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I was very impressed with a document Elizabeth Pearson gave 

me which outlined her approach to mediation within a university 

context. It reflected insights which are frequently missing in 

decision making and in management programmes. 

In all human relationships there are inevitably constantly 

disagreements over resource allocations, rights, roles and 

rewards. In some cases there can be acceptable compromises and 

adjustments made. This is usually so when only material resources 

or benefits are the source of differences. A little more or a 

little less in tenure terms, in exam marks, in wage increases 

can be acceptable in the preservation of social relationships and 

the avoidance of escalated conflict. In these cases the usual 

means of settlement, power bargainingv negot1at1on, mediation and 

arbitration, may be effective. 

But there are other cases in which compromise 1s not 

possible, making these settlement procedures inadequate. These 

are cases in which there are values and goals, such as personal 

recognition and group identity, which cannot be divided up as can 

material resources. Perceived discriminations and a denial of 

status and social role cannot be settled by compromise. The 

emotional security given by ethnic relationships and denied by 

inappropriate territorial boundaries cannot be offset by a formal 

identification with a new nationalism. 

The assumption that compromise can or should be acceptable 



·'· 

leads to coercive measures once settlement 

But these merely accentuate the problem. 

strike in seeking respect as persons rather than be treated as 

Instructions by authorities to return to work, perhaps 

accompanied by some increased rewards, do not solve the problem. 

gangs of unemployed juveniles become violent in 

promotion of their separate identities, which is a part of their 

for recognition as persons. Punishments do not solve 

Members of ethnic communities slaughter others and 

sacrifice themselves in the preservation of ethnic 

Peace-keeping forces do not solve the problem. 

to acknowledge that 

~.;it u<::tt ion~::. in which deterrence and coercion are not 

Courts in the USA have been insisting on the prior 

ic:lt"~ntity. 

Alternative Dispute Resolution processes. These procedures have 

become widespread. They h<:3.Vf":, 

made clear that failure to arrive at an agreement will place the 

l'·t:,luctant party in a prejudiced position when appearing before 

the Judge. The settlements in cases in which there can be no free 

acceptance of compromise are, coerced settlements. A 

custody case may be settled by ADR, 

against the former spouse, and even the ADR mediators. 

Typically, cases in which compromise is not possible are not 

easy to detect within negotiating, mediation and legal processes. 

Revealing underlying reasons for conflicts may be revealing a 

of weakness that could prejudice power 

Di f f~~·l',~·nt approaches to dispute settlement are required so that 



issues on which there cannot be compromise are detected at an 

·<=7ar·ly ~5ti::\~IE'. 

So there seems empirically to be a need to distinguish 

between situations in which compromise is possible, 

vJhi c h there are problems to be resolved to the satisfaction of 

but without compromise of their basic values and 

goals. Obviously, before this can be done it has to be discovered 

it is that compromises and agreements are not in 

some circumstances, and precisely what these circumstances are. 

trends and events are forcing consideration of this 

approaches are failing both domestically and 

intf:r·nation.:".lly. Police cannot control cr1me. 

the United Nations are defeated in wars by very small 

Some previously suppressed element of human behaviour 

perhaps because weapons are now generally available, 

perhaps because of communications between peoples who experience 

repression, perhaps because of a gradual decline of elite power. 

You must be wondering why I move across social levels f·r orf,, 

for example, personal status and recognition issues to ethnic and 

i nt 1;..·r nat i on<:!l.l examples of conflict. Separate disciplines have 

treated each as being subject to a different analys1s according 

''Econorf,i c 

:i. n~:;t i'" ument n International relations have been analysed as though 

robot without bf:•h,3.vi our· <::\1 

C hi::\r· <::\C t t:'~- :i. ~:;tic·:::;. This has been our problem. w~ have tended to 

focus on institutions and behaviours at different social 

t: han cl i ~:;c ovt:'~- behi::IVi our· al ~5()Ll"l C t. .. S C1 f 

disputes and conflicts. Unless we have a theory of behaviour ancl 



deduced practices which cut across social levels we will not get 

to the sources of problems. On the contrary, a limited focus 

leads to policies and conditions that provoke conflict. 

Societies have been dodging the question whether there are 

issues on which there cannot be compromise. The implications are 

too challenging. If there are problems in social relationships 

that cannot be mediated or effectively settled by judicial 

processes, then it has to be concluded that the inherently 

adversarial structures societies have inherited may have to be 

altered to accomodate tn behaviours. It implies that crime, 

violence and law and order generally are not wholly within the 

control of authorities. The implications of the alternative 

option, that 1· -. ~, dealing with the structural or institutional 

causes of violence, are too threatening to power-elite interests. 

The present trends are, therefore, towards more of the same 

med1c1ne. More deterrence is advocated, more prisons, tougher 

sentences, more weapons of greater destructive capacity 

instead of institutional change. 

In 1979 a group of scholars from a number of countries met 

in Berlin to address this problem. Great powers were being 

defeated by small nations, and the Morgenthau power-politics 

theory could, therefore, no longer be the basis of strategic 

studies. Police were not able to enforce law and order. The 

inherited legal assumption that there are those who have a right 

to govern and others who have an obligation to obey was being 

challenged on the grounds that it assumes that the individual is 

wholly malleable, ~nd has the capacity to conform and to adjust 



to institutional requirements. They recognized that experience 

forcing a re-think. A behavioural component seemed to have 

been missing from traditional thinking. It was necessary to take 

:i. nt .;:;, ac c c:ount the possibility that the individual fi'li ~lht 

fo·r" 

identity, which would be pursued regardless of consequences. It 

followed that institutions and social norms would, in some cases, 

have teo adjust to human needs rather than the other way around. 

Subsequently these people met with other scholars who had 

exploring ways of dealing with conflicts. Dictionary definitions 

suggest that disputes are verbal forms of disagreements, 

conflict~; are likely to include violent 

Disputes were those confrontations that 

could be settled by traditional 

conflict<:; mu~:;t be resolved without compromising basic qoals. 

Quite different analytical processes would be required, usually 

assisted by a facilitator who could bring to attention the hidden 

realities of a complex conflict They were still 

for an explanation of their empirical 

there were conflicts, as distinct from disputes. 

Thi~:; .joint those concerned with the 

cJ :i. r· f:'C t i on of ~:;oc i i:~.l 

the handling of con f 1 i c t ~;::., 

in 1\1 f~ <:::· cl ~; ··---- ·0-000M 

Ib~QCY· The implications were clear and far-reaching. Theory was 
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