl 
(2016) points out that this creates some absurd results, as it would place the North Korea-
South Korea, Iranian-Israeli, and United States-Canadian relationships under the same 
relationship of “at peace” (2).  

The Gap 

The above discussion demonstrates that there is an incomplete definition of the “peace” 
concept. It further demonstrates that the common understanding of peace as the absence 
of war is, perhaps, inadequate. While not the primary aim of this study, it is within this 
gap that this report, and its underlying study, explores peace in the context of the Syrian 
conflict.  

Going forward, the following framework is applied: while it is imperfect, Galtung’s 
negative/positive peace framework is applied to operationalize peace in this report. 
Specifically, does peace mean nothing more than the absence of war? Or does peace 
mean the absence of structural violence, the absence of inequality? It is important to note 
that the use of this framework is not intended to limit the understanding of peace or to 
reinforce Galtung’s framework. As the above review has demonstrated, the 
negative/positive peace framework leaves us in want of a more complete understanding. 
However, there are many incomplete ways peace could be operationalized in this report. 
The negative/positive peace framework is applied as a heuristic with which to categorize 
the explanations of peace. By employing Galtung’s framework, this report applies a 
recognized and critiqued understanding of peace, and builds upon this framework in an 
effort to reach this more complete understanding.  

This report explores peace from a societal point of view rather than from a national or 
international perspective. Accordingly, it takes a bottom-up approach to investigate how 
Syrian civilians understand the concept of peace and what is necessary for peace – a 
perspective that was largely ignored in the Syrian peace process. To do this, this study 
asks how experiences of conflict and displacement influence an individual’s 
understanding of peace. Applying Galtung’s framework, this study questioned whether 
these individuals’ views of peace would lean more towards negative peace or positive 
peace.  

Methods:  

In order to achieve the aim of this study, a creative approach was needed to delve into 
topics that can be complex and subjective. In this section, the methods that were 
employed in this study are discussed, how these methods were developed and carried out, 
and some of their shortcomings.  

Data Collection 

This study required conducting interviews in the countries of Germany and Sweden. The 
primary reason these countries where chosen for examination relates to the number of 
asylum applications from Syrian refugees. Between April 2011 and October 2016, 
Germany received approximately 456,000 applications for asylum from Syrian refugees 
(UNHCR). During the same time, Sweden received approximately 110,000 applications 
for asylum from Syrian refugees (UNHCR). Together, these two countries received 64% 
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of Europe’s applications for asylum from Syrian refugees (UNHCR) during this 
timeframe.  

A second reason these countries were chosen concerns their economic and social 
differences. Germany has a population nearly ten times the size of Sweden. Germany also 
has a much larger economy in comparison to Sweden. These differences provide for a 
comparison opportunity to see how, if at all, economic and social differences influence 
the understandings of peace by displaced persons.      

The interviews of this study were carried out in two phases per interview. The first phase 
involved the administration of a demographic survey (a sample survey is provided in 
Appendix 1). Its purpose was to gather information concerning the participants’ sex, age, 
religious identification, hometown, household information, and education level, among 
other things. One issue when administering this survey is that are can be numerous 
variations on the spelling of some religious and ethnic group. To respect cultural 
sensitivity, efforts1 were made to ensure the correct spelling of these groups. However, 
this challenge was ultimately controlled for by audibly administering the demographic 
survey through an interpreter.      

After administration of the survey, a qualitative interview was conducted to gather 
information on a range of issues concerning the participant’s life (an example of these 
interview questions is provided in Appendix 2). The interview concentrated on the 
participant’s life in Syria before the demonstrations and conflict that began in 2011, and 
their experiences with the Syrian conflict after March 2011. The interview also focused 
on the participants’ experiences with displacement as a result of the conflict. But most 
important, participants were asked about their understanding of peace before the start of 
the conflict in early 2011, and after their displacement in Germany or Sweden. While the 
focus of the interview was on specific questions/topics, they were open-ended and 
intended to allow the participants to answer through a deeply subjective and personal 
narrative.  

This manner was important for at least two reasons. First, one of the major challenges 
with these interviews was the matter of interviewer-participant trust. In the course of each 
interview, someone they had never met from an obviously distinct background asked 
participants about very personal matters. The use of these open-ended questions allowed 
participants to respond in a purely voluntary manner and free from coercion. Second, the 
questions concerning pre-2011 understandings of peace asked participants to recall 
subjects from more than five years ago. The open-endedness of these questions allowed 
participants the opportunity to fully self-examine, if necessary, what pre-conflict peace 
meant.  

The Development of Research Instruments 

The study’s demographic survey was developed to explore whether certain patterns 
existed between the information they sought and participants’ understandings of peace. 

                                                
1 Including consulting the CIA World Factbook, WorldAtlas.com, and working directly 
with individuals from Syria to ensure accuracy. 
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The interview questions were developed to explore how the participants’ experiences 
may have influenced their understandings of peace.  

Once the demographic survey and interview questions were developed, they were 
reviewed and refined by a number of Syrian refugees2. This review was to ensure cultural 
sensitivity was respected. Suggestions from this panel were considered and, if determined 
necessary and appropriate, were incorporated into the research instruments. A panel of 
peace researchers and academics also reviewed the interview questions. This review was 
to ensure that questions were not too leading, and to ensure reliability and validity.  

The recruitment of study participants involved the following steps: individuals were 
approached in public spaces such as cafeterias, gathering centers, and common areas. 
Recruitment in these areas was intended to ease concerns of undue influence or feelings 
of coercion to participate. It was also intended to respect the privacy of potential 
participants. The voluntary nature of the interview was made explicit. If necessary, an 
interpreter explained the subject matter and process of the interview. If an individual 
agreed to participate, the interview was conducted outside of the public area and away 
from other individuals, or wherever the participant felt most comfortable. Informed 
consent was administered, reiterating the voluntary nature of the interview and anonymity 
of the information gathered. Interviews were conducted for as long as the participant was 
comfortable, with the participant knowing that the interview could be terminated at any 
time and for any reason. The only limiting factors for participation were that the 
individual had to be a Syrian refugee or asylum seeker, had to have experienced pre-
conflict demonstrations and the Syrian conflict, and that the individual had to be at least 
18 years of age.    

Data Analysis   

With permission from the participant, each interview was recorded with a digital voice 
recorder. The recordings were then transcribed for the purposes of qualitative data 
analysis. The focus was to explore trends concerning the participants’ experiences with 
the Syrian conflict and subsequent displacement, and resulting understandings of peace. 
For the purposes of this study, the primary focus was on how participants conveyed their 
understanding of peace based on their experiences.  

Qualitative data analysis software3 was used to pinpoint references to and discussions of 
peace throughout the interview. Results were examined in terms of how peace was 
described by the participants (i.e. did pre-demonstration/conflict and post-displacement 
responses differ? Were responses described in terms relating to negative versus positive 
peace, both, or in some other way?). Once this process was completed, the analyzed 
transcripts were examined in greater depth. This was to determine, in the bigger picture, 
whether there were trends in how experiences of conflict and displacement influenced the 
participants’ understandings of peace.     

 

 
                                                
2 These individuals volunteered specifically for this purpose. 
3 MAXQDA – data analysis software. 



Peace in the Kingdom of Silence: Perspectives of Peace From 25 Syrian Refugees. 
James Petermeier 

 7 

Challenges 

One of the challenges in carrying conducting these interviews was the language barrier 
often between the interviewer and participant. Very few of the participants spoke 
English; of those participants that did, a majority was not at the proficiency level to carry 
out the interview in English. As a result, interviews were almost always carried out in the 
participant’s native language. Even if the participant could speak with a level of 
proficiency to carry out the interview in English, the participant was encouraged to 
respond in his or her native language. The native language spoken by participants was 
exclusively Arabic. To overcome this language barrier, the use of an interpreter was 
necessary.  

This language barrier presented its own, unanticipated challenge regarding the concept of 
peace. Demonstrated above, understanding and defining “peace,” in its own right, is no 
small task. In English, “peace” can convey many meanings. In Arabic, there are 
numerous words that convey a meaning for peace; and often these meanings are distinct. 
For example, “amman” and “tamin” (“security” and “secure,” respectively) both have 
connotations with the peace concept. The word “salaam” is an equally common term for 
“peace.” Each word has its own context for when it is appropriate to use. As a result, 
interview questions had to be asked strategically so as not to focus on one term at the 
expense of the others.  

Again, to overcoming this challenge questions were asked in a way that allowed 
participants to respond as open-endedly as they were comfortable. This manner avoided 
leading participants toward one meaning over another. Also important to overcoming this 
issue was continual communication between the interviewer and the interpreter. This 
created a shared and complete understanding within the research team of how the 
participant was describing peace. 

A second challenge was that one interpreter was employed in Germany while another 
was employed in Sweden. This created a potential for differences between the two 
interpreters to influence the results of the study. To control for these differences, two 
efforts were maintained throughout the study. First, the interpreter was informed and 
reminded when necessary of the objective nature of his or her role. Second, continual 
communication was maintained between the interviewer and the interpreter; this was 
especially important during times when the objective role of the interpreter seemed to be 
compromised. Anytime the interpreter spokes or asked questions that seemed beyond the 
scope of the interview, this was inquired upon to verify that the interpreter was not 
influencing the participant’s responses. While the use of different interpreters might have 
risked skewing the results, these control efforts, as well as allowing the participants to 
respond in an open-ended manner, helped alleviate this risk. It is important, however, to 
recognize that this risk was still present.   

The biggest challenge beyond these issues involved gaining access to the population of 
Syrian refugees. In Germany, gatekeepers – often the administrative personnel at refugee 
camps – were particularly challenging to work with. A common concern was not so much 
that the refugees would be taken advantage of, but rather that the purpose of this study 
was a pretext. These administrators were concerned that the true purpose was to gather 
information on the conditions of refugee camps. In Sweden, a large challenge related to 
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the fact that information on refugee camp locations was not easily/publically accessible. 
The reason for this was to help maintain refugee camp security. To overcome this, the 
research team reached out to individuals who had previously worked in these camps. In 
doing so not only did these individuals provide camp locations, but they also assisted 
with direct access to gatekeepers within camps.    

Once the research team gained access to refugee camps, rarely was there any difficulty in 
recruiting individuals to participate. Only once did a participant terminate the interview 
pre-maturely – and this was because the participant, even after being informed of 
anonymity, was uncomfortable discussing the subject matter of the study.      

Demographic Information (Descriptive data)     

Between the two countries of this study, 16 interviews were conducted in Germany, of 
which all 16 were ultimately analyzed; 10 interviews were conducted in Sweden, of 
which 9 interviews were analyzed4.  Presented below is a summary of demographic data 
for the participants from the two countries: 

                                                
4 One interview was excluded because of failure to meet the requirements of the study 
(the participant was not present in Syria during the demonstrations or conflict).  

		 Germany	 Sweden	
Sex:	 	 	
Male	 15	 9	
Female		 1	 0	
	
Age:	

	 	

18-24	 10	 4	
25	-	34	 5	 2	
35	-	44	 1	 3	
45	-	54	 0	 0	
55	-	64	 0	 0	
65+	
	
Ethnic	Identity:	

0	 0	
	

Arab	 15	 9	
Kurdish	 0	 0	
Armenian	 0	 0	
Syriac-Aremeans	 0	 0	
Circassians	 0	 0	
Ashore	 0	 0	
Other	 1	(Turkmen)	 0	
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5 The label “Durze” has raised some questions about the correctness of this spelling. The 
correct written/verbal spelling in English of this religious group is “Druze.” However, 
after several conversations with Syrian natives, I have learned that the common way of 
pronouncing/spelling this religious group in Syria is “Durze.” Because I was working 
with individuals from Syria, in used the spelling form “Durze” on the demographic 
survey of this study.  

Spoken	Language	in	Home:		 		 		
Arabic	 16	 9	
Kurdish		 0	 0	
Armenian	 0	 0	
Aramaic	 0	 0	
Circassian		 0	 0	
Other	 0	 0	
	 	 	
Religious	Preference:	 		 		
Sunni	Islam	 12	 7	
Shi’a	Islam	 0	 0	
Alawi	 0	 0	
Christian	 1	 0	
Durze5	 0	 0	
Other	 3	 2	
	
Household:		

		 		

Married:	 		 		
Yes	 4	 2	
No	 10	 7	
Unidentified	 2	 0	

	
Children:	 	 	
Yes	 3	 2	
No	 13	 7	
	
Lived	with	siblings:	

	 	

Yes	 15	 6	
No	
	
Lived	with	extended	family:	

1	 3	

Yes	 3	 1	
No	
	
Lived	with	non-relatives:	

13	 8	

Yes	 1	 0	
No	
	
	

15	 9	
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Hometown:		 	 	 	
Germany:	 	 Sweden:	 	
Damascus	 6	 Damascus	 4	
Homs	 4	 Latakia	 2	
ar-Raqqah	 2	 Aleppo	 1	
Masyaf	 2	 Daraa	 1	
Aleppo	 1	 Idlib	 1	
Idlib	 1	 	
 

Results:  

One of the overarching patterns that emerged is that rarely did pre-
demonstrations/conflict or post-displacement understandings of peace fit squarely into 
negative/positive peace terms. Rather, participants often described peace as a hybrid of 
negative and positive peace. Often, participants also described peace in a way that could 
be described as an “other” category of peace – one that contained neither negative nor 
positive peace terms.  

Only when the pre-demonstration/conflict or post-displacement responses were clearly 
limited to the “absence of war” (or the like) would this be categorized as “negative peace.” 
If participants understood peace as something beyond the absence of war, the 
categorizations of “positive” peace or “other” peace were applied. In other words, if the 
participant’s described peace as requiring elements such as the elimination of inequality, 
injustice, or structural violence, “positive peace” was applied. If the understanding fit into 
neither category, it was described as an “other” form of peace. 

Many participants included elements that fit into this “other” form of peace. Their 
understandings included factors such as the ability to provide for one’s family, or that 
peace would automatically result if the United States “Agents” (referring to the CIA) left 
the country. While the framework of negative/positive peace is helpful to understand the 
results of this study, this “other” category demonstrates that a more nuanced definition of 

Level	of	Education:	
No	education	 0	 0	
Elementary/Primary	 4	 1	
High	school/secondary	 1	 2	
Higher	ed/non-university	 1	 2	
Some	Uni	-	no	degree	 7	 3	
University	degree	 3	 1	

	
Duration	of	Displacement:	 	 	
1-3	months	 0	 0	
4-6	months	 0	 0	
7-12	months	 5	 0	
1-2	years	 4	 3	
2-3	years	 2	 1	
3+	years	 5	 5	
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peace may be useful when studying peace. This issue might be resolved by one of the 
contemporary approaches mentioned previously. 

Hypothesis 

Even in light of these issues, a working hypothesis must be applied in this study. It is 
hypothesized that experiences of conflict and prolonged displacement lead an individual 
to understand peace in negative terms. This hypothesis is applied for two reasons. The 
primary reason is to test the understanding of peace generally used in the field of peace 
research – peace is nothing more than the absence of war. This begs the question of 
whether individuals who have experienced conflict and displacement first-hand view 
peace as nothing more than the absence of war? If they do not, what is necessary for 
peace in their eyes? The second reason is one of general conjecture: the greater the 
experience and impact of conflict and displacement on an individual, the more they want 
an end to war so they can continue their lives. Is this truly the case? Or are these 
individuals disposed to view peace more broadly and comprehensively? 

Germany – Pre-Demonstration/Conflict Understandings of Peace 

While this study is qualitative in nature, the inclusion of a few numbers/statistics is 
helpful for further evaluation. When participants in Germany were questioned about their 
pre-demonstration/conflict understandings of peace, 11 of the 16 participants described 
peace in positive terms. Of the remainder, two described their understanding in negative 
terms and three described in terms that fit into an “other” category of peace. 

These results are summarized here: 

  
Of those participants who described pre-demonstration/conflict peace in positive terms, 
the most common responses included that peace meant equal treatment and access to 
employment. By the participants’ own words, this equal treatment was often labeled as 
“justice.” This discussion of equal treatment included two themes. The first was equal 
treatment between people concerning issues of religion, race, or, more broadly, that all 
people are treated equally between themselves regardless of any demographic factor. The 
second theme was equal treatment of citizens by the government. This encompassed 
treatment by police officers and other government workers, and focused on equal 

"Positive	
Peace"	
68.75%	

"Negative	
Peace"		
12.5%	

"Other		
Peace"	
18.75%	

Pre-Demonstration/Conflict	
Understandings	of	Peace	
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treatment under the law and matters regarding speech.6 One participant concluded this 
understanding by inquiring, “why [can’t] all people have [the] the same rights under the 
law?”7 

A second common pre-demonstration/conflict understanding of peace in positive terms 
required an ability to freely practice and express one’s feelings and thoughts. The primary 
condition here was that it does not result in harm, imprisonment, or detrimental results for 
the speaker’s family. This desire for freedom to speak one’s mind is not surprising 
considering Syria’s history of speech repression (for a discussion of the social 
background of Syria before the conflict, see Abboud’s Syria). Along this same line of 
understanding, a more nuanced pre-demonstration/conflict understanding was commonly 
expressed by the statement, “leave me alone and I leave you alone.”8 

Less common pre-demonstration/conflict understandings included living with your 
family without external pressures. 9  One very interesting understanding was when 
someone had died it was from natural causes rather than being killed by another.10  

On the other hand, participants who described pre-demonstration/conflict peace in 
negative terms explained “streets” – meaning Syria – must be free from death, destruction 
and weapons. One participant explained that peace requires that civilians would not see 
“checkpoints for soldiers” or that checkpoints were not checking identification for the 
holder’s religious preference.11 

For participants whose pre-demonstration/conflict understanding of peace fit into an 
“other” category of peace, it was often explained they only learned what peace meant 
through their experiences with the conflict. In other words, they didn't know what peace 
meant until it was gone. For example, as one participant explained, “during the conflict, 
[the participant] started to know more about peace because there was robbing, killing … 
attempting murder”12 – experiences he had not had before the conflict. This fits very 
closely with Webel’s (2012) explanation that peace is “illusory, almost ghost-like. It is 
sometimes fleeting and barely visible, like an apparition” (73). 

One final pre-demonstration/conflict understanding, which did not fit into either category, 
deserves attention. One participant explained that before the demonstrations of 2011, a 
person could find peace only if he or she did not “have a voice.”13 Peace was only 
experienced when an individual was silent and did not speak out against the government. 
The participant described Syria before the conflict as a “Kingdom of Silence.” While this 
silence was centered on political speech, the participant explained that it spread much 
further. If a person were to talk about forbidden topics (the most forbidden being the 
                                                
6 All participants’ identities have been removed to protect confidentiality. Interview 
conducted on September 8, 2016. 
7 Id. 
8 Interview conducted on August 5, 2016. 
9 Interview conducted on August 10, 2016. 
10 Interview conducted on August 5, 2016. 
11 Interview conducted on September 7, 2016. 
12 Interview conducted on July 13, 2016. 
13 Interview conducted on July 26, 2016. 
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government and Bashar al-Assad), according to this participant it was equivalent to 
suicide.14 To this participant, for there to be real peace meant “living with fear” – fear of 
the consequences for being caught speaking about, and against, forbidden topics.15    

Germany – Post-Displacement Understandings of Peace 

When participants from Germany were asked questions about their post-displacement 
understandings of peace, 11 of the 16 participants described peace in positive terms. Of 
the remainder, four described peace in negative terms, and one described peace in terms 
that fit into an “other” category of peace. 

These results are summarized here: 

 
Participants who described post-displacement peace in positive terms, the most common 
responses included that peace relates to the freedom of thought and religion. This 
included two factors. Summed up by one participant, the first factor includes the ability to 
practice one’s religion “…without being afraid...”16 For this participant, this factor 
required the ability to practice religion free from the discrimination and retribution17, 
which was common in Syria.  

A second common response, which complements the first, was that there must be love 
and respect between the various religious groups. Beyond the ability to freely practice 
one’s religion, he or she must respect others’ right to believe what they choose or choose 
not to believe. A less common yet equally important component of this is, as a result of 
this freedom and respect, society must have a mix of religious faiths.18 Together these 

                                                
14 Interview conducted on July 26, 2016. 
15 Id. 
16 Interview conducted on July 11, 2016. 
17 It was commonly explained that, because Bashar al-Assad and many in the government 
are in the minority religion (Alawi or Shia), the Sunni majority were often the target of 
this discrimination and retribution. 
18 Interviews conducted on August 19, 2016 and August 30, 2016.  
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responses were the most important post-displacement elements of peace from the study’s 
participants in Germany. 

Another frequent response concerning post-displacement peace in positive terms was 
there must be justice in society – the hallmark of positive peace. Specifically, participants 
explained that there must be neither race-based differential treatment nor should there be 
nepotism in employment. According to one participant, justice demands that “everyone 
should...have…the same level.”19 This participant was specifically referring to the idea 
that access to employment must be based on merit rather than blood relations.  

Less common understandings of peace in positive terms included more personal 
explanations such as the ability to be empathetic and that people must work towards 
improving others’ lives. One interesting response included that “every person must 
[have] ... his time full of work.”20 The rationale behind this was not that peace requires 
employment opportunities, but rather when people have too much free time, boredom sets 
in and negative consequences result. 

Of the participants who described post-displacement peace in negative terms, responses 
included living without death/fear and an end to the killing in Syria. One participant 
explained post-displacement peace meant, “there is no [killing], There is nothing [being 
destroyed] around you. There is no blood, no people fighting each other.”21  Another 
participant described peace as meaning there is “no killing, no blood, no bombs, no 
weapons.”22  

The one participant who discussed post-displacement peace in terms that did not fit into 
either category did so in ways that explored the involvement of foreign countries in Syria. 
This participant explained, “When the American and Russian agencies and agendas, they 
take… [their] hands from one country… peace will happen in this society.”23 Per this 
participant, the involvement of foreign entities in a country is what leads to conflict; the 
end of this foreign involvement is a necessary and sufficient element of peace.  

Germany – Pre-Demonstration/Conflict to Post-Displacement Results 

In Germany, nine of the 16 participants who viewed pre-demonstration/conflict peace in 
positive terms maintained this view post-displacement. One participant who viewed pre-
demonstration/conflict peace in positive peace term transitioned to view post-
displacement peace in negative terms. Another participant transitioned from viewing pre-
demonstration/conflict peace in positive terms to post-displacement peace in a way that 
fit into an “other” category of peace. Two participants who viewed pre-
demonstration/conflict peace in negative terms continued to view post-displacement 
peace in negative terms. Two participants who viewed pre-demonstration/conflict peace 
in “other” terms transitioned to view post-displacement peace in positive terms. Finally, 

                                                
19 Interview conducted on July 11, 2016. 
20 Interview conducted on September 2, 2016. 
21 Interview conducted on August 10, 2016. 
22 Interview conducted on September 7, 2016. 
23 Interview conducted on August 19, 2016. 
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one participant who viewed pre-demonstration/conflict peace in “other” terms 
transitioned to view post-displacement peace in negative terms.  

These results are summarized here: 

     
In Germany, 11 of the 16 participants viewed post-displacement peace in positive peace 
terms. Moreover, one participant viewed post-displacement peace in terms in an “other” 
category of peace. The remaining four participants viewed post-displacement peace in 
negative terms. This leaves an interesting question of why these individuals have 
transitioned their views of peace. However, the scope of this study is only on how 
experiences of conflict and displacement influence understandings of peace. The question 
of why a shift in understanding may have occurred is outside the scope of this study.  

Conclusion for Germany: three times as many participants viewed post-displacement 
peace in positive peace terms or terms that fit into an “other” category of peace. The 
results from participants in Germany do not support the working hypothesis of this study. 

Sweden – Pre-Demonstration/Conflict Understandings of Peace 

Interestingly, all participants from Sweden described pre-demonstration/conflict peace in 
either strictly positive or negative peace terms; not responses fit into an “other” category. 
Of the nine participants in Sweden, six described pre-demonstration/conflict peace in 
positive terms. The remaining three participants described pre-demonstration/conflict 
peace in negative peace terms.   
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These results are summarized here: 

  
Among participants who described pre-demonstration/conflict peace in positive terms, 
there were little or no consistent themes in Sweden. Of the responses, the most common 
revolved around the idea that peace meant a society of mixed religions and ethnicities. 
One participant’s more unique explanation was that, “before the war, people use to live 
together and they didn't really care about other religions.”24 According to this participant, 
peace was not a matter of accepting other’s religions. Rather, the notion of peace 
disregarded or viewed as irrelevant the acceptance of religion. Another participant 
explained that peace was brought by “Treating everyone according to their behavior, not 
according to their religions.”25 Based on these responses it seems that a mixed society is 
paramount to creating peace; issues of religion and ethnicity are of less significance or 
are insignificant.  

Two additional responses concerning pre-demonstration/conflict understandings of peace 
in positive terms were deserving of attention. The first related to justice and the ability to 
move freely throughout Syria. This included that Syrians could travel safely “from place 
to place [within Syria]…and no one [would] question you about this.”26 In a curious way, 
this response has both positive and negative peace elements – in that a person could 
travel without being harassed (positive peace) and that a person could travel safely 
without experiencing violence (negative peace). The second response included that local 
problems could be resolved without the need to resort to police assistance. Specifically, 
there was understanding and respect between neighbors that disputes could be resolved 
civilly and without resort to violence.  

Of the three participants who described pre-demonstration/conflict peace in negative 
terms, all responses included some element of a lack of war, or safety from “war effects.” 
A deeper explanation of this “safety” revealed, “There is no one who can…assault 
you…or assault your freedoms.”27 This participant explained that before the war, Syria 

                                                
24 Interview conducted on November 18, 2016. 
25 Interview conducted on November 19. 2016. 
26 Interview conducted on October 16, 2016. 
27 Interview conducted on November 4, 2016. 
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lacked peace because racism was common and there was sectarian fighting.28 This racism 
and fighting was an example of an assault on freedom.  

Sweden – Post-Displacement Understandings of Peace 

When participants in Sweden were questioned about their post-displacement 
understandings of peace, six of the nine participants described peace in positive terms, 
one participant described peace in negative terms, and two participants described peace in 
terms that fit in an “other” category of peace. 

These results are summarized here: 

 
For participants who described post-displacement peace in positive terms, the most 
common explanations were related the idea of “justice.” Participants explained that peace 
required equal treatment related to employment and hiring practices, equal treatment 
among people (further explained as the lack of hate between people), and the absence of 
discrimination, racism, and sectarianism. One additional requirement, which had not been 
addressed by other participants, was the liberty to voice one’s grievances against the 
government and to have those grievances addressed without punishment.29 This liberty is 
something that was lacking in Syria prior to the conflict. While these participants were 
less descriptive than other participants in the study, there was a clear connection to 
positive peace notions of “justice” in their understanding. 

The one participant who described post-displacement peace in negative terms provided a 
very simple explanation. This participant explained that peace meant no more than a stop 
to all wars.30 This response was followed up by a very personal account of the Syrian 
conflict; the participant explained that a result of the conflict, “Syrians… are living in 
horrible conditions. Animals have better conditions than us. There isn’t any other creature 
that kills each other like…the way humans do.”31 Only with an end to this treatment 
would peace be realized.  

                                                
28 Interview conducted on November 4, 2016. 
29 Interview conducted on November 19, 2016. 
30 Interview conducted on November 18, 2016. 
31 Id. 
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The two remaining participants offered a post-displacement explanation of peace in terms 
that fit into an “other” category. One participant provided that for there to be peace 
generally the “great [countries] in the world, they should give up their interests…and 
think more about humanity.”32 The final participant explained, “What’s happening in 
Syria doesn’t…help me to have a…comprehensive understanding of peace.”33 This 
participant juxtaposed the conflict with realizing his life goals and ambitions. Despite all 
of this participant’s experiences with the conflict and displacement, this participant is no 
closer to achieving his ambitions. Based on this response, one could speculate that to this 
participant, realizing one’s ambitions means peace.   

Sweden – Pre-Demonstration/Conflict to Post-Displacement Results 

Of the participants in Sweden, three of the nine participants viewed both pre-
demonstration/conflict and post-displacement peace in positive terms. One participant 
who viewed pre-demonstration/conflict peace in positive terms transitioned to view post-
displacement peace in negative terms. Two participants who viewed pre-
demonstration/conflict peace in positive terms transitioned to view post-displacement 
peace in terms that fit into an “other” category of peace. Last, three participants who 
viewed pre-demonstration/conflict peace in negative terms transitioned to view post-
displacement peace in positive peace terms.  

These results are summarized here: 

 
Six of the nine participants in Sweden viewed post-displacement peace in positive peace 
terms. Moreover, two participants viewed post-displacement peace in terms that fit into 
an “other” category of peace. This leaves only one participant who viewed post-
displacement peace in negative terms.  

Conclusion for Sweden: eight out of nine participants viewed post-displacement peace in 
positive peace terms or terms that fit into an “other” category of peace. These results do 
not support the working hypothesis of this study. 

                                                
32 Interview conducted on October 16, 2016. 
33 Interview conducted on November 4, 2016. 
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General Results 

In total, 17 of the 25 participants viewed post-displacement peace as in positive peace 
terms. Only five of the 25 participants viewed post-displacement peace in negative peace 
terms. The remaining three participants viewed post-displacement peace in terms that fit 
into an “other” category of peace. In conclusion, the working hypothesis of this study was 
not supported in either country.   

These results are summarized here: 

  
Additional and Interesting Findings: 

Prospects for Peace in Syria 

When participants were asked about the prospects for peace in the future of Syria, their 
responses were somewhat surprising considering the results discussed above. In Germany, 
six of the 16 participants said they saw peace in the future of Syria. However, participants 
often stated that they didn’t know how long it would take for this peace to be realized. If 
they did state a timeframe, participants explained it would take several decades for peace 
to be realized. These participants also explained this peace would be difficult to realize. 
Three participants were hopeful that peace would return to Syria. Interestingly, if peace 
were to return, participants who stated a timeframe said peace would return in less than a 
decade – significantly less time than participants who stated they saw peace in the future 
of Syria. Two participants could not provide an answer to this question.  

Five participants stated they did not see peace returning to Syria. The number one reason 
was simply that the war would not end. Other reasons included there is no control over 
the Syrian government, or that the involvement of foreign countries are the cause of the 
conflict and these countries will continue to be involved in Syria.   

In Sweden, only one participant was confident that peace would return to Syria. When 
this participant answered why he felt this way, he responded, “Inshallah34… this is 

                                                
34 Which translates to mean “God willing” or “If Allah wills it.” 
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all…in the hands of God.”35 No participants were hopeful that peace would return to 
Syria. Two participants responded they were unsure how to answer this question.  

Five of the nine participants responded they did not see peace returning to Syria. A large 
reason for this included a failure to communicate between the conflict parties – making 
peace talks impossible. Also, for peace to happen in Syria, the government must change. 
Participants did not see this as a possibility. A final reason provided was that there have 
been too many deaths for peace to return – but failed to provide a deeper explanation to 
what this meant.  

One participant simply did not answer this question.  

Duration of Displacement and Its Relationship to Understandings of Peace36 

This study presents interesting results connecting the amount of time participants had 
been displaced (outside of Syria) and their post-displacement understandings of peace. Of 
the 17 participants who viewed post-displacement peace in positive terms, nearly half 
(47%) had been outside of Syria for more than three years. More interesting, all 
participants who changed their views from pre-demonstration/conflict negative peace to 
post-displacement positive peace had been out of Syria for more than three years. When 
exploring the relationship between duration of displacement and post-displacement 
understandings of peace in negative terms, no similar patterns exist.  

These results present an interesting possibility to explore whether a correlation exists 
between the duration of time a refugee is outside his or her home country and how 
her/she understands peace.  

Closing and Avenues For Future Research: 

While the hypothesis of this study failed to gain support, this report is not without value. 
It provides important, sometimes challenging, civilian perspectives on what might be 
necessary for peace in a conflict/post-conflict society. Moreover, it provides a valuable 
perspective, which has been excluded from the peace process in Syria. Last, this study 
tests the definition of peace commonly applied in the field of peace research to see 
whether it is an accurate reflection of peace; it seems it is not. The results demonstrate 
that applying an “absence of war” definition is insufficient. Finally, based on these results, 
this study provides areas for potential future research. 

First and foremost, this study involved a small sample size of only 25 participants. While 
it was intended to be a qualitative study – making generalization difficult – it would be 
valuable to interview a larger sample to see if these results hold. Interviewing individuals 
from different conflicts would also add value and test the validity of the results. A larger 
sample would not only allow for a better understanding of the patterns uncovered here, 
but also any potential research arising from it.  

Second, while the “how” of conflict and displacement experiences influence 
understandings of peace is addressed, this study does not explore the “why” of this 
                                                
35  Participant’s identity redacted to protect confidentiality. Interview conducted on 
October 16, 2016. 
36 This section combines the results of participants from both Germany and Sweden. 
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influence. A deeper look into this “why” question would not only offer greater insight for 
the study of peace, but it might also provide a more thorough glimpse into durable peace.    

Third, this study explored peace through the negative/positive peace framework. As the 
review of previous research demonstrates, this framework is inadequate. In the context of 
this study, there were many responses that did not fit into either classification. This 
provides ample opportunity to explore how these “other” categories could be loosely 
related to negative or positive peace, or whether new and novel areas of peace research 
are necessary – which might involve the contemporary approaches to understanding 
peace. These “other” responses might be further explored into how they impact the 
development and implementation of peaceful solutions to conflict.   

Fourth, this study included Syrians who reached European and Western countries. 
Applying this study to Syrians who remained in the Middle East might yield very 
different results. If such a difference is realized, there lies an interesting research 
opportunity in why these geographic differences matter.  

Last, explained above, the relationship between duration of displacement and post-
displacement views of positive peace present another opportunity for future research.  

This study presents several opportunities to gain a deeper, novel understanding of peace 
through the civilian perspective. In addition to providing a more comprehensive 
understanding to this complex idea, this study also presents several avenues to further 
understand the concept of peace. It is in both the inclusion of the civilian perspective and 
these avenues for future research that this study contains value and insight into peace 
research.     
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