Facilitating inter-group dialogue in the ‘conflict’ and ‘post-conflict’ context of a northern English town
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Few suppose that the United Kingdom is either a society in conflict or post-conflict. But there is a profound sense in which both are true, since the widespread disengagement of citizens from the reality of the ‘wars at a distance’ currently being fought in Afghanistan and Iraq – on the one hand – means – on the other – that the UK supposes itself to be a post-conflict society whilst the conflicts actually continue. 

This paper with case study will challenge the usefulness of the ‘post-conflict’ terminology in a world where mass migration and the rise of pluralism means that many societies may now legitimately describe themselves as post-conflict societies because they have significant numbers of citizens who come from conflict situations beyond as much as within their borders of spheres of influence – asylum seekers and refugees among them – or who relate and respond very strongly to conflicts elsewhere because of their national or faith or other commitments and affiliations. 

The UK is – in reality – a society in denial, exhibiting all the signs of deep unease and trauma normally associated with both ‘conflict’ and ‘post-conflict’ societies and resulting directly, among many other complex factors, from widespread dismay at the failure of mass protests in 2003 and 2004 to halt the Afghanistan and Iraqi conflicts, an equally widespread dismay at the conflict in Gaza in 2008-2009 – perceived to be part of the ‘west-east war’ in terms of Samuel Huntingdon’s ‘Clash of Civilisations’ – and a consequent distrust of and disengagement with politicians, democratic structures and institutions. 

In this psychologically complex context where multiple affiliations and commitments jostle in the public sphere – one which has seen a rise in ethnic tension and violent extremism – how and why has a northern cathedral become the only cathedral in the world to model new forms of inter-group engagement and dialogue by appointing a Muslim woman to its staff to work with the priest on the staff responsible for animating this work, whilst at the same time doing pioneering work with asylum seekers and refugees from African countries deeply traumatised by conflict? This case study of inter-group reconciliation work amidst the craters of ‘conflict’ and ‘post-conflict’ living will examine what has been modelled and achieved.   

