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CHAPTER 2

Conflict Resolution: Origins, Foundations and 
Development of the Field

In the first issue of the Journal of Conflict Resolution (1957), Kenneth Boulding 
gave the rationale for the new venture:

The reasons which have led us to this enterprise may be summed up in two propositions. 
The first is that by far the most practical problem facing the world today is that of inter-
national relations – more specifically the prevention of global war. The second is that if 
intellectual progress is to be made in this area, the study of international relations must 
be made an interdisciplinary enterprise, drawing its discourse from all the social sciences 
and even further.

Twenty years later the remit for the journal had widened considerably:

The threat of nuclear holocaust remains with us and may well continue to do so for 
centuries, but other problems are competing with deterrence and disarmament studies 
for our attention. The journal must also attend to international conflict over justice, 
equality and human dignity; problems of conflict resolution for ecological balance and 
control are within our proper scope and especially suited for interdisciplinary attention. 
(1973, 27(1): 5)

These two extracts give a good idea of the way in which conflict resolution, 
constituted as a distinct field of study through the setting up of formal cen-
tres in academic institutions and the publication of professional journals, 
first defined itself and then expanded its remit during what we are calling 
its foundational period, in the 1950s and 1960s, and its period of further con-
struction and expansion, in the 1970s and 1980s. In this chapter we describe 
the historical evolution of the field, some of whose classic concepts we have 
already outlined in chapter 1. We present conflict resolution as progressing 
through five stages of intergenerational development and practice. The first, 
second and third generations are dealt with in this chapter, looking at the 
ideas of the precursors up to 1945, the founders between 1945 and 1965, and 
the consolidators between 1965 and 1985. The work of the fourth generation 
of reconstructors, between 1985 and 2005, who had to accommodate the field 
to the post- Cold War world, is a major theme in the rest of the book but is also 
selectively introduced here

Clearly, these temporal generational categories are not watertight and 
people and ideas move across them. Many of the founders of the field (Johan 
Galtung, for example), and those who followed as ‘second- generation’ con-
solidators, continue to work and their ideas are still evolving to the present 
day. Therefore these categories can also be regarded as temporal- intellectual: 
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36 Contemporary Conflict Resolution

those in the first and second generations essentially targeted a state- centric 
approach to conflict resolution; those in the third generation developed 
an approach which looked to civil society and used a less state- centric lens; 
and those in the fourth generation then attempted to construct a complex 
and complementary architecture, which linked levels from civil society to 
the state and beyond to the regional and international levels. Finally, at the 
end of the book we look ahead to the possible task of the next generation of 
conflict resolvers – the fifth generation – whose era is just dawning. The fifth 
generation represents a new wave of conflict resolution theory and action, 
which faces the challenge of continuing to innovate and refine the field so 
that it is responsive to twenty- first- century conflict. This is a theme that will 
be developed in Part II, where what we call cosmopolitan conflict resolution, 
drawing on the work of the first four generations, is tested in the light of 
current critiques. The argument is presented that it still offers the best hope 
for shaping a context- sensitive global competence that draws on a genuine 
emancipatory ethic in order to resolve conflict and sustain peace non- violently 
in the long- term interest of all human beings and generations, not just that 
of present power- holders.

Despite the apparent diversity of activity throughout the period covered 
in this chapter, in what amounted to a wide- ranging pursuit to define both 
the methods and the concepts of conflict resolution, two main concerns pre-
dominated. The first was the effort to identify the conditions for a new world 
order based on conflict analysis, conflict prevention and problem- solving. The 
second was the effort to mobilize and inspire ever widening and inclusive con-
stituencies based on the promotion of the values of non- violent peacemaking. 
Putting these two dimensions of activity together, conflict resolution emerged 
as an enterprise that was normatively associated with the promotion of peace 
at three levels: first, through a radical reformation of world political systems; 
second, through the promotion of an inclusive anti- war and pro- peace politics; 
and, third, through the fashioning of methodologies and processes that pro-
vided the opportunity to move through the politics of protest towards a proac-
tive peacemaking project. This proactive peacemaking project was concerned 
to address the behavioural, attitudinal and structural/objective elements of 
Galtung’s conflict triangle (figure 1.1, p. 00). It also aligned conflict resolution 
not only with the negative peace goals of preventing war and containing vio-
lent conflict but, crucially, with the even more challenging task of building a 
positive emancipatory peace, in which individuals and groups would, so far as 
is possible given inevitable ongoing conflict, be able to pursue their life- goals 
non- violently in ways of their own choosing.

Precursors: The First Generation, 1918–1945

The failure of the variety of peace, socialist and liberal internationalist move-
ments to prevent the outbreak of the First World War motivated many people 
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37Foundations and Development

in the years that followed to develop a ‘science’ of peace which would provide 
a firmer basis for preventing future wars than what were, in some quarters, 
seen as the frequently sentimental and simplistically moral responses of 
pacifism.

The study of peace and the quest for world order

Although the institutionalization of peace research did not begin until the 
years after 1945, a related development took place after 1918 – the establish-
ment of international relations (IR) as a distinct academic discipline. The first 
chair in international relations was endowed at the University College of 
Wales, Aberystwyth, in 1919. The sponsor of this chair was the Welsh indus-
trialist and Liberal MP David Davies, who conceived the initiative, sprung 
from the same anti- war sentiment that inspired the early advocates of peace 
research, as a memorial to students of the college who were killed in the Great 
War. During the period 1920–45, international relations courses and institutes 
were established throughout the UK, Europe and North America, many of 
them motivated initially by the idealist aspiration to promote peace by study 
and research into the dynamics of international relations (van den Dungen, 
1996: 7). One of the sub- themes in this book is the way in which IR subse-
quently came to be dominated by realist thinking, perhaps in reaction to the 
inadequacies of the League of Nations and what were seen as failed attempts at 
appeasing aggression in the 1930s, thus vacating the intellectual ground that 
would be occupied by conflict resolution after the Second World War.

As described by van den Dungen (1996), a variety of proposals and initiatives 
emerged in Europe between 1919 and 1939 which foreshadowed the later 
institutionalization and development of conflict resolution. Some of these 
enterprises were associated with an air of optimism surrounding the early 
years of the League of Nations, such as an International University Federation 
for the League of Nations formed at Prague in 1924. Another source of influ-
ence was from the activities of American internationalists associated with 
the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. In 1930 a German Peace 
Academy was founded, and in 1931 perhaps the first chair of peace research 
(for the study of international institutions for the organization of peace) was 
created in France at the University of Lyons. Many of these initiatives found-
ered in the rising tide of international violence in the 1930s, and are easy to 
dismiss as overly idealistic at the time. But powerful ideas endure and prove 
capable of inspiring future generations when conditions for their implemen-
tation are more propitious. Some of the early advocates identified by van den 
Dungen were natural scientists, who were aware and critical of the greater 
contributions made by science and scientists to the causes of war rather 
than to the causes of peace. Others were medical professionals who had an 
understanding of the physical and mental costs of war and were struck by the 
medical analogy: if war was like a disease, then knowledge of symptoms and 
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38 Contemporary Conflict Resolution

aetiology should precede diagnosis and therapy or cure. Many proponents of 
peace research also shared the view that the causes of war and the problems 
of creating a durable peace were so complex that only a multidisciplinary 
approach would be adequate and that academic learning needed to spring 
from broader humanistic and idealistic motivations. These ideas would be 
drawn on in the foundation of the future field of conflict resolution.

Meanwhile, although not known to many of those calling for a new science 
of peace, other important pioneering work was being done which would 
later enrich conflict resolution. Prominent here was the thinking of Mary 
Parker Follett (1942) in the field of organizational behaviour and labour–
management relations. Advocating a ‘mutual gains’ approach to negotiation 
associated with what would be called ‘integrative bargaining’, as against the 
traditional concession/convergence approach associated with ‘distributive 
bargaining’, she anticipated much of the later problem- solving agenda as 
outlined in chapter 1. Whereas distributive bargaining assumes concealment, 
inflated initial demands and zero- sum contexts, the integrative bargaining 
advocated in the mutual gains approach tries to redefine the negotiation as a 
shared problem to be resolved. Pooling knowledge and resources and looking 
to maximize mutual gain is seen to yield greater pay- offs to all parties.

Initiatives in three other fields would also prove of importance to the 
future interdisciplinary study of conflict resolution – psychology, politics and 
international studies. For example, in the field of psychology, frustration- 
aggression theories of human conflict (Dollard et al., 1939) and work on the 
social psychology of group conflict conducted by Kurt Lewin (1948) would 
be influential. Similarly, in the field of political studies, Crane Brinton’s 
approach to the analysis of political revolution (1938) – that revolution takes 
place when the gap between distributed social power and distributed politi-
cal power reaches a critical point – can be taken as exemplary of what was to 
prove another significant strand (carried forward later by Dahrendorf (1957), 
Gurr (1970) and Tilly (1978)). In international studies, David Mitrany’s (1943) 
functionalist approach to overcoming the win–lose dynamic inherent in real-
ist analyses of competitive interstate relations via a progressively denser net-
work of cooperative cross- border frameworks made necessary by the advance 
of technology – seen by some to have previsaged the evolution of the European 
Union – would inspire similar ideas for sustaining peace through cross- border 
institution- building in future conflict resolution circles (complemented by 
Karl Deutsch’s (1957) analysis of the development of ‘political community’ in 
the North Atlantic area). Of central significance in all this, and perhaps the 
critical catalyst in the later emergence of the conflict resolution field, were 
the early empirical studies of war and conflict conducted in the interwar years 
by the Russian Pitirim Sorokin, the Englishman Lewis Fry Richardson and an 
American, Quincy Wright.1 Here at last was a proper statistical foundation 
upon which to base analysis – so thought the founders of the conflict resolu-
tion field when they came across this work in the 1950s.
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39Foundations and Development

Against this background of intellectual research and development, and 
in the context of the failure to prevent the second major world war of the 
century, the most significant institutional development in this period of first- 
generation activity came right at the end of the period – with the formation 
of the United Nations. Representatives of fifty countries met in San Francisco 
at the United Nations Conference on International Organization to draw up 
and agree the Charter of the United Nations. The organization officially came 
into existence on 24 October 1945.

Although it was itself the outcome of the plans of the great powers for a 
post- Second World War order, and particularly the powers which were the vic-
tors in that war, the UN was not merely the creature of those powers, and its 
formation marked a significant, even if imperfect, development historically 
in the evolution of world order. Holsti (1991) has looked at peace agreements 
and security architectures that have shaped the growth of the international 
system between 1648 and 1945 with significant milestones after the Thirty 
Years’ War (Westphalia 1648), Louis XIV’s wars (Utrecht 1713), the Napoleonic 
Wars (Vienna 1815), the First World War (Paris 1919) and the Second World 
War (San Francisco 1945) (see table 2.1).

Looking at these epoch- making phases of war and peacemaking, Holsti 
 isolates what he calls eight prerequisites for peace. These are related to:

• governance (some system of responsibility for regulating behaviour in terms 
of the conditions of an agreement);

• legitimacy (a new order following war cannot be based on perceived 

Table 2.1   The evolution of attempts to create a peaceful postwar international 
order

Prerequisites for peace Westphalia Utrecht Vienna Paris San Francisco

Governance Yes Yes Yes No* Yes

Legitimacy Yes No Yes No Yes

Assimilation Yes Yes Yes No Yes

Deterrence Yes No Yes No No**

Conflict resolution No No Yes Yes Yes

War as problem No No No Yes Yes

Peaceful change No No No No No

Future issues No No No No No

Conditions satisfied 4/8 2/8 5/8 2/8 5/8

Source: Holsti, 1991: ch.13

* short-lived governance mechanism in League of Nations

** failure to develop deterrent capacity such as proposed Military Staff Committee or 
UN Standing Forces
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injustice or repression, and principles of justice have to be embodied in 
the postwar settlement);

• assimilation (linked to legitimacy: the gains of living within a system are 
greater than the potential advantages of seeking to destroy it);

• a deterrent system (victors should create a coalition strong enough to deter 
defection, by force if necessary, to protect settlement norms or to change 
them by peaceful means);

• conflict resolving procedures and institutions (the system of governance should 
include provision and capacity for identifying, monitoring, managing and 
resolving major conflict between members of the system, and the norms of 
the system would include willingness to use such institutions);

• consensus on war (a recognition that war is the fundamental problem, 
acknowledgement of the need to develop and foster strong norms against 
use of force and clear guiding principles for the legitimate use of force);

• procedures for peaceful change (the need to review and adapt when agreements 
no longer relate to the reality of particular situations: peace agreements 
need to have built- in mechanisms for review and adaptation); and

• anticipation of future issues (peacemakers need to incorporate some ability to 
anticipate what may constitute conflict causes in the future: institutions 
and system norms should include provision for identifying, monitoring 
and handling not just the problems that created the last conflict but future 
conflicts as well).

Holsti’s conclusion from this survey is instructive. The least success has 
come around developing methods of peaceful change and anticipation of 
conflict- generating future issues. In general, the more criteria that were met 
in each agreement, the more stable and peaceful was the ensuing period. The 
San Francisco meeting which established the UN did a great deal to stabilize 
interstate relations and provides one explanation at least for the decline of 
interstate conflict. However, it did not anticipate the forces that would gener-
ate future conflicts, which, as we have seen, were civil wars with high levels of 
civilian casualties; nor did it put in place the mechanisms for peaceful system 
change. A constant failure of those who have been war leaders has been a fail-
ure to ‘enlarge the shadow of the future’ instead of remaining in the shadow 
of the past. As Holsti puts it:

it may be asking too much for wartime leaders to cast their minds more to the future. 
The immediate war settlements are difficult enough. But insofar as the peacemakers were 
involved not just in settling a past war but also in constructing the foundations of a new 
international order, foresight is mandatory. The peace system must not only resolve the 
old issues that gave rise to previous wars; it must anticipate new issues, new actors, and 
new problems and it must design institutions, norms and procedures that are appropri-
ate to them. (Holsti, 1991: 347)

In this book we identify cosmopolitan conflict resolution with the full range 
of factors identified by Holsti for preventing future wars, including elements 
‘missing’ in 1945 such as the ‘anticipation of future issues’ and the ‘capacity to 
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manage peaceful change’. This is a central theme throughout what follows, to 
be summed up in chapter 20. Somewhat along these lines, the United Nations 
Intellectual History Project was established at the Ralph Bunche Institute for 
International Studies, at the University of New York, to explore the role of the 
world organization, not as a bureaucratized institution but as creator and 
disseminator of ideas – for example, around the concept of human security, 
which, at the level of international organizations, provides a distinctive nor-
mative framework to guide future conflict resolution interventions (its first 
publication was Emmerij et al. 2001).

Non- violence, pacifism and conflict resolution

At this point it is worth clarifying that, despite the tensions between peace 
researchers and peace activists noted above, the development of conflict reso-
lution as a distinct field of academic enquiry with a strong praxis also owes 
much to non- violence and pacifist traditions and to the thinkers whose ideas 
nourished it, although, as discussed in chapter 14, many of those in the con-
flict resolution field are not pacifists in the strict sense of the term.

The work of non- violence theorists such as Gene Sharp (1973), and the per-
sistence of historical traditions and practices of pacifism such as those con-
tained in the beliefs of Quakers and Mennonites or in the ideas of Gandhi, have 
cross- fertilized with academic enterprise to enhance understanding of violent 
political conflict and alternatives to it. The objectives of Gandhi’s satyagraha 
(‘struggle for truth’) were to make latent conflict manifest by challenging 
social structures that were harmful because they were highly inequitable, 
but to do this without setting off a spiral of violence – the complementary 
value was non- violence (ahimsa). In the Gandhian model of conflict, which 
contains within it built- in inhibitors of violence, the objective is not to win 
but, through what Bondurant called the Gandhian dialectic, ‘to achieve a 
fresh level of social truth and a healthier relationship between antagonists’ 
(Wehr, 1979: 64). In the teachings of the Buddha (the Dhamma), on the other 
hand, McConnell (1995) has shown how the doctrine of the middle way and 
the four noble truths locate the deepest roots of conflict in the perceptions, 
values and attitudes of conflictants. While this does not ignore what Gandhi 
would have seen as oppressive structures, it does direct the peacemaker to 
focus on changes in self- awareness and the development of self- knowledge.

Weber (1999, 2001) has made a strong case for seeing Gandhian ideas in 
particular as integral to the normative framework later adopted within con-
flict resolution. Strong echoes of satyagraha can be discerned, for example, in 
Burton’s analysis of conflict as rooted in the denial of ontological human needs 
and in the uses of the problem- solving method by Burton, Kelman, Mitchell 
and others to achieve mutually acceptable and self- sustaining outcomes as 
described. The radical and socially transformative objectives of Gandhian 
social theory are also echoed in the conflict transformation models associated 
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with peacebuilding from below, which we deal with in chapter 9 (Woodhouse, 
1986). Within the ‘emancipatory discourse’ of a Gandhian framework, conflict 
resolution techniques are seen as ‘tools for transformation’ (Curle, 1990), and 
the field is located within a wider continuum, which includes world order, 
human security and non- violent peacemaking (Woodhouse, 1991).

There is also a measure of creative tension between conflict resolution 
and non- violent direct action, however. For example, as we have seen, some 
argue that conflict resolution is problematic in situations of high asymme-
try between adversaries, where more committed strategies associated with 
non- violent direct action can better raise awareness and make asymmetrical 
relations more balanced, at which point mediation and other forms of third- 
party intervention become both more legitimate and more effective (Clark, 
2000; Dudouet, 2005). Conversely, some activists and advocates of non- violent 
direct action have recognized that there are ‘spaces’ in the hourglass model 
of conflict (figure 1.3, p. 00), where non- violence (interpreted here as the non- 
use of military force) may be strategically inappropriate, difficult or counter- 
productive (Randle, 2002: 11–50).

Foundations: The Second Generation, 1945–1965

The sustained development of peace and conflict research in the form 
of institutional growth had to wait until the post- 1945 world, when the 
added threat of nuclear weapons added a new urgency. The first institutions 
of peace and conflict research appeared in the twenty- year period between 
1945 and 1965. The Peace Research Laboratory was founded by Theodore F. 
Lentz at St Louis, Missouri, after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
1945. Science, according to Lentz, ‘did increase physical power but science did 
not increase physical harmony . . . the power–harmony imbalance has been 
brought about by science in misorder’ (Lentz, 1955: 52–3). Lentz argued not 
only that people had a capacity to live in harmony, but that ‘humatriotism’ 
was a value which would emerge from rigorous research into human attitudes 
and personality. One of the first attempts to follow up this lead was taken by 
a group of pioneers of the new conflict resolution field at the University of 
Michigan.

Kenneth Boulding, Michigan and the Journal of Conflict 
Resolution

Kenneth Boulding was born in Liverpool in the north of England in 1910. 
Motivated personally and spiritually as a member of the Society of Friends 
(Quakers) and professionally as an economist, he moved to America in 1937, 
married Elise Bjorn- Hansen in 1941, and began with her a partnership that 
was to make a seminal contribution to the formation of peace and con-
flict research. After the war he was appointed as professor of economics at 
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the University of Michigan. Here, with a small group of academics, which 
included the mathematician- biologist Anatol Rapoport, the social psycholo-
gist Herbert Kelman and the sociologist Robert Cooley Angell, he initiated the 
Journal of Conflict Resolution (JCR) in 1957, and set up the Center for Research on 
Conflict Resolution in 1959. Inspirational to what Boulding called the ‘Early 
Church’ of the peace research movement (Kerman, 1974: 48) was the work of 
Lewis Richardson, brought over on microfilm by his son Stephen, and not yet 
published at that time. In this work Boulding was building on the initiative of 
the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences (CASBS) at Stanford 
University.

Boulding’s publications focused firmly on the issue of preventing war, 
because, partly as a result of the failures of the discipline of international 
relations, ‘the international system is by far the most pathological and costly 
segment of the total social system’ (Kerman, 1974: 83). Conflict and Defense 
advanced the thesis of the decline or obsolescence of the nation- state, while 
Perspectives on the Economics of Peace argued that conventional prescriptions 
from international relations were unable even to recognize, let alone analyse, 
the consequences of this obsolescence. If war was the outcome of inherent 
characteristics in the sovereign state system, then it might be prevented, in 
Boulding’s view, by a reform of international organization, and by the devel-
opment of a research and information capability. From this capability, data 
collection and processing could enable the advance of scientific knowledge 
about the build- up of conflicts, to replace the inadequate insights available 
through standard diplomacy. In the first issue of the JCR in March 1957, 
Wright had an article proposing a ‘project on a world intelligence centre’, 
which showed the influence of Richardson from the past, while anticipating 
what has more recently come to be called early warning and conflict preven-
tion (see chapter 5). For Boulding, in these formative years of conflict theory, 
conflict resolution meant the development of a knowledge base in which 
‘social data stations’ would emerge, forming a system analogous to a network 
of weather stations, which would gather a range of social, political and eco-
nomic data to produce indicators ‘to identify social temperature and pressure 
and predict cold or warm fronts’ (ibid.: 82).

Johan Galtung and conflict resolution in Northern Europe

While the developments at Michigan and the interest of the Bouldings in 
peace as well as conflict research provided one polar point for the emergence 
of peace research, its main elaboration was to be defined in developments in 
Europe. Lawler (1995) makes a distinction between the more limited agenda 
of conflict research (seeking to reduce the incidence and extent of war) and 
the emergence of peace research, whose origins were not in North America 
but in Scandinavia, and most remarkably in the work of Johan Galtung. We 
have already introduced Galtung’s concept of the conflict triangle, and his 
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distinction between direct violence, structural violence and cultural violence 
(figure 1.1), and have commented on his further distinction between negative 
and positive peace – the former characterized by the absence of direct vio-
lence, the latter by the overcoming of structural and cultural violence as well. 
Negative peace can be associated with the more limited but better defined 
‘minimalist’ conflict resolution agenda of preventing war, and in particular 
nuclear war, as advocated by what might be called the North American prag-
matist school. Positive peace encompasses the broader but vaguer ‘maximal-
ist’ agenda of conflict resolution insisted upon by the European structuralists. 
These two poles are reflected in the two quotations from the Journal of Conflict 
Resolution given at the beginning of this chapter.

The medical analogy, which seems to have occurred to so many of the peace 
science pioneers, was also at work in Galtung’s background. His father was a 
physician, and Galtung absorbed the ethic, transforming it into the notion 
of the peace researcher as a ‘social physician’ guided by a body of scientific 
knowledge. He studied philosophy, sociology and mathematics. In 1958 he 
became visiting professor of sociology at Columbia University, returning to 
Oslo in 1960 to help found a unit for research into conflict and peace (the 
precursor to PRIO, the International Peace Research Institute Oslo), based 
within the Institute for Social Research at the University of Oslo. The further 
development of peace research institutions in Europe in the 1960s was vigor-
ous: thus, in 1962 the Polemological Institute was formed in Groningen, the 
Netherlands; in 1966 the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI) was opened to commemorate Sweden’s 150 years of peace; and in 1969 
the Tampere Peace Research Institute was formed in Finland. Galtung was 
also the founding editor of the Journal of Peace Research, which was launched 
in 1964.

This is not the place to attempt a summary of Galtung’s work. His output 
since the early 1960s has been phenomenal and his influence on the insti-
tutionalization and ideas of peace research seminal. He saw the range of 
peace research reaching out far beyond the enterprise of war prevention 
to encompass study of the conditions for peaceful relations between the 
dominant and the exploited, rulers and ruled, men and women, western and 
non- western cultures, humankind and nature. Central here was the search 
for positive peace in the form of human empathy, solidarity and community, 
the priority of addressing ‘structural violence’ in peace research by unveiling 
and transforming structures of imperialism and oppression, and the impor-
tance of searching for alternative values in non- western cosmologies such as 
Buddhism.2

The struggle between European structuralists and North American prag-
matists to define the peace research and conflict resolution agenda was at 
times hard- hitting. In an article in the Journal of Peace Research in 1968, for 
example, Herman Schmid castigated many of those working in the field for 
failing to engage critically with issues of social justice. Absence of war on its 
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own (negative peace) can obscure deep injustices which make a mockery of 
peace, and, if unaddressed, contain the seeds of future violent conflict. On 
the other hand, as Lawler’s conclusion to his study of Galtung’s ideas sug-
gests, although the constant expansion of the peace research and conflict 
resolution agenda may be seen as a sign of its dynamism, ‘it may also be seen 
as acquiring the qualities of an intellectual black hole wherein something 
vital, a praxeological edge or purpose, is lost’. This was a criticism made, 
among others, by Boulding in his ‘friendly quarrels’ with Galtung (Boulding, 
1977; Galtung, 1987). In our view, the central core of the conflict resolution 
approach described in this book does represent the ‘praxeological edge or 
purpose’ of peace research. As both an analytic and normative field, conflict 
resolution takes violent or destructive conflict as its topic and aims to gain an 
accurate understanding of its nature and aetiology in order to learn how it 
can best be overcome. This implies not only the treatment of symptoms but 
work on conflict causes as well.

While we have organized this account of the history of peace and conflict 
research into chronologies based on generations, the device is, as noted above, 
artificial. Most of the key thinkers and activists remain active across the 
‘generations’, none more so than Galtung. The ‘Galtungian project’ for peace 
research and action has matured into third- generation activity, especially in 
the TRANSCEND approach formed in 1993 as a teaching, training and research 
organization to pursue these ideas. In Searching for Peace, Galtung and his col-
leagues define the philosophy and methodologies of TRANSCEND and present 
an exploration of the case for a new ‘forum to address underlying structures 
and cultures of violence, and the need for new language, dialogue and perspec-
tives such as might offer more creative and viable alternatives for the twenty 
first century’ (Galtung and Jacobsen, 2000: 47; Galtung, 2004).

John Burton and a new paradigm in international studies

At this point we can review the contribution of our third ‘founder figure’, John 
Burton. Burton was born in Australia in 1915. He studied at the London School 
of Economics from 1938, gained a master’s degree and, in 1942, a doctorate. 
He joined the Australian civil service, attended the foundation conference of 
the United Nations in San Francisco, served in the Australian Department of 
External Affairs and as high commissioner in Ceylon. He was appointed to a 
post at University College London in 1963, following a period on a research fel-
lowship at the Australian National University in Canberra. His appointment 
coincided with the formation of the Conflict Research Society in London, of 
which he became the first honorary secretary. An early product of this initia-
tive was the publication of Conflict in Society (de Reuck and Knight, 1966), with 
contributions from Boulding, Rapoport and Burton. Following soon after the 
appearance of other important studies of social conflict as a generic phenome-
non, whether at community, industrial or other levels (Coser, 1956; Coleman, 
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1957), and coinciding with a rediscovery of Georg Simmel’s pioneering work 
(1902), this represented a significant step in the drawing together of multi-
disciplinary insights for the study of conflict at the international level from a 
much broader perspective than was current in the formal international rela-
tions field. As seen in chapter 1, whereas some earlier social scientists, such 
as the Chicago School, regarded conflict as dysfunctional and the job of the 
sociologist to remove it, most analysts in the conflict resolution tradition, fol-
lowing Morton Deutsch, saw conflict as intrinsic in human relationships so 
that the task became one of handling it better.

This was linked to attempts to coordinate international study through the 
formation of an International Peace Research Association (IPRA), which held 
its first conference at Groningen in the Netherlands in 1965. This built on 
the work of Walter Isard’s formation of the Peace Science Society in 1963. At 
the same time, during 1965 and 1966, Burton organized the meetings which 
were to result in the use of controlled communication, or the problem- solving 
method, in international conflict, to be outlined further in the next section. 
These meetings were sufficiently impressive for both the provost of University 
College London and the British Social Science Research Council to support and 
develop the theoretical and applied techniques, which Burton and his group 
were pioneering. The result was the formation in 1966 of the Centre for the 
Analysis of Conflict, established under the directorship of Burton and based 
at University College London.

Burton spent a period in the mid- 1980s at the University of Maryland, where 
he assisted Edward Azar with the formation of the Center for International 
Development and Conflict Management and worked on the concept of pro-
tracted social conflict. This became an important part of an emerging overall 
theory of international conflict, combining both domestic- social and interna-
tional dimensions and focused at a hybrid level between interstate war and 
purely domestic unrest. This model, described more fully through an outline 
of Azar’s analysis in chapter 4, in our view anticipated much of the revaluation 
of international relations thinking that has taken place since the end of the 
Cold War. Burton himself did not hold back from making extravagant claims 
for this new approach in conflict analysis and conflict resolution, describing 
it as a decisive paradigm shift.

Burton finished his formal academic career as a professor at the Institute for 
Conflict Analysis and Resolution at George Mason University in Virginia and 
as a fellow at the United States Institute for Peace in the late 1980s. Here he 
produced four volumes of the Conflict Series (1990), which offer a good sum-
mation of his own work and that of colleagues, associates and others working 
with him in the field.

Early influences on Burton’s intellectual journey away from the conven-
tional wisdom of international relations traditions were systems theory, as a 
new vocabulary and set of explanations for the cooperative and competitive 
behaviour of social organisms, and games theory, as a means of analysing the 
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variety of options and orientations available to the conflict parties. The work 
of Schelling (1960) on irrationality in competitive strategies and Rapoport 
(Rapoport and Chammah, 1965) on the self- defeating logic of win–lose 
approaches were influential here. As Rapoport put it: ‘the illusion that increas-
ing losses for the other side is equivalent to winning is the reason that the 
struggles are so prolonged and the conflicting parties play the game to a lose/
lose end’ (1967: 441). We have introduced some of these ideas in chapter 1.

Another source of inspiration for Burton was insight drawn from indus-
trial relations, organizational theory and client- centred social work. Here the 
legacy of Mary Parker Follett’s ‘mutual gains’ approach was being vigorously 
carried forward (Blake et al., 1963; Walton and McKersie, 1965) and applied 
further afield in family conciliation work, community mediation, and the 
rapidly expanding arena of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in general, 
which sought less costly alternatives to formal litigation (Floyer Acland, 
1995). The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation provided crucial financial 
encouragement and support here (Kovick 2005), an example of the remark-
able potential to build critical capacity in a new field that enlightened funders 
can provide.

Much of this literature, and related literatures on, for example, race and 
ethnic relations, was based on studies in social psychology and social identity 
theory, which examined the dynamics of intergroup cooperation and conflict 
through field- based surveys and small group experimentation. The work of 
Kurt Lewin was further developed to show how group affiliation and pressure 
to gain distinctiveness by comparison with other groups can lead to inter-
group conflict, and how positive relations can be restored or new relationships 
negotiated between groups in conflict. Morton Deutsch was among the first to 
apply this kind of research explicitly to conflict resolution (1949, 1973). Useful 
surveys of a wide field include Fisher (1990) and Larsen (1993). This research 
has explored both the negative and positive aspects. Negatively, it has concen-
trated on processes of selective perception through forms of tunnel vision, 
prejudice and stereotyping, on malign perceptions of the ‘other’, on dehu-
manization and the formation of enemy images, and on the displacement of 
feelings of fear and hostility through suppression and projection. Positively, 
it has focused on changing attitudes, on developing mutual understanding 
and trust, on the development of common or ‘superordinate goals’, and on 
the general identification of conditions which promote positive intergroup 
contact (Sherif, 1966; Deutsch, 1973). These insights were at the same time 
applied to international conflict, as later summed up in Mitchell (1981a). 
Linked to this were studies of ‘perception and misperception’ among decision- 
makers in international politics, to borrow Jervis’s 1976 title. Burton drew on 
this material in a series of books published in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
including Systems, States, Diplomacy and Rules (1968), Conflict and Communication 
(1969) and World Society (1972).

What made it possible to unlock these intractable conflicts for Burton was 
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above all the application of needs theory (Maslow, 1954; Sites, 1990) through 
a ‘controlled communication’ or problem- solving approach. As already indi-
cated in chapter 1 (figure 1.6, p. 00), the positing of a universal drive to satisfy 
basic needs such as security, identity and recognition provided Burton with 
the link between causal analysis and modes of resolution precisely because of 
the differences between interests and needs. Interests, being primarily about 
material ‘goods’, can be traded, bargained over and negotiated. Needs, being 
non- material, cannot be traded or satisfied by power bargaining. However, 
crucially, non- material human needs are not scarce resources (like territory or 
oil or minerals might be) and are not necessarily in short supply. With proper 
understanding, therefore, conflicts based on unsatisfied needs can be resolved. 
It is possible (in theory) to meet the needs of both parties to a conflict, because 
‘the more security and recognition one party to a relationship experiences, 
the more others are likely to experience’ (Burton, 1990a: 242). For example, 
although the question of sovereignty in Northern Ireland or Jerusalem may 
appear to be intractable, if the conflict can be translated into the underlying 
basic needs of the conflict parties for security, recognition and development, 
a space is opened up for the possibility of resolution.

But the problem- solving approach was seen as more than a conflict resolu-
tion technique by Burton. It was to become a central concept in his idea of the 
paradigm shift in thinking about behaviour and conflict in general that he 
believed was essential if humankind was to avoid future disaster. He was again 
influenced by some of the concepts in general systems theory here, and in 
particular the idea of first- order and second- order learning. In systems theory, 
attention is given to the role of social learning and culture in the way in which 
social systems change. The theory holds that, although social systems ‘learn’ 
through their members, who individually adjust their worldviews according 
to experience, socio- cultural systems also have underlying assumptions which 
make the system as a whole more resistant to change than their individual 
members. These underlying assumptions are defined by Rapoport as ‘default 
values’, which, because they are so commonly used, become regarded as 
immutable, and actors in the system tend to forget that they can exercise 
choices in order to attain goals. When problems occur, they are addressed by 
reference to the ‘default values’, and this kind of reaction is termed first- order 
learning. Orderly and creative transformation of social systems, however, 
depends upon a capacity for second- order learning, which requires a willing-
ness and capacity for challenging assumptions. Ideological orientations to 
social change are regarded as the antithesis of second- order learning, because 
ideologies are claims to ultimate truth achieved with a predefined set of ends 
and means, the challenging of which is seen as heretical. For systems theorists 
such as Rapoport, ‘the critical issue of peace and the need to convert conflict 
to co- operation demand incorporation of second order learning in social 
systems, and the most effective way to produce social learning is through a 
participative design process’ (Rapoport, 1960: 442).
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This idea of second- order learning, or second- order change, is further devel-
oped by Burton and Dukes in the third volume of the Conflict Series (1990), 
where it is seen to be essential for human survival. Burton was influenced 
here by Norbert Wiener’s early use of systems theory to invent the new science 
of cybernetics, which we comment on further in chapter 17 (Wiener, 1948). 
The problem- solving approach, given philosophical depth through Charles 
Sanders Peirce’s ‘logic of abduction’ (1958), is the means of overcoming block-
ages to second- order learning, thereby becoming a central element in what 
Burton saw as a new political philosophy, which moves beyond episodic con-
flict resolution to a new order marked by ‘provention’ (a neologism that has 
not been widely adopted):

conflict provention means deducing from an adequate explanation of the phenomenon 
of conflict, including its human dimensions, not merely the conditions that create an 
environment of conflict, and the structural changes required to remove it, but more 
importantly, the promotion of conditions that create cooperative relationships. (Burton 
and Dukes, 1990a: 2)

It connotes, in other words, a proactive capability within societies to predict 
and avoid destructive conflict by the spread of the problem- solving method 
and philosophy throughout all relevant institutions, discourses and practices. 
In sum, we can see how far the Burtonian concept of problem- solving and con-
flict resolution is from the way it is sometimes caricatured in transformation-
ist critiques, where it is wrongly equated with Robert Cox’s different use of the 
term (1981). Indeed, in our view, Burtonian problem- solving, seen as paradigm 
shift rather than workshop technique, is itself firmly at the transformationist 
end of the conflict resolution spectrum (see chapter 1).

Consolidation: The Third Generation, 1965–1985

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, conflict resolution, drawing from a wide 
range of disciplines and with a reasonably sound institutional base, had 
defined its specific subject area in relation to the three great projects of avoid-
ing nuclear war, removing glaring inequalities and injustices in the global 
system, and achieving ecological balance and control. It was attempting to 
formulate a theoretical understanding of destructive conflict at three levels, 
with a view to refining the most appropriate practical responses.

First, there was the interstate level, where the main effort went into translat-
ing détente between the superpowers into formal win–win agreements. Here 
the processes which produced the 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty, and later 
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks and Non- Proliferation Treaty negotiations, 
were seen to vindicate Osgood’s ‘graduated and reciprocated initiatives in ten-
sion reduction’ (GRIT) approach (1962) and to exemplify Axelrod’s analysis of 
the ‘evolution of cooperation’ described in chapter 1 (table 1.2, p. 00). Similar 
work went into the formulation of ‘alternative defence’ strategies in the early 
1980s. The expansion of the European Economic Community and of the North 
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Atlantic security area was seen as further confirmation of the ideas of Mitrany 
and Karl Deutsch.

Second, at the level of domestic politics, a great deal of conflict resolution 
work, particularly in the United States, went into the building up of expertise 
in family conciliation, labour and community mediation, and alternative 
dispute resolution (ADR). An important new initiative here was in public 
policy disputes in general (Susskind, 1987). Here the sub- field of public conflict 
resolution aims to increase participation in democratic decision- making at all 
levels (Barber, 1984; Dukes, 1996).

Third, between the two, and for this book the most significant development 
in the 1970s and 1980s, was the definition, analysis and prescriptive thinking 
about what were variously described as ‘deep- rooted conflicts’ (Burton, 1987), 
‘intractable conflicts’ (Kriesberg et al., 1989) or ‘protracted social conflicts’ 
(Azar, 1990), in which the distinction between international and domestic- 
level causes was seen to be elided. Here the emphasis was on defining the 
elements of ‘good governance’ at constitutional level and of intergroup rela-
tions at community level. Since we will be outlining Edward Azar’s thinking 
about protracted social conflict in chapter 4, we will not elaborate these 
concepts here. They seem to us to have constituted a significant advance in 
thinking about what has since become the prevailing pattern of large- scale 
contemporary conflict. These levels of analysis were brought together from 
a conflict resolution perspective in studies such as Kriesberg’s The Sociology of 
Social Conflicts (1973) and Mitchell’s The Structure of International Conflict (1981).

In what follows we select for attention both the first systematic attempts to 
apply the problem- solving approach to real conflicts and the major advances 
in the analysis of the negotiation and mediation processes, which took place 
in this period. We end the section by noting the concomitant expansion of 
the conflict resolution institutional base worldwide and pay tribute to the 
role of Elise Boulding, both in encouraging it and in articulating its wider 
significance.

The Harvard School: problem- solving and principled negotiation

One of the most sustained attempts to wed theory to practice was the attempt 
to set up ‘problem- solving workshops’ to tackle the more intractable con-
flicts of the day. Initially referred to as ‘controlled communication’, the first 
attempt to apply the problem- solving method was in two workshops in 1965 
and 1966, which were designed to address aspects of the conflict between 
Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia and that between the Greek and Turkish 
communities in Cyprus. The London Group, among whose members were 
Michael Banks, Anthony de Reuck, Chris Mitchell and Michael Nicholson as 
well as Burton, were joined for the second workshop in 1966 by Herb Kelman 
and Chad Alger from America. Kelman, who formed at Harvard the Program 
on International Conflict Analysis and Resolution, and who had already been 
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a significant influence in the emergence of conflict resolution research in 
the pioneering initiatives at the University of Michigan, went on to become 
perhaps the leading practitioner- scholar of the problem- solving method over 
the following thirty years, specializing in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict 
(Doob, 1970; Kelman, 1996). To anticipate events in the 1990s, Kelman’s 
longstanding ‘prenegotiation’ Arab–Israeli interactive problem- solving work-
shops (1974–91), followed by the ‘para- negotiation’ workshops (1991–3 ) and 
(after 1993) ‘post- negotiation’ workshops (fifty- four workshops in all so far), 
involved many of the chief negotiators of the 1993 agreement on both sides. 
Participants were influential, but non- official, figures; meetings were held in 
private academic environments, encouraged by third- party facilitation, but 
only in an enabling capacity inasmuch as ground rules were explained and 
a problem- solving agenda followed. Information was shared and participants 
were encouraged to listen without judging each other’s needs, concerns and 
perspectives; there was then joint exploration of options, joint analysis of 
likely constraints and a joint search for ways of overcoming those constraints. 
These were seen as non- binding, non- official micro- processes, which, it was 
hoped, would contribute to macro- level negotiations but in no way substitute 
for them. One of the chief ways in which they might do this was through the 
building of new relationships.

As experience developed among a growing circle of scholar- practitioners 
in the 1970s and 1980s, problem- solving workshops were used to pursue a 
variety of goals – for example, in some cases they performed a research and 
educational or training role – and it became clear that each workshop had 
to be designed with some reference to the specific characteristics of the par-
ticular conflict. A universal model for the ideal problem- solving process did 
not emerge. Nevertheless, there now exists a whole cluster of approaches – 
known variously as interactive conflict resolution, third- party consultation, 
process- promoting workshops, facilitated dialogues – which use many of the 
essential characteristics of the problem- solving approach (Fisher, 1997). This 
is well explained and illustrated in Mitchell and Banks’s Handbook of Conflict 
Resolution: The Analytical Problem- Solving Approach (1996). The difficult questions 
of methodology and evaluation have been much discussed (Mitchell, 1993), 
with a view to enhancing the process of hypothesis generation, theory testing 
and theory use.

By the 1980s the study of negotiation in international conflict had also 
taken on the win–win, problem- solving and mutual gain vocabulary of conflict 
resolution, particularly through the work of Roger Fisher and William Ury at 
the Harvard Program on Negotiation, popularized through their best- selling 
title Getting to Yes (1981) and, more recently, through the quarterly Negotiation 
Journal. We noted in chapter 1 (figure 1.6) the distinction between positions 
and interests, which is central in the ‘principled negotiation’ approach. As 
originally presented, this interest- based negotiation approach is encapsulated in 
a number of maxims for negotiators:
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• separate the people from the problem and try to build good working 
relationships;

• facilitate communication and build trust by listening to each other rather 
than by telling each other what to do;

• focus on underlying interests and core concerns, not demands and super-
ficial positions: this includes concealed interests as well as those yet to be 
realized;

• avoid zero- sum traps by brainstorming and exploring creative options 
without commitment to see if legitimate interests on both or all sides can 
be accommodated;

• use objective criteria for evaluating and prioritizing options in terms of 
effectiveness and fairness;

• anticipate possible obstacles;
• work out how to overcome the obstacles, including the drafting of clear and 

attainable commitments.

The aim is to define, and if possible to expand, the zone of possible agreement, 
and to increase its attraction in comparison with the best alternatives to a 
negotiated agreement as perceived by the negotiating partners individually. 
It also means assessing the likelihood of the worst alternatives materializing 
if no agreement is reached. A recent reworking of this process lays stress on 
‘using emotions as you negotiate’ (Fisher and Shapiro, 2005). Building on the 
Harvard approach, William Ury has also developed his typology of ‘third side 
roles’ (2000) (see figure 1.14, p. 00, and chapter 14).

The Harvard Program involves a consortium of academic centres and, in 
authentic conflict resolution vein, draws from a range of disciplines, includ-
ing politics, psychology, anthropology, sociology and international relations, 
as well as labour relations, community negotiations and public planning. 
A number of systematic analyses and comparative studies of successful and 
unsuccessful negotiation approaches and styles are now available, among 
them Druckman (1977), Zartman (1978), Pruitt (1981), Raiffa (1982), Hall 
(1993), Pruitt and Carnevale (1993), Zartman and Rubin (1996), Bercovitch and 
Gartner (2006) and Kydd (2006). This is looked at further in chapter 7.

Adam Curle: the theory and practice of mediation

The practice of mediation has a long history, traceable to Greek and Roman 
times in the West. By 1945 there were critical studies of state- level diplo-
macy and international mediation to complement the day- to- day experience 
acquired by professional diplomats and negotiators (Mitchell and Webb, 
1988). The attempt by the international community to convert this into a 
more formal institutionalized practice following the call in Chapter VI of the 
United Nations Charter for agreed mechanisms for the peaceful settlement of 
disputes inspired studies such as that by Oran Young (1967), which included 

M2522 - RAMSBOTHAM PRINT (3rd edn).indd   52 09/12/2010   14:08



53Foundations and Development

an assessment of the role of the United Nations and its agencies. Nevertheless, 
a number of scholars in the conflict resolution tradition in the early 1980s 
agreed with Dean Pruitt that there was a deficit in critical studies of media-
tion, which still lacked systematic analysis (Pruitt and Rubin, 1986: 237). Since 
then much of the deficit has been made up. In addition to Mitchell and Webb, 
the literature now includes Touval and Zartman (1985) and Bercovitch and 
Rubin (1992), as well as Kressell and Pruitt (1989), Bercovitch (1996), Böhmelt 
(2010), Toft (2010) and a host of individual studies of particular mediations 
in specific conflicts. This will also be developed in chapter 7. Quite sophisti-
cated comparisons are now being made of different types of mediation, with 
or without ‘muscle’, by different types of mediator (official and unofficial, 
from the UN to individual governments, insider- partial or outsider- neutral) 
and in different types of conflict situation. A special issue of the Journal of 
Peace Research published in February 1991 encouraged critical comparison of 
the efficacy of new paradigm approaches (non- coercive and based broadly on 
problem- solving) in relation to power–coercion–reward models.

As a complement to the emphasis on Track I mediation in many of the stud-
ies noted above, we take Adam Curle as our exemplar for the development of 
‘soft’ mediation in the conflict resolution field, particularly what MacDonald 
and Bendahmane (1987) christened Track II mediation. Coming from an 
academic background in anthropology, psychology and development educa-
tion, Curle moved from Harvard to take up the first chair of peace studies at 
the University of Bradford, which, together with the Richardson Institute for 
Conflict and Peace Research at the University of Lancaster and the Centre for 
the Analysis of Conflict at the University of Kent (a relocation of the original 
1966 centre based at University College London), was to become a focal point 
for conflict resolution in the UK.

Curle’s academic interest in peace was a product of front- line experiences 
of conflict in Pakistan and in Africa, where he not only witnessed the threats 
to development from the eruption of violent conflicts but was increasingly 
drawn into the practice of peacemaking, especially as a mediator. Most impor-
tantly, during the intensive and searing experiences of the Biafran War he felt 
a compelling need to understand more about why these conflicts happened 
(Curle, 1971, 1986; Yarrow, 1978). Violence, conflict, processes of social change 
and the goals of development began to be seen as linked themes. Making Peace 
(1971) defines peace and conflict as a set of peaceful and unpeaceful rela-
tionships, so that ‘the process of peacemaking consists in making changes 
to relationships so that they may be brought to a point where development 
can occur’. Given his academic background, it was natural that Curle should 
see peace broadly in terms of human development, rather than as a set of 
‘peace- enforcing’ rules and organizations. And the purpose of studying social 
structures was to identify those that enhanced rather than restrained or even 
suppressed human potential.

In the Middle (1986) points to the importance of mediation and reconciliation 
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themes in peace research and practice in the conflict- ridden world of the late 
twentieth century. Curle identified four elements to his mediation process: 
the mediator acts, first, to build, maintain and improve communications; 
second, to provide information to and between the conflict parties; third, to 
‘befriend’ the conflict parties; and, fourth, to encourage what he refers to as 
active mediation – that is to say, to cultivate a willingness to engage in cooper-
ative negotiation. His philosophy of mediation is essentially a blend of values 
and experiences from Quaker practice,3 with the knowledge of humanistic 
psychology absorbed in his early professional career, both of these influences 
being tempered and modified by his experiences in the field.

Curle’s work is an illustration both of the applied nature of conflict resolu-
tion and its stress on the crucial link between academic theory and practice. 
It also provides one example of an approach to Track II or citizens’ diplomacy 
(what Diamond and MacDonald (1996) call multitrack diplomacy because they 
include business contacts, the churches, etc.), and a number of studies have 
contributed to a fuller understanding of the methods and approaches of medi-
ation and third- party intervention in conflicts at both official- governmental 
and unofficial- citizens’ diplomacy level activity (Berman and Johnson, 1977; 
MacDonald and Bendahmane, 1987; Berridge, 1995; Aall, 1996; Anderson, 
1996b; Davies and Kaufman, 2002). However, it is important to recognize 
that Curle’s thinking and practice did not stay fixed at the point of Track II 
mediation. During the wars in former Yugoslavia he broadened his concept 
and practice of peacemaking to include the empowerment of individuals and 
civil society groups in a wide variety of roles and developed, along with John 
Paul Lederach and others, new approaches to peacebuilding from below, 
based primarily on his work with and support for the Osijek Centre for Peace 
Nonviolence and Human Rights, which we examine more fully in chapter 9 
(Curle, 1994, 1995, 1999).

Elise Boulding: new voices in conflict resolution

During the 1970s and 1980s the number of peace researchers and conflict reso-
lution specialists worldwide continued to grow, from a few hundred to per-
haps thousands, and the institutional bases for conflict resolution expanded 
accordingly, mainly in Western Europe, North America and Japan, but also 
increasingly in other parts of the world (ECCP website; see chapter 3). Notable 
centres were established in areas of protracted conflict, such as South Africa, 
Northern Ireland, the Spanish Basque country and Sri Lanka. In this section we 
have taken the work of Elise Boulding as exemplary of this process of expan-
sion and of the development of thinking that has accompanied it.

Elise Boulding trained as a sociologist and was involved in the early work 
of the Michigan Center outlined above, serving as secretary- general of the 
International Peace Research Association (IPRA) from 1964 and president 
of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, of which she 
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was subsequently international chair. With the help of UNESCO, the IPRA 
Newsletter, started by Boulding, developed the network, which facilitated the 
formulation of the association, and she continued to serve as its editor for 
a number of years. In order to encourage wider participation in peace and 
conflict resolution processes, she introduced the idea of ‘imaging the future’ 
as a powerful way of enabling people to break out of the defensive private 
shells into which they retreated, often out of fear of what was happening in 
the public world, and encouraging them to participate in the construction of 
a peaceful and tolerant global culture. The use of social imagination and the 
idea of imaging the future was placed within the context of what she called 
the ’200– year present’ – that is, the idea that we must understand that we 
live in a social space which reaches into the past and into the future: ‘it is our 
space, one that we can move around directly in our own lives and indirectly 
by touching the lives of the young and old around us’ (Boulding, 1990: 4). She 
was also an early exponent of the idea of civil society, of opening up new pos-
sibilities for a global civic culture which was receptive to the voices of people 
who were not part of the traditional discourses of nation- state politics, and in 
this she anticipated many of the preoccupations of conflict resolution workers 
today. Women and children were obviously excluded groups, but she added to 
these the idea that globalism and global civic culture needed to accommodate 
the many culture communities which were not heard in the existing interna-
tional order. For Elise Boulding, the next half of our ’200– year present’ – that 
is, the next one hundred years from the 1980s – contains within it the basis for 
a world civic culture and peaceful problem- solving among nations, but also 
the possibility of Armageddon. She saw the development of indigenous and 
international citizens’ networks as one way of ensuring that the former pre-
vailed. For her, peacemaking demands specific ‘craft and skills’, a peace praxis 
encompassing ‘all those activities in which conflict is dealt with in an integra-
tive mode – as choices that lie at the heart of all human interaction’ (ibid.: 140). 
In the intersubjective relationships which make up social and political life, as 
also in the structures and institutions within which they are embedded, the 
success with which this is inculcated and encouraged will determine whether, 
in the end, we are peacemakers or warmakers.

Reconstruction: The Fourth Generation, 1985–2005

During this period the Cold War came to an end, and, as noted in chapter 1, 
conflict resolution found itself both more central to attempts to redefine a 
‘new world order’ and at the same time confronted by the new challenges that 
followed from the passing of the old order. We will be brief and selective here, 
because the work of the fourth generation forms the substance of the present 
state of affairs and is thus central to the chapters that follow. In assessing the 
task for the upcoming fifth generation, this book takes its stand on an evalu-
ation of the achievements (as well as the failures) of the fourth generation.
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In a single paragraph outline we would note the increasingly sophisticated 
efforts of those working in the conflict resolution field during this period 
to combine the range of approaches in response to new challenges through 
application of the principles of ‘contingency’ (the nature of the challenge) and 
‘complementarity’ (the appropriate interconnection of responses). The argu-
ment is that softer forms of intervention are more appropriate when miscom-
munication and mistrust is high (when the subjective elements are strong), 
whereas harder forms of intervention are more successful when substantive 
interests are at the forefront. This involves a clearer and more nuanced under-
standing of how different interlocking instruments now combine to contain, 
settle and, where possible, transform conflict at different levels (intergroup, 
interstate, regional and global), in different sectors (psychological, social, 
economic, political), using different approaches (prevention, peacemaking, 
peacekeeping, peacebuilding), in different historico- cultural settings, and at 
different stages of conflict escalation and de- escalation. The conflict resolu-
tion field shares with others a particular concern with what can be done to 
counter the drivers of destructive conflict and their worst consequences in 
the poorest societies and most ‘fragile’ countries. Greater awareness of ‘real-
ist’ and ‘critical’ critiques, as also of gender and culture critiques, have been 
and are being responded to. More professional quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies for conflict analysis and interpretation have been developed, 
including those for measuring ‘emergent conflict and peaceful change’, as 
Hugh Miall (2007) puts it. And criteria for evaluating outcomes and ways 
of measuring them are improving. As a result of all this, the emphasis in 
methodology is on what Daniel Druckman describes as ‘doing conflict resolu-
tion through a multi- method lens’ (2009), as echoed in the call to integrate 
‘multiple paths to knowledge’ in conflict management and conflict resolution 
(Stoll, 2004; Maoz et al., 2004). This reflects the early emphasis in the field on 
multidisciplinarity, but now extends it to newer fields, such as the develop-
ment of computer- aided methods in international conflict resolution (Trappl, 
2006). This is exemplified and discussed in the following chapters in relation 
to what Tom Woodhouse calls cosmopolitan conflict resolution (Woodhouse 
and Ramsbotham, 2005).

The explosion of interest in conflict resolution worldwide has also led to a 
remarkable increase in NGO activity during this period (Ahmed and Potter, 
2006). Despite setbacks in some areas, as noted below, this includes NGOs 
which, in the judgement of Andrea Bartoli (2009), have the requisite reputa-
tion, trust (confidentiality), legitimacy in the eyes of state actors, and capacity 
to become successfully involved directly in major ‘Track I’ peace processes – 
such as the Community of Sant’Egidio in Mozambique, the Carter Center in 
Venezuela, the Center for Humanitarian Dialogue in brokering humanitarian 
ceasefires in Darfur, the Crisis Management Initiative in Aceh and Sustained 
Dialogue in Tajikistan. Beyond this ‘there are thousands of other global NGOs 
engaged in excellent work, particularly at the societal level’ (Bartoli mentions 
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Search for Common Ground, International Alert, the West African Network 
for Peacebuilding, the African Centre for the Constructive Resolution of 
Disputes, the Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict, the European 
Centre for Conflict Prevention, and the bridging work of the International 
Crisis Group).

Here we select for emphasis the response of the conflict resolution field to 
four contemporary conflict challenges: systemic complexity, asymmetry, cultural 
diversity and intractability. In each case we illustrate mainly with reference to 
the communicative and dialogic aspect of conflict resolution (Bohm, 1996; 
Yankelovich, 1999; Saunders, 2009) (see box 2.1).

Conflict complexity

The founders of the conflict resolution field were well aware that they were 
dealing with complex conflict systems. This largely determined the nature 
of the new study area in comparison, for example, with international rela-
tions at the time. But in the post- Cold War world the question of systemic 
complexity has become even more prominent as a variety of ‘new wars’ pro-
liferated within a rapidly globalizing world. In his book Solving Tough Problems 

Box 2.1  Dialogue versus debate: a version of David Bohm’s 
analysis

•   Dialogue is collaborative: two or more sides work togethertowards common understanding. 
Debate is oppositional: two sides oppose each other and attempt to prove each other 
wrong.

•   In dialogue finding common ground is the goal. In debate winning is the goal.
•   In dialogue one listens to the other side in order to understand, find meaning, and find 

agreement. In debate one listens to the other side in order to find flaws and to counter its 
arguments.

•   Dialogue enlarges and possibly changes a participant’s point of view. Debate affirms a 
participant’s own point of view.

•  Dialogue reveals assumptions for re- evaluation. Debate defends assumptions as truth.
•   Dialogue causes introspection into one’s own position. Debate causes critique of the other’s 

position.
•   Dialogue opens the possibility of reaching a better solution than any of the original solutions. 

Debate defends one’s own positions as the best solution and excludes other solutions.
•   Dialogue creates an open- minded attitude – an openness to being wrong and an openness 

to change. Debate creates a closed- minded attitude, a determination to be right.
•   Dialogue calls for temporarily suspending one’s beliefs and assumptions. Debate calls for 

investing wholeheartedly in one’s beliefs.
•  In dialogue one searches for basic agreements. In debate one searches for differences.
•   Dialogue involves a real concern for the other person/s and seeks neither to alienate nor to 

offend. Debate involves a countering of the other position without focusing on feelings or 
relationship and often belittles or deprecates the other person.

•   Dialogue assumes that many people have pieces of the answer and that together they can 
put them into a workable solution. Debate assumes that there is a right answer and that 
someone has it.

Source: developed from Bohm, 1996, by Frank Boulton
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(2007), Adam Kahane identifies three types of complexity, each of which 
requires a different remedy. Dynamic complexity refers to the fact that links 
between cause and effect are non- linear and are individually unpredictable. 
This requires a systemic approach. Social complexity refers to the fact that 
there are conflicting views about the problem. This requires a participative 
approach. Generative complexity refers to the fact that former solutions are 
no longer succeeding. This requires a creative approach.

The analysis of contemporary conflicts as complex systems has recently 
been greatly enriched by an influx of methodologies from different disci-
plines, driven particularly by the work of aid and development workers anx-
ious at least to ‘do no harm’ and at best to ‘do some good’ (Hendrick, 2009). 
Peter Coleman has been prominent in the conflict resolution field for his 
development and application of systemic conflict analysis (Coleman, 2003; 
Coleman et al., 2007). We will look further at this work at the end of chapter 4.

A complex adaptive system is defined as a group of interrelated elements 
that exhibit non- linear relations. The more elements and interrelations, the 
higher the level of complexity in the system. In particular, six features are seen 
to drive change within a complex system (Moty Cristal and Orit Gal, workshop 
presentation, Haifa, 2010):

• connectivity and interdependence of elements;
• emergence and self- organization – the system comes out of the accumu-

lated choices of all the individuals operating within it;
• chaos – in the technical sense that simple known changes produce very 

different and therefore uncertain results;
• systemic memory and path dependency – today’s dynamics are channelled 

by yesterday’s constructions;
• feedback effects – negative feedback dampens or stabilizes the system, 

while positive feedback amplifies the system;
• evolution and adaptation – the system as a whole responds to a continually 

changing environment.

In terms of response, Norbert Ropers at the Berghof Research Center for 
Constructive Conflict has taken a lead in developing the concept of ‘systemic 
conflict transformation’ (Korppen et al., 2008). Rather than solving a problem 
in linear style, as in traditional strategic thinking, the aim is to understand 
a complex ecology and to learn how to operate successfully within it. In the 
communicative sphere, for example, Ropers has applied the Buddhist ‘tetra-
lemma’ (‘tetra’ is the Greek for ‘four’) to the linguistic dimension of the 
Sinhala/Tamil conflict in Sri Lanka by juxtaposing the two ‘either–or’ mental 
models of the main antagonists with the ‘both–and’ and ‘neither–nor’ alter-
natives (there is also the fifth possibility: ‘none of these’): the tetralemma is ‘a 
tool which has the potential to overcome the binary logic of these three sets 
of attitudes and fears’ (Ropers, 2008a: 17).

John- Paul Lederach is also severely critical of reductive either–or frames 
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of reference. He is strongly in favour of acknowledging the complex webs of 
interactions that make up the real (lived) world and of nurturing what he 
calls ‘the moral imagination’ in learning how to navigate and transform them 
(2005: 172–3):

When we embrace dilemmas and paradoxes, there is the possibility that in conflict we 
are not dealing with outright incompatibilities. Rather, we are faced with recognizing 
and responding to different but interdependent aspects of a complex situation. We are 
not able to handle complexity well if we understand our choices in rigid either/or or 
contradictory terms. Complexity requires that we develop the capacity to identify the key 
energies in a situation and hold them up together as interdependent goals . . . The capacity 
to live with apparent contradictions and paradoxes lies at the heart of conflict transfor-
mation. (Lederach, 2003: 51–3)

Conflict asymmetry

It is in struggling with asymmetric conflicts that some of the most significant 
recent advances have been made in the conflict resolution field in the commu-
nicative sphere. Asymmetric conflicts are those in which conflict parties are 
unequal in power, either quantitatively (e.g. strong vs. weak states) or quali-
tatively (e.g. state vs. non- state actors) or both. In these circumstances critics 
have seen traditional negotiation/mediation, dialogue and problem- solving 
approaches as inadequate, if not counter- productive, insofar as they assume 
equivalence between the conflict parties (Kuttab, 1988; Rouhana and Korper, 
1996; Jones, 1999). The result is seen to be to reinforce the relative power of 
the hegemon:

There is still a military occupation, people are still being killed, imprisoned and denied 
their rights on a daily basis. The main prerogatives for us Arabs and Palestinians are 
therefore clear. One: we must struggle to end the occupation. Two: we must struggle 
even harder to develop our own independent institutions and organizations until we are 
on a relatively equal footing with the Israelis. Then we can begin to talk seriously about 
cooperation. In the meantime cooperation can all too easily shade into collaboration with 
Israeli policy. (Said, 1995: 37)

In these circumstances some in the conflict resolution field, influenced 
by theorists such as Andrew Linklater (1998), have turned to critical theory 
in general, and to Jürgen Habermas’s discourse ethics in particular, for a 
transformative approach capable of addressing asymmetry (Hoffman, 1987; 
Rothman, 1992: 72–3). The result has been the development of discursive conflict 
transformation, whch begins from the premise that actions and institutional 
arrangements can be said to be legitimate only when they result from a proc-
ess of unconstrained discourse in which all affected parties participate freely. 
For Habermas, communicative action of this kind appeals to the theory of 
argumentation itself – the very process of making and redeeming validity 
claims – to ground its methodology. It is the formal- pragmatic nature of argu-
mentation that dictates why this must be communication free from coercion. 
Otherwise it is not argument, but merely strategic manipulation or resort to 
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force. The ‘ideal speech situation’ is defined as such through the very nature 
of what is thereby appealed to (see Habermas, 1984). This is well exempli-
fied in the work of Vivienne Jabri (1996), who draws on Habermas to offer a 
critique of ‘discourses of violence’ and to construct a theoretical grounding 
for ‘discourses of peace’ on this basis. We return to this theme in chapter 19.

Cultural diversity

In this period, controversy about ‘religious wars’, ‘global jihad’, the ‘global 
war on terror’, and so on, have fed controversy about a ‘clash of civilizations’ 
(Huntington, 1996) and have stimulated efforts to dispel, expose or overcome it.

An idea of the wide spectrum of dialogic techniques for handling conflict 
and effecting non- violent social change in conflict resolution can be found in 
the Pioneers of Change Associates 2006 survey Mapping Dialogue (www.pioneer-
sofchange.net) (the survey covers approaches such as Appreciative Inquiry, 
Change Lab, Deep Democracy, Future Search, Open Space, Scenario Planning, 
Sustained Dialogue, World Café, Bohmian Dialogue, Learning Journeys, etc.). 
In response to the specific challenge of managing conflicts between and across 
cultural and religious divides, many in the conflict resolution field have been 
influenced by the philosophy of Hans- Georg Gadamer and its application to 
intercultural dialogue (Malpas et al., 2002). The Gadamerian approach ulti-
mately sees dialogue as a ‘fusion of horizons’ across cultural and historical 
differences. It is called ‘hermeneutic dialogue’ because it draws a parallel 
between a conversation and the interpretation of texts. For Gadamer, inter-
preting an initially unfamiliar text is seen as a form of conversation between 
object and interpreter. In conflict resolution it works the other way. A dia-
logue or conversation is seen as a mutual interpretation of texts. This means a 
move away from the idea of dialogue as mutual sympathy (getting into each 
other’s shoes: Rogers, 1980: 142) and towards the idea of ‘relational empathy’ 
in which a more dynamic and productive process is envisaged, whereby, in 
intense interpersonal exchange that is as much affective as cognitive, partici-
pants together generate shared new meaning, sometimes referred to as a ‘third 
culture’ (Broome, 1993). This approach reflects Gadamer’s insistence in Truth 
and Method that, in the field of interpretation, it is ‘a hermeneutical necessity 
always to go beyond mere reconstruction’ in reaching understanding:

This placing of ourselves is not the empathy of one individual for another, nor is it the 
application to another person of our own criteria, but it always involves the attainment 
of a higher universality that overcomes, not only our own particularity, but also that of 
the other. (Gadamer, [1960] 1975: 272)

These ‘dialogic attitudes’ are seen as integral to the conflict resolution enter-
prise by Benjamin Broome:

The third culture can only develop through interaction in which participants are willing 
to open themselves to new meanings, to engage in genuine dialogue, and to constantly 
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respond to the new demands emanating from the situation. The emergence of this third 
culture is the essence of relational empathy and is essential for successful conflict resolu-
tion. (Broome, 1993: 104)

Heavy demands are thereby made on participants, who are expected to be 
able to recognize that they can never escape the universal reach of their own 
prejudice and that the attempted ‘fusion of horizons’ or relational empathy 
will always be the creation of something that did not exist before (a third 
culture) and an ongoing project, never a completed programme. They are 
asked to ‘decentre’ their own identities to the point where – in the words of 
Stewart and Thomas – instead of seeking ‘certainty, closure and control’, they 
welcome the tension between ‘irreconcileable horizons’ and adopt a ‘playful-
ness’ and open- mindedness appropriate to encounter with new experience or 
the ultimately unabsorbable ‘other’ (Stewart and Thomas, 2006: 198). This is 
looked at further in chapter 15.

Conflict intractability

Finally in the communicative sphere, there is the issue of intractability. 
Intractable conflicts are those that continue to defy all efforts at settle-
ment and transformation – often for years (Kriesberg et al., 1989; Crocker 
et al., 2005). Confronted with the failure of traditional conflict resolution 
efforts, Guy and Heidi Burgess have developed their ‘constructive confronta-
tion’ methodology (1996, 1997). Their website ‘Beyond Intractability: A Free 
Knowledge Base on More Constructive Approaches to Destructive Conflict’ is 
an excellent resource for deeper understanding of intractability and what can 
be done about it (http://www.beyondintractability.org). Bernard Mayer (2009) 
advises that, in stubborn and enduring conflicts, what is needed is to ‘stay 
with the conflict’ – he distinguishes continuing ‘conflict engagement’ from 
both conflict resolution and conflict transformation. Faced with intractable 
conflict such as that between the Israelis and the Palestinians in the aftermath 
of the failure of the ‘Oslo process’, Oliver Ramsbotham (2010) traces the roots 
of linguistic intractability to the phenomenon of ‘radical disagreement’. He 
suggests that, in these circumstances, instead of trying to transform radical 
disagreement from the outset as is usual in conflict resolution, it may be 
best to take it seriously in its own right by beginning with an exploration of 
the ‘agonistic dialogue’ (dialogue between enemies) itself. This is developed 
 further in chapter 18.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have noted the diverse nature of the conflict resolution 
tradition, rooted in different disciplines and encompassing the ‘subjectivist’ 
controlled communication and problem- solving approach, the ‘objectivist’ 
rational negotiation/mediation approach, and the ‘structuralist’ social justice 
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approach. We have tentatively suggested that these correspond to attempts to 
address the ‘attitude’, ‘behaviour’ and ‘contradiction’ vertices of the conflict 
triangle. Nevertheless, despite this diversity, quite a simple central commit-
ment prevails. Having grown in a number of centres through the pioneering 
work of a small group of individuals, the enterprise of conflict resolution is 
now conducted across an international network where scholars and practi-
tioners from many countries share in the common objective of formulating, 
applying and testing structures and practices for preventing, managing, 
ending and transforming violent and destructive conflict. Conflict resolution 
does not prescribe specific solutions or end goals for society, beyond a commit-
ment to the core assumption – challenged by many realists – that aggressive 
win–lose styles of engagement in violent conflict usually incur costs that are 
unacceptably high not only for the conflict parties but also for world society 
in general. This does not mean endorsing the status quo, since unjust and 
oppressive systems are seen as some of the chief sources of violence and war. 
Nor does it mean imposing conflict resolution categories on others. Conflict 
resolution learns here from critical and post- structural approaches. What it 
does entail, as the previous chapter suggests, is a search for ways of transform-
ing actually or potentially violent conflict into peaceful processes of political 
and social change. The rest of the book looks at the work of the contemporary 
fourth generation of conflict resolvers, which has had to adapt to the changed 
international scene since the end of the Cold War. In the next two chapters we 
turn to an examination of the nature and sources of contemporary conflict. 
This will serve as an analytic foundation for the chapters that follow.
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