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Abstract 

Classical approaches to conflict resolution assume that inducing conflict 

parties to analyse conflict constellations precipitates that the disputants 

recognise mutually shared needs or interests. Partially in critical reaction 

towards this assumption, a more recently emerging approach envisages 

setting up a communicative framework within which the conflict parties are 

supposed to harmonise their conceptualisations of the conflict. This 

dissertation, in contrast, argues that work within the frameworks of these 

classes of approaches is impolitic as long as war-related hostilities stay 

intact, since conflict parties which see the existence of the adversary as the 

core of the problem are unlikely to engage in a process of open 

communication or open analysis, so that trustbuilding is a sine qua non. 

Practice experiences of local NGOs in the former Yugoslavia suggest that 

the following activities can be conducive to trustbuilding: 1) supporting 

exchanges on personalising information, so that the internal heterogeneity of 

the opponent’s group is rendered visible; 2) bringing intergroup 



 
 

iii 

commonalities to the foreground, either through cooperation on shared 

aspirations, or by unearthing interpersonal overlaps e.g. common feelings, 

values, and war-related experiences; 3) undermining the imagination of the 

own side’s moral superiority by fostering the recognition of crimes and 

suffering inflicted by the own side. For those cultural and religious differences 

which persist after basic trustbuilding, a contingency approach is proposed: 

1) Fostering the exploration of commonalities and differences; 2) If 

disagreements remain despite a better basic understanding, tolerance of 

these difference can be based on a better understanding of the values’ 

background, and on an acceptance of differing beliefs as equal in valence; 3) 

Supporting the discovery of joint values to raise awareness for options of 

cohabitation with differences; disagreements which cannot be solved might 

be continued within an accepted communicative framework based on these 

shared values.



 
 

iv 

Contents 

 

 

 

 

Volume 1 

 

Abstract ...................................................................................................... ii 
 

Dissertation Overview ......................................................................... 1 

 

The role of Intergroup Enmity as a Central Obstacle to 
Conflict Handling and Chances for its Transformation ...... 19 

Introduction ................................................................................................... 19 

Social categorisation ..................................................................................... 22 

Conflict escalation and enmity ...................................................................... 25 

Human needs as a common ground? ........................................................... 29 

Negotiating a shared reality? ........................................................................ 40 

Intergroup contact ......................................................................................... 45 

Material basis ................................................................................................ 50 

Dealing with past wars .................................................................................. 52 

Chapter Summary ......................................................................................... 60 

 

Towards a culture and structure of peace ............................... 66 

Cultural peacebuilding .................................................................................. 71 

Structural Peacebuilding ............................................................................... 76 

Peacebuilding by the “International Community” ........................................... 80 

Conventional Peacebuilding in Conflict with Local Demands ........................ 82 

Problems with Giving Local Traditions Primacy ............................................ 89 

The Relationship of Local Traditions and Cosmopolitan Values ................... 95 

Conclusion .................................................................................................. 105 

 

Grounds for violent conflict in relation to the war in the 
Former Yugoslavia ............................................................................ 109 

Introduction ................................................................................................. 109 

Ideologies’ role in conflicts .......................................................................... 110 

Struggles for justice and autonomy ............................................................. 112 

Struggles for the improvement of personal living conditions and gains ....... 114 

The role of top-level actors ......................................................................... 116 

Intermediate summary: identity groups and war ......................................... 117 

Warfare and enemy images ........................................................................ 118 

The wars in the Former Yugoslavia in relation to conflict fuelling aspects .. 119 

 



 
 

v 

Methodology ........................................................................................ 128 

Introduction ................................................................................................. 128 

Truth, objectivity and theory building ........................................................... 132 

Theory building ........................................................................................... 148 

The research project in relation to values and theory building .................... 173 

Interviews in context ................................................................................... 186 

Research participants ................................................................................. 191 

Analysing in the style of grounded theory ................................................... 198 

 

 

 

Volume 2 

 
 

Results .................................................................................................... 203 

Introduction ................................................................................................. 203 

The presence of enemy images in the former Yugoslavia .......................... 215 

I) Improving intergroup relations by reducing enmity and by challenging 
dichotomous group categorisations ............................................................ 221 

I.A) Improving intergroup relations by projects on the community/municipality 
level ............................................................................................................ 223 

I.B) Working with people who were very seriously affected by the war ....... 248 

I.C) Challenging enemy images in the wider public .................................... 282 

I.D) Learning from the past and planning for the future ............................... 299 

II. Dealing with differences .......................................................................... 313 

II.A) General mechanisms for dealing with conflicts .................................... 314 

II.B) Dealing with deep intergroup differences ............................................ 323 

 

Discussion ............................................................................................. 338 

Improving intergroup relations by eroding enmity ....................................... 340 

Redefining the intergroup relationship ........................................................ 347 

Dealing with differences .............................................................................. 363 

The edge of reason: Intense conflicts as a challenge to peacebuilding ...... 372 

 
Bibliography .......................................................................................... 416 

 

 



 
 

1 

Dissertation Overview 

 

The Research Sphere 

The overarching research foci of this dissertation consist of the investigation 

of mechanisms which aim at 1) reducing post-war intergroup hostilities, and 

2) moving war-affected societies towards a more peaceful coexistence via 

disseminating approaches for dealing non-violently with differences. These 

two broad aims, i.e. the fostering of recognition via the reduction of 

intergroup animosities, and the capacity to deal non-violently with contested 

differences, are interrelated insofar as the perception of the opponent as 

inherently bad in character suggests that dealing collaboratively with the 

opponent is not possible. Conversely, a transformation of the relationship in 

the direction of mutual recognition entails that conflicts are not addressed by 

the forceful assertion of the one side’s aims irrespective of the other side’s 

interests.  

 

Reducing Intergroup Enmity 

The reduction of intergroup enmity is for conflict resolution and peacebuilding 

a conditio sine qua non. Within a post-war setting characterised by the 

prevalence of enemy-images, some basic level of trust is a pre-condition for 

the broad acceptance of structural peacebuilding, since a collaborative 

planning and implementation of structural peacebuilding measures – 

involving former war parties – is unlikely to happen as long as the conflict 
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parties see each other as inherently devious in character (cf. Zartman, 2005: 

50; Kriesberg, 2005: 77).  

Similarly, mechanisms for addressing the ‘conflict issues’, to which e.g. 

Fisher et al. (2000: 14) refer, by e.g. attempting to build on shared needs 

(Burton, 1990; Azar, 1986; Kelman, 1999; Fisher & Ury, 1999; Floyer Acland, 

1995), cannot be expected to be fruitful, as long as enmity is rife. 

Furthermore, while reducing intergroup animosities is essential for structural 

peacebuilding and for work on underlying conflict issues, it is of course also 

regarded as an aim in itself. The long-term agenda of peacebuilding, as 

conceptualised here – drawing on Curle (1995: 139) and Ramsbotham et al. 

(2005: 244) – is to arrive at the re-humanisation of the ‘other’. This aim of re-

humanisation is expressed by Ramsbotham et al. (ibid.) as the recognition of 

the others as ‘fellow human beings’.  

This task of arriving at such a recognition of the opponent is especially 

demanding in post-war settings. Once a conflict has been escalated to such 

a degree that it involves mutual killings, a border has been trespassed 

beyond which enmity and destruction lie; the Rubicon has been crossed. 

Bar-Tal (2000) refers to the conspicuous meaning which is linked to human 

life and its protection, expressed by him as the “sanctity of life”, being related 

to the irreversibility of death. From this unique meaning of human life, Bar-

Tal (ibid.) derives the “emotional dismay” which is entailed by the death of 

group members, abetting a “desire for vengeance”, and the de-humanisation 

of the enemy. The perception of the opponent as evil and the accompanying 

tendency towards retribution increases the likelihood that more killings 

ensue, fuelling the spiral of warfare. While the appalling development of war 
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is attributed to the opponent (Glasl, 1997; Kriesberg, 2005), the process of 

escalation and the further exacerbation of the enemy images are aggravating 

each other. Due to the resulting conceptions of the adversary, which entail 

hostility and mistrust, approaches of conflict resolution and peacebuilding 

face huge challenges.  

Limitations of Conflict Resolution approaches based on Human Needs 

Burton’s (1990) approach of problem solving has procured an interesting 

legacy of approaches which are suggesting an in-depth analysis of the 

conflict situation and search for options that meet underlying needs and 

interests in a non-zero-sum way (e.g. Kelman, 1999; Fisher & Ury, 1999). A 

process of reflection on the conflict constellation in a spirit of exploration, 

however, necessitates the reduction of hatred and animosities. As long as 

enemy images associated with hostility and mistrust are intact and as long as 

the conflict parties see the very existence of the adversary as the core of the 

problem (Glasl, 1997), the parties cannot be expected to devise an 

agreement satisfying both parties’ aspirations, as Burton (1990) is hoping. 

Moreover, the assumption that shared needs constitute the basis on which a 

mutual satisfying arrangement is generally possible rests on the questionable 

conception of needs as universal, thereby neglecting cultural differences 

between conflict parties, and downplaying the role of values in conflicts (cf. 

Galtung, 2002).  

Limitations of the idea to Harmonise Disputants’ Assumptions 

In critical reaction to this Burtonian conceptualisation and methodology of 

conflict resolution, Väyrynen (2001) suggests an approach of negotiating a 

“shared reality”, claiming that the acknowledgement of a common problem by 
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the conflict parties is sufficient in providing the basis for a process of 

questioning own assumptions. However, as Bohm (1996) indicates, when 

views are clashing, each side tends to allocate the blame to the prejudices of 

the opponent, and Ramsbotham (2010) as well as Cohen (2005) argue that 

parties in deep conflicts are not willing to compromise on assigning to their 

convictions the status of truth.  

The same problem confronts Jabri’s (1996) proposal to rely on Habermas’ 

(1995) principles of communicative action and discourse ethics (1983): As 

Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 300) indicate, these framework principles are 

violated in situations of “serious political disagreement”, as these 

disagreements incorporate by definition convictions which seem to be 

incommensurable. Mistrust and the hostilities associated with enmity render 

it likely indeed that e.g. implied validity claims to truthfulness (i.e. the 

reference of one’s statement to the own subjectivity; Habermas, 1995) are 

rejected straightway, and that validity claims to morality are regarded as 

mere rhetoric or as attempts of propaganda (cf. Telhami, 2005), so that an 

open and “rational” reflection on the own assumptions is hardly possible. 

Correspondingly, a process of easing enmity is arguably an inevitable 

requirement, before a framework of open communication and understanding 

can be established.  

Structural peacebuilding 

The reduction of enmity is not only a prerequisite for approaches to conflict 

resolution, but also for attempts of structural peacebuilding, as shortly 

mentioned above. When peacebuilding processes are initiated while conflict 

parties see the existence of the respective adversary as being the core 
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source of their grievances and deprivations, such processes are likely to lack 

acceptance, consequently being possible only as top-down mechanisms, 

being perceived as outside impositions of dubious legitimacy. 

Correspondingly, easing enmity can be described as the foundation stone for 

sustainable peacebuilding. 

Structural peacebuilding, i.e. the establishment of a structural framework 

which explicitly declares or embodies equal rights for all parties, in the form 

of political institutions or a legal framework, might give some reassurance to 

conflict parties; a collaborative planning of and engagement in structural 

peacebuilding, however, presupposes the mutual acknowledgment of each 

other’s right to exist, so that the process of provisioning rights is conceptually 

dependent on the (partial) recognition of the opponent. The local views 

determine in the end the development of the societal relationships, so that 

the affected populations’ views need to be at the centre of any peacebuilding 

efforts. Consequently, the reduction of enmity is required as an initial step for 

both conflict resolution and peacebuilding approaches.  

Research Foci: Routes to Reducing Intergroup Enmity and to Dealing With 

Differences  

Approaches to reducing enemy images can take various forms. Initially, the 

research hypotheses focused on two major mechanisms for undermining 

intergroup animosities. Based on the argumentation outlined above, it was 

assumed that third-party interventions need to reduce enmity as a 

prerequisite for peacebuilding and conflict resolution, in order to enable the 

addressing of any substantial conflict issues. It was also hypothesised that 

the route towards this aim of reducing enmity leads through two major 
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mechanisms: correcting prejudices through a process of mediation, and 

eroding the competitive definitions of the intergroup relationship by fostering 

cooperation on commonalities.  

This second part of these hypotheses, i.e. on the routes to the reduction of 

enemy images, relates to the theoretical ground in the following ways: 

Outlining the task of reducing prejudices, Curle (1990: 64) points out that 

“[m]ediation has to go on struggling unceasingly with the profound suspicion, 

laced with fear and hatred […] Only by constant reiteration of the arguments 

and erosion of prejudices in different contexts, and by pointing to specific 

incidents that convey a different impression, can a slow, and perhaps only 

slight, change be wrought.” The correction of the image of the other is 

described as the endeavour “to change the perception of protagonists 

concerning each others’ motives, feelings and intentions.” (ibid.: 82). Due to 

the deep prejudices and enemy images built up in reaction to the events of 

past wars, it was hypothesised that wrong assumptions about the opponent 

need to be corrected through third-party interventions, one route being 

constituted by mediations which impart to the conflict parties the motives and 

emotions of the other side.  

The other major mechanism which was regarded as central for the reduction 

of enmity is formed by intergroup cooperation on common goals, in the line 

of the classical contact hypothesis formulated by Allport (1954). Brown 

(2000), Stephan & Stephan (1996), and Kassin et al. (2008) review studies 

which suggest that cooperation around common goals has indeed the 

potential to improve intergroup relations. Brown (2000: 354-5) compares the 

relative merits of various approaches towards reducing intergroup prejudices, 
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and terms the attempt to create a superordinate group identity, grounded on 

a common goal, the “recategorisation” approach. It is based on the idea that 

launching an overarching identity reduces the salience of the primary group 

memberships. Kassin et al. (2008: 295) argue that “the experience of 

intergroup cooperation increases the sense of belonging to a single 

superordinate group”, while Brown indicates that such a recategorisation 

approach is largely supported by empirical findings (Brown, 2000: 355-6), 

although only as far as the reduction of prejudice towards those individuals 

directly encountered is concerned. 

As mentioned, the second main focus of the field study was the investigation 

of mechanisms which could have the potential of moving war-affected 

societies towards a more peaceful coexistence via approaches for dealing 

non-violently with differences. Whilst the Burtonian premise – according to 

which the satisfaction of a stipulated list of needs is necessary and sufficient 

for conflict resolution (Burton, 1990, 1999) – was rejected (prior to the 

research) in terms of its absolutist claims, the potentially significant role of 

needs and interests in the escalation and de-escalation was acknowledged 

as a field of high heuristic value.  

Similarly, whilst the idea of creating amongst disputants a common 

intergroup view of reality was assessed as unrealistic, the comparison of 

Habermasian framework conditions of discourse ethics plus ideal speech 

situation with local principles of communicative practices was regarded as 

possibly elucidating. In other words, part of the initial research orientation 

was to investigate the procedural framework used for intergroup 

communication, as well as to examine whether there are regularities in the 
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substance by which it is attempted to build bridges during intergroup 

encounters. Candidates for this substance were – in addition to Burton’s 

(1990, 1999) “fundamental needs” – material needs, shared (super-ordinate) 

intergroup goals, as well as “needs” and “interests” understood more general 

and possibly idiosyncratic (as opposed to pre-supposed by a stipulated list).  

 

Methodology 

Within these research areas, the precise research foci were refined in the 

light of the research experiences in the field. The research project underlying 

this dissertation was conducted in the style of grounded theory methodology, 

which implies that research questions are consciously devised with a broad 

focus prior to the engagement with the participants. The name-giving idea of 

grounded theory methodology is to root the process of theory generation 

closely in the data, deferring the development or refinement of theory to the 

phase of engaging with new data, instead of using data as a test for theories 

which were developed prior to the respective field research.  

Correspondingly, the foci formulated prior to the field research functioned as 

delimitations of the areas under investigation, whereas the details were filled 

by the engagement with data. In Charmaz’ (2003, 2006) variety of grounded 

theory, the underlying motivation for assigning centrality to the data stems 

from a primary interest in the perspectives of participants. The research 

project overlaps with Charmaz’ approach due to the aim of being guided in 

the research conduct by the participants’ perceptions of significance and 

consequences of activities. Connections and ramifications were 
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consequently not totally defined prior to the research engagement, but 

developed in interaction with the participants perspectives. 

The research project, however, deviates from Charmaz’ ontology 

significantly. Charmaz defends a “constructionist” (2003, 2006) variety of 

grounded theory, and appears to endorse a relativist constructionist view, 

e.g. reflected in statements as “any analysis is contextually situated in time, 

place, culture, and situation” (2006: 131). A relativist constructionist stance 

follows a dogma which could be summarised as stating “Cuius lingua, eius 

veritas” (as an adaptation of the slogan “Cuius regio, eius religio”). A relativist 

philosophy, however, leads inevitably into inconsistencies. In the example of 

Charmaz’ writings, the cited statement is inconsistent with those statements 

of Charmaz which suggest an objectivist attitude to some concepts such as 

“experiences” of the participants, e.g. evident in the statement that 

“theoretical sampling became a means of gaining access to this specific 

experience” (ibid.: 148).  

Such inconsistencies can be avoided when adopting a pragmatist 

Wittgensteinian view oriented towards data. This view comprises the 

acceptance that mutual understanding (including the understanding of 

research participants by the interviewer) presupposes shared fundamental 

assumptions, while a relativist hyperbolic doubt which attempts to qualify all 

own assumptions is an impossibility, due to its inherent internal contradiction. 

An absolutist relativist philosophy would lead inevitably to internal 

inconsistencies on the following ground: As Wittgenstein indicates, the 

process of doubting requires a standpoint: “If you tried to doubt everything 

you would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself 
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presupposes certainty”(1969: §115). Whenever language is used, some 

fundamentals are already presupposed. When everything was doubted, this 

would include doubt on whether words have meanings, to the effect that the 

basis for expressing any statements would be dissolved by such universal 

doubt.  

By this pragmatist insight, Wittgenstein launched a turn which could be 

termed another philosophical Copernican revolution, as the fundamentals 

cannot any longer be seen as absolute certain constants given by nature, or 

as a product formed by the human mind, but must be conceived as 

constituting a fix point which needs to be trusted. Doubting everything would 

be like saying: “Everything can be doubted – the content of all statements is 

ontologically equal – but this sentence can be meaningless or wrong.”  

Correspondingly, having an objectivist attitude towards some concepts, such 

as “experience” or “accounts”, is an indispensable necessity. At the same 

time, there is scope for the admittance that some of these assumptions might 

be overturn one day. Whether doubt is reasonable, however, depends on the 

availability of alternatives grounded in reasons, Wittgenstein (1969) taught 

us. The process of theory building, on the other hand, is constituted by 

generalisations and abstractions which are underdetermined, i.e. not totally 

supported by the available data, to the effect that alternative ways of 

explanation are possible. (Otherwise it would not be the development of a 

theory, but a logical deduction.) Therefore, building theories in the form of 

generalisations and conjectures about connections has inevitably an 

interpretive element. Understood in this sense, describing analyses as 

“interpretive”, as suggested by Charmaz (2003, 2006), would be appropriate. 
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Avoiding on the hand the categorisation of data “on the basis of initial and 

very partial information” (Robson, 2005: 324), and deferring on the other 

hand the employment of existing theories, suggests to compare data across 

situations and people. Charmaz (2003: 259-260) proposes to compare 

“different people”, “the same individuals with themselves at different points in 

time”, “ incident with incident”, “data with category”, and “categories with 

categories”. Within the research project, such comparisons helped to identify 

similarities and differences within and between accounts. Recurring themes 

and practices described by the research participants suggested assumptions 

about regularities across contexts, while differences induced data-guided as 

well as theoretical search for associations with context conditions. By 

comparing this developing analysis to the stock of theories, refinements in 

the form of supplements to these theories resulted. 

The research project attempts to elucidate the practice experiences with the 

mentioned peacebuilding dimensions of NGO activists in the Former 

Yugoslavia. The focus of this field work is on local NGOs since they have – 

being part of the grassroots level of society (‘level 3’ in the classification of 

Lederach, 1997: 51-5) – the richest experience with work on this level. 

Activists of local NGOs can be expected to have detailed knowledge of the 

past development and present prevalence of group categorisations, good vs. 

evil thinking, and prejudices within the societies concerned. It is the 

sustainment of group categorisations and hatred at this “level 3” which is the 

conditio sine qua non for a broad societal participation in violent conflicts. 

While some politicians might fuel conflicts and wage wars due to self-

interests in solidifying their own power basis (cf. Anderson, 1999; Silber & 
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Little, 1996), support from a large part of the society depends on the broad 

acceptance of enemy images, which justify war as an appropriate means to 

deal with the adversary. 

 

Results  

In the process of the engagement with the experiences of local NGO 

activists, research foci were relocated and refined in the following ways: 

NGO activists’ responses indicated an orientation towards a comparatively 

concrete level of communicative frameworks, rather than referring to abstract 

Habermasian principles of argumentation. They pointed towards cultivating 

communicative practices which are supporting self-expression, exchange, 

personalisation, and reflection. NGO activities aiming at the reduction of 

intergroup enmity followed multiple routes, instead of being solely 

concentrated on intergroup collaboration on common goals or correction of 

stereotypes by mediation.  

By giving space for stories of victimisation, for a better understanding of past 

motivations, for discovering intergroup commonalities, and for reflection on 

double standards, it was enabled that prejudices on imagined homogenous 

groups could be questioned and images of the own group’s moral superiority 

could be challenged. Furthermore, as expected, activists did not tend to 

employ preconceived lists of needs during their work on intergroup divisions 

and conflicts. The needs of LNGO projects’ recipients seemed to be very 

different depending on the particular target group or individuals, as well as on 

the time elapsed since local war events, and on the particular local setting. 

These specificities imparted significance to an introductory phase of the 



 
 

13 

projects which consisted of an extended pre-analysis phase and envisioning 

processes. This introductory phase constituted the informational, visionary 

and relationship-building foundation for subsequent steps. 

On a more abstract level, the NGO activities aiming at the reduction of 

enmity can be classified into three major categories: 1) fragmenting the 

image of the outgroup through contacts which provided personal information 

about individuals, so that the internal heterogeneity of the opponent’s group 

is rendered visible, while deviations from stereotypes could become tangible; 

2) bringing commonalities with the opponent to the foreground, either by 

collaborating collectively on shared aims and needs, or by unearthing 

interpersonal overlaps e.g. common war-related experiences, feelings, 

motivations, values and visions; 3) undermining the imagination of the own 

side’s moral superiority by fostering the recognition of crimes and suffering 

inflicted by the own side, through e.g. contact with war victims from the other 

side.  

Whilst classical approaches to intergroup encounters propose to initiate 

intergroup contact by a joint analysis of the conflict (Burton, 1990), such an 

initiation is marred with the danger that conflict parties are becoming 

infuriated by the opponents’ view on the conflict right from the start (cf. 

Ramsbotham, 2010), so that hostilities persist. Following another classical 

approach of initiating the encounter situation by working on the interaction 

styles of the group participants, on the other hand, can lead to frustrations 

when participants perceive a lack of relevance of these initial steps (Fisher, 

1997). The approaches of the investigated local NGOs, in contrast, are able 

to avoid these limitations: they possess relevance for the participants, as 
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activities were based on common intergroup needs or aspirations of the 

participants; and they defer the engagement with the most sensitive topics to 

later stages after some basic level of trust has been built.  

Potential initial steps in encounter situations could take different forms, but all 

had the potential for initial trustbuilding, on which basis exchanges could 

ensue. The NGO activities imparted respect and engaged in trustbuilding by 

notably 1) listening to personal experiences, feelings, aspirations, and 

motivations, thereby signalling respect for individual experiences and 

sentiments; 2) initiating cooperative projects on joint community aspirations 

and material needs, thereby manifesting recognition for local priorities, and 

3) inducing dialogue on similar war-related experiences, motivations, hurts, 

values and visions, in a framework oriented on listening and exchange, 

manifesting mutual respect.  

By focusing on experiences, needs, and aspirations, the NGO activities had 

from their outset the potential of being perceived as relevant. At the same 

time, some projects contributed to intergroup trustbuilding by personalisation, 

and by increased visibility of commonalities as well as a better understanding 

for the other sides’ experiences. These projects engaged partially with 

conflict-related topics, instead of taking the detour of teaching lessons in 

group dynamics, and instead of jumping into the conflict analysis without 

building some initial intergroup rapport.  

After such NGO activities have built an initial level of trust, a process of 

exchange on perspectives can ensue in which the most controversial 

conflict-related topics can be discussed. During this ensuing exchange, 

inducing reflection processes on own double standards can raise awareness 
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for war crimes committed against the opponent, thereby undermining the 

image of the own side’s moral superiority in the past war. Finally, a reflective 

exchange on the basis of a future society can uncover and develop common 

values.  

As argued, the reduction of dichotomous enemy images is an inevitable 

stage on the route towards a more peaceful society in which conflicts are 

supposed to be solved through open communication and collaboration 

amongst the various sides. Even when, however, trustbuilding measures 

between adversaries have been successful, there can be intergroup 

differences which persist, and which cannot be sufficiently addressed by 

looking at underlying needs and aspirations.  

When dealing with cultural and religious differences, a contingency 

classification is proposed, consisting of the following elements which were 

applied by NGOs: 1) Fostering the exploration of intergroup commonalities 

and differences for a better basic understanding; 2) If disagreements remain 

despite a better basic understanding, tolerating these differences in values, 

practices, and beliefs is an obvious route towards cohabitation; this tolerance 

can be based on respect following from an understanding of the background 

of these differences, and on an acceptance of differing beliefs as equal in 

valence; 3) Supporting the discovery of joint values within intergroup 

exchanges to raise awareness for normative commonalities and for options 

of cohabitation with differences; disagreements which cannot be solved 

might be continued within an accepted framework based on these shared 

values. 

 



 
 

16 

Structure of the dissertation  

Theory chapter one discusses those classical approaches to conflict 

resolution which are based on human needs theories, and those more recent 

approaches which envisage inducing the conflict parties to harmonise their 

conceptualisations and understandings of the conflict. Work within the 

frameworks of these classes of approaches is impolitic as long as war-

related hostilities stay intact, since conflict parties which see the existence of 

the respective adversary as the core of the problem are unlikely to engage in 

either a process of open communication or open analysis of the conflict 

constellation, so that trustbuilding is required as a conditio sine qua non. 

Theory chapter two examines the relationship of cultural and structural 

peacebuilding, and discusses the broader aims of peacebuilding in relation to 

local practices. The chapter argues that a modified agenda of peacebuilding 

should be envisaged, which starts with measures aiming at fostering mutual 

recognition among former adversaries. As a social activity inherently striving 

for change, peacebuilding agendas are inevitably based on values that guide 

the peacebuilding endeavours. These values, however, must not be 

regarded as purely subjective. Values, such as equality and nonviolence, can 

be anchored in e.g. empirical beliefs and in the appeal of visions of human 

flourishing.  

Theory chapter three indicates that one of the necessary conditions for the 

possibility of war is the categorisation of people into distinct social groups. 

Wars can be based on e.g. religious, political, or ideological identity groups, 

on cultural or (sub-)national identity groups, or on economic interest groups. 

The chapter will relate general theories on the sources of wars to the specific 
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wars which emerged in the former Yugoslavia. These specific wars can be 

understood as being motivated by a multiplicity of aspects, reaching from 

ancient animosities, economic difficulties entailing material scarcity, political-

ideological differences, to power aspirations and autonomy strivings.  

The methodology chapter addresses philosophical discussions on truth and 

knowledge in relation to theory building. One of Wittgenstein’s central 

insights will constitute the point of departure and basis for the ensuing 

methodological discussion, which is summarised here as: Without values, 

human action (and/including language) would be void of direction, and 

without factual assumptions, it would be void of a way. On this basis of 

pragmatism, the intricacies of theory building are examined, before 

discussing the implications for the research project underlying this 

dissertation in relation to sampling, data gathering, and data analysis. 

Varieties of data collection and analysis are elucidated, and it is presented 

how the process of data gathering was interactively modified in the field.  

The presentation of results is structured into two main sections. I) Improving 

intergroup relations by reducing enmity and by challenging dichotomous 

group categorisations; II) Dealing with differences. Section one will address 

the following domains: A) Improving intergroup relations by projects on the 

community/municipality level; B) Working directly with people who were very 

seriously affected by the war; C) Challenging enemy images in the wider 

public; D) Learning from the past and planning for the future. Section two 

comprises: A) General mechanisms for dealing with conflicts; and B) Dealing 

with deep intergroup differences. 
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The discussion chapter summarises the results, presenting mechanisms for 

reducing enmity, such as: fragmenting the image of the outgroup through 

contacts which provide personal information about individuals; bringing 

commonalities with the opponent to the foreground; undermining the 

imagination of the own side’s moral superiority. For those cultural and 

religious differences which persist, it is proposed to notably: Fostering the 

exploration of differences, such as values’ background, and supporting the 

discovery of joint values which can inform frameworks for continuing those 

disagreements which presently cannot be solved. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion on the philosophical and practical implications of deep 

disagreements on norms and/or facts.  
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Theory chapter I: 

The role of Intergroup Enmity as a Central 

Obstacle to Conflict Handling and Chances for its 

Transformation 

 

Introduction 

“The maintenance of life is perhaps one of the most sacred and universal 

values in human culture”, Bar-Tal (2000: 79) observes. When societies are in 

war, however, this “sanctity of life” (ibid.) does not seem to hold for everyone 

any longer. How is it possible that attacks on human life are abhorred by a 

society during non-war times, but are accepted in the situation of “war” by the 

same society? While social phenomena are a product of multiple complex 

interaction processes, in highly escalated conflicts an aspect of crucial 

importance is the development and sustainment of enmity, as well as the 

categorisation of people into distinct groups as a pre-requisite for the 

development of enemy images pertaining to social groups. The term “enemy 

image” is used here to denote those conceptions by which people classify 

human beings, commonly on the basis of an assumed ethnic or national 

feature, into a category associated with characteristics of strongly negative 

valence. 
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While the field study on which this dissertation was conducted in the post-

war settings of Croatia, Serbia and/including Kosovo, and as such was 

situated amidst a context of post-war peacebuilding attempts, the local 

practices identified by this project are at the same time potential suggestions 

for the field of peacemaking, i.e. for settings in which the spectrum of 

violence still comprises the broad use of direct violence: The dissertation 

suggests that work which directly addresses “us” vs. “them”, “good” vs. “evil” 

dichotomies constitutive of enmity is a prerequisite for conflict transformation. 

The very possibility of intra- and interstate war is dependent on the 

willingness of people to kill others (and to accept the killings of others) solely 

on the grounds of the perceived group membership of the ones to be killed. 

Due to this reverberating position of enemy images at the core of warfare, 

this thesis will look at the experiences of local NGOs in Former Yugoslavia 

with practices attempting to ease hostilities on the way to improve intergroup 

relations.  

A central pillar of the thesis’ rationale is that as long as enmity is pervasive, 

neither a discursive framework of Habermasian communicative action (1995) 

nor discourse ethics (1983) can be broadly practised (cf. Ramsbotham, 

2010), nor a “resolution” arrived at in workshops in the sense of Burton 

(1990) – which is supposed to be based on the satisfaction of “basic human 

needs” – can be developed. As long as conflict parties are attributing to 

members of the adversary group the worst of characteristics and intentions, 

seeing them as “evil” and the actual obstacle to the own side’s well-being, 

they are not likely to engage in a process of open, unrestrained 

communication with the opponent, and cannot be expected to question their 
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own basic assumptions in an exploratory spirit on a search for a mutually 

agreed solution. It will be argued, instead, that the process of improving 

intergroup relations has to be envisaged with a distant time horizon, and that 

at the beginning of this process work on hostilities is a conditio sine qua non.  

Upon questioning the rationale of the family of approaches which are 

centring on human needs – in the attempt to find a common ground on which 

solutions can be built which are acceptable for all conflict parties – it will be 

argued that a focus on more idiosyncratic commonalities, such as common 

values, is more promising, while acknowledging the importance of the 

material well-being. The discovery of values appealing to the involved conflict 

parties is pivotal for shedding light on double standards and forms the 

ground for potential areas of future interactions. 

The present chapter will first address the process of social categorisation 

which forms the basis of stereotypes and hostilities, and will investigate how 

particular group identities can become fixed and sustained by societal 

processes. It will then look at how negative group attributions and the course 

of conflict escalation are mutually reinforcing, feeding the spiral of violence 

and warfare. As a model of central influence within the conflict resolution 

literature, the human needs theory will then be discussed and evaluated, 

followed by an analysis of discursive approaches to conflict. Since these 

families of approaches are regarded as impolitic in situations characterised 

by deeply rooted mistrust and animosities, the focus will then centre on 

attempts of easing enmity, starting with an elucidation of the contact 

hypothesis, and then moving to a discussion of the role of the material basis 

in conflicts. A discussion of the heavy burden from the past within war-torn 
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societies will ensue, as a pivotal aspect for the sustainment of hostilities. This 

discussion will involve a reflection on dealing with “hot”, emotional questions 

around controversies related to the war-past. Finally, the central role of 

values in the evaluation of the past will be discussed, and their significance 

for envisioning the future will be addressed, suggesting that they possess 

inspiring potential for concrete steps towards this vision.  

Social categorisation  

During times of escalated group conflict, group members regard themselves 

as being in conflict with others about whom they do not have any personal 

information, and sometimes treat them, especially during warfare, 

predominantly on the basis of this assigned group membership. This role of 

group memberships, particularly prominent in times of war, indicates that 

people classify human beings into social categories which can possess 

literally vital importance for the protagonists. According to Tajfel (1982), the 

basis of the relevance of social categories is formed by the actors’ sense of 

“social identity”, which consists of their self-allocation to a group and the 

valuation accorded to this group relative to other groups. Tajfel (ibid.) 

indicates that the social categorisation has an impact on people’s behaviour 

even in situations when the basis of this categorisation is cursory.  

Whether possible social categorisations become relevant, however, depends 

on the societal context: Sen (2006: 26 et seq.) points out that one could even 

form clearly definable groups based on the size of the shoes that people are 

wearing or according to the time they were born, but that these criteria are 

commonly not the basis of a feeling of identity under. (Some extraordinary 
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conditions could be imaged under which these criteria could impart a sense 

of identity to people (Sen, 2006: 27), e.g. when an “autocratic ruler” became 

paranoid pertaining to a group of people, on the ground of some 

“supernatural belief in the perfidy of people born [during a defined hour]”.) In 

general, the broad societal background defines which of the possible 

classification systems are regarded as relevant for the concept of identity. 

Within a given society, however, people do not only have the feeling of 

belonging to only exactly one specific group, but to many. Sen (2006: 24) 

indicates that the same person can have a variety of identities such as 

“British citizen”, “of Malaysian origin”, “nonvegetarian”, “linguist”, “a bird-

watcher”, etc. This reference to multiple identities is in accordance with 

Jabri's (1996: 183) indication that “[identity] is always multiple”, while Jabri 

adds that “there is no singular experience of being [a particular social 

identity]”, but that each identity is related to a variety of experiences in 

different situations, “reflecting different modes of representation”. This 

reference to various “representations” stresses once more the societal 

dependence of these identity concepts.  

The stabilisation of group identities 

In some cases individuals do not have the freedom to decide whether they 

want to be seen by other actors of their social environment as belonging to a 

certain social group. As Sen (2006: 31) illustrates, an “African American 

when faced with a lynch mob”, or a “Jewish person in Nazi Germany” is 

limited in the choices of how s/he is seen within such settings. One can 

easily think of more wide-spread examples, such as the taxing and drafting 

of people categorised as belonging to a certain state, or the granting of 
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access to certain states based on the category of the passport a person 

possesses. These practical consequences of the ascribed group 

belongingness are sustained by a broad societal acceptance of the 

respective group categorisation; this acceptance is closely related to the 

social identity, and is in turn reinforced by the consequences of these 

societal classifications, thereby leading to a mutual stabilisation.  

As the examples above indicate, in many societies part of the social 

identities are dependent on nationality or citizenship, and the central role of 

nations in forming social identities is one of the main foci of Jabri’s (1996) 

analysis. Jabri (1996: 134 et seq.) argues that references to the “nation”, 

“national interest”, “national security”, “national self-determination”, etc. are 

part of a discourse which “reproduces” concepts, symbols and norms 

belonging to the category “nation”. The reproduction of “nation” as a concept 

draws on the conceptualisation of a common past, suggesting a historical 

continuity of social identities (ibid.): “conflicts of our post Cold War era centre 

around a discourse of origins, where the traditions and territorial claims of 

forebears are relived and in whose name the contemporary and future wars 

are legitimised” (original emphasis).  

The societal self-understanding of forming one “nation” entails – and is 

dependent on – the exclusion of other people from this category. The strict 

classification of human beings into groups on whose ground people treat 

others irrespective of personal information is regarded by Tajfel (1981) as the 

core of dehumanisation. The divisions implied by this group categorisation 

seem to become especially deep when it is seen as forming the basis for 

competition, so that social identities become “zero-sum”, whose 



 
 

25 

exclusiveness is illustrated by the slogan “You are either one of us or against 

us” (Zartman, 2005: 50). This way, the social identity of a group can be 

partially defined by the self-understanding of being in a competitive relation 

with another group or groups. This sense, which is constitutive of these 

group identities, of being as an entire group in a conflictual position relative 

to others, can be sustained within a society in many ways. Jabri (1996: 80) 

gives as an example the holding “national commemorations which glorify 

past victories in war” which can contribute to an identity which is “constituted 

in terms of adversity, exclusion, and violence towards past and present 

enemies.” This relationship between social identity and exclusionary 

competition is further discussed in the next section. 

Conflict escalation and enmity 

While Jabri’s (1996) analysis concentrates on the “nation” as the “most 

commonplace of identities” (ibid.: 134) and as the basis for exclusion, 

Duffield (1997) argues that processes of exclusion and de-legitimising of 

social groups can occur (within the same state) in reaction to scarcity of 

resources, as a strategy of survival, guided by the “principle if scarcity exists, 

it should be the lot of others” (ibid.: 102), as will be further outlined below. In 

either case, the exclusion of people is associated with a (literally) 

discriminating treatment of them, founded on the categorisation into distinct 

social groups regarded as being in a conflictual relationship with one 

another, and based on some assumed difference in ethnicity, nationality, or 

in any other respect regarded by protagonists as relevant.  
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The understanding of being in conflict with others on the basis of group 

memberships and the assumed distinctions related to these group 

memberships are likely to be mutually reinforcing: Deutsch (1973) suggests 

that when a situation of group interaction is defined as competitive, this 

definition does not only increase the perceived difference assumed to 

separate the own group from the other group, but also precipitates mistrust 

and animosities between the groups. Similarly, Glasl (1997) argues that 

during the process of escalation the conflicting parties perceive the 

respective other side to an increasing degree in a negative way, forming the 

contrasting background on which the own side appears in brighter colours. 

During stages of high escalation, the social identity of one group contains the 

“denigration of the Other” (Zartman, 2005: 50) as a constitutive element, so 

that the own side’s members are seen “as superior to the other side’s 

members” (Kriesberg, 2005: 69).  

A significant process within an escalatory conflict dynamic which leads to the 

deterioration of interaction and perception patterns, Glasl (1997) points out, 

comes about by the use of threats; when conflict parties engage in 

threatening the respective other side in order to force its behaviour into the 

desired direction, the own threats are regarded as strategic, while the threats 

of the opponent are perceived as indicators for the immediate danger to the 

own side, as Glasl indicates. This asymmetry, which arguably contributes to 

the perception of the respective other side as dangerous and “evil”, is an 

example of a more general point made by Kempf (2003): In the absence of 

open communication, the actions of the respective other side are 

experienced in terms of their damaging effects on the own side, while the 
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underlying intentions remain invisible, so that each side can easily reach the 

conclusion that the other side is purely hostile.  

Glasl claims that in highly escalated conflicts the parties conceive any 

solution impossible as long as the sanction potential of the respective 

“enemy” stays intact; the actual problem is conceived of the existence of the 

enemy, so that the goal is to remove the power base of the enemy, or even 

the enemy itself. The perception of being under threat from an 

undifferentiated hostile group is supported by societal depictions of “the 

enemy […] as one monolithic whole such that all […] become culprits, 

deserving of collective punishment” (Jabri, 1996: 108 et seq.).  

 

Warfare and enmity 

A definition of the conflict situation wherein the existence of an enemy group 

is seen as the problem becomes arguably much more likely when the 

interactions comprise killings. As Bar-Tal (2000) argues, the dynamic of a 

conflict is changed dramatically as soon as the border towards killings is 

transgressed. He refers to the conspicuous meaning which is linked to 

human life and its protection, expressed by him as the “sanctity of life”, being 

related to the irreversibility of death. From this unique meaning of human life, 

Bar-Tal (ibid.) derives the “emotional dismay” which is entailed by the death 

of group members, abetting a “desire for vengeance”, and the de-

humanisation of the enemy. The perception of the opponent as evil and the 

accompanying tendency towards retribution increases the likelihood that 

more killings ensue, fuelling the spiral of warfare.  
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The consideration of the conflict parties of waging war, as an option for 

dealing with the opponent, is of course dependent on their possession of 

“war” as a concept of an acceptable way for dealing with escalated conflicts, 

and Jabri (1996: 107) argues that this concept is partially constituted by the 

regulative rules associated with war. By prescribing which forms of 

behaviours are acceptable and not acceptable during times of conflict, these 

rules are part of the definition of the “war” concept, to the effect that “war” 

becomes a form of human interaction that is available as an option. Every 

time a war is waged, is has the consequence of stabilising it as a concept of 

possible interaction (Jabri, 1996). Considering war as an option despite the 

“sanctity of life” (Bar-Tal, 2000) becomes possible by defining the conflictual 

situation as exceptional due to the exceptionally evil character of the 

opponent, who is finally seen as “deserving of any violence perpetrated 

against him” (Jabri, 1996: 34). 

Regarding the emotional characteristics accompanying the process of 

warfare, Curle (1990: 87) observes that “the logic and arrangement of 

‘normal’ life are abandoned for exaggeration and fantasy. The ‘reasonable’ 

fears and worries engendered by war and violence change into paranoid 

myths […]” This “paranoia”, however, is also able to function as the critical 

ingredient of a self-fulfilling prophecy, created by more intense attacks on the 

respective opponent, thereby feeding the spiral of escalation of action and 

“reaction”, leading to a further exacerbation of enmity. During the ensuing 

process of killings on both sides, the responsibility for the appalling 

development of the war is assigned to the adversary, attributed to the 

“adversaries’ character, ideology, or leadership” (Kriesberg, 2005: 77), 
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aggravating the enemy images in an attempt to justify the own side’s 

atrocities.  

Once these levels of escalation have been reached, on which the conflict 

parties perceive the other side as inherently evil and cruel, while blaming the 

adversary for the devastating course of the violence, these enemy images 

can be expected to reach some stability, rendering de-escalation of the 

conflict an especially demanding challenge. Even once the turmoil of full 

warfare finally abates, the enemy images have a much longer life expectancy 

than the large-scale slaughters. The outbreak of war in the former 

Yugoslavia can be regarded as an example for how old enemy images – in 

this case from World War II, and maybe even from century-old battles 

between Serbia and the Ottoman Empire – are able to contribute to hostilities 

and fears (Silber & Little, 1996), even after decades of cohabitation. The long 

life expectancy and the severity of enemy images pose difficulties for 

endeavours to improve intergroup relationships, challenging some of the 

classical and contemporary approaches to conflict resolution and 

transformation.  

Human needs as a common ground?  

A substantial share of the classical conflict resolution literature is based on 

the concept of “basic human needs”. The idea is that all human beings share 

not only basic physiological needs such as food or water, but also a set of 

psychological needs. As these needs are conceived of as not accessible to 

compromises, any conflict resolution arrangement, the argument 

correspondingly goes, must take into consideration these basic universal 
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needs. According to Burton, “there are human needs more compelling in 

directing behaviours than any possible external influences”, and refers to “the 

individual’s need for identity and recognition, and these relate to the need for 

security” (1990: 33) as those needs which he regards as the most relevant 

for the dynamics of violent conflict.  

While conflict resolution theories based on the human needs concept 

(Kelman, 1999; Azar, 1986; Fisher & Ury, 1999; Floyer Acland, 1995) vary 

somewhat in terms of their conceptualisation of values, interests and 

positions, they share the assumption that conflict resolution is achievable by 

focusing on underlying shared needs, which are typically conceived as non-

negotiable and as non-zero-sum in nature: ‘deep-rooted conflicts are related 

to needs that are held universally, needs that are not material goods in short 

supply’ (Burton, 1990: 205); i.e., the achievement of e.g. ‘security’ of one of 

the parties does not delimit the other parties’ options for achieving ‘security’ 

(cf. Kelman, 1999).  

The conceptualisation of the term ‘need’ features some deviations amongst 

the mentioned authors, which is indicative of the difficulties involved in the 

postulation of a fixed list of universal needs. One of the differences in terms 

of emphasis appears to relate to the relative status of material needs. Fisher 

and Ury (1999: 50) include “economic well-being” in their list of basic human 

needs, whereas Burton (1997: 36) indicates that “relationship needs are 

sometimes sought at the sacrifice of physical needs and even of life itself”. 

Indeed, the possibility of warfare implies the willingness of subordinating 

ones aspiration for survival under a perceived “greater good”, wherein this 

perceived “greater good” can famously involve the national identity – 
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famously expressed as dulce et decorum est pro patria mori / it is sweet and 

graceful to die for the fatherland – or another perceived “higher cause” (cf. 

Jabri, 1996). Obviously, at other times the interest in survival seems to 

dominate as a motivation for human behaviour. Variations like this in the 

relative importance of aspirations suggest that it is not possible to give a 

fixed list of needs supposed to be absolute and non-negotiable. The role of 

the material basis will be further discussed in a separate section below.  

For most of the authors the concept of “needs” implies their universal nature. 

Floyer Acland (1995), however, constitutes a notable exception, who 

suggests that conflict parties possess “shared” as well as “different” needs. 

This distinction is not elaborated much further by Floyer Acland, except for 

the general indication that a focus on “shared needs and interests [...] will set 

in motion a process which will quickly reveal if there is any measure of 

agreement on which a larger agreement can be built” (49). In contrast, the 

view of the other mentioned authors (Burton, 1990, 1997; Kelman, 1999; 

Azar, 1986; Fisher & Ury, 1999), who see needs as universal, entails the 

assumption that these “basic human needs” always constitute a basic 

common ground amongst any disputants, and that a consideration of these 

needs is an essential part of successful conflict resolution. As will be argued 

below, this orientation towards needs as the key factor for processes of 

conflict handling is problematic, since it is far from obvious that all of the 

needs included in the lists of the authors are really universal (e.g. in the case 

of a “need for identity”), and as it tends to underestimate the problems 

associated with divergent values.  
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Another difference between the “human needs” authors concerns the status 

of “interests”: Whereas Burton (1990) draws a clear boundary between 

needs and interests, Fisher and Ury (1999) stipulate that needs are a sub-

class of interests. Fisher and Ury (ibid.) adopt the concept of needs as 

fundamental and universal, but they take a far less flexible approach to 

interests than Burton (op. cit.): While for Burton interests are changing with 

the circumstances, Fisher and Ury suggest to take the relative importance of 

interests as given when approaching processes of negotiation, to the effect 

that the order of these priorities is not questioned (even though they propose 

that interests of lower priority might be traded in exchange for those of higher 

priority). This approach of Fisher and Ury (op. cit.) to stipulate the relative 

importance of interests as fixed precludes in its short-term orientation the 

possibility of changing interests.  

The concept of underlying universal human needs, which this just sketched 

approach shares with those mentioned above, is confronted with several 

problems, discussed in the subsequent paragraphs.  

The proclamation of universal human needs as rooted in the biological make-

up lacks unambiguous empirical and logical support particularly when 

considering Burton's (1990) needs for “identity” and “recognition”. The 

striving of some identity groups for autonomy merely demonstrates that 

human beings have the potential to have a social identity and can prioritise a 

struggle for self-determination over other goals. Even if one assumed that 

such a tendency can be perceived globally, this still would not be evidence 

for biological universality. As Rubenstein (2001: 55) points out: “Biologizing 

(or “ontologizing”) needs forecloses the inquiry that should be made into the 
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extent to which certain needs are becoming universal as a global culture 

comes painfully and convulsively into existence.”  

On a more general level, Pinel (2007: 22-3) argues that as a matter of 

principle it is not even sensible to ask in the case of a complex human 

capacity how much “nature” and “nurture” are contributing, and suggests 

considering the metaphor of someone playing a panpipe, pointing out that we 

“would not ask how much the musician and how much the panpipe 

contributes to panpipe music”, as it is the interaction which creates the 

product.  

The variation of identification across historical epoch indicates that the 

process of social identification is very flexible; whereas social groups in the 

early centuries of human existence were most likely very small, social 

identities are now comprising entire “nations” or even continents, suggesting 

that a comprehensive social identity comprising “humanity”, superimposing 

national identities, is conceivable (cf. Brehm & Kassin, 1996: 451). The high 

interpersonal variation of the degree to which people identify with various 

groups, in turn, – compared to e.g. the degree to which people need food 

and water – renders the conceptualisation of an identity need as universal 

questionable. Even if, however, it is assumed that human beings possess an 

inherent tendency towards the classification of people, these variations 

indicate that there is still room for social attempts to countervail such an 

assumed need for identity (cf. Sayer 1999: 121).  

The assumption that human needs related to “identity”, “recognition” and 

“security” are universal and biological (Burton, 1990), also entails practical 

problems for conflict resolution, as this assumption limits the process of 
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exploration of conflict interactions. If this assumption forms the basis for 

approaching analytically the interaction patterns of a specific conflict 

situation, the analysis can be expected to be constrained, probably 

engendering some kind of support for these needs when searching long 

enough among the numerous interaction patterns. As Ramsbotham (2010, 

132; original emphasis) argues, however, in situations of “radical 

disagreement”, “conflict parties are, not nearer, but much further apart than 

was supposed”, to the effect that commonalities in needs are in these 

situations not providing a sufficient basis to bridge differences. An approach 

based on a universal needs conception is in danger of underestimating the 

importance of relevant dividing aspects, such as values. Galtung (2002), for 

example, indicates that during the Oslo process the centrality of sacred 

places and the strength of religion in guiding behaviour were not taken 

sufficiently into account, a neglect that has likely contributed to the limitation 

of the accord’s success.  

Values are conceptualised by Burton (1990: 37) as “acquired”, and as 

forming cultures and defining the group identities. Values are conceived as 

being related to fundamental needs insofar as the values of a particular 

social group are assumed to be defended on the grounds of the “needs of 

personal security and identity” (ibid.). While this relation to needs is 

supposed to render values resistant to short-term change, Burton’s 

conceptualisation of values as being “acquired” and the idea that they are 

formable in the long-term (“after a generation or two”) has the connotation of 

a certain arbitrariness of these values. If, however, it is assumed that there is 

arbitrariness in terms of which values can become culturally persistent, and 
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that values “are not for trading” (ibid.: 39), as Burton himself claims, then a 

cultural community could well develop values and hold them dear which are 

incompatible with values of other cultural communities, a view which is in an 

extreme variety e.g. reflected in the concept of “the clash of civilisations” (cf. 

Sen, op. cit., for a discussion of this concept). From this perspective, 

Burton’s claim that a “solution” to “deep-rooted” conflicts can be found due to 

the zero-sum nature of needs (Burton, 1990: 205) becomes dubious.  

Conceiving values as foundational guiding principles of behaviour, the 

interaction of cultural groups with different values can be demanding, 

especially when a cultural group is claiming universal validity for a certain 

value clashing with values of another cultural group, whose members in turn 

might claim universal validity for their values. Such an incompatibility gains 

particular relevance when groups stand in a structural relationship which 

entails frequent interactions between the groups. In this situation, either a 

modus vivendi of living together with these value differences has to be found, 

or some common value ground has to be discovered or developed. In many 

cases, living together with these differences on the basis of tolerance and 

respect might be a desirable option, but it is not clear how to deal with 

differences when one or more groups feel demanded to follow their values 

also in interaction with individuals whose values are in contradiction to the 

former. As will be argued below, groups might be able to find some common 

values upon a process of exchange and exploration. Whether, however, 

cultural groups are able to find an arrangement of living together with 

differences, or are able to find a common value ground is not something 
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which can be presupposed on the basis of supposedly common human 

needs for identity and security.  

Another family of critique of the explanation of escalated group conflicts by 

referring to the frustration of human needs originates from analyses which 

point to the significance of the material well-being of actors, thereby 

opposing Burton’s (1990: 202 et seqq.) concept of “Conflict Resolution as 

Problem Solving” with its focus on non-zero-sum goods. Burton proposes a 

process of facilitated interaction of the conflict parties, during which the 

facilitator is supposed to help the conflict parties analysing the conflict 

situation. It is stated that this analysis will “reveal [possible outcomes] that 

might be acceptable for all parties”, due to the assumption that “deep-rooted 

conflicts are related to needs that are held universally, needs that are not 

material goods in short supply” (ibid.: 205). Other authors, however, point to 

the significance of material resources within the development of conflicts, 

whereby the assumption that conflicts can be settled by reference to non-

zero-sum goods is challenged: Collier (2000) sees the main root of conflicts 

as located in the striving for personal gain, claiming that the most important 

factor driving violent conflicts is the motivation of improving one’s material 

wealth situation, while stating that references to societal injustices by 

conflicting groups are merely rhetoric attempts to publicly justify the struggle 

for resources. Galtung's (e.g. 1990) foundational concepts of structural and 

cultural violence give the material basis prominence in conflict studies as 

well, but stress a different moral implication, stating that the existence of 

stark economic imbalances is a form of violence which demands change. As 

an additional explanatory concept, Anderson mentions the role of ideology, 
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and suggests that the basis of conflicts is frequently formed by mixed 

motives: “Conflicts often embody elements of both principle and self-

aggrandizement” (1999: 10). Especially the aspects of material well-being 

and perceived injustices, which will be further discussed below, might be 

underestimated by an outlook oriented on needs related to “identity”, 

“recognition” and “security”.  

An additional difficulty of Burton’s (1990: 202 et seqq.) framework of “Conflict 

Resolution as Problem Solving” regards the expectation that the conflict 

parties are willing to engage in a facilitated analysis of the conflict situation, 

presupposing some readiness on the part of the conflict parties to participate 

in such a process of exchange and exploration. The problem posed by 

hostilities is that even if the conflict parties had some basic needs in common 

(which is rather plausible when thinking of needs related to survival), they are 

unlikely to engage in an analytical process searching jointly with the 

adversary for a common solution as long as they perceive the other side as 

evil. Ramsbotham (2010: 126) indicates that in situations of intense conflict 

the parties do not have a detached view of the conflict constellation, to the 

effect that conflict parties can become infuriated by the opponents’ view on 

the conflict right from the start: “It is the fact of the outrage that immediately 

elicits indignation and the steely will never to rest until the wrong is righted” 

(2010: 126; original emphasis). When conflict parties assume that the 

opponent questions the own side’s existence and blame the opponent for all 

the losses which their side endured in the course of the conflict, conflict 

parties' willingness to engage in a cooperative process of analysis is likely to 

be limited; as Kriesberg (2005: 77) points out, “Partisans on each side blame 
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members of the other side for the destructive course of their conflict; it is the 

adversaries' character, ideology, or leadership that is responsible.”  

Viewed on a more general level, Burton’s approach to support conflict parties 

in an analytical process of discussing interests which are behind public 

positions seems to have at least in specific contexts some validity. Fisher 

and Ury (1999: 42-3) famously refer to the struggle between Israel and Egypt 

over the Sinai Peninsula, which initially seemed to be intractable, as the 

sides appeared to show little willingness to compromise in terms of proposed 

courses of a new border. A breakthrough in the Sinai question was 

apparently reached then the underlying interests were taken into account: 

the Israeli government had the aim to keep Egyptian military equipment as 

far away as possible from the mainland of Israel, while the Egyptian 

government was not willing to lose sovereignty over land which had 

belonged to Egypt for centuries or even millennia. This constellation allowed 

both sides to accept Egyptian formal sovereignty over the Sinai under the 

provision that a demilitarized zone on the Sinai was established.  

This example suggests that engaging in a deeper analysis of the conflict 

parties’ interests appears to be in at least in some contexts, in which an 

arrangement for a narrowly specified area of conflict issues is searched, a 

helpful approach. If the peace is supposed to be sustainable, however, the 

parties’ relationship requires improvement, and that can only happen when 

the fault and responsibility for the own grievances is not seen as exclusively 

resting upon the adversary (Assefa, 2001: 342; a point further addressed 

below).  
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In this section it was argued that the reliance on a framework of problem 

solving on the basis of the concept of universal needs, regarded by these 

need theories as a panacea for violent conflicts, is faced with several 

problems. As it was mentioned, the idea of universal human needs as rooted 

in the biological make-up precludes the analysis of cultural influences. This 

neglect is partly responsible for an underestimation of the importance of 

values within conflict constellations. By Burton’s (1990) emphasis on 

allegedly fundamental needs of “recognition”, “security”, and “identity”, the 

approach furthermore shifts the focus away from the potentially pivotal role of 

material resources and injustices. Finally, the approach rests on the 

problematic assumption that conflict parties are open for an analytical 

process which will allow them to find solutions based on the non-zero-sum 

nature of their shared needs, even after a history of violent conflict entailing 

enmity. In summary, it seems to be useful to retain from Burton the general 

approach of trying to support processes in which conflict parties engage in 

analysis and reflection of the conflict constellation, but only when the 

concentration on assumed universal needs is abandoned, while enlarging 

the perspective with a consideration of the significance of the material basis 

and of cultural values. In order to establish a framework in which the parties 

are able to reflect on the conflict constellation in a spirit of exploration, a 

prerequisite is arguably the reduction of animosities and mistrust.  

The following section will discuss approaches to conflict which are trying to 

launch communicative processes endeavouring to reach a shared 

understanding of the parties’ conceptualisation of the conflict situation.  
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Negotiating a shared reality? 

As an alternative to Burton’s approach of problem solving based on assumed 

universal human needs, Väyrynen (2001) suggests that conflict parties need 

to establish a “shared reality” (pp. 120 et seqq.), by conducting workshops 

and using them as “a place where ‘something is allowed to become 

problematic’ for the parties”, i.e. by having a process during which the 

assumptions and concept of the parties are questioned due to the unearthing 

of contrasting assumptions or the realisation of inconsistencies.  

The view that assumptions and concepts need to be challenged is already 

found in Burton, who argues that “a great deal of attention must be given to 

language and the precise meaning of words, to concepts and their underlying 

assumption” (1990: 209). Whereas Burton, however, assumes that the 

process will end in the discovery of “satisfiers [of needs] that are not a threat 

to others, and which, desirably lead to valued exchange relationships ” (ibid.: 

205), the concept of universal human needs is rejected by Väyrynen (2001). 

Instead, Väyrynen claims that “[a] shared acknowledgement of conflict and a 

shared need for conflict resolution offer a foundation for ‘negotiating’ a 

shared reality […] A problem imposed by the workshop structure can also 

facilitate the harmonisation” (ibid.: 122).  

This view of Väyrynen that problematising concepts and assumptions of the 

conflicting parties leads to “harmonisation” is itself problematic. Even in 

situations characterised by far lower degrees hostility than those associated 

with direct violence, people are often not willing to question their 

assumptions, as Bohm (1996: 5) points out: every party can have the 

perception “that the main trouble is that the other person is the one who is 
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prejudiced and not listening.” After a conflict has been at a certain stage of 

escalation and the conflict parties attribute the losses and atrocities they 

have endured and inflicted to the respective opponent’s character (Kriesberg, 

2005: 77, see above), they tend to conclude “that they can never trust [the 

other side] again” (Anderson, 1999: 15). Under these circumstances they can 

be convinced that the opponent’s public claims and its references to its 

interests are not more than pure rhetoric (cf. Telhami, 2005: 368). Parties in 

escalated conflicts tend to regard their own view or “their narrative [as] the 

only true one” (Cohen, 2005: 346), while rejecting the labelling of their 

convictions as a mere narrative (Ramsbotham, 2010).  

To overcome such deep animosities and the profound mistrust between 

conflict parties, it would certainly be helpful to challenge the categorisation 

underlying the deep divide between the own side and the opponent, as 

proposed by Jabri (1996: 162), who suggests to aim for “‘true discourse’” 

which “requires that the subjects shed any ideological distortions prior to an 

engagement aimed at understanding”, approaching an Habermasian “ideal 

speech situation” of “equal participation and the right to question the validity 

claims of normative and factual statements in a dialogical process which 

aims at reaching free rational consensus about such claims” (ibid.: 164).  

As Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 300) indicate, however, the Habermasian 

“formal requirements for communicative action”, according to which “validity 

claims” are purely rationally assessed, are violated in situations of “serious 

political disagreements” characterised by incommensurable “convictions”. 

Correspondingly, it does not seem very likely that conflicting parties are 

ready to question their assumptions and “shed any ideological differences” 
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(Jabri, 1996: 162), especially in a climate of animosities and mistrust. Similar 

objections apply to Jabri’s (1996: 165-6) idea of discourse ethics as a 

process “based on participation, empathy and recognition”, thereby 

conceived of as creating “a zone of peace based upon dialogical principles” 

(166). The initiation of such a process of reflection within a framework of 

“participation, empathy and recognition” presupposes that participants are 

ready to mutually accept and respect one another. This assumption is 

dubious in the context of escalated group conflicts characterised by mutual 

dehumanisation, necessitating a prior process of reducing animosities and 

mistrust. 

For addressing differences in the parties aspirations, Ropers (2008: 17-19) 

proposes to analyse the conflict constellation through a “tetralemma” as an 

analytical tool: Ropers (ibid.) suggests that the contradiction between 

“position A” advocated by one conflict party and “position B” defended by 

another, can be bridged when the “binary logic of the European tradition” is 

overcome and when more options are introduced: Besides “Position A” and 

“position B”, also “the affirmation of A and B (‘both A and B’), and the 

negation of A as well as B (‘neither A nor B’)” supplemented by a fifth 

position, “none of this,… but also not this” (rendering it strictly speaking a 

pentalemma).  

While this approach points to the significance of inventing more options in 

attempts of conflict transformation, such an enlargement of the space of 

alternatives is very different from overcoming of what Ropers (ibid.) calls the 

“logic of the European tradition”. A statement of logic of the kind that “if A, 

then it cannot be that not A” is very different from e.g. the statement that “if 



 
 

43 

party one favours self-determination for the region and party two wants the 

region to stay part of a larger country, a third position is to establish a 

federation”. In the context of formal logic, the statement “A” implies by 

definition that “not A”, rendering “A and not A” an impossibility. A case within 

a conflict constellation closer to a logical contradiction would be “party one 

favours self-determination, and party one does not favour self-

determination”, instead of “party one favours self-determination for the 

region, and party two wants the region to stay part of the country”.  

Whether one regards a sentence of this former kind as a logical contradiction 

depends on how the sentence is interpreted. Encountered in isolation, one 

would simply not know how to make sense of a statement whose 

conventional reading suggests a logical contradiction, unless some context 

information is provided which explains how the particular statement is to be 

understood, as pointed out by Putnam (1994). Putnam analyses a story 

taken from Wittgenstein, which involves a person who is ordered to come to 

a certain event neither naked nor dressed. The “solution” in this story is that 

the person comes “dressed” in a fisher net. This “solution” depends on a 

particular understanding of the words “dressed” and “naked”, and it is this 

specific understanding which circumvents a logical contradiction. However, 

this does not mean that logic has been overcome. As Putnam indicates, we 

cannot altogether eliminate the possibility that even particular “logical truths” 

or “mathematical truths” will be qualified in the future, but “logical truths do 

not have negations that we (presently) understand” (1994: 256). 

In summary, devising creative options for a constellation in which the 

positions of parties seem at first sight to be incompatible is arguably 
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indispensable for the transformation of protracted conflicts. It is important to 

notice, however, that what might appear as a contradiction is not always a 

logical contradiction. For example, in terms of conflicts involving seemingly 

un-resolvable differences of interests around the question of sovereignty 

over a territory, Galtung (2002: 140), points to the interesting options of 

“Non-territoriality” and “Joint sovereignty”. Such creative solutions, however, 

are not in contrast to logic, as it is not imaginable how or in which context 

logic as we know it could be violated. The contriving of creative integrative 

options and processes in turn requires an open exploration of the conflict 

constellation. As was argued above, before conflict parties are willing to view 

the conflict situation openly, question their assumptions, “shed any 

ideological differences” (Jabri, 1996: 162), and engage in a framework 

“based on participation, empathy and recognition” (ibid.: 166), it is required 

that participants are ready to accept and respect one another.  

As mentioned, investigating how a process for overcoming hostilities can 

develop in order to prepare the ground for more open and explorative 

processes of communicative interaction is amongst the major concerns 

which guided the fieldwork of this dissertation. Coleman’s (2000: 440) 

suggestion that “establishing a constructive process might be a particularly 

useful strategy in the early phases” bears similarity to the orientation of this 

disquisition, recommending to first concentrate on easing the tensions in the 

relationship between the conflict parties instead of jumping straightway into a 

search for “solutions”. This long-term orientation is compatible with 

Lederach’s (2003: 20-1) conceptualisation of peace as “a continuously 

evolving and developing quality of relationships”. Searching for 
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arrangements that are trying to accommodate aspirations dear to the conflict 

parties has still an essential place in this approach, but cannot be on the 

agenda before some basis of trust has been established, on whose ground 

an analysis of the issues which seem most pressing for the conflict parties 

can take place.  

The following sections reviews approaches aiming to establish a more 

cooperative climate between members of nominally different ethnic groups. 

The focus of the discussion will at first be directed to the role of intergroup 

contact, addressing superordinate goals’ potential to challenge the dominant 

group categorisations which are underlying enemy images, before moving to 

a disquisition of the material basis’ significance. The section thereafter will 

cover the field of dealing with the past, a topic endowed with high relevance 

by the strong emanation of the war-past into the present. Dealing with “hot 

issues” related to the war past will be discussed in a separate section, which 

then will be leading over to the final section in which it will be argued that 

discovering and developing common values is of central importance for the 

process of dealing with the past, and especially for envisioning a common 

future.  

Intergroup contact 

A classical approach towards the improvement of intergroup relations is the 

“contact hypothesis”, stated by Allport (1954; reviewed in Kassin et al. 2008). 

The contact hypothesis was formulated at the time when the US Supreme 

Court had to reach a decision on the issue of segregated schools, and its 

verdict in 1954 finally marked the beginning of desegregated schools 
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(Stephan & Stephan, 1996; Brown, 2000). Contrary to high expectations 

linked to desegregation, it did not procure clear positive results in terms of 

intergroup relations in the short run. Early studies even suggested that there 

tended to be an increase of the “Whites”’ stereotypes towards African 

Americans following desegregation (Stephan and Stephan; 1996: 78). Mere 

contact between groups is apparently not sufficient to reduce prejudices. 

Kassin et al. (2008) indicate, however, that the original contact hypothesis 

does not claim that mere contact is enough, but specifies conditions for the 

intergroup contact to be successful, like “personal interaction” and 

“cooperative activities” around a “superordinate goal” (ibid.: 173).  

A classical study of Sherif et al., (1961) suggests that the cooperation around 

superordinate goals can indeed have some potential of improving even 

erstwhile hostile group interactions, and Stephan & Stephan (1996: 64) 

reviewed more recent studies which “provide strong support for the 

proposition that intergroup cooperation improves intergroup relations.”  

It cannot, of course, be expected that there is an automatic link between 

cooperation and an improvement of intergroup relations. Brown (2000: 351) 

indicates that the cooperation needs to be a “pleasant” experience, and, 

similarly, Schofield & Eurich-Fulcer (2004) as well as Deutsch (2000) argue 

that the cooperation needs to be successful in the eyes of the participating 

group members. “In the early stages it is especially important that 

cooperative endeavours be successful” (Deutsch, 2000: 62). The 

improvement of intergroup relations is especially challenging, of course, after 

national or ethnic identities have been reinforced in multiple contexts by a 

“discourse of exclusion” (Jabri, 1996: 130) and by feelings of threat (e.g. 
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Telhami, 2005). In such a situation, Deutsch (2000: 62) argues, “it takes 

repeated experience of successful, varied, mutually beneficial cooperation to 

develop a solid basis for mutual trust between former enemies.” 

Stephan & Stephan (1996: 64), point to an important qualification to the 

potential influences of cooperative interactions: “Even under the best of 

conditions, the changes in attitudes toward individual outgroup members 

brought about by cooperation may not generalize to the outgroup as a 

whole.” The difficulty of generalisation is also stressed by Brown (2000: 347), 

who states (similarly to Stephan & Stephan, op.cit.) that “many studies 

reported that it was not too difficult to change people’s attitudes towards the 

particular outgroup members that they has actually encountered; much 

harder was to effect a shift in their attitudes and stereotypes towards the 

outgroup as a whole, especially those many hundreds (thousands?) of 

outgroup strangers that they run across in their daily lives or hear about on 

their televisions or in their papers.” Brown (2000) discusses several attempts 

of coping with this problem of generalisation, all of which “try to change the 

salience of existing group identities” (ibid.: 347), viz. “decategorisation”, 

“recategorisation”, a third approach relying on the salience of the problematic 

group membership during intergroup contact, and, as a variety of this third 

approach, the “dual identity approach” (ibid.: 347-60):  

The “decategorisation” approach tries to shape the intergroup encounter as 

personal as possible, so that the salience of the group membership is 

reduced. It is based on the rationale that when group members get to know 

each other as individuals, discriminatory behaviour towards outgroup 

members will be reduced, as the attention of the participants is supposed to 
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be focused away from the group stereotypes towards a personal level. In this 

vein, Stephan & Stephan (1996: 66-7) state that “considerable research 

indicates that providing people with information about the behaviour of 

individual group members influences judgements of those individuals and 

that social categories are de-emphasized in this process.”  

The “recategorisation” approach shares with the former approach the idea 

that reducing the salience of the group memberships is beneficial for the 

intergroup relations. In contrast to the endeavour of “decategorisation”, 

however, which attempts to eclipse the prevalent group categories, 

“recategorisation” refers to attempts of inducing amongst individuals a feeling 

of belonging to a super-ordinate/common social group. Kassin et al. (2008) 

for example state that “the experience of intergroup cooperation increases 

the sense of belonging to a single superordinate group” (295).  

The fact that both decategorisation and recategorisation rely on the rationale 

of reducing prevalent group categories as conducive to intergroup relations is 

seen by Brown (2000) as problematic in terms of the possible generalisation 

of the reduced stereotyping. A potential solution lies in activities that manifest 

a “group salience” approach. Brown (2000: 352-3) refers to studies which 

suggest that cooperative interactions with outgroup members lead to more 

positive generalised attitudes towards the outgroup when the group 

belongingness of these outgroup members still possessed some salience.  

This points to the possibility of a “dual identity approach” as a variety of the 

group salience approach, consisting of the attempt to “[maintain] some 

degree of subgroup distinctiveness within a strong superordinate identity” 

(Brown, 2000: 356; original emphasis).  
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However, such approaches which keep the social categories salient can be 

expected to raise difficulties in war and post-war contexts, when the 

respective outgroup category is associated with hostility. Even in intergroup 

contexts which do not bear the heavy burden of war, strong stereotypes are 

likely to form an impediment to the intergroup relations when the group 

memberships are salient, as is considered by Brown (2000: 357): “such a 

pluralistic approach, based as it is on making some group distinctions more 

salient, must tread a very delicate path between fostering positive mutual 

differentiation between groups and avoiding the regression into familiar and 

destructive patterns of negative stereotyping which so often accompany 

salient category divisions.”  

Due to the intrinsic difficulties of every one of these approaches, Brown 

(2000: 360) concludes that “some combination of them” might be the best 

option, without specifying what such a combination could look like. A 

combination would most likely have to take the prevalent intergroup situation 

into account, considering the degree of stereotypes and hostilities. 

The work on a cooperative activity is arguably more promising when this 

activity possesses some relevance for the respective group members. Given 

the potentially central role of material resources, common activities centring 

around material resources might possess peculiar validity. The role of 

material resources, of perceived injustices and of material well-being will be 

addressed in more detail in the section following now.  
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Material basis 

Work on material well-being can attempt to address the inter-group relations 

directly when it comprises intergroup collaboration, but it can also be 

described as reducing the potential for conflict by easing the pressure arising 

from material scarcity, which is regarded by Duffield (1997, cf. above) as the 

main ground of contemporary violent conflicts. Also Collier (2000; Collier et 

al., 2005) views competition for material resources as the central driving 

force behind conflict, although Duffield and Collier differ somewhat in terms 

of what the war-inducing aspect of material distribution is and in terms of the 

moral connotation which is entangled in their conceptions of the claimed 

phenomenon: 

Duffield’s (1997) reference to “scarcity” (cf. above) obviously confers a sense 

of lack, while he indicates that scarcity does only lead to violent conflict when 

constituencies are mobilised by those with influential positions to choose 

violence “as a proactive response” (ibid.: 102). Collier et al. (2005: 2-3), on 

the other hand, who are focusing on civil wars as the most common form of 

contemporary wars (“most new outbreaks of large-scale armed conflict occur 

within the boundaries of sovereign states and pit the government against one 

or more groups challenging the government’s sovereignty”), purport that 

“such rebellions are motivated by greed, which is presumably sufficiently 

common that profitable opportunities for rebellion will not be overlooked.” In 

Collier’s view (2000, Collier et al., 2005), the availability of material means for 

the sustainment of rebellion is the central factor in explaining the occurrence 

of civil wars as the class of most contemporary wars.  
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Irrespective of these differences between Duffield (1997) and Collier et al. 

(2005), these authors share the focus on the material basis as the pivotal 

underlying ground for the occurrence of wars. An in-depth analysis of the 

Collier-Hoeffler model, however, which supplemented correlation-analyses 

with qualitative case studies, indicates that inequality relative to availability of 

“lootable” resources was of much greater significance than Collier et al. 

(2005) ascribed to it on the basis of statistical correlation-analyses alone 

(Sambanis, 2005). According to this in-depth analysis (Sambanis, 2005: 309-

10), natural resources do not seem to be so much at the root of war onsets, 

but their role appears to be mainly based on their function of enabling the 

conflicting groups to sustain their violent struggle. (By extending the possible 

duration of wars, natural resources have an increased likelihood of appearing 

in correlation analyses on wars at any fixed point in time.) With respect to 

unequal wealth distribution, Sambanis (2005: 320) indicates: “Theorists of 

ethnic conflict have argued convincingly that conflict potential is maximised 

when ethnicity overlaps with class, resulting in so-called ‘ranked’ systems”. 

The reason why inequality did not appear to be influential within the original 

analyses is attributed by Sambanis (2005) to the use of “interpersonal” 

proxies, like the Gini index, instead of “intergroup” proxies for injustice. 

In relation to the setting of the Former Yugoslavia, Barrat Brown (2005) 

points in the same direction, arguing that the deterioration of the economic 

situation combined with a growing gap between the regions in terms of 

material wealth and unemployment were a decisive factor in Yugoslavia’s 

break-up. (This is reminiscent of the significance of competition suggested by 

Deutsch, 2000, mentioned above.)  
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Looking at these indications from Duffield, Collier, Sambanis, Barrat Brown 

and Deutsch (op. cit.), the occurrence of contemporary war appears not to be 

reducible to the material basis, while the material basis seems to play, at 

least within some of the violent conflicts, a central role. As pointed out by 

Duffield, scarcity without agency of influential figures does not create civil 

wars. Arguably, this agency is much more likely in situations of unequal 

wealth and opportunity distributions, a view suggested by the case of Former 

Yugoslavia (Barrat Brown, 2005), and the case studies analysed by 

Sambanis (2005). At the same time, the indication of Collier et al. (2005) that 

wars require material means to be sustained is in accordance with 

Sambanis’ review of case studies, suggesting the role of material means as 

a major factor.  

Given the likely connection between material scarcity and perceived 

injustices with the occurrence of contemporary wars, the improvement of the 

material well-being alone could already be a contribution to peacebuilding, 

wherein addressing injustices seems to be of particular relevance. However, 

material well-being and a low perceived level of inequality is arguably not 

enough in a post-war setting, after war events have left a legacy of 

traumatisation and grievances. The focus will therefore turn now to the topic 

field of dealing with the past.  

Dealing with past wars 

As argued above, the killings happening as a constitutive element in the 

process of wars create a dynamic in which the opponent is seen to an 

increasing degree as untrustworthy and evil, fuelling the spiral of escalation. 
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A crucial aspect of this escalation is the impetus towards vengeance (Bar-

Tal, 2000). As Anderson (1999: 17) indicates, “sometimes people who suffer 

want only to inflict pain on others in return for pain they have experienced”. 

Underlying this concept of revenge seems to be a norm of “reciprocity” which 

is closely related to the idea of “retributive justice” (cf. Mani, 2002).  

Telhami (2005: 364 et seq.) reports how in the course of a violent conflict are 

more and more motivated by revenge: “reciprocity becomes the norm as 

people increasingly behave in a tit-for-tat fashion. Over time such behaviour 

intensifies and becomes normalized […] despite the fact that [people in the 

Middle East] were worse off behaving in a revengeful fashion, cooperation 

did not necessarily result from learning that violence did not pay”. Also 

Kriesberg (2005: 72) argues that within this process revenge can become the 

central driving force: “Methods of fighting may lose their practical connection 

with the goals of each side as anger, hate, and revenge-seeking result in 

atrocities that further inflame the fight.”  

Given these deep feelings of grievances and traumatisation associated with 

the death of group members or even close relatives, dealing with the past is 

an essential challenge on the way to conflict transformation. Silber & Little 

(1996) describe how the legacy of World War II were part of the fears and 

hostilities contributing to the escalation dynamic. This long shadow of war 

experiences on an individual level as well as on the level of group narratives, 

which is reinforcing group categorisations and the associated enemy images, 

imparts dealing with the violence of a past war its relevance.  

As pointed out by Assefa (2001: 342), peace can only be sustainable when 

the parties’ relationship improve, and this requires that the responsibility for 
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the respective side’s grievances is not seen as exclusively resting upon the 

adversary. The endeavour for a process which allows the avowal of own 

wrongs is reflected in Lederach’s (2006) concept of “truth”, as one of the 

concepts he conceives of as useful guidelines for dealing with the past, viz. 

“Truth”, “Mercy”, “Justice”, and “Peace” (29): “Truth is the longing for 

acknowledgement of wrong and the validation of painful loss and experience, 

but is completed with Mercy, which articulates the need for acceptance, 

letting go, and a new beginning. Justice represents the search for individual 

and group rights, for social restructuring, and for restitution, but it is linked 

with Peace, which underscores the need for interdependence, well-being, 

and security.” These conceptions seem to be impressive guiding principles 

for the long-term process of reconciliation, but are difficult to implement in a 

“fresh” post-war context.  

On the other hand, the “longing for acknowledgement of wrong and the 

validation of painful loss and experience” (ibid.) might be strong in many 

victims, but the content of the truth is likely to be especially controversial 

after a war. The reaching of agreements between former war parties on e.g. 

questions regarding causes of the war is likely to be difficult within a climate 

of mutual mistrust, pointing again to the primary importance of work aiming at 

the improvement of the relational basis. Even if, however, attempts of 

reducing mistrust did have some success, establishing circumstances of war 

events could still be expected to encounter obstacles and to be impossible in 

some cases, e.g. when there are contradicting reports or when witnesses 

and material remains are scant.  
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Depending on the ontological stance, the conclusions to be drawn from the 

presence of contradicting reports are very different. From a perspective of 

“social constructionism” (Gergen, 1999), which has abandoned the concept 

of a correspondence between accounts and reality, it could be argued that 

different accounts just have to be accepted as different “truths” in the form of 

multiple narratives, potentially related to an attempt of “meaning-making” 

(Gergen, 2001: 196), similar to the project of “negotiating a shared reality”, 

mentioned above. One alternative offers the perspective of “verificationism” 

(see Putnam, 1999: 49-59), which claims that the “assertability” of a 

sentence is dependent on observables, and that this relation of “assertability” 

and “observable conditions” is regulated by social practices. This view 

suggests that truth equals assertability, and if there is a situation in which the 

observables are inconclusive, the statement “either x happened or it did not 

happen” is regarded as appropriate. Of course, when this statement is 

understood literally or formal-logically, it is always correct, but what 

“verificationism” claims is that when observables are inconclusive, then it is 

undecided (in contrast to “un-decidable”) what happened in the past. 

Neither “social constructivism” nor “verificationism”, however, can be 

expected to satisfy the aspirations and needs of post-war-societies and its 

victims of war. As mentioned, Cohen (2005) points out that parties of highly 

escalated conflicts regard their narrative as the only true one, while 

Ramsbotham (2010) indicates that conflict parties reject the description of 

their convictions as being merely a narrative. Regarding the perspectives on 

questions around the past, this fixation on the own narrative is likely to entail 

a view which is termed by Putnam (1999: 56) “commonsense realism”: 
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According to this conventional conviction, “when we make statements about 

the past […], we are saying something whose rightness or wrongness 

depends on how things were back then” (original emphasis). This view does 

not imply the assumption that there can ever be conclusive “evidence” which 

“proves” that certain events occurred, as material remains and statements 

from witness give always room for interpretation, and what counts as 

“sufficient evidence” is a matter of a value judgement. The best one can 

strive for is maybe an agreement between the former warring sides, what is 

regarded as “sufficient evidence”. This notion of “sufficiency” would gain 

plausibility when it was qualified by acknowledgement of fallibilism, i.e. 

acknowledging that the conclusions drawn from the “evidence” are revisable. 

A very likely difficulty to such a process of “evidence” finding is that some 

constituencies of the former warring parties might doubt reports of people 

from “the other side”.  

While it does not seem feasible to reach a consensus on individual 

interpretations of experiences of loss, the moral perception of war actions is 

of course dependent on underlying values. This point will be further 

addressed in section “discovering shared values”. In the next section it will 

be discussed how controversial and emotional issues related to the war time 

might be approached within a workshop-like situation.  

Considering the deep wounds, losses, and atrocities associated with feelings 

of outrage and grief, the addressing of topics related to war events is able to 

induce the emergence of very emotional confrontations. Building up some 

basic levels of trust as a fundament, therefore, might be an essential first 

step for engagements with the more crucial and emotional topic areas. To 
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enable the process of trust-building it could be useful to create a space 

associated with behavioural norms which are permissive for a cooperative 

interaction and conducive to an atmosphere of exploration and exchange. 

Numerous studies (e.g. Ross & Samuels, 1993, in Ross & Ward, 1995; 

Ornstein, 1991) indicate that behavioural norms can be highly context 

specific and exert a decisive influence, and Habermas (1981) describes how 

social norms can be negotiated in particular contexts. This aspect of context-

specificity of social norms in turn can enable the creation of spaces for which 

specific norms for the patterns of interactions are agreed upon, thereby 

forming the ground on which attempts aiming at “decategorisation”, 

“recategorisation”, “group salience”, and “dual identity” (see above) could be 

conducted. 

Difficulties are likely to appear when members of former war parties are 

encountering “hot issues”, such as questions about who was responsible for 

the outbreak of the war, or the legitimacy of certain acts. As sketched above, 

“social constructionism” in the sense of Gergen (1999) argues that in 

situations of disagreements, as they are reflecting different discourses, it is 

not a question of fact which of the discourses is right or true, and which 

values are better than others, as all discourses are regarded to be, in terms 

of ontology, on the same level: Social constructionism states that there is no 

single reality and hence no objective standard in relation to which discourses 

could be evaluated, and consequently they are in principle neither true nor 

false, but they simply are. Within this ontological framework, developing a 

new and common understanding can be still be an aspiration, since 

“meaning making” (Gergen, 2001: 196) is regarded as a valuable process, 
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but even the resulting discourse from such a process could not claim to be 

superior to other discourses.  

This approach lacks logical consistency, as will be discussed below, and also 

suffers from practical problems regarding its applicability. It is e.g. not clear 

why the conflicting parties should accept the “making” of new “meanings” as 

a desirable goal: As was pointed out above, the view of parties in conflict 

tends to be that “their narrative is the only true one” (Cohen, 2005: 346), and 

reject that their convictions are described as constituting one narrative 

amongst many (Ramsbotham, 2010); even if, on the other hand, conflict 

parties accepted the claim that discourses, and with them embedded values, 

are all the same in relation to truth, then it would not be clear why they 

should appreciate “meaning making”.  

Among the countless alternative philosophical views on questions related to 

truth and values, the ontological stance of Putnam (1999, 2005) will be dealt 

with now, as this stance provides a promising perspective on substantial 

disagreements, acknowledging the need of various conceptual and value 

frameworks which are enabling us to make statements and reflections, while 

these statements as “forms of reflections” are regarded as “governed by 

norms of truth and validity […] given the overall concerns of ethical life” 

(Putnam, 2005: 72). However, no particular conceptual framework can be 

claimed to possess absoluteness, as there are multiple ways of classifying 

the world and multiple possibilities of what we regard as properties and 

objects (whether we regard for example the “sky”, “mirror images”, or 

“numbers” as objects, Putnam, 1999: 7), and how we morally evaluate 
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historical processes or specific human actions (Putnam, 2005), so that there 

is no single true way how to describe the world.  

This does not imply that our conceptual frameworks and evaluations 

precipitate constructions of realities which are purely subjective: in the case 

of differing conceptual frameworks, they can allow us to produce descriptions 

about different aspects of the world (ibid.); in the case of value judgments, 

Putnam’s view is that certain values possess some “appeal”, and that some 

values are dependent on factual beliefs: “We have come to reject aristocratic 

ethics and patriarchal ethics partly because we reject the claims to certain 

sorts of intellectual superiority and superior reasonableness traditionally 

advanced by aristocrats and males as empirically false” (2007) and also 

because values like equality and compassion are linked to “a pluralistic and 

compassionate vision of human well-being with [a] wide appeal (2008: 385)”.  

On the problem of ethical disagreement (2005), he points out that “there are 

many issues about which people who stand within the ethical life at all do 

agree. That killing of innocent, cheating, robbery, etc., are wrong is 

something accepted by morally conscious people everywhere (2005: 75)”. 

Given that value orientations are, by definition, inevitable when one is 

uttering any kind of action and policy recommendations, values arguably 

deserve particular attention. (Richmond, 2008, for example, states in his 

discussion of international relations that “IR theory cannot ever be beyond 

ethics”). Finlayson (2005: 90) indicates that the justification of a “moral 

principle on the basis of non-moral premises” is not necessarily required, and 

that “to convince the moral sceptic” “may be too much to ask for any moral 

theory”. This perspective is shared by Putnam (2005), who indicates that the 
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justification of ethical values cannot be based solely on grounds outside of 

ethics.  

While values are, as mentioned, partially related to factual beliefs, Putnam 

(ibid.) argues that somebody standing outside morality altogether could not 

be won by reference to mutually accepted facts. A central significance is 

therefore resting on the “appeal” (Putnam, 2008) of values and of the “vision 

of human well-being” (2008: 385) in which they are embedded. If one 

assumes that some ground regarding basic ontological assumptions and 

fundamental values is shared even by conflicting parties, this common 

ground could provide the joint framework for discussions about the 

interpretation of some controversial war events, in particular when either 

already held common values are made explicit or when values which have 

an inherent “appeal” for the conflicting parties enter the discussion.  

 

Chapter Summary 

The basis of a adversarial group identity is partially constituted by discourses 

of exclusion, which can take the form of nationalism (Jabri, 1996) and/or can 

be related to group mobilisation as a reaction to material scarcity (Duffield, 

1997), while the latter can be expected to be more likely within a context of 

perceived material injustice (Sambanis, 2005). When in ensuing competitive 

interactions conflict parties engage in threats towards the opponent in order 

to force the opponent’s behaviour into a desired direction (Glasl, 1997), the 

threats of the “other” are only perceived in terms of their intimidating effects 

while the intentions behind are not visible (Kempf, 2003), thereby fuelling 
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mutual mistrust and animosities. As soon as the border towards killings is 

transgressed, the dynamic of a conflict is changed dramatically, entailing 

outrage, dismay and a desire for vengeance, thereby fuelling the spiral of 

violent escalation (Bar-Tal, 2000). While the appalling development of war is 

attributed to the opponent (Glasl, 1997; Kriesberg, 2005), the process of 

escalation and the further exacerbation of the enemy image are aggravating 

each other. Due to the resulting conceptions of the adversary associated with 

fundamental hostility and mistrust, approaches of conflict resolution and 

peacebuilding face huge challenges.  

Burton’s (1990) approach of problem solving has procured an interesting 

legacy of approaches which are suggesting an in-depth analysis of the 

conflict situation and search for options that meet underlying needs and 

interests in a non-zero-sum way (e.g. Kelman, 1999; Fisher & Ury, 1999). A 

process of reflection on the conflict constellation in a spirit of exploration, 

however, necessitates the reduction of hatred and animosities. As long as 

enemy images associated with hostility and mistrust are intact and the 

conflict parties see the very existence of the adversary as the core of the 

problem (Glasl, 1997), the parties cannot be expected to devise an 

agreement satisfying both parties’ aspirations, as Burton (1990) is hoping. 

Moreover, the assumption that common needs form the basis on which a 

mutual satisfying arrangement is possible rests on the questionable 

conception of needs as universal, thereby neglecting cultural differences 

between conflict parties, and downplaying the role of values in conflicts (cf. 

Galtung, 2002).  
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As an alternative to Burton’s method and conceptualisation, Väyrynen (2001) 

suggests an approach of negotiating a “shared reality”, claiming that the 

acknowledgement of a common problem by the conflict parties already 

provides the basis for a process of questioning own assumptions. However, 

as Bohm (1996) indicates, when views are clashing, even within everyday 

communication each side tends to allocate the blame to the prejudices of the 

opponent, and Ramsbotham (2010) as well as Cohen (2005) argue that 

parties in escalated conflicts regard their own and only their own convictions 

as true.  

The same problem confronts Jabri’s (1996) proposal to rely on Habermas’ 

(1995) concept of communicative action: As Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 300) 

indicate, these conditions are violated in situations of “serious political 

disagreement”, as these disagreements incorporate by definition convictions 

which seem to be incommensurable. Mistrust and the hostilities associated 

with enmity render it likely indeed that e.g. implied validity claims to 

truthfulness (i.e. the reference of one’s statement to the own subjectivity; 

Habermas, 1995) are rejected straightway, and that validity claims to morality 

are regarded as mere rhetoric or as attempts of propaganda (cf. Telhami, 

2005), so that an open and “rational” reflection on the own assumptions is 

hardly possible. Correspondingly, a process of easing enmity seems to be an 

inevitable prerequisite, before a framework of open communication and 

understanding can be established.  

One approach of attempting to improve intergroup relations recommends the 

cooperative interaction of group members towards a common goal, as 

suggested by Allport (1954) as a part of his classical contact hypothesis. 
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Brown (2000), Stephan & Stephan (1996), and Kassin et al. (2008) review 

studies which suggest that cooperation around common goals have the 

potential to improve intergroup relations. Brown and Stephan & Stephan 

indicate, however, that an improvement of attitudes towards “outgroup” 

participants within the contact situation does not imply an improvement of 

attitudes towards “outgroup” members in general.  

To address this problem of generalisation, Brown (2000) refers to four 

approaches: decategorisation, recategorisation, the “group salience” and the 

“double identity” approach. Whereas decategorisation and recategorisation 

are trying to reduce the salience of the group membership, the latter two 

approaches attempt to maintain some degree of salience, and some studies 

seem to support the viability of this latter approach. It is also consistent with 

the challenge of the likely appearance of group differences during intergroup 

encounter: since some discrepancies within intergroup encounters can be 

anticipated to emerge (cf. Sen, 2006: 32; Brown, 2000: 343 et seq.; 

Ramsbotham, 2010), an approach that acknowledges a certain degree of 

group differences while upholding a common identity (Brown, 2000: 356) is 

arguably in a better position to avoid frustration compared to an approach 

that tries to ignore group differences.  

Such an approach, however, which keeps the social categories salient faces 

the difficulty that in war and post-war contexts the respective outgroup 

category is associated with hostility. As Brown (2000: 357) acknowledges, an 

approach that renders “some group distinctions more salient” is in danger of 

“[regressing] into familiar and destructive patterns of negative stereotyping 

which so often accompany salient category divisions.” Due to the intrinsic 
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difficulties of every one of these approaches, Brown (2000: 360) concludes 

that “some combination of them” might be the best option, without specifying 

what such a combination could look like. This question on potential 

combination of approaches, constituting part of the research field of this 

dissertation, will be resumed in the results and discussion chapter.  

Given the significance of the material basis in conflict situations (Duffield, 

1997; Collier et al., 2005; Sambanis, 2005), work striving to improve the 

material basis is arguably valuable for reducing the potential for intergroup 

tensions. The following aspects of the material basis, among others, seem to 

be fuelling the escalation of conflicts: material scarcity in combination with 

political mobilisation (Duffield, 1997), the regional concentration of natural 

resources within a country (Sambanis, 2005), as well as perceived material 

injustices (Barrat Brown, 2005; Sambanis, 2005). Due to these conflict 

fuelling functions of material aspects, direct work on the material basis, 

especially related to feelings of justice, seems to be a central element for 

tackling the breeding ground of enmity and conflicts. Within a war-shattered 

society, however, the shadow of destruction and killings, entailing deep 

feelings of loss, dismay (Bar-Tal, 2000), anger and hate directed against the 

adversary (Kriesberg, 2005), requires that this heavy burden from the past is 

addressed (cf. Lederach, 2006: 26), so that work on the material basis will 

not be sufficient.  

When the perception of the adversary as “evil” has been eased, when the 

dominant group categorisations have lost some of their salience, and when 

some basic level of trust has been established, the parties will be more likely 

to enter frameworks of analysis and exploration on the basis of (more) open 
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communication. Experiences within a post-war context with endeavours of 

reducing intergroup hostilities – as a step for preparing this new ground for 

communication and exploration – constitute one of the two research foci of 

the field study underlying this disquisition. The field work concentrated on 

local NGOs, as they are supposed to have the richest experience with work 

on the grassroots level of society, while it is the sustainment of group 

categorisations and hatred at this level which is the conditio sine qua non for 

a broad acceptance of (and participation) in social-category-based violence, 

the precondition for the societal possibility of waging war.  

On the new ground of some basic level of trust, the process of a detailed 

analysis of the conflict constellation in the spirit of Burton retains some 

validity, when it is freed from Burton’s conceptualisation of universal needs: 

the classical exploration of aspirations behind public positions (e.g. Fisher 

and Ury, 1999) could still suggest some mutually acceptable accommodation 

of these aspirations, thereby having the potential of addressing differences, 

provided that addressing past atrocities, material injustices and values are 

taken seriously. A new ground of some level of trust may allow establishing a 

framework wherein the “appeal” of values – or that of a larger system which 

they inform – (Putnam, 2008) can be experienced. Some basic level of trust 

in combination with shared values might be able to provide the basis on 

which intergroup differences can be handled. As mentioned, this sphere of 

dealing with those remaining intergroup differences constitutes the second of 

the two main research foci of this dissertation.  
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Theory chapter II: 

Towards a culture and structure of peace 

 

Introduction  

Within war-shattered societies, the prevalent sense of having been subjected 

to severe injustices and grievances sustains enmity, including the 

characteristic dichotomous “good vs. evil” views deeply entrenched by the 

sufferings in the past war, as was indicated in previous sections. There it was 

argued that as long as conflict parties see the respective adversary as being 

the core source of the suffered grievances, while portraying their own group 

as having justly defended their own rights, conflict parties will not engage in a 

process of open communication and analysis of the conflict constellation. In 

the context of the prelude to the 1990s’ war in The Former Yugoslavia, in 

whose post-war context the case studies underlying this dissertation are 

embedded, Curle (1995: 115-6) reports that territorial cohabitants were 

demonised as “devils overnight”, and, consequently, that “war” was 

conceived of “as the sole means of survival”. The general significance of 

endeavours of improving the intergroup relationships between former warring 

parties does not least derive from the observation of Collier et al. (2005) that 

societies which have experienced war on their territory during their recent 

past have a heightened risk of a new war.  

As indicated in the previous chapter, a conditio sine qua non for conflict 

handling approaches is the reduction of the prevalence of rigid dichotomy-
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entailing categorisations underlying extreme forms of stereotyping, prior to a 

collaborative deliberation around the conflict constellation by the conflict 

parties. In the previous chapter it was suggested that rigid group 

categorisations, which are straining the intergroup relations, are potentially 

challenged by processes of cooperative interactions between former conflict 

parties in a personalised setting, and by the awareness-raising for war 

atrocities committed by the own side. After group categorisations have been 

dissolved to a certain degree, the space is created for a more open 

communication and investigation of the conflict constellation.  

The present chapter will elucidate how this process of reducing enmity 

relates to the broader agenda of peacebuilding, and discuss various aims of 

peacebuilding. In a parallel line of argumentation to the sections before, it will 

be argued here that when peacebuilding processes are initiated while conflict 

parties see the existence of the respective adversary as being the core 

source of their grievances and deprivations, such processes are likely to lack 

acceptance, consequently being possible only as top-down mechanisms, 

being perceived as outside impositions of dubious legitimacy. 

Correspondingly, easing enmity can be described as the foundation stone for 

sustainable peacebuilding. Only if the parties recognise that the adversary 

has a right to exist, there is room for discussing various forms of 

cohabitation.  

Structural peacebuilding, i.e. the establishment of a structural framework 

which explicitly declares or embodies equal rights for all parties, in the form 

of political institutions or a legal framework, might give some reassurance to 

conflict parties; a collaborative planning of and engagement in structural 
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peacebuilding by the conflict parties, however, presupposes the mutual 

acknowledgment of the right to exist, so that the process of provisioning 

rights is conceptually dependent on the (partial) recognition of the opponent. 

It could be tried, of course, to enforce rights via international interventions, 

but such an intervention is likely to provoke resistance, thwarting the aim of 

sustainability, as various examples of international peacebuilding attempts 

suggest (cf. Paris, 2004; Richmond, 2008). The local views determine in the 

end the development of the societal relationships, so that the affected 

populations’ views need to be at the centre of any peacebuilding efforts.  

The long-term agenda of peacebuilding, as conceptualised here, – drawing 

on Curle (1995: 139) and Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 244) – is to arrive at the 

re-humanisation of the opponent. This aim of re-humanisation is expressed 

by Ramsbotham et al. (ibid.) as the perception of the other as a “fellow 

human being”. The mechanisms aiming at re-humanisation are assigned to 

the category of “cultural peacebuilding”, while “structural peacebuilding” is 

seen as contributing to this re-humanisation by manifesting equality into 

societal institutions. Correspondingly, structural peacebuilding, which refers 

specifically to institutional re-arrangements, is part of the broader agenda of 

cultural peacebuilding.  

Recognising the opponent as an equal human being also implies that 

conflicts of interests are not “solved” by the violent enforcement of own 

interests, but by attempts of mutual accommodation. While the dissemination 

of practices of nonviolent conflict handling can involve the (structural) 

institutionalisation of discursive spaces, it will be covered here under the 

heading of cultural peacebuilding, as the focus will mainly be on the changes 
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in attitudes, identities and interaction patterns with which conflict settings are 

approached. 

As a form of activity striving for social change, any peacebuilding agenda is 

inevitably a norm-guided activity, aspiring explicitly or implicitly towards 

particular aims. While the local acceptance of peacebuilding endeavours 

depends on the degree to which these endeavours are commensurate with 

local understandings and practices, there are problems with the 

recommendation to orient peacebuilding processes upon local norms, 

understandings and practices. The ‘local’ is not monolithic, nor are local 

practices necessarily compatible with the aim of working towards a less 

violent society. Value judgements are thereby an inherent aspect of any 

goal-oriented societal involvement – also when envisaged as bottom-up or 

culturally sensitive towards local practices – due to the choices necessarily 

involved in working towards particular forms of societal organization and 

cohabitation, by supporting, counteracting or bypassing local traditions. A 

minimal value basis constituted by conceptualisations of equality and 

compassion which possess a wide appeal is unavoidable. 

Depending on the norms associated with particular understandings of 

‘peace’, a broad variety of goals are subsumed under the concept of 

‘peacebuilding’. This latter term thereby bears the function of a collective 

concept, burdened with the task of containing multifarious activities. 

Llamazares & Reynolds Levy (2003: 11) have commented that ‘[t]he 

inclusion of so many activities, levels and actors under the umbrella term 

peacebuilding has rendered its definition so broad that it is in danger of 



 
 

70 

becoming meaningless’. This wide variety of usage is a mirror image of the 

multiplicity of conceptions associated with the term ‘peace’. 

A minimal common ground between various peacebuilding agendas is the 

aim of creating framework conditions that reduce the war-proneness of a 

country or region, although conceptions of how to reach this aim vary widely 

among authors and protagonists. This common goal can be identified in 

Galtung’s (e.g. 1990) taxonomy of peace, with the concept of ‘negative 

peace’ as the absence of direct violence. To what degree peacebuilding 

practices by intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) aim for the fulfilment of 

the economic–institutional component of a ‘positive peace’– sensu 

institutionalising distributive justice – is highly debated, while the cultural 

component of ‘positive peace’ – in the sense of moving towards full mutual 

recognition – is neglected in conventional peacebuilding practices, as will be 

argued below. 

A modified agenda of peacebuilding is correspondingly recommended, which 

starts with fostering mutual recognition among former adversaries. On the 

basis of mutual recognition and on the grounds of equality and compassion, 

conceptions of justice can be negotiated which then can function as 

guidelines for political and socioeconomic rearrangements. The ideals of 

discourse ethics partially entail and partially supplement this value ground, 

forming in combination with it a framework for value/aim negotiations based 

on individual as well as group interests. 
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Cultural peacebuilding 

The societal conceptions pertaining to the respective (former) adversaries 

are the core of cultural peacebuilding, which has as its main aim the 

transformation of these conceptions away from dichotomous group 

categorisations and towards the recognition of a shared humanity. The 

conceptual broadness of cultural peacebuilding as defined here gives room 

for a wide array of processes that endeavour to induce a change of practices 

and attitudes within war-shattered societies with the goal of re-humanisation.  

Cultural peacebuilding is understood here in relation to its conceptual 

counterpart, which is “cultural violence” (Galtung, 1990). Cultural violence 

refers to networks of beliefs around group categories - including enemy 

images - which construct some groups as inherently superior (ibid.), i.e. 

rhetoric and views that allocate people to categories which are constructed 

as entailing unequal capacities, frequently due to assigned ethnicities. It also 

comprises the legitimisation of violence against some other groups (ibid.; cf. 

Jabri, 1996): The exclusion of others on the basis of their group membership, 

and the allocation of inferiority to a certain group category is on the basis of 

“direct violence” (Galtung, 1990), as outlined previously, and of structural 

injustices, as will be further addressed under the section of structural 

violence. 

For the discussion of processes of cultural peacebuilding, a conceptual 

distinction proposed by Allan & Keller (2006) will be used, who differentiate 

“thin recognition” from “thick recognition”. The former terms is characterised 

as “[proceeding] simply on the acceptance of the opponent, of its having the 

right and continuing to exist as an autonomous agent” (ibid.: 197). This 
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recognition of the opponent’s right of existence constitutes, as argued above, 

the foundation stone of peacebuilding, and is closely related to the reduction 

of enmity and the building of initial trust. The achievement of “thin 

recognition” is, however, only a first step on the way of full recognition of the 

opponent as an equal human being, and this latter recognition is what Allan 

& Keller (ibid.: 199-201) denote “thick recognition”, conceptualised as 

comprising the “full acceptance of the humanity of the other”, thereby 

mirroring the aim of re-humanisation as referred to by Curle (1995: 139) and 

Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 244). This aim of full recognition is supplemented 

for the present discussion with the concepts of respect and care for the 

others, as well as solidarity with the others, drawing on Curle (1995) and 

Richmond (2008).  

Another major area of cultural peacebuilding is constituted by processes of 

dealing with the past, aiming at addressing the prevalent individual or group-

based feelings of injustices related to the war-past. The field of dealing with 

the past is allocated to cultural peacebuilding on the grounds that the 

prevalence of feelings of victimisation related to the war-past is likely to 

perpetuate the demonization of the other. Also in this context, at least “thin 

recognition” – in terms of accepting the existence of the other related to 

some degree of re-humanisation instead of perceiving the opponent as evil 

demonised enemy – is required if measures oriented on restorative justice 

are to be accepted. As Assefa (2001: 342) points out, the improvement of the 

parties’ relationship requires that the responsibility for the conflict 

constellation is not seen as exclusively resting upon the adversary. The 

parties affected cannot, however, be expected to arrive at admissions that 
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wrongs were committed by the “own” side as long as enemy images 

associated with good vs. evil constructions (cf. Glasl, 1997) viewing the 

opponent as deserving enemies (Jabri, 1996) – entrenched by a violent past 

– are intact. Consequently, the underlying group categorisations need to be 

eased enabling the parties the discovery of some basic similarities and 

common ground. Only after enmity has been reduced, there is a prospect for 

further engagement in peacebuilding, of which dealing with the past is an 

essential step.  

The more distant aim of cultural peacebuilding, i.e. recognising the former 

adversary as a human being of equal value, does entail and is supported by 

taking a share of responsibility for the war developments, while 

acknowledging both sides’ victims of atrocities. After the alienation of the 

opponent has been reduced to some degree, and the addressing of the 

violent past aiming for responsibility taking of all parties involved has been 

enabled, the chances for the acceptance of restorative justice approaches 

has increased. Measures of restorative justice for dealing with the past are a 

central element, as was argued above, for working on the grave burden of 

the past that overshadows intergroup relations of the present.  

The controversy surrounding the question of whether past war actions under 

jus in bello were legitimised loses some of its relevance when the focus is 

shifted away from questions of “guilt” and “legal infraction” towards the needs 

of the victims of violence (cf. Zehr on “restorative justice”, 2001: 331). For 

this to happen, it is essential that the humanity in the former enemy is 

recognised to some degree, so that suffering ceases to be perceived as 

contingently “deserved” and can be acknowledged. By putting the suffering 
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of the victims at centre stage, the contrast between the general perception of 

war actions under jus in bello on the one hand, and the experiences of 

victims on the other hand, loses some of its sharpness, so that the way for 

dealing with the past oriented on restorative justice is paved.  

Peaceful conflict handling  

Full recognition of the opponent as equal arguably contradicts tackling 

conflicts by the enforcement of the will of one party on the other and 

suggests that an engagement with conflicts should take place within 

frameworks which account for the aspirations and interests of all parties. As 

was outlined previously, this accommodation of various interests and 

aspirations is what attempts of “conflict resolution” (e.g. Burton, 1990; Azar, 

1986; Fisher & Ury, 1999) are striving to do, and the equal consideration of 

all parties’ interests is also implied in the suggestion of discursive designs 

oriented on discourse ethics (e.g. Jabri, 1996; Richmond, 2005). The 

limitation of these approaches and suggestions is that – while these 

frameworks presuppose mutual respect and mutual recognition of equality, 

or declare them as constitutive of these frameworks – the origination of 

respect and recognition amongst the parties remains opaque.  

Recognition through understanding 

Shapcott (2002: 222) argues that recognition is “to be achieved through 

understanding”, and suggests that understanding, in turn, is the goal of 

conversation. As mentioned above, however, Bohm (1996) points out that 

when parties in conversation experience clashes of views, they often allocate 

the blame to the respective other side’s prejudices, instead of entering the 

realm of understanding. This suggests that the proposed link ‘from 
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conversation to understanding, from understanding to recognition’ is far from 

being an automatism. While the proposed relation between understanding 

and an increased degree of recognition possesses some plausibility, the 

willingness of attempting to understand the respective other can certainly not 

be presupposed in the context of former war adversaries.  

As a minimum precondition for an engagement in attempts of mutual 

understanding, “thin recognition”, i.e. the recognition and acknowledgement 

of the opponent’s right to existence needs to be achieved, in order to reduce 

the (partially self-fulfilling) perception that the opponent would prefer to see 

the own side disappear. The aim of achieving a minimal recognition, which is 

the pivotal part of the easing of enmity, refers back to the mechanisms 

outlined above, like working collaboratively within a personalised setting on a 

common goal. The significance of spaces for getting to know the adversary 

at the beginning of a reconciliation is also stressed by Marks (2000: 155-6), 

who points to experiences with “forums” in the context of South Africa, which 

“provide the opportunity to get to know the demonized, dehumanized ‘other’ 

and, in this way, to start the long road to reconciliation and healing.” 

Upon such a basis of minimal recognition, it is more likely that mutual 

understanding within discursive spaces, aiming at a fuller form of recognition, 

can develop. “Thick recognition” is conceptualised by Allan and Keller (2006; 

199- 201) as comprising the “full acceptance of the humanity of the other”, 

thereby mirroring the aim of re-humanisation of Curle (1995: 139) and 

Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 244). As argued above, this minimal recognition, 

i.e. the acceptance of the opponent’s existence, is also required for attempts 

of collaborative planning on structural re-arrangements. In other words, “thin 
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recognition” understood here as a chronologically early form of cultural 

peacebuilding, is arguably a foundation stone of peacebuilding, enabling 

structural peacebuilding as well as deeper forms of cultural peacebuilding. At 

the same time, structural peacebuilding and deeper forms of recognition as 

cultural peacebuilding can be expected to be mutually supportive and re-

enforcing. 

Structural Peacebuilding  

Needs fulfilment and participation 

The full recognition of others as equal human beings entails that societal 

structural arrangements do not discriminate against anyone on the basis of 

any allocated group membership, but that equality and justice find their 

manifestation in the form of societal institutions. Efforts which are aiming for 

the transformation of the societal institutional organisation under the guiding 

principles of justice and equality are subsumed here under the term 

“structural peacebuilding”. The basis of its definition, which rests on the 

translation of principles of justice and equality into institutions, implies that 

the socioeconomic organisation of the societies involved is a central part of 

it. The implication of the reliance on justice as a guiding principle within this 

conceptualisation of structural peacebuilding is that visualisations of desired 

future states are dependent on the specific understandings related to what is 

regarded as “just”. Therefore this concept of “justice” will be further analysed 

in the next section under the heading “structural peacebuilding guided by the 

principle of justice.  
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The term “structural peacebuilding” is not only used here to denote 

processes of socioeconomic re-arrangements, but is also employed, in 

correspondence with the terminology of Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 198 et 

seqq.), to comprise the re-arrangement of political structures, comprising the 

manifestation of constitutional and legislative conceptions, as well as 

questions around participation and governance. Under conditions in which 

structures are discriminating against a group of people, Galtung (1990: 8) 

points to a close relationship between these structural injustices and cultural 

violence. A constructed “gradient” between “Self and Other”, Galtung (ibid.) 

indicates, which on the one hand “[exalts] the value of Self”, while “debasing 

the value of Other” is legitimising and at the same time a being supported by 

unjust structures: “[Structural violence] will tend to become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy: people become debased by being exploited, and they are 

exploited because they are seen as debased, dehumanized.”  

This interconnection of structural inequalities with discriminatory views and 

rhetoric implies that the full re-humanisation of ‘outgroup’ members, the core 

of peacebuilding, implies the necessity of more equitable structures, 

“structural peacebuilding”. At the same time, the reduction of structural 

inequalities makes the capabilities of the formerly disadvantaged group/s 

more visible, thereby contributing to the diminution of views regarding the 

disadvantaged groups’ alleged inferiority. In this way, structural 

peacebuilding and re-humanisation are mutually reinforcing. 

While structural re-arrangements are fostering mutual recognition of the 

other’s equality, the local participation in the initiation of structural 

peacebuilding mechanisms is dependent on the minimal recognition of the 
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other’s existence, as mentioned. The acceptance of translating equality into 

structural arrangements by the populations involved is tantamount with their 

assent to institutionalising the rights of the other. A collaborative planning of 

and engagement in structural peacebuilding by parties involved is therefore 

conceptually dependent on the (partial) recognition of the opponent. It could 

be tried, of course, to enforce rights via international interventions, but such 

an intervention is likely to provoke resistance, thwarting the aim of 

sustainability, as various examples of international peacebuilding attempts 

suggest (cf. Paris, 2004; Richmond, 2008). The local views determine in the 

end the development of the societal relationships, so that the place of the 

affected populations’ views needs to be the centre for any peacebuilding 

efforts.  

Structural Peacebuilding guided by conceptions of justice 

The question of which form of structural arrangements a society should be 

aiming for is, obviously, contested, being closely related to the concept of 

justice. Smith (2006: 11) defines “justice” is the following way: “The basic 

concept of justice is that it is about giving people what is due to them, and 

not giving them what is not due to them”, thereby focusing on distributive 

justice. Among the various possible understandings of what “is due” to 

people, Smith (2006: 12 et seqq.) focuses on three understandings, which he 

denotes as “justice as fairness”, “justice as entitlement”, and “justice as 

desert”.  

“Justice as fairness” is closely related to the conception of “equality of 

opportunity” (cf. Lukes, 1991), suggesting at a minimum that no one should 

be disadvantaged due to the place and social group he was born in. 
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Understood more widely, it can express the conviction that the society should 

try compensate for the unequal distribution of talents and capacities among 

people (ibid.). This former, narrower conception seems to have better 

chances of attracting broader societal agreement (ibid.) [and presumably 

agreement amongst peacebuilders], while the societal realisation of this 

principle is far from being a matter of course, especially in the context of 

post-war societies.  

“Justice as entitlement” on the other hand articulates the idea that everyone 

is the owner of her/his capacities and, in extension, and also the sole owner 

of the pro ducts generated by her/his capacities, and that therefore any 

redistribution without the producer’s consent is a violation of rights (Smith, 

2006). While the first premise is well compatible with the idea that societies 

should try to compensate for an unequal distribution of capacities, the latter 

premise, in foreclosing the possibility of compensatory distribution, is not. 

Societies with a market economy and social transfer system can claim to 

steer a middle way between these two conceptions, with giving varying 

relative weights to these conceptions, while the broad realisation of equal 

opportunities stays an abstract ideal. “Justice as desert” is different from the 

conception of “Justice as entitlement” insofar as the latter does not imply that 

those who are talented deserve what they get within a market society, 

whereas the former rests on precisely this assumption (Smith, 2006: 39 et 

seqq.).  

The principle of property rights, by being a constitutive aspect of market 

economies, is inherent in approaches of economic liberalisation of post-war 

societies on the agenda of the International Community, linked to the hope 
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for economic growth (cf. Paris, 2004). This agenda is part of the International 

Community’s strategic approach to peacebuilding, which will be discussed in 

the following section, after shortly addressing the debate on the interests 

involved in interstate interventions.  

 

Peacebuilding by the “International Community” 

External Interests of Outside States in Peacebuilding 

Paris (2004) and Richmond (2005, 2008) indicate that a central guiding 

theme of the more recent attempts of the UN and other major IGOs, as 

manifest in their ‘peacebuilding’ practices, is the attempt to design a 

centralized state with a free market economy. Critiques suspect that the 

attempted creation of free market economies as an integral part of 

international interventions is at least partially a result of the interests of 

powerful states. According to this reading, states and organizations 

propagate this ‘liberal peace’ in the interest of economic and political stability: 

‘[c]learly, the methodology and ontology of the liberal peace and the 

technical frameworks it engenders and the many types of actors involved in 

its construction, aspire to stability and cooperation, for states, non-state 

actors, communities, and economies’ (Richmond, 2005: 83). Along the same 

lines, but focusing predominantly on ‘peacekeeping’ interventions, Pugh 

(2003: 40) argues, drawing on Cox and Duffield, that ‘modern versions of 

peacekeeping can be considered as forms of riot control directed against the 

unruly parts of the world to uphold the liberal peace’. Seeing the primary 

interest of powerful states in global stability, these critiques thereby suggest 
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that the pivotal motivation for peacebuilding efforts by major IGOs is directed 

towards this special form of ‘negative peace’. 

A more benign interpretation of the IGOs’ propagation of free market 

economies is, of course, that this form of economic organization is seen as 

the most efficient way of increasing levels of material well-being within a 

country (as a step in the direction of ‘positive peace’), and that free market 

economies are thereby an essential way of fostering ‘human security’ (see 

Ramsbotham et al., 2005: 147-8, for the concept of human security), 

Intervention and state-building practices of IGOs are not sufficiently self-

explanatory to allow a clear verdict on underlying agendas. Consequently, 

proponents from both sides of this disagreement between ‘greed’ 

explanations and ‘human security’ plus ‘responsibility to protect’ explanations 

can point to examples of international interventions and non-interventions 

that purportedly support their case. It should be noted, however, that 

interests of outside states are unlikely to be monolithic. For example, the war 

and the state-building attempts in Iraq since 2003 do not suggest very similar 

interests to those involved in the mission in Burundi in 2004–06. Anderson’s 

(1999:10) statement that ‘[c]onflicts often embody elements of both principle 

and self-aggrandizement’ is likely to partially apply to the involvement of 

IGOs in war and post-war zones as well, insofar as the multiplicity of past 

interventions (and non-interventions) suggests that the investments of 

different ‘powerful states’ were motivated by varying degrees of principle 

versus economic interests. Motivations depended on governments in power 

at the time, the historical epoch, degree of electoral support, anticipated 

geopolitical impacts and so on. 
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At the same time, some goals of peacebuilding projects, such as the creation 

of prosperous societies, can of course be in the self-interest of outside states 

as well as in the interests of large parts of the affected local populations. To 

what degree local interests and outside state interests coincide, however, 

has to be contemplated for each country and each aspect of ‘peacebuilding’ 

separately. The interest in economic well-being, for example, can be 

expected to be widely shared among local populations, but whether 

peacebuilding agendas focusing on free market economies are the most 

conducive way to accomplish the economic well-being of broad sections of 

the respective population is doubtful. The question of the consequences of 

this orientation towards free markets will be further addressed as part of the 

following section. 

Conventional Peacebuilding in Conflict with Local Demands 

The class of contemporary peacebuilding endeavours by the ‘international 

community’ tends to be a moulded set of practices, which are followed in a 

relatively standardized pattern. The priorities inherent in these practices are 

not necessarily those of the affected populations, as will be outlined in the 

subsequent two sections. The first of the two focuses on the economic 

policies, while the second discusses the broader patterns of restructuring 

policies more comprehensively. 

Free Markets and Local Expectations 

The international community’s approach to peacebuilding tends to prioritise 

market liberalization over equitable distributive justice, as Paris (2004) 

indicates. He suggests that the social integrity of the society under 
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transformation is, at least in the short term, subordinated. The propagation of 

economic neo-liberalism inherent in conventional peacebuilding agendas of 

IGOs can be linked to various beliefs in empirical relations and to a certain 

normative framework. On the normative side, the orientation towards free 

markets is intertwined with entitlement theories of justice in the tradition of 

Nozick (see e.g. Lukes, 1991; Swift, 2006) outlined above. The emphasis of 

this understanding of justice is on property rights, which are regarded as 

quasinatural rights, and consequentially entails the prescription that the 

state’s role is to secure these property rights as well as an unhindered 

exchange of goods. On the side of beliefs in empirical relations, a pivotal 

assumption underpinning the strong free market orientation – expressed in 

the Washington Consensus – is that economic growth is fastest when the 

economy is unrestrained, as a reduction in inequality by material 

redistribution will result in a reduction of growth (see Mani, 2002).  

Both the normative orientation towards justice as entitlement and the 

assumption that a free market is the best route towards economic well-being 

are confronted with difficulties. On the one hand, local conceptions of justice 

might be more similar, for example, to the ideal of ‘equality of opportunity’ or 

to John Rawls’s proposals of fairness (see Lukes, 1991; Swift, 2006), 

mentioned above. Interestingly, these latter conceptions are partially 

manifested in the socioeconomic structures of numerous Western countries, 

but are not consistently translated into peacebuilding practices. On the 

question of swiftly reducing trade barriers, Collier (2008: 161) indicates that 

fast liberalization mostly means ‘pushing’ local companies ‘into sudden 

death’, as typically companies within protected economies are not productive 
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and flexible enough to adapt quickly to the new situation of global 

competition. More generally, whenever there is a mismatch between local 

preferences and top-down changes of the macroeconomic framework 

shattering individual economic conditions, the resulting lack of acceptance 

can be expected to jeopardize the sustainability of these newly created 

structures. 

On the other hand, threats to the stability of such free market structures can 

arise in particular when the emerging new economic structures increase 

inequality, and the associated social disintegration can precipitate new 

conflicts and exacerbate the existing ones. Paris (2004: 235) states that the 

neglect of social integrity can have sweeping consequences, indicating that 

‘democratization and marketization are inherently tumultuous and conflict-

promoting processes’ leading to the ‘war-proneness of states that are 

undergoing the transition to market democracy, particularly those with a 

recent history of civil conflict’. Rwanda and Yugoslavia serve Paris as 

conspicuous examples for how ‘internationally mandated austerity measures 

fostered an atmosphere of economic insecurity that strained intergroup 

relations’ (ibid.: 167). This indication should of course not be understood as 

implying that these escalations into violent conflict can be attributed to 

economic causes alone. The reference to a straining of group relations, 

however, coincides with experiences across a wide area of contexts, wherein 

an association between a precarious economic situation and intergroup 

tensions (Sambanis, 2005).  

Not only could the focus on fast economic liberalization without regard to 

inequality increase the risk for violent conflict, but even the fundamental 
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premise on which this neo-liberalism rests (that equality impacts negatively 

on growth) is debated. As Mani (2002: 137) states, ‘[s]everal economists 

have established that, both, theoretically and empirically, greater equity 

promotes growth, rather than the contrary’. A detrimental effect of inequality 

on economic growth can take different paths. Persson & Tabellini (1992: 6-7, 

18-19) examine studies that indicate: (1) a higher concentration of land 

possession is associated with lower growth rates; and (2) within democracies 

more inequality tends to result in electoral pressure towards high taxation on 

income and capital, which is associated with a diminution in economic 

growth. While this latter result is based on the assumption that redistribution 

can reduce growth, it indicates at the same time that such redistribution 

tends to be a central demand of a majority in economically unequal 

populations. 

Correspondingly, as long as one respects fundamental democratic principles, 

the implication of the finding cannot be that redistribution has to be opposed, 

but that socioeconomic framework conditions have to be created which 

reduce tendencies towards stark economic inequalities. In the context of 

peacebuilding, this could be translated for example into direct material help 

for deprived sections of the population, training programmes or the fostering 

of income-generating projects. On the question of market liberalization, 

Western countries’ immense protection of their own agricultural sectors is 

certainly not conducive to combating scarcity in those poorest countries 

whose current chances to compete with the rest of the world are – if present 

at all – frequently highest in precisely this sector. 
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Collier (2008: 171) argues that Western countries should carry out 

‘unreciprocated reduction[s] in trade barriers against’ these poorest countries 

(not only in the area of agriculture). Before such measures are implemented, 

however, the inflammatory potential of horizontal inequalities (which is not 

fully acknowledged by Collier, as discussed in the previous chapter) requires 

a case-by-case examination of the potential effects on inequality of each 

economic sector separately. 

Top-down Societal Organization versus Local Ways of Life 

The lack of opportunities for the local population to influence the direction of 

the international agenda not only concerns the domain of economic 

organization, but is also symptomatic of a top-down approach that stretches 

across several fields of societal organization. Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 197-

210) classify international intervention operations into four phases, ordered 

chronologically. Within the field related to political governance, these authors 

allocate to ‘phase 1’ the ‘International supervision of new constitution’, 

‘International control of courts’ and ‘International forces needed to control 

armed factions’ (ibid.: 199). This approach implies a certain model of societal 

organization, with a central government that issues a new constitution, a 

judiciary that controls the application of uniform state-wide laws, and a 

reliance on military force to contain armed groups, which can be criticized as 

embodying only one limited version of societal organization, which 

subordinates local ways of life. 

Starting from the premise that local populations need to be emancipated 

from any form of domination, Richmond (2008: 164) indicates that the form of 

societal organization needs to be negotiated with the affected populations, 
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which should be able to decide ‘the basic political, economic and social 

processes and norms to be institutionalised’. Within the international 

intervention model outlined by Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 199), the 

involvement of local populations in these decisions concerning societal 

organization is mainly assigned to later stages of intervention; for example, 

the ‘indigenous capacity to maintain basic order impartially under the law’ is 

allocated to ‘phase 2’, while the ‘transfer of power via democratic elections’, 

‘demilitarized politics’ and the task to ‘integrate local into national politics’ 

figure in ‘phase 3/4’. The sequencing of these phases reifies the underlying 

idea that international intervention first needs to exert societal control via 

institutions in an attempt to create stability before the form of governance 

and societal organization can be handed over to the local population. 

This reliance on international interventionist control and top-down 

governance is problematic on ethical grounds as well as on conceptual–

empirical grounds. On the former grounds, Richmond &Franks (2008: 187) 

criticize such interventionist top-down approaches as outside domination that 

subordinates local conceptions and ways of life: ‘[i]ndividuals and their 

relationship with the state are defined by the institutions of governance, 

rather than by their own contractual agency, leading to lack of attention to the 

indigenous, to welfare and to culture’. 

The empirical criticism of the top-down approaches to peacebuilding relates 

to the serious consequences of a neglect of social integrity, to which Paris 

(2004: 235) points, as mentioned above. This suggests that the success of 

such interventions is very limited, even when ‘success’ is judged by the 

minimal promise inherent in these international interventions – ‘stability’. 
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Conceptually, the necessity to place the affected populations’ perspectives 

and traditions at the centre of any peacebuilding efforts arises from the aims 

of peacebuilding. The aim of structural peacebuilding is the establishment of 

a framework that explicitly declares or embodies non-discrimination, whether 

in the form of political institutions or a legal framework, and structural 

peacebuilding consequently requires mutual acknowledgement among 

former opponents. The acknowledgement which is needed for a collaborative 

engagement in structural peacebuilding not only presupposes that former 

enemies recognize the right of their former adversary to exist, but also 

implies the acceptance of the other as in general equally entitled to rights 

and opportunities. An attempt could be made, of course, to enforce rights top 

down, but such an intervention is likely to provoke resistance, thwarting the 

aim of sustainability.  

The requirement to take local understandings seriously is, for example, 

illustrated in the context of the legislative and judiciary domain by Mani 

(2002: 84), who indicates, ‘[t]o achieve public confidence, it is necessary that 

substantive laws be grounded in notions of justice germane to that society 

and in legal practices familiar to and accepted by its population. Further, it 

requires that individuals and groups in their community be actively engaged 

in the process, and that they voluntarily accept the proposed rule of law’. The 

necessity to negotiate the societal organization with local cultures is 

concisely summarized by Assefa (2001: 342), who indicates that, ‘unless the 

need for change is internalized, the change is likely to be only temporary’. ‘If, 

however, the parties are engaged earnestly in the search for solutions and 

are able to find resolutions that could satisfy the needs and interests of all 
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involved, there could be no better guarantee for the durability of the 

settlements’ (ibid.: 338). Correspondingly, increased consideration of local 

ways of life is not only an ethical necessity, but also unavoidable for the aim 

of sustainability in peacebuilding endeavours. 

Problems with Giving Local Traditions Primacy 

Local practices, however, are characterized by a heterogeneity that entail 

that within the borders of a ‘state’ there can exist mutually contradicting 

cultural practices. Moreover, local traditions can be in contradiction with 

fundamental values underlying some peacebuilding agendas, such as 

equality of rights. Therefore, value decisions cannot be circumvented. The 

next section illustrates potential tensions between basic values of 

peacebuilding, and follows this with examples of contradictions involved in 

the multiplicity of local traditions. 

Local Authoritarian and Exclusionary Structures 

As just argued, the involvement of local populations in the development of a 

socioeconomic structure and laws for the future is crucial, so that, as 

Richmond (2008: 162) proposes, ‘a via media needs to be developed 

between emergent local knowledge and the orthodoxy of international 

prescriptions and assumptions about peace’. Richmond’s (2008: 145) claim, 

however, that through a post-structuralist approach ‘an ontology – or 

multiples of peace – could be uncovered through language, genealogy, and 

deconstruction, which . . . uncovers the violence of the disciplinary liberal–

realist project’, is problematic when local conceptions and traditions 

themselves are related to dominating practices in the form of cultural, 
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structural or direct violence. A participatory or, ideally, empowering approach 

and the implied process of negotiating a desired societal organization cannot 

be conceptualised as involving one homogeneous peaceful local entity. 

Some of the local practices may contradict the aim of constructing a society 

built on equality and nonviolent conflict resolution. On the one hand, there 

are local cultures that are traditionally exclusionary in character. On the 

other, the immediate legacy of war is likely to comprise (potentially more 

recent) exclusionary conceptions of a radical nature, which are diametrically 

opposed to peacebuilding approaches. 

As long as an ‘outgroup’ is not rehumanised, there will be no acceptance of 

transferring material resources to the ‘other’, no readiness to give equal 

socio-economic opportunities to the ‘other’, no preparedness to subject 

oneself under a group-overarching government that issues laws endowing 

the ‘other’ with equal rights. 

Numerous exclusionary cultural practices illustrate the potential for tensions 

between local traditions and the peacebuilding of equality concept. Of 

particular interest here are those examples of local practices which are 

sometimes cited as model practices of conflict resolution, such as the 

institutions of gacaca in Rwanda and bashingantahe in Burundi. While some 

of these institutions’ aspects are certainly of high value in their traditional 

contexts, and while certainly a lot can be learnt about discursive practices 

and mediation from these practices, other aspects of the traditional forms of 

these institutions clearly contradict inclusive conceptions of equality. For 

example, in the institution of gacaca, ‘traditionally, unless women are party to 

the conflict to be solved, only male adults take part in the proceedings […] 
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chaired by family elders, supposedly wise old men’, as Reyntjens and 

Vandeginste (2001: 129) observe. 

Naniwe-Kaburahe (2008: 155) indicates that the traditional customary 

institution of bashingantahe excluded not only women, but also Batwa (ibid.: 

170), one of the country’s indigenous groups. ‘Today, however, the 

investiture of women and the inclusion of Batwa are occurring in drip-feed 

fashion in some regions of the country’ (ibid.), which provides an example of 

how cosmopolitan values can merge with local traditions, while at the same 

time indicating that decisions are required about which aspects of cultural 

traditions to support. 

Discriminatory practices are not only to be found when looking at these 

selection criteria – which specify who can enter the decision-making circles 

of the traditional institutions – but can also be implicated within the judicial 

processes themselves. The central guiding principles of traditional local 

institutions can be more oriented towards keeping the social order, including 

its hierarchy, in place, to the effect that the procedures are often in conflict 

with the Western ideal of a blindfolded ‘Lady Justice’, in front of whom 

everyone is equal. Analysing the traditional justice practices of the 

Indonesian people Dou Donggo, Just (1991: 135) describes the local norms 

as indicating that ‘young should defer to elders, those of bad reputation 

should defer to those of good reputation’. Correspondingly, when there is a 

“dispute between a young person and an elder or between a known 

troublemaker and a pillar of the community […], the disadvantaged party 

must overcome tremendous prejudice on the part of the paresa officiands, 

and in all but extraordinary cases – or in cases where someone has 
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managed to bribe the headman – such a disadvantaged disputant stands 

little chance of a successful suit or of exculpation” (ibid.). 

Even more problematic are those local norms and patterns within countries 

emerging from war that were developed in reaction to the dynamics of large-

scale violence. In an investigation of a war-shattered society, Nordstrom 

(1992) observed that the war changed the local perceptions of the viability of 

conflict resolution approaches. Former traditions of nonviolent conflict 

resolution had become displaced by the acceptance of military violence as 

the only feasible way for dealing with the opponent. As Ramsbotham et al. 

(2005: 229) indicate, ‘it should not be assumed that civil society operating at 

the local level is inevitably a quintessentially pure locus for peaceful activity 

and values. As a result of the impact of the conflict, traditional relations may 

have become submerged under new militaristic hierarchies’. The existence 

of local cultures that are dominating, and thereby contradict the principle of 

equality, is a serious problem for peacebuilding approaches that are based 

on local conceptions. Actions based on coercion and force are likely to 

continue being regarded as the default mechanisms for dealing with conflicts 

between one’s own group and the demonised out-group. Consequently, 

addressing this central obstacle stemming from the continuities of a culture 

of violence needs to be a top priority of peacebuilding, increasing the 

chances for arriving at society-encompassing perspectives for structural 

rearrangements. 
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Multiplicity of Local Conceptions, Norms and Traditions 

A related problem is the likely multiplicity of conceptions pertaining to forms 

of societal organizations within heterogeneous societies. This multiplicity of 

views implies that the various visions for building societal institutions need to 

be negotiated, and that decisions about principles relating to equality and 

cohabitation need to be made. Discussions around peacebuilding 

endeavours pursued by outsiders cannot be based on the assumption that 

the consideration of the ‘local’ in peacebuilding is a movement on a one-

dimensional scale with ‘local’ or ‘bottom-up’ at one end and ‘international’ or 

‘top-down’ at the other. The realization is required that value judgements are 

an inherent aspect of any outsider involvement, even when envisaged as 

‘elicitive’ (to use the term of Lederach, 1995), due to the choices necessarily 

involved in supporting local processes. Even within one ethnic group, cultural 

conceptions and practices can vary, between one small local subgroup and 

another. Moreover, local traditions are not static in time, but can change in a 

relatively short period, being in a dynamic interaction with the external 

environment. Harlacher el al. (2006: 10) indicate both of these aspects in 

relation to Acholi culture in northern Uganda: 

Indeed, even within the limited parameters of this study, identifying and 

describing Acholi cultural practices in a concise way presents many 

challenges. First, specific details differ from (old pre-colonial) chiefdom to 

chiefdom or clan to clan. The second and even thornier challenge, 

foreshadowed above, is posed by the fact that ‘traditions’ are in a 

continuous process of change, with differing dynamics and rates of 

change in different segments of society. 
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And further (ibid.: 114): 

even if ‘traditional’ approaches are still meaningful and important to many 

people in Acholiland, they are, at the same time, less relevant to others. 

This is especially true for young people in general, who have grown up 

during a time of war with restricted possibilities to experience or participate 

in such practices. It is also true to many Christian believers – especially 

the Balokole (‘the saved ones’) – who vigorously reject traditional 

practices. 

 

A related example for the multiplicity of local traditions is indicated by Mani 

(2002: 83), referring to the sphere of legal traditions: ‘International actors 

often must contend . . . not only with customary law in its varied forms and 

indefinite substance, but also with the vestiges of post-independence legal 

systems and varieties of legal pluralism.’ As argued above, the multiplicity of 

local traditions, on the one hand, and the tension of some of these traditions 

with basic values, such as equality of rights, inherent in various 

peacebuilding agendas, on the other, render a commitment to some 

fundamental values unavoidable. The relationship of these values with local 

traditions and the potential grounds for these fundamental values will be 

further elucidated in the following sections. 
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The Relationship of Local Traditions and Cosmopolitan Values 

Reconsidered 

If peacebuilders trust their sense of the importance of sympathy and justice – 

as for example Richmond (2008: 149-65) seems to do without entering a 

discussion pertaining to the foundation of these values – then peacebuilders 

cannot be neutral with respect to local traditions rejecting these values. 

Answers to the acute questions around the possible arrangements of the 

socioeconomic, judicial and political structures can only be developed with 

the involvement of local populations, as argued, developing a ‘via media’ 

between local traditions and external expectations (ibid.: 162). 

The term ‘via media’, however, cannot be conceptualised as a directive to 

compromise whenever local and international expectations conflict. Without 

any value ground, from which concrete aims derive, there would not even be 

a motivation basis for any outsider involvement. Correspondingly, as soon as 

outsiders become active, an implicit or explicit value commitment is inherent 

in their actions, and hence reflections on these most fundamental values are 

pivotal.  

When a peacebuilding agenda aspires to work for equality and nonviolent 

conflict-handling, resulting contradictions with some local practices may 

indicate that, for example, a decision about the status of principles of justice 

and equality is required. These framework values could either be seen as 

purely subjective and on the same level as any other principles, or they can 

be conceived of as values that are related to interests of the parties involved 

and consequently as having a degree of inter-subjective significance. In any 
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case peacebuilding is a form of activity that strives for social change, and is 

as such inevitably a norm-guided activity, aspiring explicitly or implicitly 

towards particular aims, as was argued above. The question of the basis of 

values inherent in peacebuilding will be further addressed below. 

 

The Principles of Discourse Ethics 

The principles of Habermas’ (1983) discourse ethics constitute a potential 

framework in which differences can be negotiated. This framework is 

proposed by Jabri (1996) as a central aspect of a culture of peace. 

Richmond (2005: 197) also draws on this conception, suggesting that ‘to 

attain an emancipatory version of peace, dialogical relations should rely upon 

the openly stated needs and requirements of all actors through a 

conversation which emancipates and provides agency rather than masks 

subtle or open forms of domination’. Habermas (1983; see Finlayson, 2005) 

conceptualises discourse ethics as a mechanism that can be employed upon 

the emergence of normative disagreements, with the aim of restoring 

consensus by the establishment of a common norm. The criterion for valid 

norms, according to Habermasian discourse ethics, is that their observance 

is compatible with the interests and value orientations of all affected 

(Finlayson, 2005: 78). 

The conditions of discourse ethics, however, do not constitute a framework 

suitable for negotiating between a position arguing in favour of equality and 

nonviolence, on the one hand, and a position that questions these values, on 

the other hand. Discourse ethics implies, as Habermas (1983: 193) indicates, 

principles of ‘beneficence’, ‘care and responsibility’, thereby being based on 
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the value of equality, and on principles that are contrary to domination. As 

Parekh (1997: 64-5) paraphrases the insight of Gandhi: ‘[i]f a person did not 

care for others, had no fellow-feeling for them, or thought them subhuman, 

he would not take their interests into account’. This means that the 

engagement of parties in discourse ethics already presupposes the 

acceptance of equality as a principle. 

The justification for equality, emancipation, recognition and nonviolent 

conflict resolution, however, cannot stem from a dialogue following the rules 

of discourse ethics. But the valuing of these orientations is already 

presupposed by this framework, so that aiming for discourse ethics as a 

default mechanism already involves a decision in favour of these 

orientations. On a more general level, Richmond (2008: 164) points out that 

‘IR theory cannot ever be beyond ethics, and must acknowledge its reflexive 

qualities; peacebuilding likewise’. This insight, however, has to be translated 

into an acknowledgement that the investigation of ‘local’ discourses does not 

provide answers to questions concerning the grounding of conceptions of 

peace. The project of studying and promoting ‘peace’ depends on the 

clarification of the value basis. A value basis is an essential foundation for 

investigations and practice endeavours towards peace, though this value 

basis may still be seen as fallible and transformable. Without such a basis, 

the study and practice of peace would lack orientation, not knowing where to 

look, what to search for and which initial steps to take. 
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The Ground of Peacebuilding Values 

Conventional understandings of cultural and structural peacebuilding depend 

on visions of justice and presuppose the mutual acceptance of the actors 

involved. The value ground on which peacebuilding rests could be conceived 

as matter of choice or as related to rational and emotional evaluations. The 

most common generic philosophical approaches, namely relativism and 

logical positivism (Putnam, 1994), deny the possibility of universal values, 

while both of them are standing on sandy ground (Putnam, 1994, 2005). 

Absolute relativism, on the one hand, is self-contradictory, since it is not 

possible to use language without relying on fundamentals. As Wittgenstein 

indicates, the process of doubting requires a standpoint, and that is what 

makes a universal doubt impossible: “If you tried to doubt everything you 

would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself 

presupposes certainty”(1969: §115).  

Whenever language is used, some fundamentals are already presupposed. If 

everything was regarded as doubtful, then one could not rely on the meaning 

of words either. When e.g. social constructionism claims that accounts of the 

world are generated by meaning making in social interactions, then it 

presupposes already the reality of language and social interaction, while at 

the same time claiming that there is no universal truth, which is self-

contradictory. As the process of doubting requires a standpoint, some 

fundamentals on the basis of which the doubt is expressed have to be 

assumed as fixed. Correspondingly: “A doubt that would doubt everything 

would not be a doubt” (1969: §450). It is an arbitrary act to pick out some 
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fundamentals of our system, like the reality of language and social 

interactions, and declare everything else as socially constructed and relative.  

The separation by logical positivism, on the other hand, between objective 

(scientific) facts and subjective values, is untenable as well. Putnam (2005: 

67-8) indicates that, due to the underdetermination problem, the choice of a 

theory itself involves normative criteria, as was insinuated above. Therefore, 

the process of science would not be possible without some evaluations. On a 

more fundamental level, Putnam’s (2005: 48-9) analysis of “conceptual 

pluralism” illustrates that different conceptual frameworks are focusing on 

different aspects of the world. Which conceptual framework is chosen 

depends on our interests, and is in that sense an evaluative decision. 

Moreover, Wittgenstein (2003 [1953]: §570) argues that concepts are not 

only the “expression of our interest”, but that they also “direct our interest.” 

Thereby, evaluations are inherent in the employment of conceptual 

frameworks and the choice between theories, so that “facts” are not objective 

in the sense of expressing a single true version of reality, but only in focusing 

on certain aspects of the world, in interaction with our interests.  

The choices of basic principles do not need to be understood as purely a 

matter of taste, as norms are not necessarily void of some form of objectivity. 

When an ethical interest is given, the employment of an evaluative concept 

such as “cruel” can be an objective, Putnam (1992: 166) indicates. While 

Habermas (2004: 291-2) argues that the concept of truth is different from the 

concept of moral rightness as the former implies absoluteness, there are 

some similarities between non-evaluative and evaluative concepts. Even 

though a moral interest is required for the employment of ethical judgments, 
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there is a similarity with non-evaluative concepts: Conceptual pluralism 

implies that there are several possible ways of describing aspects of the 

worlds, and which conceptual framework is chosen depends on the interests. 

Thereby, even non-evaluative terms are depending on interest-guided 

choices.  

A more fundamental challenge to the potential universality of norms is the 

wide disagreement on numerous moral issues. However, just because there 

is disagreement in some areas of ethics does not show that wide ethical 

agreement is impossible. Putnam indicates that “there are ethical issues 

about which people who stand within the ethical life at all do agree. That 

killing of innocent, cheating, robbery, etc., are wrong is something accepted 

by morally conscious people everywhere” (2005: 75). 

It could be suspected that these standards are not more than a matter of 

social convention. Interestingly, however, Putnam points out that the 

employment of some evaluative concepts is only possible when we, at least 

“imaginatively”, identify with the evaluative interest underlying a concept such 

as “cruel” (1992: 166). If the employment of concepts was purely a matter of 

convention, then the employment of a concept would be learned by 

association with certain constellations. Putnam points out, however, that 

someone who cannot share the evaluative interest behind a concept, not 

even imaginatively, can be surprised by the application of an evaluative 

concept to novel cases, which indicates that the employment is not reducible 

to certain situations, but reflects an interest or emotion independent from a 

mere association with situations. Correspondingly, moral evaluations cannot 

be explained by a pure conventional relation to specific situations, but 
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indicate an interest or emotional capacity, which can be the source of 

objectivity, when this capacity is widely shared. 

Values are, furthermore, related to beliefs of empirical consequences 

(Putnam, 2005, 2007). As Putnam (2005: 13) argues ‘we have come to reject 

aristocratic ethics and patriarchal ethics partly because we reject the claims 

to certain sorts of intellectual superiority and superior reasonableness 

traditionally advanced by aristocrats and males as empirically false’. 

Translated to the field of peacebuilding, evaluations related to factual beliefs 

are for example about empirical consequences of certain economic 

approaches, or about different value orientations that could move societies 

closer to or further away from reconciliation. Parekh (2008) makes a similar 

connection between factual beliefs about human nature and equality by 

arguing that the requirement of equal respect accrues from the unique nature 

and value of human capacities like reason, imagination, care or creativity. As 

these capacities cannot be ranked, i.e. as there is no basis on which it is 

possible to claim the superiority of one capacity over the others, and as a 

combination of these capacities is uniquely distributed among human beings, 

there is no justification for ranking people. The dissolution of poorly grounded 

factual beliefs about the nature of human beings can thereby change values. 

To an emotional capacity of evaluation which was mentioned above also 

points Putnam’s indication of an ‘appeal’ of values, or of visions of human 

flourishing in which certain values are incorporated (Putnam, 2008: 377-88). 

More concretely, Putnam (2008: 385) argues that the values of equality and 

compassion are connected with ‘a pluralistic and compassionate vision of 

human well-being with [a] wide appeal’. Similarly, Booth (1995: 115) argues, 
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‘the values represented by human rights organizations, ecological groups 

and so on resonate across cultures. So do some political sympathies.’ As 

examples of the latter, Booth (ibid.) cites a global emotional support (in his 

reading) for the man who ‘danced a potential waltz of death with the tank’ 

close to Tiananmen Square, and for ‘the dignified Nelson Mandela [when he] 

emerged from prison and helped bring about an almost unbelievable 

transformation’. 

Such references to an ‘appeal’ or ‘resonance’ effect of values are 

reminiscent of intuitionist approaches to ethics. MacIntyre (1998: 254-5) 

points to difficulties with this class of approaches, claiming that ‘[intuitionist 

writers] are, on their own view, telling us only about what we all know 

already’, and supplements this indication with the assessment: ‘that they 

sometimes disagree about what it is what we already know makes them […] 

less convincing’. Putnam (2005: 75), on the other hand, questions the 

disagreement concerning some basic principles, stating that ‘there are 

ethical issues about which people who stand within the ethical life at all do 

agree. That killing of innocent, cheating, robbery, etc., are wrong is 

something accepted by morally conscious people everywhere’.  

This statement is plagued with the problem that there are people who would 

accept, for example, cheating or even killing innocents in situations 

described as ‘extreme’. If these people are defined as morally not conscious 

on this basis, or on the basis that they lack sympathy, the argument attracts 

the suspicion of circularity. It should be noticed, however, that disagreement 

per se is not an argument against the rightness or truth of a claim. In the 

context of factual truth, Habermas (2004: 291-2) indicates that “the meaning 
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of the truth of assertions is not reducible to even the most demanding 

conditions of corroboration: truth goes beyond idealized justification”. In the 

context of values, the observation that not all do share certain valuations can 

be interpreted as suggesting either relativism or, in an essentialist vein, that 

some individuals’ lack of feeling for the appeal of any values is a shortcoming 

of those individuals. A potential conclusion to this tension is suggested by 

Putnam’s (1992: 172, 177; original emphasis) discussion of Wittgenstein 

(1969, §605, §508–9) in which he indicates that Wittgenstein ‘would combat 

ordeal by fire’ while the Wittgensteinian position from which this is done is 

understood by Putnam as ‘rest[ing] not on proof or on Reason, but trust’.  

From this perspective, it is trust in certain moral values, related to sympathy 

and a vision of human flourishing, and moderated by factual beliefs, which 

forms the basis for ethical actions. This insight, however, should not lead to a 

return to regard values in a relativist vein as a matter of choice, since the 

reliance on trust is not unique to evaluations. Wittgenstein (1969) explains 

that trust is a central requirement for factual statements as well, while trust in 

some fundamental assumptions in implied whenever any kind of statement is 

uttered: ““I really want to say that a language game is only possible if one 

trusts something” (§509). Thereby, factual convictions and evaluative 

convictions share their inevitable reliance on trust. In the evaluative sphere, 

this trust is supported by the aspects mentioned above, which were: the 

appeal of some values, the emotional capacity to identify with a certain 

evaluative standpoint beyond pure associative learning, and factual beliefs 

on e.g. human capacities.  
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Given that peacebuilding, by its dependence on concepts of equality, justice 

and recognition, is not a value-neutral activity, transparency is necessary 

concerning the concrete conceptualisation of these and other values that 

function as guiding principles. If peacebuilders trust in the worth of justice 

and human flourishing, they cannot be indifferent towards cultural traditions 

that epitomize exclusion, oppression or even the prioritisation of narrow self-

interests over the survival of others. While recognition and acknowledgement 

for local actors is incompatible with the enforcement of certain forms of 

societal organizations, a translation of peacebuilders’ trust in values oriented 

on sympathy and justice can take various forms. It can take the more indirect 

form of assisting indigenous peacebuilders, as described by Curle (1995), or 

the more direct form of initiating dialogue and cooperation between former 

adversaries to increase mutual understanding, as well as of insider–outsider 

cooperation on societal transformation processes. 

Taking sympathy and justice as guiding principles for processes of societal 

redesign allows for various spectra of societal arrangements, as suggested 

by Curle (ibid.: 129): ‘Given the essential foundation of loving respect for 

human life, for peace and for justice, a great variety of approaches to 

meeting human needs and establishing civil society will be relevant and 

effective.’ The multiplicity of societal visions that are conceivable on the basis 

of general principles gives room for negotiations among local actors. After 

principles like compassion and recognition have been accepted as a basis 

for peacebuilding work, discourse ethics provides an interesting framework 

for the negotiation of concrete aims of societal organization, as discussed in 

the concluding section. 
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In summary: The simple dichotomy of “objective facts vs. subjective values” 

lacks substance. On the one hand, the involvement of interests in the choice 

of conceptual frameworks, plus the involvement of evaluations in theories, 

mean that factual beliefs are not to be regarded as one correct, value-neutral 

picture of the world; the formulation of propositions is only possible on the 

basis of some fundamentals which inevitably have to be trusted. On the other 

hand, the nature of evaluations as being disparate from a mere description 

and thereby being inaccessible to associative learning, the wide appeal of 

certain values, and the influence of factual beliefs on values mean that 

values are more than purely subjective. After the status of values relative to 

factual beliefs has been elevated, values inherent in Peace Studies, chiefly 

justice and sympathy, stand on a more stable ground.  

 

Conclusion 

If equality and compassion indeed possessed the wide ‘appeal’ to which 

Putnam (2008) refers, this would provide some hope with respect to the 

chances that recognition can be fostered by peacebuilding mechanisms. As 

argued above, the operation of discourse ethics as a framework in which 

norms can be negotiated requires that the re-humanisation of the other has 

proceeded to such a degree that the other’s interests are recognized as 

demanding the same consideration as the interests of one’s own party, so 

that no party resorts to force in order to pursue its interests. 

When the framework conditions of discourse ethics are fulfilled, the 

establishment of norms depends on the degree to which the various interests 
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of the parties involved overlap. Upon the premise that some of these 

interests are related to needs, which are likely to be conglomerations of 

biological and cultural aspects, it cannot be assumed that ‘universalisable 

interests’ (Habermas, 1983, 193) can be uprooted irrespective of how 

different the cultural backgrounds of the parties participating in discourse 

ethics are. In a situation of stark heterogeneity, creative skills of 

accommodating differing interests in a search for integrative solutions are 

required, while tolerance and deep forms of recognition must be fostered, by 

accompanying processes of cultural and structural peacebuilding, in order to 

support the acceptance of the legitimacy of the other’s interests. 

The influence of recognition of the ‘other’ and the development of solidarity is 

not necessarily limited to how the parties deal with interests involved, but can 

extend to the interests themselves. Putnam (2005: 102-3), drawing on 

Dewey (1978, [1908]), conceives of socialization ‘into the ethical life’ as a 

process that ideally has the effect that ‘[the moral person] thinks in terms of 

“we” rather than “I”’. As a result of this process, the interests of this person 

become transformed, so that, in the end, ‘[there are] only our pluralistic and 

disparate but morally transformed interests and aspirations’ (Putnam, 2005: 

103). Given that this notion of a transformation of interests and aspirations 

refers to the process of ideal ethical socialization, it might be too high an 

expectation for peacebuilders to ever reach a level of reconciliation at which 

the interests and aspirations of former adversaries are transformed as a 

result of an envisaged deep solidarity among them. What this reference to 

the transformation of interests indicates, however, is that differing interests 

and aspirations of the parties involved should not be conceived of as 
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stipulated once and for all, but as partially contingent on the relationship of 

the former adversaries. 

In summary, a modified agenda of peacebuilding should be envisaged, which 

starts with measures aiming at fostering mutual recognition among former 

adversaries. On the basis of mutual recognition and on the grounds of 

equality and compassion, conceptions of justice can be negotiated which 

form guidelines for political and socioeconomic changes. While the local 

acceptance of peacebuilding approaches depends on the degree to which 

these approaches are commensurate with cultural understandings and 

practices, the problem with the recommendation to orient peacebuilding 

processes on local understandings and cultures is that the ‘local’ is not 

monolithic and nor are local cultural practices necessarily compatible with the 

aim of working towards a less violent society. As a social activity inherently 

striving for change, peacebuilding agendas are inevitably based on values 

that guide the peacebuilding endeavours, even when envisaged as bottom 

up and culturally sensitive. These values constituting the normative ground, 

however, must not be regarded as purely subjective, but such values as 

equality of rights can, for example, be anchored in empirical beliefs in the 

variety and commonalities of human qualities, in compassion and in the 

appeal of visions of human flourishing. The ideals of discourse ethics 

supplement the value grounds of equality and compassion, forming jointly a 

framework for value/aim negotiations based on individual as well as group 

interests, although these interests are not to be regarded as static, but as 

transformable in the process of arriving at deeper levels of mutual 

recognition. 
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To borrow the linguistic structure of Kant’s epistemic maxim (‘Thoughts 

without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind’): 

Peacebuilding without cultural sensitivity is empty; cultural sensitivity without 

cosmopolitan values is blind.  
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Theory chapter III: 

Grounds for violent conflict in relation to the war 

in the Former Yugoslavia 

 

Introduction  

Attacks on human life are widely abhorred within numerous societies, at least 

when committed against members of the own society. At the same time, 

such attacks on human life can rely on broader acceptance when directed 

against an “enemy” within situations defined as “war”, as was analysed in the 

first chapter. It was argued that while probably all social phenomena are a 

product of multiple complex interaction processes, one of the necessary 

conditions for the possibility of war is the categorisation of people into distinct 

social groups. This categorisation is the ground which enables the 

assessment of who is an “enemy”, who belongs to the own side, who is 

allied, and who is a potential target of war actions.  

While human beings can perceive themselves as belonging to multiple social 

groups at the same time, criteria for the allocation of individuals to exactly 

one group are by definition a precondition for violent intergroup conflicts, 

growing in cases of high escalation characterised by the term “war” to a 

matter of life and death. The development of the underlying group 

categorisation differs across contexts; the complex basis of the group 
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categorisation is related to multiple aspects, prominent examples being 

nationality, ethnicity, religious denomination, class, or ideology.  

Depending on the context, the relative significance of the aspects upon 

which groups are defined is likely to vary. Some theorists (e.g. Holsti, 1991; 

Ramsbotham et al., 2005) proposed to classify violent large-scale conflicts 

into a taxonomy according to dominant features of these conflicts. Given the 

complexity of societal conflicts, the borders of such classificatory systems 

are likely to possess some arbitrariness, but the proposed systematisations 

have their value in shedding light on salient aspects which potentially 

underlie group categorisations within the broad array of past and present 

large-scale conflicts. The following sections will present one possible 

classificatory system for conflicts, before linking aspects from this system of 

classification two the wars in the Former Yugoslavia.  

Ideologies’ role in conflicts 

The rubric of ideology conflicts in Holsti’s taxonomy is expounded as 

comprising conflicts within which “[p]olitical principles and ideological 

aspirations play a prominent role in shaping relations between nations” 

(1991: 311). Discussing the outlook of the realist school on violent large-

scale conflicts, Holsti (ibid.) acknowledges that power hunger can play an 

important role, but emphasises that “[m]en have frequently gone to war over 

ideas”, drawing on the classical example of the Thirty Years War. “While 

power and dynastic factors were involved, contests over religious and 

derivative civil principles drove the war from the beginning. They were 

sufficient conditions for bloodshed” (ibid.). This quotation points to the 
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essential role which ideology seems to play in aligning conflict fronts 

between groups, and hints at the same time to the potential influence of 

strivings for power within war dynamics. The discussion of the potential 

influence of power strivings will be resumed further below, after the 

significance of ideology and national, ethnic as well as cultural identity in 

forming the basis for group conflicts has been addressed.  

The category of violent ideology conflicts can be differentiated, provided that 

some broadness is granted to its definition:  

The subcategory of governance conflicts can be used, comprising conflicts 

about the form of governance and societal organisation to be 

institutionalised, which includes prominent classical and more recent 

examples, from the French Revolution and the Russian Revolution, to 

Solidarność and the Orange Revolution. According to Holsti (1991), the role 

of this class of conflicts has substantially gained in significance over the 

recent centuries and decades: “International politics has been increasingly 

revolving around ideas and the people who represent them in government 

rather than around concrete issues such as territory and commerce” (313).  

A further subcategory can be distinguished when conceding “crusading” 

(Jabri, 1996: 100) wars as an independent class, consisting of wars which 

are allegedly waged for a higher cause perceived to demand imposition on 

the reluctant opponent, who is regarded as ideologically blind to the 

significance of the respective cause. In Jabri’s (ibid.) conceptualisation, a 

“crusade may be domestically situated, as in the desire to rectify the internal 

conditions of a particular state, or externally oriented, in order to change the 

behaviour of another state.”  
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In addition to this pivotal role of ideology in constituting the root for a conflict, 

ideological or religious differences can also function as mediating catalysts 

by deepening the cleavages between conflict groups, without forming the 

primary field of contestation. Cleavages based on differences in ideology or 

religion can on the one hand aggravate conflicts which were primarily elicited 

by disputes over other aspects such as territory or resources (Northern 

Ireland or Former Yugoslavia being potential example); on the other hand, 

cleavages based on different religious or ideological affiliations can be 

aggravated by power-hungry actors, as for example Moix (2006: 593) 

indicates: “Religious identity can also draw the most extreme lines between 

in- and out-groups: sacred and profane, human and divine, saved and 

unsaved, good and evil. […] Lines of religious identity are unfortunately often 

exploited by those engaged in conflict because they can be so powerful.”  

Struggles for justice and autonomy 

In all the cases just outlined, ideological or religious affiliations are pivotal in 

defining the front lines between conflicting groups by constituting the ground 

for identity groups. These cases of group conflict, however, are 

conventionally distinguished from a class of conflicts designated as 

“identity/secession conflict” (Ramsbotham et al., 2005: 64 et seqq.). Using 

the term “identity” as a predicate to denote a class of violent large-scale 

conflicts is arguably a slight misnomer, considering that the crystallisation of 

groups based on social identities is a formal-logical precondition for any 

class of social conflicts. 
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“Identity conflicts” are conventionally differentiated from “ideology conflicts” 

by the focus of the former on strivings of identity groups within states to gain 

autonomy (Ramsbotham et al., ibid.), often motivated by grievances felt as 

injustices, notably in the form of unjust treatment in the field of economy, 

cultural expression or political self-determination (cf. Azar, 1990: 85-6).  

The perception of being treated unfairly is denoted by the term “relative 

deprivation”, as a state that “is said to occur when need achievement falls 

short of a reasonable standard determined by what one has achieved in the 

past, what relevant comparison others are achieving, what law or custom 

entitles one to, or what one expects to achieve” (Coleman 2006: 133-134).  

According to group mobilisation theory (Pruitt, 2006: 851), groups only 

initiate societal activism upon inequalities if individuals “develop a sense of 

group deprivation – a perception that the group as a whole has been 

victimized, that their own suffering and that of their fellow group members are 

part of lager pattern”, which is only possible when the group has become “an 

important part of their self-definition”. And further: “For this perception to lead 

to actual conflict behaviour, group members must also be willing and able to 

pool their action in a joint endeavour. This requires some level of group 

organization and the emergence of leaders or an activist subgroup that is 

willing to carry the group’s grievances to the adversary.” By this formulation it 

is suggested that group mobilisation occurs bottom-up, motivated by 

dissatisfaction on the ground. This interpretation of group mobilisation can be 

rendered more open when combined with the possibility that individuals 

make use of local dissatisfaction – a possibility indicated by Moix (2006: 593) 

in the context of religious conflict, as just mentioned, while Anderson (1999: 
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10) statement, cited above, points into the same direction: “Conflict often 

embody elements of both principle and self-aggrandizement”.  

Struggles for the improvement of personal living conditions 

and gains 

Some theorists place individual attempts towards an improvement of the 

personal material or status position in the centre of their analyses. 

Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 65) include into their own taxonomy the category 

of “factional conflict, in which the fighting is not about revolutionary-

ideological issues, nor about identity-secessionist issues, but solely about 

the competing interests or power struggles of political or criminal factions”. 

As will further emerge from the discussion below, the attempt of insulating 

conflicts characterised by strivings for particularistic interests or power is 

problematic when dealing with conflicts which are frequently located in 

environments characterised by material scarcity and deprivation, so that a 

conglomerate of motivations is likely, with differing motivations of different 

actors. The value of the suggestion of this taxonomic category lies in bringing 

attention to the potential role of individual strivings for personal gains in the 

development of conflicts, while awareness for the possible presence of local 

deprivations can enrich the outlook on the respective conflict dynamic. 

As outlined in chapter one, Collier (2000, 2005) indicates that the lack of 

regular employment opportunities, the deterioration of the general economic 

situation, and the availability of resources that can relatively easily be looted 

are major conditions which increase the likelihood of violent conflict, 

suggesting that individual strivings for improving the personal economic 



 
 

115 

situation are most powerful in explaining the majority of the conflicts of the 

recent past. The observation that a lack of income opportunities increases 

the prevalence of violent conflicts seems to imply that personal material need 

might be sufficient motivation to take up arms. Duffield (1997) arrives at a 

similar conclusion, indicating that violent conflicts are especially prevalent in 

regions characterised by material scarcity at the fringes of the global 

economy.  

The conclusion that personal motivations for material gain is sufficient for the 

outbreak of wars should not be drawn without further investigations, 

however, due to some difficulties in Collier’s analysis discussed in chapter 

one: While the influence of Collier’s opportunity variables is found to be much 

stronger than that of average vertical injustice in the respective region, the 

problem with the investigation is that horizontal inequality – which is the 

crucial aspect according to the analyses mentioned in the previous section – 

was not included in Collier’s examination, and Sambanis (2005) indicates 

that some case studies pointed indeed to the importance of horizontal 

inequalities.  

The implication is that the respective influence of horizontal inequality vs. 

opportunities to fulfil material needs cannot be easily settled, but both of 

these broader aspects seem to deserve attention, and it is likely that their 

relative importance depends on the respective conflict under consideration. 

The analyses above suggest that a combination of both appears to be a 

particularly dangerous mixture, which is also indicated by Prendergast (2006: 

164): “when combined with deep social and economic inequalities, the 
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struggle for scarce resources – especially food – can be a major contributor 

to violent conflict.”  

The role of top-level actors 

Prendergast (ibid.) also points to the role of mobilisation, in the variety of a 

top-down process in the context of a specific conflict-prone region, as an 

additional pernicious ingredient: “Young men from food-insecure regions who 

face limited livelihood opportunities are the pawns in the power struggles 

defining most conflicts in the Horn.” This observation is reminiscent of Moix’ 

(2006: 593) statement cited above: “Lines of conflict are often exploited by 

those engaged in conflict because they can be so powerful.” 

This reference to the potential exploitation of tensions by actors striving to 

enlarge their sphere of power or material accumulations directs attention to 

top-down elements of influencing conflicts. The level of significance of top-

down processes is, of course, subject to the respective conflict constellation 

as well. The taxonomies reviewed by Ramsbotham et al. (2005: 64-5) which 

classify violent large-scale conflicts propose a separate category for 

“interstate conflicts”, assigning top-down processes central importance in 

these conflicts, with the term’s implication that the official representatives of 

states wage war against each other. This is the type of conflict around which 

classical models of political realism – with a focus on conflicts between 

states – developed, wherein the pivotal concepts are national interests 

whose realisation is a function of power exertion (cf. Holsti, 1991). The level 

of significance of top-down processes is, of course, much larger in these 

international conflicts than in the type of conflicts to which Moix (op.cit.) and 
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Prendergast (op.cit.) refer, but these latter statements are a reminder that 

top-down processes are also potentially pivotal within so-called autonomy 

conflicts, as well as within so-called ideology conflicts. Vice versa, the 

possibility of interstate conflicts is dependent on a widespread prevalence of 

a national identity within the societies involved, enabling that social groups 

are aligned on one side of the conflict front (cf. Jabri, 1996, who analyses the 

solidification of national identities, as discussed in chapter one); the national 

identity, in turn, can be deepened when ideological or religious cleavages 

between the involved nations are perceived (cf. above).  

Intermediate summary: identity groups and war 

One of the necessary conditions for the possibility of war is the 

categorisation of people into distinct social groups. This categorisation is the 

ground which enables the assessment of who is an enemy, who belongs to 

the own side, who is allied, and who is a potential target of war actions. 

The development of the underlying group categorisation differs across 

contexts; the complex basis of the group categorisation is related to multiple 

factors. All the theoretical models described above refer, implicitly or 

explicitly, to aspects on which the classification into groups as a basis for 

large-group conflicts can take place:  

Wars can be based on religious identity groups, when actors perceive their 

task to defend their religion by force; on political identity groups, when the 

form of governance and institutionalised societal organisation is at stake; on 

ideological identity groups, when own conceptions of justice or order are 

perceived to demand imposition on others; on cultural or sub-national identity 
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groups, when parts of the society feel economically or politically 

discriminated, or perceive that the own group deserves more resources or 

political autonomy than it gets; on economic interest groups, whose 

members share their willingness of improving their economic situation or 

power position by force; on cultural or sub-national or national identity 

groups, whose differences and grievances are exploited by leaders to 

increase the leaders’ personal material situation or power position; on 

national identity groups, when state leaders engage in international rivalries 

for territory, power, resources or around systems of governance in other 

countries, with the degree of support from their respective constituencies 

required to wage war.  

These varieties of potential aspects of conflicts and related group identities 

cannot be seen as exclusive entities, as various conglomerates generated by 

cross-cutting dynamics of these aspects are conceivable, as sketched 

above. 

Warfare and enemy images  

As mentioned, a further logical pre-condition for the possibility of war is that 

the main protagonists possess “war” as a concept, and regard waging war as 

an option, if not requirement, for dealing with the other side. The discussion 

on war correlates above suggests that perceiving the killing of members of 

the other group as the demanded course of action can be supported when 

the other side is assessed to be a substantial obstacle to the own side’s 

religious or ideological orientation, or fundamental material and/or political 

interests. Especially when the other side’s intentions and actions are 
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assessed to be a serious threat to the own survival, the acceptance of war as 

an option becomes more likely (cf. Glasl, 1997).  

If these perceptions are present, an escalation of the conflict dynamic can 

occur even in cases when fears are exaggerated, as the perceptions alone 

can lead to conflict actions which radicalise protagonists on the side of the 

opponent (ibid.). Regarding the emotional characteristics attending the 

process of warfare, Curle (1990: 87) observes that “the logic and 

arrangement of ‘normal’ life are abandoned for exaggeration and fantasy. 

The ‘reasonable’ fears and worries engendered by war and violence change 

into paranoid myths […]” This “paranoia”, however, is also able to function as 

the critical ingredient of a self-fulfilling prophecy, created by more intense 

attacks on the respective opponent, thereby feeding the spiral of escalation 

of action and reaction, leading to a further exacerbation of the enemy 

images.  

 

The wars in the Former Yugoslavia in relation to conflict 

fuelling aspects  

The outbreak of war in the former Yugoslavia can be interpreted as an 

example for how old enemy images – in this case from World War II, and 

maybe even from century-old battles between Serbia and the Ottoman 

Empire – are able to contribute to hostilities and fears (Silber & Little, 1996), 

even after decades of cohabitation seemingly in a state of (at least negative) 

peace.  
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Several further aspects featuring in the analyses of large-scale conflicts 

outlined above can be rediscovered in the development of the war in the 

former Yugoslavia:  

In the 1980s, Yugoslavia’s economy was shattered by substantial changes 

which led to a decline of the economic situation in many areas: high debts in 

combination with falling world market prizes for some of its main export 

articles (Barret Brown, 2005) entailed an economic deterioration that hit 

areas of Yugoslavia asymmetrically, depending on their production structure, 

which lead to an increase in the inclination of the North-South slope. 

Slovenia and Croatia had relatively low unemployment rates at the end of the 

1980s (5% and 7% respectively), compared to 15% in Serbia and 40% in 

Kosovo (ibid.). The precariousness of the economic situation increased when 

due to the end of the Cold War Yugoslavia lost its importance in the global 

power struggles, which meant that foreign economic support declined (ibid.).  

As mentioned, Collier (2005) indicates that a deterioration of the general 

economy increases the likelihood of conflict, explaining that correlation 

through a tendency towards violent procurements of alternative income 

sources by local actors in reaction to a acute shortage of regular income 

opportunities. While this interpretation of the correlation might be applicable 

to some of the conflicts included in Collier’s analysis, it can hardly be 

generalized without a comprehensive investigation of the respective conflict 

context in question. The correlation is insofar interesting, however, that an 

increase in unemployment and the economic deterioration of numerous 

households entails frustration that conceivably adds fuel to the escalatory 

potential of conflicts.  



 
 

121 

The differential effect of the economic downturn on the various areas of 

Yugoslavia might have also contributed to the perception of relative 

deprivation. As mentioned, Serbia faired far worse than Slovenia and Croatia 

(Barret Brown, 2005), while Kosovo had already been one of the poorest 

areas before the economic decline, and was now hit particularly hard. For 

Slovenia and Croatia, this unequal economic development entailed that the 

money transfer to the Southern areas increased. This North-South transfer of 

money occurred on a background of Slovenian and Croatian under-

representation in the industrial as well as military leadership (Silber and 

Little, 1996). This way, the economic development appears to have 

aggravated the relative deprivation already felt due to under-representation, 

adding some momentum to strivings for autonomy. In case of Kosovo, the 

position of being the economically most serious affected region added 

tension in an area which had already been discriminated in areas of 

administration (Silber and Little, 1996), the security services, and the public 

services (Mertus, 1999), thereby arguably increasing the sense of relative 

deprivation.  

For the self-image of identity groups, some saliently remembered historical 

developments were of essential importance. In many Serbian families, 

crimes committed during the time of World War II were well remembered. 

When the axis powers occupied parts of the Balkans, they installed 

collaborating regimes, giving some autonomy to Kosovo and bringing the 

fascist Croatian party Ustashe to power in the Northern territories, which was 

involved in the deportation of Serbs into concentration camps on local soil, 

where numerous were murdered (Silber and Little, 1996). The self-image as 
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being historically on the right side appears to even be linked with the time of 

the Ottoman conquest; Serbia lost its independence in the collectively 

commemorated battle of Kosovo Polje in the 14th century, involving the loss 

of a vast number of lives (Silber and Little, 1996). During the following 

centuries, many individuals and groups living in the area of Kosovo and 

Bosnia converted to Islam, while the population of what is today Serbia held 

largely on to its denomination. Perceiving the own people as having been 

standing firm to the own principles historically, while neighbours are regarded 

as having betrayed ideals and became a threat to the own group, 

conceivably provides some ground for the development of a strong group 

identity. 

Kosovo-Albanians on the other hand, perceiving themselves as a cultural 

and ethnic identity group which has been linked by a common religion, saw 

special territorial rights accruing to them due to the conviction that their 

forefathers had been in the region before any Slavs arrived (Mertus, 1999). 

The perceived legitimacy of their autonomy strivings relates also to the more 

recent history, notably the relative deprivation they experienced sketched 

above, and their increased proportional share of the total population, 

amounting to 90% before the last war. More recent developments were likely 

to further contribute to tensions: In 1974, a new Yugoslav constitution was 

adopted, which gave the not only the six republics (Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, 

Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia), but also two provinces 

(Vojvodina and Kosovo) a certain degree of autonomy (Silber and Little, 

1995). According to this new constitution, the rights of Vojvodina and Kosovo 

were very similar to that of the republics, except that Vojvodina and Kosovo 
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lacked the right to secede. A substantial part of the autonomy rights, 

however, were annulated by the Milosevic regime; a step which was likely of 

adding to frustration.  

The effects of the new constitution from 1974 were also substantial for the 

relationship between Croatia and Serbia. The partial autonomy which was 

granted to the republics was combined with a party system which gave each 

republic its own communist party. This arrangement gained relevance after 

Tito’s death in 1980, when an rotation system was launched according to 

which the presidency alternated between these republic-based communist 

parties. This fragmentation of the political system, constituted by 

particularistic representations, meant that competition between republics 

became institutionalised. As indicated by the classical investigations of 

Deutsch (1973, 2005) and Sherif et al. (1961), when protagonists assess a 

contextual arrangement to be competitive, this alone can have the potential 

of dramatically moving the interaction patterns in the direction of open 

hostility, which can render communication a means for deception and for the 

exploitation of the needs of the others for own purposes. These institutional 

arrangements, in interaction with an economic North-South slope (Barret 

Brown, 2005), and an increasingly public nationalism in Slovenia, Croatia 

and Serbia (Silber and Little, 1996) appeared to lead to a mutually reinforcing 

dynamic, which finally drove Yugoslavia apart.  

This tendency seemed to be reinforced by top-level politicians who fanned 

the flames of nationalism (Silber and Little, 1996). It is hardly possible to 

assess the degree to which the motivation of these leaders stemmed from 

nationalist conviction or opportunism respectively, but it can be noted that 
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some of these top-level politicians’ careers profited from nationalist rhetoric 

and action. When within a climate of instigated nationalism Slovenia and 

Croatia declared their independence in 1990, fears linked to World War II 

events disseminated through some of the Serbian municipalities within 

Croatia. Along with parts of these Serbian municipalities, the Serbian 

leadership, and parts of the Yugoslav National Army were not willing to 

accept a disintegration of Yugoslavia, at least not along the borders of the 

republics (Silber and Little, 1995).  

Jabri (1996) points to the role of “cultures of violence”, referring to 

exclusionist identities and the cultural as well as material institutionalisation 

of militarism as essential factors for the possibility of war. When the history of 

the Balkans is viewed from this perspective, especially the mentioned acts of 

violence and atrocities during World War II are conspicuous, being linked to 

memories which in the 1990s seemed to play an important part in the 

animosities. The institutionalisation of militarism in turn took a particular form 

in the Yugoslavia, as the official defence strategy of Yugoslavia comprised 

not only the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), which possessed an elitist 

status within the state, but also the Territorial Defence (TO) forces. The latter 

constituted a huge “citizen’s army in waiting” (Silber and Little, 1995: 105) 

which, in the case of a foreign invasion, would be supplied by weapon stores 

disseminated throughout the state.  

After Croatia had declared its independence along the administrational 

borders of the former republic, Serbian municipalities situated within the 

Croatian republic reacted by declaring their independence from Croatia, 

which lead to violent confrontations in and around these municipalities. When 
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Croatian forces and the JNA became involved in 1991, the interaction 

between the Croatian forces and the JNA had embarked on its way to 

escalation which was about to follow during the ensuing months (Silber and 

Little, 1995), resulting in full war. The process of its extension wrecked havoc 

to large territories, finally reaching Bosnia-Herzegovina, where changing 

alliances of local war factions suggest that motivations based on ethnicity 

became mixed with personal power- and economic motivations.  

In the case of Kosovo, the violent struggle between the KLA and the Serbian 

army started in 1996 (the year when KLA first publicly appeared), with the 

broad offensive of the Serbian army in 1998 being a graphical signpost of its 

further escalation (s. Mertus, 1999). 

 

The challenge posed by enemy images for peacebuilding  

When those levels of escalation have been reached on which the conflict 

parties perceive the other side as inherently evil and cruel, these enemy 

images have reached some stability, rendering de-escalation of the conflict 

an especially demanding challenge. The animosities which have been built 

up in the development of the war are unlikely to dissipate at the moment the 

direct violence abates. The mistrust towards the former war enemy and the 

consolidation of a power-based approach towards dealing with the conflict 

constituted a rigid win-lose (or even lose-lose) orientation (Glasl, 1997), 

displacing communicative options for dealing with conflicts.  

As was argued in chapter one, this persistence of mistrust entailed by enemy 

images reduces the feasibility of a discursive framework of Habermasian 
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(1995, 1983) communicative action and discourse ethics (Ramsbotham, 

2010), and they constitute a serious obstacle for attempts of resolving 

conflicts by workshops sensu Burton (1990) oriented on the satisfaction of 

basic human needs. Due to the hostilities generated in the spiral of violence, 

it is likely that implied validity claims to truthfulness (i.e. the reference of 

one’s statement to the subjective world; Habermas, 1995) are rejected 

straightway, and validity claims to morality are regarded as mere rhetoric or 

as attempts of propaganda (cf. Telhami, 2005), rendering an open and 

“rational” reflection on the own assumptions impossible. Analogously, 

structural peacebuilding measures in the form of establishing structures 

which are institutionalising equal rights, are unlikely to reach acceptance in 

an atmosphere of mutual distrust. Correspondingly, a reduction of enemy 

images at an early stage is a necessary requirement for any process striving 

for conflict resolution or peacebuilding, as argued in the previous chapters.  

As outlined above, experiences within a post-war context with endeavours of 

reducing intergroup hostilities – as a step for preparing this new ground for 

communication and exploration – constitute one of the two research foci of 

the field study underlying this dissertation. The field work concentrated on 

local NGOs, as they are supposed to have the richest experience with work 

on the grassroots level of society, while it is the sustainment of group 

categorisations and hatred at this level which is the conditio sine qua non for 

a broad acceptance of (and participation) in social-category-based violence, 

the precondition for the societal possibility of waging war. Some basic level 

of trust in combination with shared values might be able to provide the basis 

on which intergroup differences can be handled. As mentioned, this sphere 
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of dealing with those remaining intergroup differences constitutes the second 

of the two main research foci of this dissertation. The next chapter will 

present the methodology by which these research fields were examined, in 

relation to a philosophical stance of pragmatism which formed the basis for 

the conduction and interpretation of the study.  
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Methodology 

Introduction 

In previous chapters it was indicated that within a post-war setting 

characterised by the prevalence of enemy-images, some degree of cultural 

peacebuilding is a pre-condition for the broad acceptance of structural 

peacebuilding, since a collaborative planning and implementation of 

structural peacebuilding measures – involving former war parties – is unlikely 

to happen as long as the conflict opponent is seen as inherently 

untrustworthy in character (cf. Zartman, 2005: 50; Kriesberg, 2005: 77). 

Similarly, mechanisms for addressing the ‘conflict issues’, to which e.g. 

Fisher et al. (2000: 14) refer, cannot be expected to be fruitful, as long as 

enemy images are present.  

While reducing intergroup animosities is essential for structural 

peacebuilding and work on underlying conflict issues, it is of course also 

regarded as an aim in itself: The long-term agenda of peacebuilding, as 

conceptualised here – drawing on Curle (1995: 139) and Ramsbotham et al. 

(2005: 244) – is to arrive at the rehumanisation of the ‘other’. This aim of 

rehumanisation is expressed by Ramsbotham et al. (ibid.) as the recognition 

of the others as ‘fellow human beings’.  

Investigating activities which attempt to contribute to this aspect of cultural 

peacebuilding, i.e. the rehumanisation and recognition of the former 

opponent, which appears to be outside of the focus of IGOs (cf. Paris, 2004; 

Richmond, 2005, 2008), is at one of the chief foci of the present dissertation, 
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as outlined. It elucidates practice experiences with this peacebuilding 

dimension of NGOs’ activists in the Former Yugoslavia.  

The focus of this field work is on local NGOs, as they have – being part of 

the grassroots level of society (‘Level 3’ in the classification of Lederach, 

1997: 51-5) – the richest experience with work on this level. Activists of local 

NGOs can be expected to have detailed knowledge of the past development 

and present prevalence of group categorisations, good vs. evil thinking, and 

prejudices within the society concerned. It is the sustainment of group 

categorisations and hatred by this “level 3” which is the conditio sine qua non 

for a broad societal participation in violent conflicts. While some politicians 

might fuel conflicts and wage wars due to self-interests in solidifying their 

own power basis (cf. Anderson, 1999; Silber & Little, 1996), support from a 

large part of the society depends on the broad acceptance of enemy images 

justifying war as an appropriate means to deal with the adversary. 

Recognition of the other as equal implies, as argued above, solving conflicts 

non-violently by taking the interests and values of the other seriously. When 

interests and values are contradicting one another, dealing with these 

differences can be very challenging, to the point that the differences appear 

to be unbridgeable, so that the term ‘intractable conflict’ (Zartman, 2005: 47-

64; Coleman, 2006) or ‘radical disagreement’ is employed (Ramsbotham, 

2010). How LNGOs deal with these conflicts is the second focus of this 

investigation, while their perspectives are of particular interest, since their 

situatedness in a grassroots societal position endows them with an insider 

understanding of the conflict issues and contexts of the society concerned.  
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As will be presented below, the LNGOs’ orientation on dealing with conflicts 

tends to follow a variety of principles and strategies, depending on 

contingency factors such as locality and participants. These envisioned 

changes are necessarily value-guided, as argued previously, since in 

principle any activity striving for societal change implies an aspired aim, 

which in turn is inherently based on standards or values. Proposals to orient 

visions of peace closely to local understandings and practices (e.g. 

Richmond, 2008: 163-4) are not able to circumvent the necessity of this 

value basis, as the multiplicity of local practices implies that even within a 

given society some local practices can contradict other local practices, while 

some can even be openly discriminatory and violent (cf. Ramsbotham, 2005: 

229), so that a decision about which values peacebuilding should follow is 

unavoidable, as argued. When the aim of peacebuilding is defined as aiming 

for the recognition of the other as a fellow human being – and 

correspondingly as striving for nonviolent ways for dealing with conflicts – 

there is little room for manoeuvring attempts to accommodate discriminatory 

local practices. A minimal value basis, constituted by conceptualisations of 

peace, is needed, which sets at least an approximate framework for 

peacebuilding endeavours. 

The following sections will address philosophical discussions on truth and 

knowledge in relation to theory building. Wittgenstein’s insight on the 

necessity of trust in some fundamental convictions for the production of any 

statements will constitute the point of departure and basis for the ensuing 

methodological discussion. The remaining chapter is structured in three 

major sections. Section one functions as setting the ground for the ensuing 
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sections by presenting Wittgenstein’s insights in relation to truth, objectivity, 

and theories. On this basis, section two examines the intricacies of theory 

building, before section three discusses the implications for the research 

project underlying this disquisition in relation to sampling, data gathering, and 

data analysis.  

More specifically, section one commences with a presentation of some of 

Wittgenstein’s distinctions between the ontological status of fundamental 

convictions compared to empirical propositions. Starting from this basis, its 

implications for objectivity in relation to other language/conviction systems 

and differing conceptual frameworks will be discussed. This discussion will 

serve as the background for section two, which is introduced by indicating 

internal weaknesses of positivism and relativism. An analysis of the 

relationship between observation and theory building ensues, and an 

investigation of the role of paradigms in relation to theory changes follows, 

which in turn forms the link to the subsequent examination of the necessary 

involvement of epistemic values in the process of theory choice. Section 

three explicates the involvement of values in the selected foci of this study 

underlying this dissertation, as well as in the work of the NGOs. It elucidates 

varieties of interview approaches, and examines how the process of data 

gathering was interactively modified in the field. It finally discusses the 

intricacies of the role of interpretation and preconceived concepts in the data 

analysis, in the light of Wittgenstein’s analysis on knowledge. 



 
 

132 

Truth, objectivity and theory building 

The concept of Truth in relation to Peace Studies 

Is truth really a victim of war, as it is posited by the familiar slogan, or is 

rather peace the victim of competing truths? This juxtaposition reflects those 

two common understandings of the concept of truth which are amongst the 

most widespread in the study of peace, while having fundamentally 

contrasting implications. If the first part of the question is interpreted as “does 

war disrupt the vast preponderance of true statements?”, then it reflects the 

orthodox realist understanding of truth. An alternative concept of truth is 

inherent in the second part of the question, within which the expression 

“truths” indicates that truth is understood as something relative, along the 

lines of varieties of anti-realism and post-structuralism, such as social 

constructionism. 

The main problem with the term “truth” seems to be that it is associated with 

the connotation of an absolute, unique, and unambiguous truth that is 

beyond any doubt, while especially the philosophical controversies around 

rationalism vs. empiricism, idealism vs. realism, logical positivism vs. social 

constructionism have taught us that there is reason to be sceptical about 

knowledge claims to an absolute and unique truth.  

Some of the poststructuralist literature presents the controversy around the 

questions of knowledge and truth as if the positions insinuated in the first 

paragraph were an either/or affair: either one believes that sentences are 

true when they map the reality in a one-to-one fashion (see Wilson, 2002; 

see Putnam, 1992, 2005), or one holds that truth is a conventional matter, 
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and only created by certain social groups (Gergen, 1999; cf. Belsey, 2002). 

‘[W]hat differentiates post-structuralism from other more conservative 

perspectives, is that they accept that pluralism and relativism may mean that 

there are no truths, no universal norms [...]” (Richmond, 2008: 146).  

The contrast between these conceptions of truth has fundamental 

implications for the approaches within Peace Studies when dealing with 

clashes of truth claims. In a poststructuralist world of relativism, the role of 

those who are concerned about peace and morality, is a vague one. What 

Gergen is championing is to “[sustain] constructive processes of meaning-

making in the face of difference” (2001: 196). Meaning-making itself seems 

to be valued by Gergen, although, as an inherent contradiction of all relativist 

positions, claims to universals are rejected. According to the logical positivist 

perspective, on the other hand, there is one – and only one – correct 

description of the world, while norms are regarded an independent domain. 

According to the corresponding perspectives on values which are situated 

within this framework, as non-cognitivism, emotivism or prescriptivism (s. 

McIntyre, 1998; s. Putnam, 2007), normative orientations are purely a matter 

of choice. As far as truth is concerned, it can apply only to the description of 

the world, and there is only one true description for a state of affairs.  

There are, however, ontological alternatives, which acknowledge that 

propositions are interwoven with conceptual frameworks, while upholding the 

idea of truth. 
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A third way to truth, objectivity and theories: The perspective of 

Wittgenstein 

Differing perspectives on ontology and epistemology on the relationship 

between language and reality (or realities) have obviously fundamental 

consequences for the interpretation of research data. It will be indicated that 

logical positivism as well as ontological relativism are marred with difficulties, 

both entailing an internal contradiction. Wittgenstein’s insights on 

fundamental assumptions and on doubt will serve as the central basis for the 

position presented here. These insights are: producing statements inevitably 

requires that some fundamental assumptions are accepted; correspondingly, 

doubting all assumptions at the same time would lead to an internal logical 

contradiction; as a hyperbolic doubt is not possible, any doubt needs a 

reason; without a reason, doubt would be arbitrarily placed.  

The position which is advocated here is that theories construct views of the 

world, but instead of constructions being spawned out of thin air, reality sets 

limitations on the content of theories which can be constructed. Fundamental 

assumptions function as the basis which needs inevitably to be trusted, while 

differing conceptual frameworks focus on different aspects on the world. On 

the basis of the conceptual framework combined with fundamental 

assumptions, some concrete empirical propositions follow from the multiple 

interactions with reality, viewed through the particular conceptual framework, 

while leaving scope for those more abstract propositions which are called 

theories. Due to the, by definition, abstract nature of theories, the scope 

available for theory-building is broad, and becomes only limited after the 

interests and values of the theorists have been added (to the conceptual 
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framework and to the fundamental assumptions). The remaining scope for 

theory-building is in turn also affected by the history of theory building within 

the respective domain of interest, as abstract theories are frequently either 

refinements of earlier theories (see Okasha, 2002) or answers to problems 

arising from older theories (cf. Habermas, 2004).  

Truth and Knowledge 

For an analysis of the opposing positions on “truth”, a more differentiated 

debate helps to bring the partially obscured ontological differences and 

similarities on the conceptions “knowledge” and “truth” to the surface. For 

this purpose, the following perspective is helpful: The use of the terms “truth” 

and “knowledge” in philosophical debates tends to be detached from their 

everyday uses (Wittgenstein, 2003 [1953]; 1969). Analysing various cases of 

knowledge assertions, such as Moore’s assurance he knew that “here is one 

hand” (1969: §1, 370, 374, 388), Wittgenstein criticises employments of the 

concept of “knowing” or “knowledge” to cases outside of their customary use.  

Since meaning is defined by use, as Wittgenstein’s famously indicated, the 

meaning of sentences is unclear when they have a structure such as in “I 

know that this here is a hand” (or “I know that that’s a tree”; 1969: §34). 

Wittgenstein (2003 [1953]; 1969) indicates that such sentences have only 

meaning if, due to any context conditions, there is reason to doubt the 

presence of the hand or the tree. When such sentences, however, are 

uttered outside of a context which legitimises doubt, in an attempt to make a 

philosophical point, these sentences are not able to do more than illustrating 

our conceptual framework. It is not specified what kind of knowledge is 

claimed when uttering sentences like “I know that this is a hand” outside of 
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any context, to the effect that such sentences are non-starters when looking 

for answers to philosophical questions.  

Fundamentals in our language/belief systems  

Interestingly, however, Wittgenstein seems to differentiate sentences such 

as “I know that this here is a hand” from basic factual beliefs about our world, 

which are not subjected to doubt or test although circumstances could be 

imaged under which doubting would have a reason. Amongst these basic 

convictions are e.g. standard beliefs referring to history, such as the belief 

that the main protagonists featuring in our history books, such as Napoleon, 

existed. Even though some details about Napoleon might be doubted, there 

is usually no generalised suspicion that “all the reports about [Napoleon] are 

based on sense-deception, forgery and the like” (§163). Such convictions are 

not relying on definitions, but are implicit in our ways of acting, while these 

convictions are jointly building a system (Wittgenstein, 1969: §102).  

This does not imply, however, that these basic convictions are a matter of 

arbitrary choice. Although Gergen appeals to Wittgenstein as a principal 

witness when suggesting that basic convictions are relative to the “game” 

which is “played” (Gergen, 1999: 37), Wittgenstein seems to assume in fact 

that there are some basic tenets which are shared by human beings across 

space and time, as is suggested by the statement: “People have killed 

animals since the earliest times, used the fur, bones etc. etc. for various 

purposes; they have counted definitely on finding similar parts in any similar 

beast. They have always learnt from experience; and we can see from their 

actions that they believe certain things definitely, whether they express this 

belief or not” (1969: §284).  
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Not all cultures, of course, are sharing all of their foundational assumptions, 

and Wittgenstein points to the case of contrasting foundations: “Where two 

principles really do meet which cannot be reconciled with one another, then 

each man declares the other as fool and heretic” (§611). At the same time, 

Wittgenstein emphasises the inevitability of relying on such fundamental 

assumptions which are not subject to investigation whenever acting or 

producing statements: “I really want to say that a language game is only 

possible if one trusts something” (§509). The impossibility of doubting 

fundamentals implies that when “to my mind someone else has been wrong 

[, this is] no ground for any unsureness in my judgment, or my actions” 

(§606; original emphasis). Whenever engaging in language, we are 

inevitably standing on a foundation which we implicitly trust. 

Empirical propositions in relation to our language/belief system 

The unavoidable reliance on fundamentals does not imply, however, that all 

our statements are purely a matter of definitional convention or a matter of 

trust in fundamentals. While standing on the ground of fundamentals which 

cannot be doubted, and while employing our conceptual framework, the 

concept of “truth” is not purely a matter of convention. Wittgenstein himself 

refers to the sentence class of “empirical propositions” as those sentences 

which relate to our experiences. Importantly, Wittgenstein differentiates 

between statements about which doubt is impossible when uttered outside of 

specifying contexts, as they are just expressing a convention such as “I know 

that this is a hand” (see above), and another class of statements, formed by 

sentences about which doubts are possible, as for example: “At this distance 

from the sun exists a planet” (1969, §52). In this particular instance, a doubt 
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could be posited, and could take the following form: “Perhaps this planet 

doesn’t exist and the light-phenomenon arises in some other way” (§56).  

These empirical sentences are dependent on our experiences, while also 

being dependent on other assumptions: “[That an event of physics happens] 

under such circumstances […] has been discovered by making the 

experiment a few times. Not that that would prove anything to us, if it weren’t 

that this [experience] was surrounded by others which combine it to form a 

system. [... In] the end I rely on these experiences, or on the reports of them, 

I feel no scruples about ordering my own activities in accordance with them. 

– But hasn’t this trust also proved itself? So far as I can judge – yes.” (§603, 

original emphasis). Similarly, in the context of an example about knowledge 

on anatomy and physiology, Wittgenstein (§275) indicates that “it is true that 

this trust [in books of physiology and anatomy] is backed up by my own 

experience.” 

These two classes of sentences do not just lie on a continuum of being 

debatable: “For it is not true that a mistake merely gets more and more 

improbable as we pass from the planet to my own hand. No: At some point it 

has ceased to be conceivable” (§54). The lack of any conceivable mistake in 

sentences of philosophy such as “I know this is a hand” is a consequence of 

such sentences’ foundational character, being exclusively based on 

definitional standards.  

When statements can be doubted, this obviously suggests that they fulfil a 

function, indicating that alternatives to the stated propositions are 

occasionally encountered, or at least imagined. The conceivability of 

alternatives for this default class of empirical propositions in turn implies that 
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there is latitude for experiences to what is stated. When it is recognised that 

experience is constraining the realm of propositions, then a maximalist 

understanding of social constructivism of “anything goes”, as championed by 

Gergen (1994: §49, cf. 1999), is not possible. When we are standing on a 

ground of fundamentals, and operating with our conceptual framework, 

empirical propositions are not solely a matter of convention, but are 

reflecting, at least partially, our experiences.  

Cultural differences in the fundamentals 

Even when it is acknowledged, however, that the experiences limit the realm 

of assertable propositions, the question remains how narrow or wide these 

limits are. Wittgenstein (1969, §110) indicates that “giving grounds” for 

empirical sentences “comes to an end sometime. But the end is not an 

ungrounded presupposition: it is an ungrounded way of acting.” When 

accepting Wittgenstein’s perspective that the system of fundamentals is 

detracted from explanations, then everything depends on how these 

fundamentals are constituted.  

If it is assumed that these fundamentals can be arbitrarily chosen, while 

there are no criteria for preferring any of those systems, then this perspective 

would come very close to Gergen’s perspective of “anything goes” (1994: 49, 

cf. 1999). Some passages of Wittgenstein’s writing seem to support this 

interpretation of arbitrariness of the foundations. When discussing the field of 

physics, for example, Wittgenstein presents an imagined case of 

encountering people who do not consult physicists on the question of 

physics, but instead “an oracle” (§609). He notes that in situations like these, 

“[w]here two principles really do meet [, everyone] declares the other a fool 
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and heretic”, as quoted above. Wittgenstein (§612) adds that he would give 

the other people “reasons” for the own principle, but that these reasons 

would come to an end, and that “[at] the end of reasons comes persuasion” 

(emphasis added).  

A different interpretation is suggested by Sluga (1996: 858) who states that 

“[a]ll confirmation and disconfirmation of a belief presuppose […] a system 

and are internal to the system. For all this [Wittgenstein] was not advocating 

a relativism, but a naturalism that assumes that the world ultimately 

determines which language games can be played.” One of the passages 

which can be used to support this interpretation has already been mentioned 

above: “People have killed animals since the earliest times, used the fur, 

bones etc. etc. for various purposes; they have counted definitely on finding 

similar parts in any similar beast. They have always learnt from experience; 

and we can see from their actions that they believe certain things definitely, 

whether they express this belief or not” (Wittgenstein, 1969, §284). In the 

same direction points Wittgenstein’s comparison of our learning from 

experience to the natural behaviour of animals: “The squirrel does not infer 

by induction that it is going to need stores next winter as well. No more do 

we need a law of induction to justify our actions and our predictions” (§287). 

If some fundamental “way[s] of acting” (§110) are characteristic for human 

beings across space and time, then there are set limitations to the influence 

of culture, entailing a constraint on possible intercultural variation of 

language-belief systems. 
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Objectivity  

The distinctions derivable from the insights of Wittgenstein’s perspective are 

shedding a new light on questions of truth and knowledge. Of special interest 

is the observation that statements such as “I know that that’s a tree” are, in 

the function as a general knowledge claim, only encountered within 

philosophical discussions. The same words might be uttered within specific 

everyday contexts as well, Wittgenstein explains, but in these cases the 

contexts would specify their meaning. In the case of “I know that that’s a 

tree”, the sentence could be articulated in a situation when two people look 

at a young plant, which one person would regard as a shrub, and the other 

person as a tree (§349). Outside of situations specifying the meaning and 

defining alternatives to the uttered claim, general knowledge claims like 

these are not really expressing “knowledge”, in the sense of the concept 

“knowledge” that we use and understand when the word is encountered in 

everyday contexts.  

Employing terms outside of their conventional use, Wittgenstein repeatedly 

emphasises, leads to confusion, and therefore it is essential to attend 

towards the actual use of such terms: “Philosophy may in no way interfere 

with the actual use of language” (2003 [1953]: §124); “when we are tempted 

in philosophy to count some quite useless thing as a proposition, that is often 

because we have not considered its application sufficiently” (ibid.: §520). 

Since sentences such as “I know that that’s a tree” – when articulated within 

philosophical discussions to make knowledge claims – do lack a clear sense, 

the concept of “knowledge” is misapplied. As mentioned, such sentences are 

merely expressing the definitional framework, and are therefore very different 
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from those empirical propositions which can be doubted, and can be right or 

wrong in dependence of our experiences. 

Objectivity and differences between language/belief systems 

As a proponent of contextualism, Rorty defends a stance of relativism, 

according to which intersubjectivity of a given community is the only tribunal 

of truth, whereby truth becomes relative to the paradigm of the respective 

communities (see Habermas, 2004: 240-5). In the view of Rorty, analogous 

to the perspective of Kuhn (see Okasha, 2002), epistemological paradigms 

are defining what questions on objectivity are asked, while historically newer 

paradigms would not give answers posed by older paradigms, but would 

reject the old questions (Habermas, 2004: 241-2). Habermas (2004: 242), in 

contrast, indicates that a historically newer paradigm of epistemology does in 

fact arise in reaction to the demise of an older paradigm, when this older 

paradigm becomes untenable due to the questions it generated:  

As Habermas indicates, prior to the arrival of nominalism, the world was 

regarded to be constituted in such a way that it corresponded to the order of 

our thoughts (ibid.: 242-3). After nominalism destroyed this presupposed 

correspondence of order, dualism claimed that objectivity was to be gained 

by the certainty of evident experiences. This raised the question of 

scepticism, i.e. the question of how a correspondence between “inside” (in 

the mind), and “outside” (in the physical world) could be guaranteed (ibid.: 

243). An answer was suggested by contextualism, which argued that the 

world is interpreted by language, and that truth is only possible relative to a 

context (ibid.: 243-4). In reaction to contextualism, pragmatism developed, 
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pointing to the self-contradictory nature of universal scepticism, as the use 

language always requires to rely on some fundamentals. 

By his pragmatist insight, Wittgenstein launched a turn which could be 

termed another philosophical Copernican revolution. Fundamental 

assumptions cannot any longer be seen as certain or absolute constants 

given by nature, or as a product formed by the human mind, but must be 

conceived as constituting a fix point which needs to be trusted.  

As propositions are not only dependent on the conceptual framework, but 

also on the fundamentals of our system, does this imply that the concept of 

objectivity is losing its ground and relevance? Wittgenstein would most likely 

answer that the term has its conventional application in specific contexts, and 

that it is therefore useful indeed. Does this mean then that objectivity is 

system-relative? Even if some of the fundamentals are given by nature, as 

Wittgenstein seems to assume, this does not imply that human beings are 

destined to arrive at the same belief system; other fundamentals of the 

system can still differ, as Wittgenstein’s discussions of conflicting principles 

illustrate (s. above). From the acknowledgement of these potential 

differences between principles of systems, different perspectives on 

objectivity can be derived.  

As Habermas (1995, 2004) indicates, claims to truth are an inherent part of 

our everyday discussions in general, wherein truth is supposed to transcend 

various contexts (e.g. 2004: 292). At the same time, when it is recognised 

that the fundamentals amongst various language/belief systems can be 

different, then objectivity loses its connotation of “what all agree with”. It 

retains, however, the connotation of “what all should agree with”. 
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Wittgenstein (1969) indicates that members of our language/belief system, 

him included, not only trust the fundamentals of the system, but would also 

defend them when being challenged by other systems. In the context of the 

case mentioned above, which portrays an imagined encounter with people 

who consult an oracle on questions of physics, Wittgenstein (§609-§612) 

suggests that we, him included, would “combat” the other language game. 

On another passage, Wittgenstein (§286) discusses a similar case, this time 

an imagined encounter with people who believe that people sometimes got 

to the moon (a case discussed by Wittgenstein before human space flight 

appeared on the technological horizon). Wittgenstein (ibid.) states: “If we 

compare our system of knowledge with theirs then theirs is evidently the 

poorer one by far.” While we are inevitable using our system “as a base” 

(§609), we must also inevitably trust this base (§509). The impossibility to 

step out of our trusted base when communicating and acting is the reason 

why a stance of relativism is inherently contradictory. While there can be 

disagreements about fundamentals between different systems, claims to 

objectivity are an inherent and irreducible characteristic of propositions.  

Habermas (2004: 244-5), in turn, defends a variety of pragmatism that 

acknowledges the impossibility of hyperbolic doubt, but regards all 

knowledge as fallible and in need of justification. The possibility of this stance 

depends on the understanding of “knowledge”. If Habermas’ statement is 

understood as a belief in universal fallibility, then it is just a hyperbolic doubt 

in disguise, even though such a belief in universal fallibilism is shared by 

some varieties of pragmatism (e.g. Putnam, 1999): saying that all statements 

are fallible equals saying that nothing is beyond doubt, thereby expressing 
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that everything is doubtable, which contradicts Wittgenstein’s indication that 

trust in some fundamental convictions is inevitable. Habermas apparently 

attempts to circumvent this problem by an artificial distinction between our 

“everyday routines” which require “unconditional trust” (ibid.: 255) and a 

“reflexive level” of “discourses” (ibid.: 262); in this latter domain “no 

conviction” is “safe from being criticised”, Habermas argues (ibid.: 263). This 

artificial distinction, however, is not able to invalidate the insight of 

Wittgenstein that every statement, no matter in which context it is uttered 

presupposes trust in some convictions. Also fundamental convictions can be 

doubted, (while overturning fundamental convictions has by definition far-

reaching consequences for the entire language/belief system,) but doubting 

all fundamental convictions at the same time is impossible, as this would 

erode the basis of uttering statements. Therefore, it is self-contradictory to 

claim that everything is fallible.  

Objectivity and the variety of conceptual frameworks 

The concept of objectivity does not only attract criticisms based on the 

potential variability of fundamentals, but also due to the variety of possible 

conceptual frameworks. Gergen (1999: 14) states that even the natural 

sciences differ in their descriptions of the world from everyday language, and 

that natural sciences differ in their descriptions amongst one another: “In my 

world, [my] desk is solid, mahagony coloured, weighs some 80 lb, and is 

odourless. Yet, the atomic physicist approaches this configuration and tells 

me that it is not solid after all (it is primarily constituted by empty space); the 

psychologist informs me that it has no colour (as the experience of colour is 

produced by light waves reflected on the retina); the rocket scientist 
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announces that it only appears to weigh 80 lb (as weight depends on the 

surrounding gravitational field) [...]”  

Before addressing the gist of this argument, some side notes on some of 

these single propositions could be expedient: a) While physicists can 

describe objects as mostly empty space, this is not the same as saying that 

our everyday description of solidity is an illusion; physicists are able to 

explain how the physical macro-characteristics of objects and our 

perceptions of them are precipitated, and would therefore not necessarily 

object to our description of solidity. b) Some psychologists might prefer to 

speak of light waves instead of colours when describing the process of 

perceiving colours, but, as Putnam (1992: 90-8) indicates, there is no reason 

why the mathematical description of colour as a wave length should be 

universally preferred across contexts. c) It is incorrect that a rocket scientist 

would announce that some object appears to have a certain weight, 

measured in lb. While within the natural sciences lb is used as a unit for 

mass, and not for weight, objects are not described as appearing to weigh a 

certain amount, but as weighing a certain amount, depending on their mass 

and the gravitational field. 

The main function of Gergen’s reference to these various ways of description 

is, of course, to suggest that not even the claims of natural sciences can be 

objectively true, as various disciplines of natural sciences are contradicting 

the everyday language and are even contradicting one another. This 

portrayal of a contradiction, however, lacks substance. When accepting that 

there are multiple – and not only one – true descriptions of the world, then 

the ostensible contradiction disappears. As Putnam (2005: 48) explains, “the 
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fact that the contents of a room may be partly described in the terminology of 

fields and particles and the fact that it may be partly described by saying that 

there is a chair in front of a desk are not in any way ‘incompatible’”. Putnam 

calls the possibility to describe different parts of a state of affairs by different 

conceptual frameworks “conceptual pluralism”. “That we can use both of 

these schemes without being required to reduce one or both of them to some 

single fundamental ontology is the doctrine of pluralism” (ibid.: 48-9). 

Differing conceptual frameworks are focusing on different aspects of the 

world, and each conceptual framework might be most suitable for particular 

interests.  

On a more general level, Wittgenstein notes that some conceptual 

frameworks might be better instruments for our interests than others (2003 

[1953]: §569): “Language is an instrument. Its concepts are instruments. 

Now perhaps one thinks that it can make no great difference which concepts 

we employ. As, after all, it is possible to do physics in feet and inches as well 

as in metres and centimetres; the difference is merely one of convenience. 

But even this is not true, if, for instance, calculations in some system of 

measurement demand more time and trouble that it is possible for us to give 

them.” When it is accepted that differing conceptual frameworks are focusing 

on different aspects of the world, then there is no direct contradiction 

between pluralism and objectivity.  

Once a system is given, consisting of fundamentals as well as a conceptual 

framework, some empirical propositions are fixed, and in that sense 

objective. When, however, theoretical systems are created which are more 
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abstract than the propositions of everyday language, additional philosophical 

ramifications are involved, as will be discussed in the next section.  

Theory building 

The problems of positivism and relativism 

Several alternative positions towards truth and language are reductionist or 

self-refuting. Under the category of self-contradictions fall the standard 

philosophies of logical positivism and relativism.  

Positions resting on logical positivism are self-refuting when claiming that 

only those statements contributing to prediction are significant, since the 

posed centrality of prediction is in itself an evaluation or interest (cf. Putnam, 

1994) indicates, to the effect that that the sentence “only those statements 

contributing to prediction are significant” implies “this statement is not 

significant/meaningless”.  

Relativist positions, on the other hand, are self-refuting when claiming that 

there are no truths – and by implication no true statements – while at the 

same producing (any) statements, e.g. presupposing the existence of social 

interaction or at least texts. (Even the claim that there are no truths is per se 

inconsistent, as it like saying: Nothing is true, neither this statement.)  

Some perspectives, which partially fall into the relativist camp, have the 

additional shortcoming of being reductionist. Some theorists, e.g. Baruch 

(1982, in Silverman, 1993), Silverman (1993: 114), or Atkinson et al. (2003), 

claim that written or spoken texts are to be regarded as neither true nor false, 

but as performances of embodiments of social norms. These positions, 
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however, are picking out one potential role which language can play and 

declare it as the sole or main function of texts. In an alternative reductionist 

approach, the aspect picked out from the multitude of language use is the 

supposed motive of the speaker/writer, or – in a more indirect variety – the 

benefits for the (group of the) speaker supposedly accruing from presenting 

a state of affairs in a certain way (Wieder, 1974a, 1974b; in Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987). Such approaches which reduce the extensive spectrum of 

language roles to a few aspects and declaring them as the central functions 

of language are examples of what Putnam (2005: 19) calls a “deflationary 

[way] of ontologizing.” To introduce neologisms (which borrow the semantic 

structure from the term “logo-centrism”), one could term those approaches 

which portray the main role of linguistic analysis as lying in describing self-

serving presentations as “idio-telo-centrism”, and those which are concerned 

with how discourses reflect socio-cultural norms as exemplifying “drama-

centrism”.  

Not only are such positions reductionist, but they are also having the 

following difficulty: before statements can act as portraying the conformity 

with a norm or being in the service of any other function, the meaning of any 

statements presupposes that the literal meaning of these statements is 

understood; and the understanding of the literal meaning, in turn, frequently 

depends on understanding the descriptive character of statements, to the 

effect that speculations about functions of statements inevitably need to 

presuppose the descriptive character of some propositions. In short, before 

the instrumental or functional use of language is possible, speakers and 

listeners need to be familiar with the appropriate literal use of statements, 
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which is subsumed by the Habermasian (1995: e.g. 183-4; cf. Finlayson, 

2005) framework under the categories of truthfulness, factual rightness, and 

normative rightness. 

Any analysis does not only radically limits itself when declaring the richness 

of linguistic practice embedded in everyday interactions as reducible to a 

single dimension, like performative or self-serving practice, but it also 

overlooks that a functional or performative understanding of texts is parasitic 

on the literal factual, self-disclosing, and normative meanings, whose correct 

employments, in turn, are standardised by their association with defined 

forms of interaction with the world (cf. Wittgenstein, 2003 [1953]).  

Inductive theory building in relation to the research project  

The field research was partially conducted in the spirit of grounded theory as 

a research strategy allowing comparatively open analyses of the mentioned 

research areas which had been regarded as partially under-theorised so far. 

This latter aspect of the research areas under consideration suggested 

grounded theory as an appropriate methodology (Robson, 2005), being 

characterised by generating new theoretical suggestions about relationships, 

on the basis of detailed analyses of the research areas (Glaser & Strauss, 

1999; Glaser, 1992; Charmaz, 2003; Robson, 2005).  

Being part of the grassroots level of society, activists of peacebuilding 

LNGOs can be expected to have not only detailed knowledge of the recent 

history of the local intergroup dynamics, but also have first hand (years of) 

experience with measures striving to improve intergroup relations. The 

strong bottom-up nature of grounded theory methodologies attempts to give 

the local views and experiences the central role in the development of new 
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theories on patterns and the connections of concepts. By this orientation on 

the data, in its role as a theory generating approach, it is the methodological 

counterpart to the hypothetico-deductive approach. Whereas the latter 

approach develops new hypotheses by analysing existing theories and by 

attempting to test the derived hypotheses, the former approach develops 

new theories alongside collecting and producing data. The hope linked to 

grounded theory is correspondingly that new ideas and insights are allowed 

to emerge, that previously unnoticed aspects and under-estimated aspects of 

theories come into focus, or that contradictions to previous assumptions are 

found. It is an inductive approach, in the literal sense of the word, i.e., the 

data are prompting the theory building, but there is no automatism 

connecting the field of study to theory for a number of reasons, as will be 

addressed in the next section. 

The – in principle – loose connection of theories and observation 

Fields of research selected for any study do of course not directly result in a 

certain theory, for a number of reasons: 1) data are situated in a conceptual 

framework, and are therefore concept-relative (cf. Wittgenstein, 2003, [1953]; 

Putnam, 2005); 2) the description of data is related to fundamental 

assumptions of our language/belief system (Wittgenstein, ibid.); 3) social 

systems in particular are characterised by such a degree of complexity – due 

to mediating roles of human interpretations (Giddens, 2009) – that context-

independent connections are next to impossible (Bhaskar, 1997; Sayer, 

1992); 4) theory building is underdetermined by the data, i.e. the “same” data 

allow a broad scope for the building of a sheer endless number of competing 

theories (Okasha, 2002; Putnam, 2005).  
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Before the discussion on complexity, social systems, and underdetermination 

will be resumed further below, the role of hypothesis testing in hypothetico-

deductive vs. grounded theory methods is shortly addressed.  

The problem with hypothetico-deductive hypothesis testing approaches is 

that within qualitative studies the material which is precipitated can be so 

abundant that support for virtually any hypothesis could be found when 

searching long enough. By concentrating on theory generation, instead of on 

theory testing, a higher degree of openness is possible, so that the focus is 

more on the views of the participants. However, standard approaches of 

grounded theory are not free from the incentive to search for data which fit 

the theory, as it is tried to corroborate the earlier developed theory by further 

sampling in an attempt to achieve “saturation” for theoretical concepts 

(Glaser, 1992; cf. Charmaz, 2006). Such a second phase is in effect a theory 

testing approach in disguise, camouflaged by a different label. 

Correspondingly, openness for alternative possibilities of theoretical 

connections within the data is even more important during such a second 

phase. However, as data are inevitably viewed through a conceptual 

framework and on the background of certain theoretical assumptions, total 

openness is a purist fantasy, to the effect that openness is a matter of 

degree, and not absolute. 

Paradigms and sciences 

A major pillar of scepticism towards the truth and objectivity of so-called 

scientific theories is rooted in Kuhn’s perspective on revolutionary, large-

scale changes of theoretical systems. Kuhn argued that “[all members of a 

scientific community accept as a given] a set of fundamental theoretical 
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assumptions” as part of a “paradigm”, which constitutes “an entire scientific 

outlook” (as summarised by Okasha, 2002: 81). According to Kuhn, the 

scientific practices of a particular discipline are not oriented towards testing 

an existing paradigm, but to further develop it (ibid: 82). Examples of what 

Kuhn calls “paradigms” are the Ptolemaic vs. the heliocentric model of our 

planetary system, or Newtonian vs. Einsteinian physics (ibid.: 83). The 

theoretical assumptions of a paradigm could correspondingly be regarded as 

an additional segment on top of our fundamentals of our everyday language 

and practices, while this additional segment is specific to the respective 

discipline.  

The problematic nature of these paradigms, as depicted by Kuhn, is that 

changes from one paradigm to another cannot happen solely on the basis of 

new data; instead, it always involves an element of faith, as well as the peer 

pressure of fellow scientists, Kuhn states (ibid.: 83-4). Kuhn refers to two 

main reasons for why data alone are not sufficient to precipitate paradigm 

shifts (ibid.: 85-9): “Incommensurability” of paradigms and the “theory-

ladenness” of data. Through the former notion it is claimed that it is not 

possible to compare the terms employed by differing paradigms, as even 

when they were homophonic amongst paradigms, they were semantically 

different; for example, “mass” in Newtonian vs. Einsteinian physics was 

conceptualised differently. Due to these supposed variations, Kuhn claims 

that theories are not directly comparable (ibid.: 85).  

However, as Okasha (2002: 86) summarises the discussion on 

incommensurability, if theories are incommensurable, they do not directly 

contradict one another, whilst “Einstein’s and Newton’s theories do conflict” 
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(ibid.: 87, emphasis added), and so do the Ptolemaic vs. the heliocentric 

theory (ibid.: 86).  

The claim that different paradigms are incommensurable is closely related to 

the conceptualisation of the “theory-ladenness” of data. Kuhn argues that the 

theoretical assumption inherent in paradigms compound data. This idea is 

also expressed by Hanson (in Putnam, 1990: 126): “Hanson thought that we 

cannot mean what someone living in the age of Ptolemaic astronomy meant 

by saying ‘I see the sun rise’ because even the perceptual notion of a 

‘sunrise’ has been affected by the shift from Ptolemaic to Copernican 

astronomy.” It is, however, at least debatable whether Ptolemaic and 

Copernican astronomers really saw different things when looking at a 

sunrise. Probably few of us who are adherents to the heliocentric theory 

usually see the earth turning towards the sun, while observing a sunrise. 

Neither are there necessarily differences arising when quantifying data; 

Okasha indicates that propositions about the time at which the sun rose on a 

particular day “can be agreed on” (2002: 89).  

On a more general level, Putnam argues that “rationality and justification are 

presupposed by the activity of criticizing and inventing paradigm and are not 

themselves defined by any single paradigm” [1990: 125-6, cited in 

Habermas, 2004: 280]. Correspondingly, there seem to be standards outside 

of “paradigms”, by which “paradigms” can be compared. These paradigm-

independent standards can be conceived of as part of the general 

fundamentals which are underlying our language/belief system, in which we 

inevitably need to trust in order to be able to communicate and act (see 

above).  
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Even when, however, these fundamentals, including paradigm-independent 

standards, are recognised as a given, there are further complications arising 

from the “underdetermination” of theories by data and the complexity of 

systems consisting of multiple interacting factors, as will be addressed in the 

next section.  

Ramifications for theory building: Complexity and Underdetermination 
Not only the conceptual framework and fundamental assumptions, but also 

the expectations on the role of theory influence theory generation. In the 

tradition of positivism, the central criterion on whose basis the value of a 

theory is assessed is the theory’s power to predict observations. The 

difficulty with a fixation on prediction is that exact prediction is only feasible 

when simple connections between variables are concerned; the classical 

ideal of which are theories in physics, which e.g. describe regularities of the 

movements of physical bodies in a force field.  

Even in the field of physics, often regarded as the epitome of science, 

however, prediction cannot be a sufficient criterion for the selection amongst 

theories. In the following paragraphs, three central aspects which render this 

criterion of prediction insufficient or irrelevant will be shortly sketched. While 

the first of the following aspects is of little relevance for social sciences, the 

other discussed aspects are also relevant for (social) sciences in general, 

further addressed below.  

Due to the following aspects, further criteria for theory choice beyond 

prediction are required: (the numbering from above is used and continued) 5) 

the appearance of non-determination within the realm of the elementary 

particles, 3) the rapidity with which the complexity of systems is escalating 
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when additional factors are added (cf. Bhaskar, 1997; Sayer, 1992), and 4) 

the underdetermination of theories by the available data (as viewed through 

a given conceptual framework). Additional criteria, such as plausibility and 

simplicity, are thereby required for the assessment of theories (Okasha, 

2002; Putnam, 2005). 

To 5) The appearance of non-determination within the realm of the micro-

cosmos is not of high significance for the practices of science outside of 

quantum physics, as the degree of quantum uncertainty becomes less than 

miniscule when dealing with systems which consist of more than a couple of 

quantum particles. To 3) In contrast, underdetermination of theories and 

system complexity become, the latter by definition, more acute the more 

aspects a system involves. Even within deterministic mathematical models, a 

high number of variables can entail a very high “sensitivity to initial 

conditions”, i.e. even very small changes can have dramatic end effects, as 

firstly discovered in meteorological models, a phenomenon popularly known 

as “butterfly effect” (cf. Prigogine, 1997). To 4) The “underdetermination” of 

theories by the data refers to the feature that the same available data (as 

viewed through a given conceptual framework) can be accounted for by 

numerous, potentially mutually exclusive, theories. The problem of 

“underdetermination” is based on the nature of theories, which are, by 

definition, more indirectly related to our experiences than empirical 

propositions. As such, theories do not belong to the unquestionable 

repertoire of our language/belief system. Since the conventional function of 

theories is to propose relationships between concepts in order to account for 

experiences, they are formulated on a more abstract level than these 
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experiences. Their level of abstraction entails that “data can in principle be 

explained by many different, mutually incompatible, theories” (Okasha, 2002: 

72).  

Historical examples illustrate that some theories had been able to explain 

phenomenon well, while declaring the existence of underlying unobservable 

entities, which were later regarded as imaginations of the past. For example, 

the once standard physical theory of light was based on the picture of light 

waves being transmitted through the ether (ibid.: 65). This theory was highly 

successful in explanation and prediction, but today’s theories of physics tell 

us that the idea of an ether was misguided. Examples like these suggest that 

the success of a theory in explanation and prediction is no warrant for a 

correspondence between stipulated entities and a state of affairs.  

The problem of underdetermination has also consequences for the question 

whether science can be – as logical positivists claimed – value-free. Since a 

set of experiences can be explained by a variety of theories, the degree to 

which the experiences are explained cannot be the only criterion for deciding 

amongst competing theories. One potential solution would be to opt for 

theoretical pluralism, accepting that multiple theories in parallel can explain 

the experiences equally well, but that route is foreclosed when theories are 

contradicting one another. In such a constellation, additional criteria are 

required for a decision. Central criteria for a choice between competing – and 

often mutually exclusive – theories in the practices of science seem to be 

simplicity as well as plausibility (Putnam, 2005: 67-8). Analogously, 

Wittgenstein (179: §92) argues: “Remember that one is sometimes, 

convinced of the correctness of a view by its simplicity or symmetry”. As one 
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of the reasons for why simpler theories are preferred, Okasha (2002: 74) 

indicates that it is more convenient to work with simpler theories.  

Epistemic criteria of simplicity and plausibility 

In the case of simplicity, there is no reason to expect that simpler theories 

are always more accurate, but they are easier to handle practically. The 

effect seems to be that simpler theories appear to have higher chances of 

gaining acceptance when competing theories are regarded to be of similar 

merit along other assessment dimension.  

The case of plausibility is more complex, as an assessment of plausibility is 

influenced by surrounding assumptions, and is likely to be also influenced by 

prior experiences with the relationship of theory building and data (Putnam, 

2005: 69). By the very nature of the practices of science, the introduction of a 

new theory means either that new propositions are added to the old ones, or 

that propositions are introduced which substitute older ones. Some 

assumptions can be doubted when a new theory substitutes for them, but not 

all of the discipline-specific assumptions are normally doubted at the same 

time, as this would means questioning every aspect of the entire field. When 

discipline-specific assumptions are doubted, there needs to be a specific 

reasons for why certain assumptions are doubted and an alternative needs 

to be proposed. The reliance on fundamental assumptions is, of course, 

inevitable, so that the question would be again whether there is a specific 

reason to doubt one of these fundamental assumptions (cf. Wittgenstein, 

1969), while without a specific reason, doubt would be placed arbitrarily.  

When several mutually exclusive theories are proposed to describe new 

data, the choice between theories can amount to a decision about which of 
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the old fundamentals to abandon. The fundamentals which can be called into 

question can either be part of the general everyday assumptions, or 

discipline-specific. (However, the border between the two domains is not 

sharp, as numerous assumptions which were precipitated by the practices of 

a specific science have found their way into the stock of general everyday 

assumptions, like – obviously – the assumption that the earth orbits the sun, 

or assumptions about electricity.) By the very nature of the practices of 

science, some assumptions can be doubted when a new theory substitutes 

for some of them, but not all of the field-specific assumptions are normally 

doubted at the same time, as this would mean questioning every aspect of 

the entire field. Doubting discipline-specific assumptions needs to be based 

on specific reasons for why the particular assumptions are doubted, and 

alternatives need to be proposed. In terms of plausibility, those theories are 

likely to appear most credible which do not violate those fundamentals in 

which we trust most. This seems to apply for the “epitome of science” – 

physics – as well. When e.g. Newtonian physics were challenged by new 

data and assumptions, the choice between Einsteinian physics and “ether” 

explanations was effectively a choice between, either, trusting in the 

symmetry of physics, or, in the independence of space and time.  

While theories cannot be selected solely on the basis of their compatibility 

with data – so that additional criteria, like simplicity and plausibility, are (even 

in physics) indispensable for deciding amongst competing theories –the 

addition of these criteria is not sufficient for a clear choice either. In particular 

cases, weighting the relative significance of these criteria might be 

necessary, as when one theory is more plausible, but another theory simpler 
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and better compatible with data. Due to the unavoidability of assessing and 

weighing criteria like simplicity and plausibility involved in the process of 

accepting a theory, a view of theories which regards them as the only 

possible descriptions of actual entities and their relations is misguided. Due 

to the interest-relative nature of conceptual frameworks and the evaluative 

element inherent in theory choice, theories can be regarded as instruments 

serving human interests; they are fallible even when they work well in the 

domain for which they were designed, so that there is no guarantee that 

there is some underlying correspondence between the proposed theoretical 

model and a state of affairs.  

 

Social Sciences 

Within the realm of social sciences, the creation of theories involves further 

ramifications. Forming theories about social systems is very different from 

theorising within natural sciences, as social systems by definition are 

constituted by human interactions which depend on beliefs and 

interpretations of people. As Giddens (2009: 6) argues,  

[w]e cannot approach society or ‘social facts’, as we do objects or events in 

the natural world, because societies only exist in so far as they are created 

and re-created in our own actions as human beings. In social theory, we 

cannot treat human activities as though they were determined by causes in 

the same way as natural events are. We have to grasp what I would call 

the double involvement of individuals and institutions: we create society at 

the same time as we are created by it. 
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Institutions, in turn, are explained by Giddens (ibid.: 5) as “commonly 

adopted practices which persist in recognizably similar form.” As theories are 

trying to capture regularities, such “modes of belief and behaviour that occur 

and recur” (ibid.) are its focus. A major difficulty arising from an outlook on 

regularities in social systems is based on the underdetermination of theories, 

which is even more problematic in the social sciences compared to the 

natural sciences. What counts as a regularity is dependent on the level of 

abstraction and the specific conceptual focus which is employed when 

describing processes. The complexity and enormous number of social 

interactions taking place within a society entail that an uncountable number 

of potential regularities is conceivable, if only the level of abstraction is high 

enough.  

The further the theorising moves away from the constituting social 

interactions, the broader is the scope for potential theories. Charmaz’ (2006: 

146) “Constructivist Theory” is an example of social theory formulation on an 

abstract level: “My analysis [...] remains more intuitive and impressionistic 

than [more objectivist approaches] [...] Would other researchers have drawn 

out relationship between past and future or treated it as a strategy to 

maintain emotional control? Conceivably – if they already possessed some 

theoretical sensitivity towards concepts of self, time, emotions, and life 

disruptions”. While a conceptual framework is inevitable when formulating 

statements, the reference to “theoretical sensitivity” cannot hide that an 

“intuitive and impressionistic” approach implies a level of theory formulation 

that is relatively detached from the concrete social interactions. As the 

underdetermination problem becomes more acute – i.e. the scope for 
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arbitrariness of the theories becomes wider – when moving away from 

narratives or interactions under consideration, the reliance on impressions 

exacerbates the underdetermination problem. In contrast, close attention and 

faithfulness to the meanings of the investigated narratives or interactions, i.e. 

to the use of the propositions under study, reduces underdetermination.  

Reification of theoretical expectations in the social sciences and the 

involvement of norms 

Another complication is related to the dependence of social interaction 

patterns on the shared beliefs and expectations of the actors. As these 

expectations and beliefs partly concern the ostensible nature of other people, 

interaction patterns can stabilise which reify rather arbitrary beliefs. For 

example, Brehm et al. (2002) describe that the behaviour of group members 

can be affected by raising awareness for a negative stereotypes against the 

own group; the mere increase in awareness is able to move the behaviour of 

group members closer to the negative stereotype. For the field of conflict 

research particularly important is the famous security dilemma, a variety of 

which is described by Glasl (1997), who argues that conflicting parties 

occasionally engage in threatening acts as a strategy of deterrence, while 

such behaviours can provoke threatening counter-measures. This way, each 

side’s assumptions about the radicalism of the respective other side can fuel 

the spiral of escalation.  

When theorising on such an interaction pattern, a social scientist could be 

led to ascribe the behavioural patterns to the characteristics of those groups 

involved, or to human beings in general. Similarly, on the level of state 

interactions, the recurrence of wars and struggles for influence have led the 
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school of so-called political realism to propose that struggles for hegemony 

are an unavoidable part of the interstate system. The problem with such 

theories, attributing behaviour patterns to inherent characteristics of human 

beings or institutionalised social systems, is that these theories can be part 

of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Prevalent beliefs on the nature of e.g. certain 

social groups or political institutions entail expectations about the behaviour 

of others, which in turn can provoke behaviours that confirm the initial beliefs. 

Thereby, social theories can be a stabilising element within the respective 

status quo.  

The other side of the coin is that social theories can expose alternatives and 

options of interaction (cf. Belsey, 2002). The focus of social theories is 

thereby linked to norms. As norms are conventionally seen as less capable 

of attracting consensus than what is accepted as facts, the orthodox view is 

to see them as subjective, in contrast to the objectivity of facts. As mentioned 

above, this distinction is a constituent of logical positivism; it lies at the core 

of non-cognitivism, emotivism or prescriptivism, which claim that norms a not 

more than a matter of taste (s. McIntyre, 1998; s. Putnam, 2007). Also 

outlined above was that the idea of universally valid norms came under 

attack from the direction of post-structuralism, through the claim that 

“pluralism and relativism may mean that there are no truths, not universal 

norms” (Richmond, 2008: 146). Both of these perspectives on norms – 

logical positivism as well as relativism – however, are marred with difficulties 

internal to these positions; there is some stable ground on which norms can 

stand, as will be addressed in the next section. 
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Doubting theory building needs reasons 

As was outlined above, the underdetermination of theories and the 

complexity of social systems entail that evaluative criteria for theory 

development are required, such as plausibility and simplicity. Since the 

assessment of plausibility involves the consistency with fundamental 

assumptions, and since the criterion of compatibility guarantees the centrality 

of the data which were produced through interactions with reality, accepted 

theories are selected on the basis of available data, epistemic values, and 

our trust in fundamentals. As trust is inevitable in all our linguistic and other 

everyday practices, the latter are in a similar epistemic position as the 

practices of science; correspondingly, doubting theories needs specific 

reasons aimed at specific aspects of theory building processes, as argued 

above. A sweeping doubt, in the form of indiscriminate scepticism towards 

theory building in general, without proposing specific alternatives, would be 

empty, because doubting the criteria of plausibility and compatibility would 

implicitly challenge our fundamental assumptions and experiences of 

interactions with reality – the basis of linguistic and other everyday practices.  

As mentioned above, although doubt needs a reason, e.g. in the form a 

conceivable alternative to the standard assumptions, this necessity does not 

imply that all of those of our fundamental assumptions to which there is 

currently no plausible alternative are certain. One has, however, to treat (at 

least some of) them as certain in order to be able to produce propositions, as 

Wittgenstein (1969: §114, §509) indicates: “If you are not certain of any facts, 

you cannot be certain of the meaning of your words either.” “[A] language-

game is only possible if one trusts something (I did not say ‘can trust 
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something’).” In other words, claiming the fallibility of all of our assumptions 

would bar the expression of any statements. While doubting all our 

fundamental assumptions at the same time is impossible, expecting that our 

fundamental assumptions can be proved as certain would be asking for a 

logical impossibility, as Reid argues and as Wittgenstein seems to imply. 

Reid (2000; discussed in Wilson, 2002) indicates that the process of 

justifying consists of deriving statements from more basic premises (unless 

one engages in circular argumentations): “[justification means] supporting 

something we are less confident of by means of something we are more 

confident of”; as this process cannot continue indefinitely, sooner or later one 

reaches un-deducible assumptions. This is what Wittgenstein (1969: §110) 

seems to express when arguing “As if giving grounds did not come to an end 

sometime. But the end is not an ungrounded presupposition: it is an 

ungrounded way of acting.” It is what makes fundamental assumptions 

fundamental, and what requires that “one trusts something” (§509).  

Conceiving our fundamental assumptions as consisting of “ungrounded ways 

of acting” allows different interpretations of their origin. Wittgenstein points 

out, on the one hand, that some of what we regard as basic knowledge is 

learnt (§165), and, on the other hand, that some of human behaviour is 

consistent across human history. To repeat relevant quotations, cited above: 

“[People] have counted definitely on finding similar parts in any similar beast. 

They have always learnt from experience” (§284), and further “The squirrel 

does not infer by induction that it is going to need stores next winter as well. 

No more do we need a law of induction to justify our actions and our 

predictions” (§287). As mentioned, Sluga (1996: 858) reads Wittgenstein as 
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advocating a position of naturalism, not relativism, implying that some of our 

fundamental assumptions are not determined by culture, but by human 

nature.  

Although particular fundamental assumptions could be a general human 

characteristic, this does not allow the inference that all of our fundamental 

assumptions are pre-determined. The multiplicity of historical and cultural 

beliefs reveals that even some very fundamental beliefs are subject to 

variation, as suggested e.g. by Wittgenstein’s (§92) hint that “[m]en have 

believed that they could make rain.” Wittgenstein indicates through examples 

(as in §336) that even within contemporary Western culture there are 

elementary differences in basic assumptions. “Very intelligent and well-

educated people belief in the story of creation in the Bible, while others hold 

it as proven false, and the grounds of the latter are well-known to the former” 

(original emphasis).  

While some universals in human belief systems and behaviour suggest that 

some of the fundamental assumptions are part of the human condition, the 

remaining scope for historical and cultural variation in fundamental 

assumptions insinuates that present day fundamentals have a history which 

was decisive in steadying them. Certain assumptions seem to be amendable 

to the empirical tribunal, such as illustrated by Wittgenstein’s rain-making 

example, but there seem to be other assumptions which are not, as when the 

sources of trustworthy knowledge are under debate. “What reply could I 

make to the adults of a tribe who believe that people sometimes go to the 

moon (perhaps that is how they interpret their dreams)” (§103).  
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The dependence of theory building on the history of ideas and 

assumptions 

The variation of fundamental assumptions across time and cultures insinuate 

that some basic assumptions have a history, and so do theories of science, 

partially through relying on these fundamental assumptions. The 

dependence of theories on history is not only rooted in the dependence of 

the fundamentals partially constituting them, but also on the discussed 

underdetermination of theories by data. Even when fundamentals, a 

conceptual framework and epistemic values are given, the process of theory 

generation depends on older theories. Theory generation responds to 

problems created by older theories, or develops preceding theories further, 

often using various theoretical assumptions as a quarry of ideas.  

This dependence on older ideas is probably amongst the factors which lead 

authors to conceptualisations of knowledge as “a social product, much like 

any other, which is not more independent of its production and men who 

produce it than motorcars, armchairs” (Bhaskar, 1997: 21). It is obviously an 

example of extremely cavalier analogising when the creation of knowledge is 

compared to the production of motorcars or armchairs, of course, as human 

interaction processes which induce knowledge are obviously very different 

from interaction processes creating physical objects. While both families of 

processes rely on fundamental assumptions, epistemic values, and 

conceptual frameworks, knowledge creation aims at changing or adding 

assumptions. Targets of change can even be fundamental assumptions, 

provided that they become questioned, by the emergence of a conceivable 

alternative. (In the words of Wittgenstein, 1969, §96: “It might be imagined 
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that some propositions […] were hardened and functioned as channels for 

such empirical propositions as were not hardened but fluid; and that this 

relation altered with time”)  

What is right about the analogy between knowledge and motorcars is that 

the creation of both is dependent on human interaction with reality, as well as 

on a history of ideas, values, and concepts. Conceptual frameworks are 

mutually interdependent with human interests, as concepts focus on specific 

aspects, and since they are modified by new perspectives. Theory building is 

generally dependent on the availability of prior theories; these available 

theories reflect prior ideas and interests, thereby focusing on specific aspects 

and resulting in specific problems, to the effect that theories are created not 

out of thin air, but in response to a history of assumptions and practices in 

interaction with reality.  

The consequence of theories’ reliance on a history of ideas, on epistemic 

criteria – mainly compatibility, simplicity, and plausibility – and on their 

relation to fundamental assumptions is similar to the consequence of 

conceptual pluralism; namely, it implies that neither one definite theoretical 

picture of the world is stipulated by data (as perceived through our 

conceptual framework), nor can there be a consistent universal scepticism or 

relativism towards theory building. 

 

The interaction of moral values and theory building 

The dependence of theory building on preceding assumptions in combination 

with the underdetermination of theories renders the process receptive to not 
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only epistemic values, but also to moral values. Okasha (2002: 131-3) 

discusses sociobiology as an example of a contested field of scientific 

enquiry, on which the principal disagreement seems to be related to the 

ideological stance of the disputants: “[A]dvocates of sociobiology have 

tended to be politically right-wing, while its critics have tended to come from 

the political left. […] If sociobiology is simply an impartial enquiry into the 

facts, what explains this trend?” The central reason for the controversial 

nature arises from sociobiology’s ramifications as an integral part of the 

nature-nurture disagreement. Due to the complexity of the interaction 

patterns between human dispositions and cultural latitude there is scope for 

a never-ending debate about the relative significance of involved factors. In 

other words, the underdetermination of theories by data appears to be 

considerable in this area. In cases of substantial underdetermination, 

epistemic values as plausibility and simplicity might either not appear to 

suffice for a theory choice, and/or the assessment of which theory is most 

plausible is likely to be influenced by fundamental moral assumptions of the 

respective “jurors”. (“Fundamental” can be used to denote those 

assumptions which appear to the particular community of holders as fixed 

without a conceivable alternative.) At the same time, the relative weight 

ascribed to nature vs. nurture has far-reaching moral implications.  

This combination of underdetermination and moral significance results in a 

broad scope for the influence of moral convictions on the assessment of 

relative weights, exemplifying how factual assumptions can not only 

influence moral values, but also vice versa. The concurrence of considerable 

underdetermination and moral significance is not unique to sociobiology, of 
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course, but a general feature of theory building within the realm of the social 

sphere when assessments of moral rightness are involved. 

 

Theories and self-fulfilling prophecies 

As mentioned, the social sphere is particularly subjected to effects of 

complexity due to its constitution by a large number of factors plus, in 

particular, the mediating effect of the involvement of interpretations and 

intentions of actors. This constellation can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies in 

the form of culturally-specific regularities when interacting individuals have 

similar (cultural) expectation-guiding assumptions. If, to take the instance of 

sociobiology, it is assumed that xenophobia or aggression have a potent 

dispositional basis (examples of Okasha, 2002: 131), so that identity groups 

expect aggression amongst one another, then the prospects are high that 

these expectations precipitate behaviour tendencies which promote mistrust 

and aggressive tendencies. Further examples of potential self-fulfilling 

prophecies within the social realm are presented by Ferraro et al. (2005), 

who indicate how e.g. the model of human actors within economics as purely 

motivated by self-interest can create norms and incentives which reinforce 

the behaviour which the model of self-interested actors presupposes.  

The potential for self-fulfilling prophecies, based on mutual expectations, 

entails that even when regularities in sociological behaviour are encountered, 

these regularities are not necessarily universal behavioural patterns. The 

involvement of interpretive schemes and expectation-guiding assumptions 

are the reason why deterministic laws of universal applicability are not to be 

expected in the social sciences, as noted above. While some behavioural 
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patterns are a defining feature for the concepts of “institutions” (Giddens, 

2009) or social “structures” (Bhaskar, 1997; Sayer, 1992), these concepts 

are described as contingent on understandings of the participants. 

(Otherwise these regularities would, by definition, not be an object of 

investigation of sociology, but of biology or psychology.)  

As the understandings or interpretations of social actors can vary, the social 

sphere can only deliver contingent regularities which are relative to social 

contexts and subject to the variations of individual actors, so that 

deterministic laws and water-tight predictions are rendered impossible. 

Consequently, when behavioural regularities are encountered, the question 

is to what degree these regularities are contingent to a society or sub-culture. 

An obvious approach for assessing the context dependence is the 

comparison of the specific arrangement of conditions with more or less 

similar and dissimilar contexts. If a regularity appears to prevail under all 

investigated conditions, the assumption suggests itself that the regularity 

does not depend on specific circumstances, although this does not 

automatically follow, as some cultural features could have imbued a 

comprehensive, e.g. region-wide, culture. If, on the other hand, a regularity is 

not evident in some contexts, this does not automatically imply that the 

relationship is absent in these contexts, as it could have become 

counteracted by other aspects (Bhaskar, 1997; Sayer, 1992). These potential 

interactions and variances are the motivation for in-depth investigations of 

relations (ibid.), which render careful comparisons across (sub-)contexts 

valuable.  
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Dispositions vs. cultural variations; a question of the reasons for 

alternatives  

Not only regularities of the natural sciences, but also potential constants in 

the human condition – in the sense of naturalist aspects suggested by 

Sluga’s (1996: 858) reading of Wittgenstein – are conceivably interwoven 

with the social sphere. To apply and rephrase once again a central 

Wittgensteinian maxim (“From it seeming to me – or to everyone – to be so, 

it doesn’t follow that it is so. What we can ask is whether it can make sense 

to doubt it”, §2): The scepticism of relativists is valuable, to a certain degree, 

as a corrective to universalistic claims, but only under the condition that there 

are reasons to formulate concrete alternatives to apparent universals, such 

as when variations across (sub-)cultures or history are apparent. If there is 

no apparent variation or no specific reason to expect variation in the case of 

a particular aspect, then doubt is not sensible, but arbitrary and part of an 

impossible sweeping hyperbolic doubt. Some apparent human universals 

feature in Wittgenstein’s reflections, like in the previously mentioned excerpt 

(§284): “[People] have counted definitely on finding similar parts in any 

similar beast. They have always learnt from experience; and we can see 

from their actions that they believe certain things definitely, whether they 

express this belief or not.”  

Returning to the example of aggression and homophobia as, suggested by 

varieties of sociobiology, alleged inherent facets of human nature: the 

prevalence of aggression and homophobia in human history and across 

cultures is obviously high, but so is the degree of historical, intercultural, and 

intracultural variation (cf. Seville statement, 1986). These variations 
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constitute a sufficient indication of alternatives, thereby providing a 

substantial reasons for doubt on any universality claims. While aggression 

and identity formation are likely to have a genetic component, this is arguably 

the case for any kind of human behaviour. Stated tautologically in order to 

bring the triviality of the connection to the foreground: if there was not a 

human disposition for the potential of aggression and identity formation, 

these behaviour patterns were impossible, while any human behaviour is an 

indication of the lower limit of the available dispositional potential. An 

appropriate question is e.g. whether aggression, powerful forcing, and war is 

really the default behaviour for dealing with disagreements between identity 

groups. The legitimacy for questioning such an assumption derives not least 

from the appearance of alternatives suggested e.g. by the Seville statement 

(1986) and by the history of the European Union.  

The research project in relation to values and theory building 

The foci inherent in a research question, constituting the concentration on 

specific aspects, obviously imply certain interests of the enquirer, and these 

interests in turn reflect a particular value orientation. This value implication 

has several facets.  

One of these facets is that the selection of a research focus per se is 

obviously motivated by certain interests of the researcher, involving 

“judgements about the relative importance of different possible objects of 

study […], and these are value judgements, in a weak sense” (Okasha, 

2002: 130). It can be argued at this point that fundamental research (for 

which no practical application is tangible) is purely motivated by curiosity 
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(when ignoring e.g. potential status interests of the researchers involved), but 

also such an interest in fundamental research can be expressed as being 

value motivated, i.e. motivated by seeing a value in increasing knowledge. 

This reference to valuing the production of knowledge seems to be trivial, but 

it appears only to be trivial as one is used to associate this classically stated 

aim with an abstract ideal of science. There is, however, no obvious reason 

to approve knowledge production as an aim in itself; that is what makes it a 

value judgment. Engaging in fundamental science is, of course, mostly linked 

to the hope that applications will emerge automatically, even when these 

applications might not be known prior to the research. Such a connection, 

however, renders the justification of fundamental research dependent on 

other values, which are behind the interests of potential future applications.  

In any case, through research interests, values are inevitably involved in the 

selection of the research foci. Before resuming in the next paragraph the 

discussion on the dependence of the research foci on values, related 

aspects of the dependence of science on values will shortly be re-addressed: 

A substantial facet of the involvement of values in the research process, 

which was already covered above, accrues from underdetermination of 

theories, necessitating epistemic values, such as simplicity and plausibility. 

Also moral values could have an influence on the interpretation of the study 

subject, especially when the subject area is characterised by a high degree 

of underdetermination, as suggested by the discussed example of 

sociobiology (Okasha, 2002, 130-1). This potential effect of moral values on 

the interpretation of the topic of study is likely to be mediated by the 

entanglement of moral values with factual beliefs to which Putnam (2005) 
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and Parekh (2008) are pointing. (They indicate, for example, that factual 

assumptions about human capacities influence moral values intertwined with 

human rights, as outlined in the previous chapter.) In the instance of 

sociobiology, the degree to which for instance human aggression or 

stereotypes are assessed to be aspects of normal human behaviour, and the 

degree to which they are consequently accepted as natural (cf. Okasha, 

2002), appears to be related to the factual belief about these behaviours’ 

naturalist, dispositional roots.  

When considering the influence of values on the selection of the topic of 

study, many researchers are likely to be motivated by more than an abstract 

interest in contributing bits to the mountains of knowledge claims. In the just 

re-addressed sphere of sociobiology, moral values are probably influencing 

both the selection of the field of study and the interpretation of data, 

potentially motivated by interest in broadening the argumentative basis for a 

political stance, or an interest in effecting a socio-political change in the 

desired direction.  

 

The broader agenda embedding the research project (presented in this 

dissertation) is the investigation of practices contributing to the reduction of 

the occurrence of direct violence (as part of working towards, in Galtung’s 

taxonomy, “negative peace”, e.g. 1990), and, related to this, to the 

perception of the Other as a the “fellow human being” (Ramsbotham et al., 

2005: 244) as the long-term aim (ibid.) of “cultural peacebuilding” (Galtung, 

op. cit.). By the research project’s situatedness in this broader research 

agenda, the values intertwined with the research interests do not only induce 
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the delineation of the research area, but also obviously sketch the direction 

for a desired socio-political change. As such, the research project is part of a 

socio-political agenda, as are probably most research projects within the 

sphere of social sciences. Being part of a broader agenda is by definition a 

general characteristic of research within applied sciences, and is maybe 

even wide-spread in fundamental sciences, while the socio-political agenda 

might often remain in the background.  

Since the presented research project is explicitly intertwined with not only 

epistemic values, but also moral values, the problem of justifying the 

involvement of moral values is lurking. As discussed in previous sections, the 

possibility of universally valid norms is rejected by two of the most influential 

metaphysics, namely positivism (cf. Mc McIntyre, 1998; cf. Putnam, 2007) as 

well as relativism (cf. Richmond, 2008). It was argued earlier that both of 

these positions are marred with internal contradictions, and that there is, in 

contrast to these positions, a ground for values beyond arbitrariness. The 

ground for values relates on the one hand to the mentioned fact/value 

entanglement; when e.g. factual beliefs in the superiority of certain human 

groups turn out to be false (Putnam, 2005: 13), or when the plurality of 

human capacities becomes recognised (Parekh, 2008), components of the 

basis of discrimination become eroded. Another pillar supporting a value 

ground is formed by the quasi-universal approval of some basic values 

(Putnam, 2008: 377-88; cf. Booth, 1995), accounted for by Putnam (ibid.) 

through the term “appeal” of values.  

In the end, however, neither the relationship to factual beliefs, nor the 

reference to an “appeal” capacity of values imparts to them certainty. 
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Correspondingly, the ground formed by values is not formed by certainty, but 

by trust (cf. Putnam, 1992). However, as mentioned above, reliance on trust 

is a central precondition for all of our statements (and all of our actions), 

Wittgenstein (1969) taught us. “I really want to say that a language-game is 

only possible if one trusts something (I did not say ‘can trust something’)” 

(§509). (As mentioned, one has to treat at least some fundamental 

assumptions as certain; “If you are not certain of any facts, you cannot be 

certain of the meaning of your words either” §114.)  

The significant conclusion is that values are in a similar epistemic position as 

factual assumptions; both can be part of the trusted basis of fundamental 

assumptions. Values as well as factual assumptions are required for 

motivating action. Without values, human action (and/including language) 

would be void of direction, and without factual assumptions, it would be void 

of a way. Values and factual beliefs are therefore jointly forming the 

inevitable basis on which action and language become possible, and which 

therefore need to be trusted. 

As mentioned, factual beliefs and values are interdependent, while some 

values are endowed with wide approval across cultures (Putnam, 2005, 

2008; Booth, op. cit.). Considering the values of equality and compassion, 

Putnam (2008: 385) argues that these values are connected with ‘a 

pluralistic and compassionate vision of human well-being with [a] wide 

appeal’. This “appeal” of values, linked to an ideal end-point of human 

cohabitation and interaction, forms part of the basis of the research project 

presented in this disquisition; a basis which cannot be certain, but needs to 

be trusted. The broader agenda embedding the research project is, as 
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sketched above, the investigation of practices contributing to the reduction of 

the occurrence of direct violence, and, related to this, to the perception of the 

other as a “fellow human being” (Ramsbotham et al., 2005: 244). In this 

function, the research project aims at investigating the basis for changing 

beliefs and socio-cultural practices.  

The history of the European Union is a sign of hope in this respect, as it 

demonstrates how nations – which repeatedly had converted entire regions 

into massive battlefield – are capable of far-reaching trans-national 

cooperation. Of course, the European Union is marred with various troubles, 

not least in the form of appearances of violence within its member states, but 

it indicates that thorough large-scale transformations are possible. Identity 

groups which previously defined one another as enemies have transformed 

their relationships into cooperative partnerships, while war is very far from 

regarded as a possible approach to address conflicts between member 

states. Thereby this example illustrates that an alternative to nation-centrism 

and to violence as the default mechanism for dealing with conflicts is not only 

conceivable, but even practicable, to the effect that the Wittgensteinian 

requirement for a legitimate doubt is (“over-“) fulfilled.  

Values in civil society’s practices 

Guided by the research interest of the study underlying this disquisition, most 

of the visited LNGOs had been selected on the basis of their endeavours of 

working towards the improvement of intergroup relations. (The only 

additional NGOs included into the sample were two associations lobbying for 

specific interest groups – the one for war veterans and the other for war 

victims; these associations were included to gain further information on the 
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needs of these war affected groups.) Norms which were expressed by the 

LNGO activists, or which were manifested in the in the activities, can be 

described as being related to: respect for the other, nonviolence, 

transparency of own aims and values, and equal rights of people irrespective 

of (assigned) group memberships. In order to move societal practices closer 

to the ideals sketched above – notably fostering the mutual acceptance of 

equal rights and respect, which increases in turn the possibility for 

disseminating nonviolent practices as a method for dealing with conflicts – it 

is essential to reduce mistrust and animosities. As long as the former 

opponents’ group is seen as homogenously constituted by individuals of bad 

character who need to be mistrusted, mutual respect on which equality and 

nonviolent conflict handling is based cannot be realised. 

Some analogy can be drawn between war- or post-war situations in which 

enemy images are widely prevalent on the one hand, and Habermas’ 

(1995a, 1995b; cf. Finlayson, 2003) concept the ‘colonization of the lifeworld’ 

on the other hand. By this concept Habermas refers to action patterns within 

modern societies which he characterises as depleted of reflection on the 

goals of those actions. Habermas claims that modern societies have 

generated interaction areas in which action aims are accepted as a given, as 

for example areas in which money augmentation has become the customary 

norm for behaviour. In these societal domains, the course of actions is only 

reflected to the degree that the instrumental routes of actions for achieving 

the goals are reflected, while communicative discussion and reflection on the 

conventionally given aims themselves is limited, and while mutual 

understanding and accountability are reduced.  
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In analogy, within a war situation the power-based orientation inherent in the 

aims of containing or destroying the other side’s ‘sanction potential’ (Glasl, 

1997) or even the ‘enemy’ itself, is only subjected to limited reflection when 

the dangerous character of the opponent is accepted as a given. 

Consequently, as long as enemy images are alive in a post-war situation, 

competitive conceptualisations for spheres of interaction are likely to prevail, 

and these competitive action norms are unlikely to be broadly questioned 

and reflected.  

The analogy between Habermas’ ‘colonisation of the lifeworld’ on the one 

hand, and war as well as post-war-contexts on the other hand, can be 

extended towards the analysis of potential remedies for this lack of reflection. 

In the conceptualisation of Habermas, reflection and consensus-oriented 

processes are, as part of ‘communicative action’, at home in the territory 

termed by Habermas ‘civil society’ (of which LNGOs are a substantial part). 

Civil society is, according to this conception, constituted by areas supportive 

of comparatively open forms of communication, within which aims of actions 

are reflected. Norms are evaluated in the light of their broader relation to the 

interests and value-orientations of members from different sections or sub-

groups of the society.  

This conceptualisation of communicative action is value-laden in itself. As 

Habermas (1983: 193) indicates, it implies principles of ‘care and 

responsibility’, being based on the value of equality. Due to the close match 

between this representation of the values implied in these communicative 

spaces by Habermas and the values which are reified by the peacebuilding 

LNGOs’ activities, the Habermasian concept of civil society appears to be 
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appropriate for the characterisation of these LNGOs, which are attempting to 

move intergroup relations from enemy images towards mutual recognition, 

on which equality and nonviolent dealing with conflicts is based. 

‘Theories of Change’  

The question suggests itself how these values practised by civil society 

groups can spread into the broader society. As Finlayson (2005: 59) 

observes, ‘[t]he trouble is that such groups – “new social movements” as 

they are sometimes called – have virtually no power’. The venture of 

disseminating values of equality, respect and care into the broader society is 

of course especially challenging within a post-war setting when the 

atmosphere is trenched with enemy images and discrimination, so that the 

humanity of some people is denied, based on their (assigned) group 

membership. Concrete activities and processes by which the visited LNGOs’ 

attempt to sow the seeds for social change in their endeavours to reduce 

enemy images on the journey towards equal rights, and disseminate 

nonviolent practices for dealing with conflicts, is correspondingly of central 

interest for the present investigation.  

Attempts of evaluating the effectiveness of the LNGOs’ activities are plagued 

with methodological difficulties, due to the high complexity of social systems 

characterised by multiple interpretations and interactions, which render the 

attribution of causality a partially speculative and partially interest-relative 

activity (cf. Putnam, 1992: 47-52, for a discussion on the interest-specificity 

of the attribution of causality). Instead of attempting to engage in this field of 

evaluation, the main focus of this disquisition is on the ‘theories of change’ 

expressed by the LNGO activists. By ‘theories of change’, Lederach et al. 
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(2007) denote the assumptions of protagonists on the relation between 

certain measures and the respective envisioned ends, which implicitly or 

explicitly guide their actions: ‘a theory of change is simply an explanation of 

how and why a set of activities will bring about the changes a project’s 

designers seek to achieve’ (2007: 25, original emphasis). As most activists 

who participated in the study had been working in their LNGO for many 

years, their ‘theories of change’ reflect their relatively long-term experiences 

formed by the interaction between (former) theories and practice, whose 

result can be theories which were modified in the light of these practice 

experiences.  

On a higher level of abstraction, this study can be seen itself as part of a 

bigger circle, which is initiated by analytically comparing the ‘theories of 

change’ expressed by the LNGO activists with one another, and with parts of 

the ‘peacebuilding’ and ‘conflict resolution’ literature, to analyse patterns of 

similarities and (potentially context-specific) differences. This conventional 

step of theoretical analysis corresponds to the recommendation of Lederach 

et al. (2007: 4) to ‘[r]elate your problem, your analysis, your ideas and theory 

to what others have proposed. How do the explanations of others compare to 

your experience?’ From this comparison a modified theory of change is 

proposed, which then in turn can be fed back and criticised by theorists and 

practitioners, to be compared with other practice-based theories for the 

examination of similarities and differences.  
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The research areas in interaction with the field 

The value aims of non-violence and equality which form the basis for this 

research project informed on the one hand the selection of the research foci, 

while on the other hand stipulating the desired direction of change. The main 

areas of interests configuring the research framework, informed by these 

values, prior to the field research were: the potential of needs for reducing 

intergroup animosities; the potential of collaboration on joint aims for the 

reduction of enmity; the potential for undermining prejudices through 

mediation; dealing with past war events; the potential of Habermasian 

framework principles of discourse ethics and ideal speech situation 

(Habermas, 1986; cf. Finlayson, 2005; cf. Jabri, 1996) as guide posts for 

intergroup exchanges; and practices of dealing with what Ramsbotham (et 

al., 2005; 2010) termed “radical disagreements” in relation to communication 

principles. These main areas of interests functioned as orientation posts at 

the outset of the field research, and were re-oriented in the process of the 

research in light of the emphases expressed by the research participants. 

In order to address these aspects of cultural peacebuilding, which are not 

classical core activities of IGOs, focusing on local peacebuilding NGOs 

suggested itself. Local practice experiences of activists in the Former 

Yugoslavia, who were engaging in this peacebuilding dimension, were 

selected as the main research participants. LNGOs are expected to have – 

being part of the grassroots level of society (‘Level 3’ in the classification of 

Lederach, 1997: 51-5) – the richest experience with work on this level. 

Activists of local NGOs are likely to have detailed knowledge, within the 

society concerned, of the past development and present prevalence of 
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enemy images, deeply-rooted conflicts, projects in relation to local aims and 

needs, and work on intergroup dialogue. Also the selection of the specific 

LNGOs, to be approached as potentially participating in the research, was 

guided by these specific research interests. The selected sample followed 

correspondingly the principle of theoretical sampling, being “aimed toward 

theory construction, not for population representativeness” (Charmaz, 2006: 

6; cf. Charmaz, 2003: 265).  

As the research foci are chiefly directed towards peacebuilding practices, the 

primary interest was not to obtain a representative sample of local NGOs, but 

to investigate activists’ experiences within the specific domains of 

peacebuilding. By the research projects’ concentration on the research 

participants’ experiences, it possesses semblance to Charmaz’ (2006: 14) 

orientation: “Through our methods, we aim to see this world as our research 

participants do – from the inside. Although we cannot claim to replicate their 

views, we can try to enter their settings and situations to the extent possible.” 

The difference, however, between Charmaz’ research orientation and the 

foci of this research project is that the former is interested in the subjective 

world of the participants, whilst the latter is interested in participants’ 

experiences with past peacebuilding measures and their assumptions on 

processes of change in the direction of a more peaceful coexistence.  

Regarding the varieties of sampling, it is important to note that 

representativeness is an interest-relative concept. A sample is representative 

in terms of a certain dimension, for a particular population. An epitome of 

representative sampling is manifest in the practice of opinion research, when 

a sample is drawn with the aim of e.g. estimating party preferences of a 
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certain population. In case of such a research question the population under 

consideration is clearly defined – e.g. a nation state – and so are the 

quantifiable dimensions of interest. (Even in this plainly circumscribed area of 

inferential statistics, however, representativeness is not easily achieved, and 

requires sample sizes of about one thousand participants to bring the range 

of the particular confidence intervals to an acceptable level.)  

In the research project presented in this disquisition, in contrast, the interest 

was not on the attitudes of local NGO activists per se, but, as mentioned, on 

their peacebuilding experiences as formed by their past involvement in 

peacebuilding practices. The research project was consequently oriented on 

the concept of theoretical sampling instead of representative sampling, as 

the research participants were selected on the basis of particular 

peacebuilding activities and not on the grounds of an assumed typicality, i.e. 

the project sampled according to topics founded on value-informed interests, 

not in order to investigate the characteristics of an NGO activist population.  

The research procedure was conducted as a combined approach oriented on 

focused interview procedures (Merton et al., 1956, in Robson, 2005: 282-3) 

as well as on grounded theory methodology (Glaser, 1992; Robson, 2005; 

Charmaz, 2006). A focused interview methodology is described by Robson 

(2005: 282-3), drawing on Merton et al. (1956), as “an approach which allows 

people’s views and feelings to emerge, but which gives the interviewer some 

control […] The first task is to carry out a situational analysis, by means of 

observation, documentary analysis or whatever […] An interview guide is 

then developed, covering the major areas of enquiry and the research 

questions.” Following the style of this approach, the field research was 
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initiated and accompanied by implementing internships with LNGOs, to get 

acquainted with “the setting and the people” (Gillham, 2000: 20), and to gain 

a more thorough understanding of the organisation’s project spectrum, which 

informed the conduct of later interviews. This part of the research enabled a 

first adaptation of the research foci to the activities of the respective LNGO, 

and was giving some insights in the modalities of peacebuilding projects 

situated in post-war communities.  

 

Interviews in context 

Towards the end of the internship within the first LNGO, interviews were 

conducted which were situated, along the “structured”/ “open” continuum (cf. 

Robson, 2005), between open, in-depth interviews and semi-structured 

interviews. An advantage of in-depth interviews compared to highly 

structured interviews is that they give participants broad space to elaborate 

their perspectives, which provides important context information. Thereby, 

the meaning of their points can be clarified, when e.g. “insider shorthand 

terms specific to a particular that reflect their perspective” are used 

(Charmaz, 2006: 55; cf. Silverman, 1995: 95). The advantage of clarifying 

meaning is obviously not restricted to specific terms, but can extend to higher 

semantic and pragmatic levels as well; as e.g. Potter & Wetherell (1987: 28) 

indicate, “the same sentence, the same string of words, can be used in 

different ways”. [Putnam (1999) illustrates the point – that the meaning of a 

sentence out of context is not fully determined – by the simple example of 
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the sentence “There is a lot of coffee on the table”, indicating that the term 

“coffee” in this sentence could refer to very different things (like spilled 

coffee, coffee in a pot, bags of coffee, etc.) depending on the context.] 

Correspondingly, allowing interviewees the production of longer passages, in 

possible interaction with questions for clarification, enables them to provide 

context information that can reduce ambiguities of meanings.  

The endeavour of posing open-ended questions towards interviewees is 

motivated by the attempt to avoid asking leading questions (Charmaz, 2006: 

32-3; Robson, 2005). Charmaz (ibid.: 32) claims that “The wrong questions 

fail to explore pivotal issues or to elicit participants’ experiences in their own 

language. Such questions may also impose the researcher’s concepts, 

concerns, and discourse upon the research participant’s reality – from the 

start”; and further (ibid.: 33), “[a]ny competent interviewer shapes questions 

to obtain rich material and, simultaneously, avoids imposing preconceived 

concepts on it.”  

The aim of eliciting “participants’ experiences in their own language” is, of 

course, a purist idealisation. The interviewee and interviewer obviously need 

to possess a high degree of correspondence of concepts and assumptions 

about reality in the first place, as otherwise communication would not be 

possible. Addressing a topic by a question is inevitably focusing on a certain 

aspect through specific concepts. Openness of questions is, 

correspondingly, not a dichotomous category, but a matter of degree. 

Clearly, leading questions which indicate narrow limits to the expected 

answer such as “Are you against sin?” (Robson, 2005: 274) or “Why do you 

like Huddersfield?” (Robson, 2005: 274) are to be avoided. By definition, the 
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more open questions are formulated, the more space they give for 

participants to respond in the direction of their interests, views, and priorities. 

Robson (2005: 275) defines open questions as “[providing] no restrictions on 

the content or manner of the reply other than on the subject area (e.g. ‘What 

kind of way do you most prefer to spend a free evening?’)”.  

It is in this sense that openness of questions was aspired for in the research 

project, to the effect that it was attempted to formulate interview prompts in 

the style of “‘how,’ ‘what,’ and ‘when’ questions” (Charmaz, 2006: 33). To 

give broad space to the accounts of the research participants, the topics 

addressed by the interviewees were usually followed up, by asking for 

specifications or clarifications, until the interviewees seemed to assess the 

comprehensiveness of their coverage as sufficient, as indicated by 

concluding remarks or longer pauses. By the interviews’ concentration on the 

research participants’ perspectives and experiences around peacebuilding 

projects, the interviews constituted a form of “intensive interview”, 

characterised by Charmaz (2006: 25) as “[permitting] an in-depth exploration 

of a particular topic or experience”. Charmaz (2006: 26) delineates the 

spectrum of intensive interviews’ structures as covering the following range: 

“The structure of an intensive interview may range from a loosely guided 

exploration of topics to semi-structured focused questions.” Semi-structured 

interviews are characterised by Robson (2005: 270) as having 

“predetermined questions [while] the order can be modified based upon the 

interviewer’s perception of what seems more appropriate. Question wording 

can be changed, and explanations given; particular questions, which seem 
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inappropriate with a particular interviewee can be omitted, or additional ones 

included.”  

The majority of the research project’s interviews were situated on this 

continuum – from open to semi-structured interviews – close to the semi-

structured variety. In reaction to variations regarding the investigated LNGOs 

and the particular research participants, in exceptional cases the interviews 

came closer to the open interview pole. Amongst these variations were 

differences in the degree of the author’s involvement with the investigated 

LNGOs prior to the interviews, varying activity profiles of activists, and 

differing activists’ convictions in the relative significance of topic areas, to the 

effect that some of the prepared questions were not assessed to be 

significant or conducive to the interview.  

The orientation of most interviews was towards the semi-structure variety. 

The decision in favour of this style of interview was based on the method’s 

position between open interviews and structured interviews. The original 

development of semi-structured interviews is an indication of researchers’ 

endeavours to combine advantages from both of the interview varieties from 

the ends of the spectrum. On the one hand, semi-structured interviews 

enable to cover a range of previously prepared topics (cf. Robson, 2005: 

278-9) commensurate to the research interests; on the other hand, they are 

trying to give sufficient space to participants for elaborations according to 

their assessments of relevance, while conceding flexibility to the interviewer 

for requests aimed at clarification, differentiation, and specification.  

Semi-structured interviews’ latter characteristic, i.e. of giving research 

participants space for elaborations and relevant divergences, provides 
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context information whose significance for the specification of meanings was 

outlined above. Semi-structured interviews’ former characteristic in turn, of 

being oriented on a prepared list of topics, evidently assists in a researcher’s 

endeavour to cover the main research areas of interest, so that these 

interests are addressed by a range of research participants as situated in 

their respective contexts. In other words: Asking everyone mechanically the 

identically worded questions irrespective of the participants’ situatedness and 

responses would limit relevant context information and prohibit adaptations 

by the researchers (while not even guaranteeing that the interview questions 

are understood homogenously by the participants), while totally open 

interviews without previously specified fields of interests would obviously 

accept that different interviews could cover mutually distant or unrelated 

topics.  

Based on the major research interests listed above combined with initial 

experiences from the field research, the manuals for the first semi-structured 

interviews were produced, containing the topic areas to be addressed. Prior 

to each interview, the research interest in LNGO’s peacebuilding activities 

was outlined to the respective participants. They were informed about the 

anonymous nature of the interviews, i.e. it was explained that names of 

people would not appear on any published version of the work. Following the 

recommendation of Robson (2005: 289; cf. Charmaz, 2006: 13), it was 

always aspired to audio-record interviews, as tape-recordings not only 

assure a “permanent record” (Robson, ibid.) of the precise spoken content of 

the interview, but also frees resources so that the interviewer is able to 

“concentrate on the interview” (ibid.). Correspondingly, the participants were 
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asked whether the interview could be tape-recorded, under the premise that 

the record would be only used by the interviewer solely for the purpose of 

transcription. (All but two participants agreed to the interview being tape-

recording.) Following Oliver’s (2003, 46) recommendation, the participants 

were informed that they could pause the tape-recording whenever they 

wished to do so, potentially strengthening their feeling of control about the 

process and possibly increasing their level of ease. Additionally, it was 

explained that they could interrupt the interview altogether at any time. All of 

the audio recordings were subsequently transcribed, resulting in about 250 

pages of interview data. 

 

Research participants 

The selection of NGOs approached with the request for participating in the 

research project was, as mentioned, based on the principle of theoretical 

sampling (cf. Charmaz, 2006). Correspondingly, the LNGOs were chosen 

according to the match between their peacebuilding activities and the major 

research interests. The overarching research interest was in the “theories of 

change” (Lederach, 2007) of local activists, with regard to those aspects of 

activities which are viewed by activists, based on their project experiences, 

as conducive for moving post-war intergroup animosities towards a more 

peaceful co-existence.  



 
 

192 

The following 30 activists of NGOs participated for the purpose of this study 

in at least one interview each: 

5 activists of local peacebuilding organisation A in Osijek, Croatia 

1 activist of local peacebuilding organisation B in Osijek 

1 activist of a local peacebuilding organisation in Vukovar, Croatia 

1 activist of a youth organisation in Vukovar 

1 activist of a local war veteran and peacebuilding organisation in Zagreb, Croatia 

2 activist of local peacebuilding organisation C in Zagreb 

2 activists of local peacebuilding organisation S in Zagreb 

1 activist of regional peacebuilding organisation W in Zagreb 

1 activist of a war veteran association in Zagreb 

1 activist of a war victim organisation in Zagreb 

2 activists of 2 local human rights organisations in Zagreb 

3 activists of a local peacebuilding organisation in Belgrade, Serbia 

1 activist of local peacebuilding youth organisation A in Mitrovica, Kosovo 

1 Activist of local peacebuilding youth organisation B in Mitrovica 

1 activist of local peacebuilding organisation M in Mitrovica 

1 activist of local peacebuilding organisation B in Mitrovica 

1 Local activist of international peacebuilding organisation A in Mitrovica 

1 Local activist of international peacebuilding organisation B in Mitrovica 

1 activist of local peacebuilding organisation A in Pristina, Kosovo 

1 activist of local peacebuilding organisation B in Pristina 

1 activist of a local human rights organisation in Pristina 
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The focusing of research questions within the framework of broader 

research areas 

Within the outlined framework of aspired societal change, the research foci 

were, as listed above, constituted by the following research topics: the 

potential of needs for reducing intergroup animosities; the potential of 

collaboration on joint aims for the reduction of enmity; the potential for 

undermining prejudices through mediation; dealing with past war events; the 

potential of Habermasian framework principles of discourse ethics and ideal 

speech situation as guide posts for intergroup exchanges; and practices of 

dealing with “radical disagreements” (Ramsbotham et al., 2005; 

Ramsbotham, 2010).  

The reduction of intergroup hostilities is, as outlined in previous chapters, 

regarded as a key imperative for peacebuilding endeavours in post-war 

settings, to the effect that this aspect is the theoretical link between these 

research foci. It was indicated in previous chapters that without the reduction 

of intergroup hatred there is little prospect for either a cooperative intergroup 

analysis of needs (envisaged by the theory family of conflicts which is 

oriented on interests and needs; Burton, 1990, 1999; Azar, 1986; Kelman, 

1999; Fisher & Ury, 1999), or an open intergroup communication and the 

creation of a common view of reality (envisaged by the constructivist theory 

family of conflicts; e.g. Väyrynen, 2001; Jabri, 1996; Gergen, 1999); neither 

are gestures of reconciliation likely to be instigated, such as apologies or 

compensation attempts, as long as the opponents’ side is regarded as 

responsible for the past war.  
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Correspondingly, it was argued that the reduction of intergroup hostilities and 

prejudices is in a pivotal position when peacebuilding activities are initiated. 

Whilst the Burtonian premise – according to which the satisfaction of a 

stipulated list of needs is necessary and sufficient for conflict resolution 

(Burton, 1990, 1999) – was rejected, the potentially significant role of needs 

and interests in the escalation and de-escalation was acknowledged as a 

field of high heuristic value. Similarly, whilst the idea of creating amongst 

disputants a common intergroup view of reality was assessed as unrealistic, 

the comparison of the framework conditions of Habermasian discourse ethics 

and ideal speech situation with local principles of communicative practices 

was regarded as possibly elucidating. In other words, part of the initial 

research orientation was to investigate the procedural framework used by 

LNGOs for intergroup communication, as well as to examine whether there 

are regularities in the substance by which LNGOs attempt to build bridges 

during intergroup encounters. Candidates for this substance were – in 

addition to Burton’s (1990, 1999) “fundamental needs” – material needs, 

shared (super-ordinate) intergroup goals, as well as “needs” and “interests” 

understood more general and possibly idiosyncratic (as opposed to pre-

supposed by a stipulated list).  

Within these research areas, the precise research foci were refined in the 

light of the research experiences in the field. Robson (2005: 321) describes 

how new “dimensions”, i.e. new aspects appear and re-appear during the 

researchers’ interaction with the field, which in turn can induce a modification 

of the research foci: “Particular dimensions may loom large in some studies. 

Considering these dimensions, in the light of the research questions which 
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led you to choose this group or setting in the first instance, is likely to lead to 

a greater focusing of the questions.” The underlying maxim of grounded 

theory methodology, in whose style the present research project was 

conducted, induces a variation of emphasis from this description, insofar as 

grounded theory methodology implies that research questions are 

consciously devised with a broad focus prior to the engagement with the 

participants. The name-giving idea of grounded theory methodology is to root 

the process of theory generation closely in the data, deferring the 

development or refinement of theory to the phase of engaging with new data, 

instead of using data as a test for theories which were developed prior to the 

respective field research. Correspondingly, as noted, the foci formulated prior 

to the field research functioned as delimitations of the areas under 

investigation, whereas the details were filled by the engagement with data.  

In Charmaz’ (2003, 2006) variety of grounded theory, the underlying 

motivation for assigning centrality to the data stems from a primary interest in 

the perspectives of participants. The guiding ideal is to understand their 

perspective “as close from the inside of the experience as we can get” (2006: 

130). The interest of the research project presented here is oriented on 

“experiences” in a different sense, i.e. while Charmaz is interested in the 

subjective realm of private experience and feelings, the presented research 

project has at its centre practical experiences with peacebuilding activities.  

At the same time, the research project overlaps with Charmaz’ approach due 

to the aim of being guided in the research conduct by the participants’ 

perceptions of significance and consequences of activities. Connections and 

ramifications were consequently not totally defined prior to the research 
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engagement, but developed in interaction with the participants perspectives. 

The research project followed the principle of grounded theory to start the 

data analysis early in the research process (Charmaz, 2006: 3) while being 

in the field, so that new ideas could be pursued by theoretical sampling, 

following up themes as well as apparent and potential patterns.  

In the process of the engagement with the experiences of local NGO 

activists, research foci were relocated and refined in the following ways: 

NGO activists’ responses indicated an orientation towards a comparatively 

concrete level of communicative frameworks, rather than referring to abstract 

Habermasian principles of argumentation. They pointed towards cultivating 

communicative practices which are supporting self-expression, exchange, 

personalisation, thereby signalling respect to the participants, while enabling 

the discovery of commonalities in experiences, motivations, values and 

visions. NGO activities aiming at the reduction of intergroup enmity followed 

multiple routes, instead of being solely concentrated on intergroup 

collaboration on common goals or correction of stereotypes by mediation.  

By giving space for stories of victimisation and suffering, for a better 

understanding of past motivations, for discovering intergroup commonalities, 

and for reflection on double standards, it was enabled that prejudices on 

imagined homogenous groups could be questioned and images of the own 

group’s moral superiority could be challenged. Furthermore, as expected, 

activists did not tend to employ preconceived lists of needs during their work 

on intergroup divisions and conflicts. The needs of LNGO projects’ recipients 

seemed to be very different depending on the particular target group or 

individuals, as well as depending on the time elapsed since local war events, 
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and depending on the particular local setting. These specificities imparted 

significance to an introductory phase of the projects which consisted of an 

extended pre-analysis phase and envisioning processes. This introductory 

phase constituted the informational, visionary and relationship-building 

foundation for subsequent steps. 

 

Examining similarities and differences by comparing contexts 

Since the social sphere is characterised by a complex interaction of 

innumerable aspects, embodying action-guiding values and interpretations, 

law-like connections on a group level cannot be expected, as outlined above. 

When norms and beliefs are widely shared, however, societal behavioural 

tendencies become likely, as is evident in the existence of social practices 

and institutions. Obvious general everyday examples for such tendencies 

are: instances of social coordination, as e.g. manifest in reactions to traffic 

lights; societal conventions, exemplified by the practice of linking the 

consumption of coffee to conversational exchanges (Giddens, 2006); 

economic and political institutions (ibid.); or culturally-specific beliefs 

circulating in a society, such as stereotypes (cf. Kassin et al., 2008). Of 

special significance for the interests of the research project are those socio-

cultural norms and beliefs which suggest particular ways as default practices 

for dealing with conflicts. The initial foci of the research were, as mentioned, 

the beliefs, norms, and practices which LNGOs try to disseminate, in terms 

of reducing intergroup animosities as well as procedural and substantive 

ways of dealing with differences. 
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The consequences of the LNGO endeavours of effecting social change by 

disseminating alternative factual beliefs and practice-informing norms can be 

expected to be, like all activities within the social realm, dependent on the 

social contexts in which they took place (cf. Giddens, 2006; Robson, 2005). 

Correspondingly, the theoretical sampling of the research project comprised 

a range of geographical places and organisations within the Former 

Yugoslavia, reflecting work with varying segments of the population, in 

places with varying temporal proximity and type of involvement to past war 

events. Thereby, comparisons across a range of (sub-)contexts could be 

conducted, investigating similarities and differences across places and social 

groups, as a basis for finding regularities and for hypothesising on potential 

conditions for differences.  

 

Analysing in the style of grounded theory 

Being part of research family of inductive approaches, grounded theory is 

oriented towards the idea that theory is generated on the basis of the data in 

a bottom-up fashion. Glaser (1992) advocates a particularly purist version of 

this ideal, arguing that the theory should emerge from the data, presupposing 

that concepts and connections are already part of the data. Charmaz (2006: 

47) shares the ideal of being led by the data in the process of theory 

generation, as is evident when e.g. emphasising the importance of “keeping 

initial coding open-ended”. Charmaz, however, partially qualifies this bottom-

up ideal, when e.g. admitting that “researchers hold prior ideas and skills” 

(ibid.) and that “the resultant theory is an interpretation” (ibid.: 130).  



 
 

199 

As it was addressed above, theories are typically propositions which are 

underdetermined by data; otherwise they would not be termed theories, but 

would be part of the stock of general factual beliefs. Applied to research 

participants’ accounts which form the data for Charmaz’ discussion, 

understandings of explicit passages in an account would conventionally not 

be termed “theories”, but as the trivial understanding or paraphrasing of the 

passage, based on shared fundamental beliefs. Only when conjectures on 

connections or generalisation are hypothesised, an analysis becomes an 

analysis, i.e. goes beyond the explicitly stated.  

Since underdetermination is in this way implied by the definition of “theory”, it 

appears to be consequential to speak of theories as interpretations, while 

Glaser’s (1992) perspective of a theory quasi automatically “emerging” from 

the data can hardly be justified. There are, however, inconsistencies in 

Charmaz’ conception: Charmaz defends a “constructionist” (2003, 2006) 

variety of grounded theory, and appears to endorse a relativist 

constructionist view, e.g. reflected in statements as “any analysis is 

contextually situated in time, place, culture, and situation” (2006: 131). A 

relativist constructionist stance follows a dogma which could be summarised 

as stating “Cuius lingua, eius veritas” (as an adaptation of the slogan “Cuius 

regio, eius religio”). A relativist philosophy, however, leads inevitably into 

inconsistencies. In the example of Charmaz’ writings, the cited statement is 

inconsistent with those statements of Charmaz which suggest an objectivist 

attitude to some concepts such as “experiences” of the participants, e.g. 

evident in the statement that “theoretical sampling became a means of 

gaining access to this specific experience” (ibid.: 148). 
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Such inconsistencies can be avoided when adopting a pragmatist 

Wittgensteinian view oriented towards data. This view comprises the 

acceptance that mutual understanding (including the understanding of 

research participants by the interviewer) presupposes shared fundamental 

assumptions, while a relativist hyperbolic doubt which attempts to qualify all 

own assumptions is an impossibility, due to its inherent internal contradiction. 

Correspondingly, having an objectivist attitude towards some concepts, such 

as “experience” or “accounts”, is an indispensable necessity.  

At the same time, the process of theory building is constituted by 

generalisations and abstractions which are underdetermined by the data, i.e. 

not totally supported by the fundamental assumptions and the data. 

(Otherwise it would not be the development of a theory, but a logical 

deduction.) Therefore, building theories in the form of generalisations and 

conjectures about connections has inevitably an interpretive element. 

Understood in this sense, describing analyses as “interpretive”, as suggested 

by Charmaz (2003, 2006), would be appropriate.  

Different interpretations, however, can obviously be supported by data to 

different degrees. While describing closely the precise instances of data in 

their respective contexts would be pure paraphrasing of little interest, moving 

far away from the data in cavalier theorising would be engaging in 

speculations with little support. On which point to settle on which continuum 

is a value judgment, constituting a trade-off between support by data and 

potential innovation.  

A requirement for the development of theories proposing new connections 

between categories is arguably a stance of openness during the data 



 
 

201 

analysis. Consequently, Gillham (2000: 12-13) and Robson (2005: 324) 

recommend to keep an “open mind” with respect to analysis and theory-

building. Similarly, Charmaz (2006: 47) warns against “conceptual leaps and 

to adopt extant theories before we have done the analytic work”. While 

reliance on pre-supposed fundamentals is inevitable, as argued in length 

above, a pragmatic translation of the idea of grounded theory would 

emphasise the significance of deferring the employment of those 

propositions which lie beyond the fundamental assumptions to an analytic 

phase after the initial analysis of data. As part of an attitude of openness 

towards the data, Robson (2005: 324) urges to avoid a “‘rush to judgement’, 

where something is categorized on the basis of initial and very partial 

information”. Avoiding the categorisation of data “on the basis of initial and 

very partial information” (ibid.), while deferring on the other hand the 

employment of existing theories suggests to compare data across situations 

and people.  

The present research project followed the grounded theory practice of “open 

coding” (Robson, 2005) as a first stage, during which labels are applied to 

pieces of data, in an ideally open way. The units of analysis were initially 

selected to be on the sentence level, inspired by Charmaz (2003, 2006) 

practice of “line-by-line coding”, as a method which is linked to the hope that 

it induces the analyst to pay close attention to details of the investigated text. 

During this phase, a potential guiding question is “‘[w]hat is this piece of data 

an example of?’” (Robson, 2005: 493) which leads to the labelling or “coding” 

of pieces of data. These codes are then used for various comparisons. 

Charmaz (2003: 259-260) proposes to compare “different people”, “the same 
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individuals with themselves at different points in time”, “incident with 

incident”, “data with category”, and “categories with categories”.  

Within the research project, such comparisons helped to identify similarities 

and differences within and between accounts. Recurring themes and 

practices described by the research participants suggested assumptions 

about regularities across contexts, while differences induced the data-guided 

as well as theoretical search for associations with context conditions. By 

comparing this developing analysis to existent theories, refinements of these 

theories as well as supplements resulted, as will be discussed in the 

remaining chapters. 
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