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Part 2 Armed conflict

T
he United Nations was created above all

to eradicate ‘the scourge of warfare’. Today

it is easy to forget the circumstances that

motivated the architects of the system. The

first sentence of the organization’s charter

promises to save succeeding generations from the

‘untold sorrow’ inflicted by two world wars (United

Nations, 1945, preamble). Peace was seen as the

first condition for building a new world order on the

foundations of justice, dignity and social progress so

that people could live in ‘larger freedom’. Even today,

the language used in the Universal Declaration of

Human Rights retains its power. The declaration itself

was a direct response to the ‘disregard and contempt

for human rights’ which, as the preamble puts it,

‘have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged

the conscience of mankind’ (United Nations, 1948).

Over sixty-five years later, the promise of the United

Nations (UN) Charter and of the Universal Declaration

of Human Rights remains unfulfilled. The scourge

of violent conflict continues to blight the lives of large

sections of humanity. Its most virulent strains are

found in the poorest countries, where it brings ‘untold

sorrow’ to vulnerable people and contaminates lives

through ‘barbarous acts’ that would have shocked

even the founding fathers of the United Nations system.

Fifteen years ago, Graça Machel documented the

impact of violent conflict on children in terms that

recalled the UN Charter: ‘More and more of the world

is being sucked into a desolate moral vacuum. This is a

space devoid of the most basic human values; a space

in which children are slaughtered, raped and maimed;

… a space in which children are starved and exposed

to extreme brutality’ (Machel, 1996, p. 9). Were the

founders of the United Nations to survey the conflicts

of the early twenty-first century, they might question

why the international community is doing so little

to protect civilians caught up in those conflicts and

to restore basic human values.

This year’s Education for All Global Monitoring Report

looks at one of the most damaging yet least reported

consequences of armed conflict: its impact on

education. Perhaps more than at any time in history,

schoolchildren, teachers and schools are on the front

Almost seventy years have passed since a generation of

political leaders met in the wake of a terrible conflict and

made a simple two-word promise: ‘Never again.’ The

United Nations was created to prevent a return to the 

rivalries, wars and human rights violations that had cost so 

many lives and wasted so much potential. Yet the human

cost and the waste goes on — and we have to stop it now.

This UNESCO report is long overdue. It documents in stark

detail the sheer brutality of the violence against some of

the world’s most vulnerable people, including its school

children — and it challenges leaders of all countries, rich

and poor, to act decisively. 

My appeal to world leaders is to make a simple statement

of intent: ‘Enough is enough.’ As members of a single

ethical human community, none of us should be willing 

to tolerate the human rights violations, the attacks on

children and the destruction of schools that we see in so

many armed conflicts. Let’s draw a line under the culture

of impunity that allows these acts to happen, and let’s

start protecting our children and their right to an

education. I appeal to all political leaders, and to the 

countries and armed groups involved in violent conflict, 

to remember that they are not above international

humanitarian law.

I also appeal to leaders of the rich world to provide more

effective support to those on the front line. In my travels

around the world I have often been humbled by the

extraordinary efforts, sacrifices and determination that

parents and children demonstrate in seeking education.

When villages are attacked and people are displaced,

improvised schools appear out of nowhere. Destroy 

a school, and the parents and kids do everything they 

can to keep open the doors to education. If only donors

would show the same resolve and commitment. 

Far too often, people in conflict-affected countries get 

too little support for education. And they often get the

wrong sort of support. As this report shows, development

aid suffers from the syndrome of too little, too late. One

result is that opportunities to rebuild education systems

are being lost.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
Nobel Peace Prize Laureate 1984
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