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JOHN W. BURTON: BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

John W. Burton, B.A., Ph.D., D.Sc., began his career in

Australian public service, becoming Permanent Head of the

Australian Foreign Office in 1947 and High Commissioner for

Ceylon in 1951. After his retirement from government service, he

pursued a distinguished career in research, writing, and teaching

at the University of London (1963-1978), in the course of which

he became Director of the Centre for the Analysis of Conflict

Canterbury.Dr. 

Burton was professor at the University of Kent

from 1979 until 1982, and then served as Director of the Conflict

Resolution Project of the Center for International Development

~

at the University of Maryland. He joined the faculty of the

Center for Conflict Resolution at George Mason University in

1985.

John Burton's career has combined scholarship with practice

in unusual degree. As a practitioner of conflict resolution, he

has participated in numerous problem-solving workshops and

international facilitations, including efforts to resolve

conflicts in Ceylon, Cyprus, Northern Ireland, the Falklands-

Malvinas Islands, and Lebanon. As a theoretician, he has written

some fifteen books, the best known of which are Systems. States.

Diglomacy.gJlQ. Rules (1968), Conflict.gJlQ. Communication (1969),

World Society (1972), Deviance. Terrorism g.n.Q. N.9.!: (1972), Dear

Survivors (1982) I Global Conflict (1983) I and Conflict
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Dr. 

Burton's pathfinding work in the theory of international

founders of the emerging field of conflict resolution. As

Professor Herbert C. Kelman of Harvard has written, "John

continues to innovate at all levels, challenging old assumptions,

modes of thinking, and decision-making models, and proposing new

His work is a living organism --an open system --

relations.

which allows others to draw on, to build on, and indeed to

~

contains."
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CONFLICT RESOLUTION AS A POLITICAL SYSTEM

John W. Burton

~

Conflict resolution, which is analytical and problem solving, is
in the longer term a process of change in political, social, and
economic systems. This is because it is a process that takes into
account individual and group needs, such as identity and
recognition, and the institutional changes which are required to
satisfy these needs. The rationale for conflict resolution, as
distinct from settlement processes within existing systems, is
not idealism or value-orientation. It is political realism. The
accomodation of individual and group needs in political, social,
and economic institutions is a requirement of political stability
and survival.

~

The institutionalization of conflict resolution as a norm would
tend to bring different societies toward a common system, one
that is individual-need based, thus reducing tensions between
different systems.

Conflict Resolution: What ~ II Mean?

Conflict resolution means very different things to different

people. 

To the military strategist it may mean the most

sophisticated means of deterrence, even a first strike against a

potential enemy if this seems necessary to prevent a more

protracted confrontation. Resolving conflict may include for the

lawyer a court determination made on the basis of legal norms and

legal argument; even the death penalty may be seen as resolution

in some circumstances. For the industrial negotiator, resolution

implies some settlement arrived at through bargaining, even if it

involves the loss of jobs. For the traditional mediator it may

mean pressing for some compromise that seems reasonable, despite
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a possible sense of injustice by weaker parties.

For our purposes, conflict resolution means terminating

conflict by methods that are analytical and that get to the root

of the problem. Conflict resolution, as opposed to mere manage-

ment or "settlement," points to an outcome that, in the view of

the parties involved, is a permanent solution to the problem.

Because it seeks to get at the source of problems, conflict

resolution aims not merely to resolve the immediate social

conflict, 

the immediate family or ethnic dispute, but also to

provide insights into the generic nature of the problem and thus

to contribute to the elimination of its sources and the preven-

tion of other instances. It is, in short, analytical problem

solving.

.T.hg Focus Qll Process.

For the strategist, the lawyer, the industrial consultant

and others who have sought to prevent or to deal with conflict

situations, 

conflict resolution has meant process. The strategist

employs deterrence; the lawyer has access to court procedures

together with negotiation; the industrial consultant is concerned

with bargaining and perhaps arbitration or mediation. Those

concerned with environmental, community and other types of dis-

putes similarly focus on process.

Recently there have been developed, as an alternative to the

2



traditional processes of courts and arbitrators, what are termed

"alternative dispute resolution" processes, and other forms of

interaction in which parties to a dispute are helped tocommunicate, 

to make choices and to arrive at some outcome agreed

by all concerned (Moore, 1986). While there are different styles,

the role of the intervenor or 'third party' is, in these cases,

mainly directed toward the accommodation of conflicting interests

as defined by the parties. The assumption is that the parties

themselves have sufficient insights into the nature of their

~conflict, 

and of most possible options, to find an agreed outcome

that will be lasting. What is required and provided is a

process which helps them communicate, and which suggests options

they may not have considered.

Whether traditional or innovative, these different processes

seldom arise out of or reflect any broad understanding of con-

flict. 

In law, for example, "alternative dispute resolution" has

been a response to overload of the court system, not to some

breakthrough in conflict theory.

Similarly, 

in other settings,

the nature and origins of conflict generally, or of the

particular type of dispute being dealt with, have not been of

major concern. The 'theory' of conflict resolution, in so far as

there has been one, consists of theories about processes, about

communication, 

perception, and interaction.

In the approach we adopt, process is derived from an analy-
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human, 

cultural and other.

Praamatisrn.

The conflict management processes that fall within the

traditional or alternative dispute resolution categories are, atpresent, 

themselves treated as distinct and separate phenomena.

The focus is on the pragmatic ways in which each type of dispute

--interpersonal, industrial, communal, international and others

--may be tackled. This particularism reflects a view that human

involve.the 

other.

,



universal phenomena. The hypothesis is that there are generic

explanations of human behavior, leading to means of resolving

problems which have an application at all social levels and in

all societies. Developing such explanations is the key to

eliminating pragmatic arbitrariness and to generating accepted

standards of professional practice.

Hidden Failures.

Insofar as process-oriented practitioners give their clients

~satisfaction, 

this is largely because their practice may be

adequate for many relatively superficial disputes, such as

organizational management problems and some environmental

Their failures, when such seemingly straightforward

disputes.

problems turn out to have more deep-rooted sources, are not

usually recorded. When they are brought to attention, as when a

strike is not settled, or a communal or international conflict

escalates into violence and persists, failure is attributed not

to any inadequacy in theory or practice, but to the inherent

complexities of the situation or the parties' alleged irrational

preferences for conflict. Like diplomacy, conflict resolution has

~

been treated as the "art of the possible," with failure

attributed to the impossibilities of the situation rather than to

the inadequacies of the processes employed,

In our view, conflict resolution has an ethical dimension.

Intervention in human relationships at any level carries with it

5
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which usually do not

relations.

of the world society.

This

~

violent.
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Serious.g.ng DeeQ-Rooted Conflict.

It is helpful in this connection to distinguish two features

of a conflict, its degree of seriousness and its deep-rootedness

'Seriousness' 

refers to the impact of conflict on the

individual or society. A conflict which is not serious can be

handled by unsophisticated means without a great deal of harm

even if there is failure. But a conflict which is serious in its

consequences, 

for example, one that may lead to widespread

violence, 

perhaps even mass destruction, should not be tackled by

pragmatic and untested processes.

refers both to the causes and the nature of

'Deep-rooted'~

the conflict. A conflict over some negotiable interest can be

handled without severe consequences by a bargaining process that

may leave one side or both disappointed. But a deep-rooted

conflict, 

in which there are issues at stake that are not

negotiable, 

requires more sophisticated means of resolution.

Attention is drawn to serious and deep-rooted conflicts, as

distinct from superficial ones, to sound a note of caution. until

an analysis is made there is no way of knowing whether an

apparently superficial conflict may turn out to have serious
-

consequences and/or deep-rooted origins. For this reason conflict

resolution professionals at all levels require rigorous theoreti-

Conflict resolution processes and skills should becal training.

such that even those disputes that appear to be relatively super-
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generating the conflict. Focussing on areas of agreement and

smoothing over differences can be a serious obstacle to achieving

a lasting agreement.

~

When those who are brought together are representatives of

factions, 

communities or nations, this consensus-manufacturing

~

approach can have serious consequences. Cases of deaths and

suicides of representatives are recorded in the research

reasons 

are obvious. If a facilitated interaction results in

altered perceptions and values by those who are participating,

their 'reentry' problem when they return to those whom they

represent can become acute.

There can be no resolution of a conflict unless it takes

into account as political realities the perceptions and values of

those who are represented in facilitated discussions. Either

representatives 

must be provided with evidence of false percep-

communicate back to their constituents, or the options offered

concerned.

These two situations, the interpersonal and the

a reentry problem mirror the less obvious realities of the
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interpersonal situation. The participants in an interpersonal

relationship have a similar reentry problem: once away from the

facilitated environment, they have to face the realities of the

issues that have not been addressed. As persons subject to social

pressures, they tend to enact one role in one environment and

another in the other. The task of the facilitator is to ensure

that this dissonance does not undermine a lasting resolution.

we seek compromiseIn ordinary social relationships, where

and improved personal relationships, we tend to use polite and

accommodating language. But ordinary social relationships,

despite their difficulties and misunderstandings, do not involve

the perceived levels of hostility and conflict which require

third party intervention. When a problem in relationships

emerges, 

the glossing-over techniques of social behavior --

compromise, accommodating language and appeals to social norms

can be dysfunctional. Conflict avoidance is not what we mean

by conflict resolution.

.Tllg Notion Qt: 'Conflict'.

It will be seen that I wish to give the term 'conflict

resolution'

a distinctive meaning which separates the concept

from the earlier emphasis on pragmatic processes.

But first let us be clear about the nature of conflict, for

the way in which a conflict is handled is determined by what is

10



believed to be its nature, that is, by one's theory of conflict.

If 

conflict is believed to be caused, for example, by individual

greed or by personal aggressiveness, it may seem appropriate and

effective to employ repressive techniques against a party or

parties.

By contrast,

if 

conflict is caused by some frustration

of irrepressible human drives, the appropriate response would be

to analyze the nature of the problem and adjust the institutional

and normative environment accordingly.

theory of analytical, problem-solving conflict resolu-

tion is derived from a conception of conflict as a normal and

universal human phenomenon. Conflict describes a relationship in

which each party perceives the other's goals, values,

interests,

or behavior as antithetical to its own. Conflict embraces,

first, 

the relationships between parties to a dispute,

theirperceptions 

and misperceptions, their shared and separate values,

and their goals and motivations; and second, the political,

social, 

economic, and institutional environment in which the

dispute takes place

It follows that the analysis of conflict requires the study

of the totality of human relationships, whether conflictual or

not,

for it is human motivations and values that are involved

conditioned by the totality of the environment --economic,

political, 

social and ecological --in which these relationships

are enacted.
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analytical explanatory theory which suggests quite different

explanations of behavior and,

therefore, 

quite different means of

dealing with conflict. We believe that the human participants in

conflict situations are compulsively struggling in their respec-

tive institutional environments at all social levels to satisfy

primordial and universal needs, needs such as security, identity,

recognition and development. They strive increasingly to gain the

control of their environment that is necessary to ensure the

satisfaction of these needs. itThis struggle cannot be curbed;

is primordial. It is a struggle,

therefore, 

that raises implicit

demands for institutional re-organization rather than for altered

attitudes and enforced conformity with given norms of behavior.

It is not my purpose here to set out the behavioral theories

from which problem-solving conflict resolution is derived. I have

done this elsewhere (Burton, 1979). Reference, however, to some

discoveries that have been made about human behavior, partially

as a result of the application of problem-solving conflict

resolution processes (Burton 1969), will help clarify the theory

of conflict resolution

When representatives of parties to a deep-rooted conflict

are brought together in an interactive and analytical setting, a

qualitative shift takes place in their understanding of the

nature of the conflict. While the particular conflict has

ordinarily been defined at first as interest-based (that is,

relating to wages,

territory, 

roles, or other negotiable issues),
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the only self which is important. It undermines,

therefore,

notion of law and order as traditionally conceived. It suggests

that deep-rooted conflict cannot be dealt with by conventional

mediation, arbitration, and other implicitly coercive and non-

analytical processes.

A corollary of this discovery is particularly challenging.

If interests are not the sources of deep-rooted conflict, then

scarcity is not its basic condition. Therefore, the outcome of

conflict need not be win-lose in nature, provided that the means

of satisfying values and needs are also not in scarce supply.

In fact they are not. The more security, identity, and

development one party experiences, the more and not the less are

the opportunities for the satisfaction of these same needs by

others. 

Scarcity, as a present fact, relates to the means of

achieving these goals, but does not make them unachievablei

is,

it is not an inevitable source of conflict. For example, in

the struggle for security, scarcity is relevant only to the

traditional means of achieving this goal, such as control of

territory or of other scarce resources. Conflict resolution

arises out of the failure of such means to achieve their true

ends.

By offering alternative means of achieving them, it

demonstrates that the problem is not scarcity of identity,

recognition, 

and other developmental needs, but the selection of

the means employed in their pursuit. Quantitative issues remain

15
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concern of political elites,

for 

example,

is 

role defense which

requires 

those representing a coercive system to ustify their
position by attributing crime and rebellion to the personal

failings 

of "anti-social" persons. They assume, without warrant,

that 

this is all that separates authorities from subjects.

peoples who lack not only recognition, but even the raw

essentials 

of existence, the opportunity to pursue such human

needs 

is severely constrained. Where such opportunity ceases to

exist,as 

is the case at present in certain areas in Africa, a
total apathy prevails. Environmental conditions can reduce human

beings 

to a condition in which there is little scope for

struggles for identity, let alone recognition as persons. The
absence of evidence of the pursuit of these particular human

needs 

in such conditions hardly demonstrates that they are not an

ontological element in human behavior. It demonstrates merely

that the environmental conditions for any form of normal develop-

ment do not exist.

Between these two extremes, that is, between those who have

gained personal recognition and those whose struggle is for sheer

survival,

lie the vast majority of humans who, at various stages

of 

human development, do pursue by all means at their disposal

the basic human needs of security,

identity,

and development. It

is 

this mass of persons, in their various cultures and stages of

development,

that are the source of most interpersonal and inter-

societal conflict, and that are in endemic conflict with
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authorities at all levels, from parents to national authoritative

elites.

Traditional thinkers have been impressed with the

inadequacies of the average human being, and the need, therefore,

for elite systems of control, including coercive controls. An

alternative view is that social harmony depends on the removal of

barriers to individual development, and the provision of

It is not a question ofopportunities for such development.

individuals being "naturally good" any more than of their being

They are naturally needy, and their"naturally aggressive."

basic needs can be satisfied in the real world of social and

political relations.

~ Practice Qi Conflict Resolution.

The practice of problem-solving conflict resolution is

deduced from the theory of conflict as a universal response to

frustrated needs. The practice involves providing opportunities

for the parties: first, to analyze relationships so as to

generate an accurate definition of the problem in terms of

motivations and human needs; second, to cost their goals and

policies once they are fully informed of all aspects of the

dispute, including the motivations and values of the opposing

side; and third, to discover th§ 2ossible o2tions that may be

available once there has been a full analysis of the conflict in

all its elements.
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present a messy field of different approaches, most of them

inadequate. Moreover, this broad conception of conflict and of

problem-solving conflict resolution implies that a wide range of

current social problems are potentially resolvable. Deviant

behavior of all kinds, drug addictions and their related

problems, street violence, spouse abuse, terrorism, arms control

problems, and reconstruction planning to make arms control

possible, are all problems within the range of conflict

We have made a mistake in treating conflict behavior as

different in kind from any other behavior. Just as j'deviant"

behavior must be analyzed within the same analytical framework as

ordinary behavior if we are to understand it (Box, 1971), so we

must analyze so-called conflict behavior in the same framework as

any other problem in human relationships

Problem-solvinq Conflict Resolution ~ 9,. Political PhilosOQhy

We have had a process in the past that has cut across times

--the process of social control by power and eliteand cultures

rule. 

What we are witnessing in contemporary times is the

breakdown of this system. For reasons we have given, elite power

cannot control individual behaviors, with the result that

conflict is increasing at all social levels from the family to

the international.

21





authoritative controls, but at the same time push societies

toward a means of non-authoritative social control. When we

refer to a process of social control that is non-authoritative,

we are no longer in the field of pragmatic, improvised, ad hoc

first aid, or of culturally specific forms of mediation,

conciliation, 

and arbitration. Given the universal decay of

authoritative processes unable to satisfy basic human needs,

conflict resolution processes can be institutionalized

universally.

In effect, they can control and condition all

social behavior as legal processes now seek to do. But law is a

method of control designed to suppress basic individual needs in

the interests of preserving elite power. Conflict resolution is

a method of control designed to satisfy these needs in the

interests 

of accommodating all forms of government to the reality

of individual power. While legal processes are coercive and

prohibitive, 

conflict resolution processes are positive means of

social control which seek to establish non-conflictual

relationships.

~ Western Political Tradition

For a real understanding of problem-solving conflict

resolution, 

therefore, it is necessary to adopt a perspective

which enables us to perceive human conflict in its total

institutional setting.

In fact, this is just what political philosophers have been

23





philosophers or priests, by elites with power, and by elites

~

guided by an articulated ideology. In all cases these elites have

attached more importance to the control than to the development

of the individual.

Political philosophers and politicians have sought this

accommodation between the individual and society in the limited

framework of social-political evolution, a dominant feature of

which has been the conscious self-preservation of elites. It has

been their view that people can be classified into two groups:

those who are capable of ruling and those who are not capable of

taking responsibility for their own behavior or that of others,

thus justifying elite controls. A human needs approach breaks

down this fundamental categorization and leads to a different

social philosophy.

Has the problem of conflict really been the aggressive

individual from whom society must be defended? It is more likely

that the problem has been the continuing threat to individual

development posed by elites and associated interest groups

throughout the evolution of modern societies. Conflict resolution

locates the source of deep-rooted conflict in all societies and

internationally in the irrepressible needs of individuals and

attempts by elites of various kinds to repress them. The core

assumption of this political philosophy and practice is that

existing institutions are and should be the servants of

25





systems. When conflict resolution processes point to the costs

of ignoring the nature of human relationships, they point also to

the institutional changes that are required to ensure that

institutions are the servants of citizens and not their masters.

For example, conflict-resolving processes that reveal values and

human needs as well as interests will, over time, alter

institutional relationships in industry, whether in a private

enterprise system or a communist system.

Whereas legal processes strongly tend to conserve existing

norms and institutions, problem-solving conflict resolution

processes are innovative by nature: they constantly promote

change in the direction of satisfying the values and needs of all

members of society. A problem-solving conflict resolution system

is, 

therefore, one of constant adaptation to changing

environmental conditions. It is conservative in the sense that it

preserves those aspects of societies which promote human needs

and social stability, and it is radical in the sense that it

alters those which frustrate human needs and promote

instability. 

No left-right or political party dichotomy is

relevant to describe it. Problem solving conflict resolution is a

functional system which allows members of a society to interact

in harmony by constantly and continuously dealing with the

totality of relationships in the totality of the environment, and

adapting in whatever ways are appropriate.
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1987) in the wider global society.

Knowledge of conflict resolution will be promoted further as

its 

study as a new a-disciplinary discipline is developed. It is

an a-disciplinary discipline because, unlike economics, law,

sociology and other behavioral disciplines each of which its own

abstract and partial model of the individual

("economic 

man,"

"legal man," and so forth), conflict resolution deals with the

total human being, encompassing personality and cultural

differences, 

and deals with this person in the total society,

encompassing system differences.

To deal with deep-rooted conflict there is a need for more

sophisticated processes than courts or court alternatives can

provide. 

These processes can be learned in a short time

(Burton,1987). 

What cannot be learned without extensive study

are the many aspects of human behavior of which a third party

must be aware if there is to be resolution, as distinct from

settlement, 

of conflict.

These aspects of human behavior include, in addition to

general theories of human needs and values, the main islands of

social science theory, such as theories of decision making, role

behavior, 

institutions, functionalism, change and the many others

which are the essence of various disciplines. It has to be

remembered, 

however, that all of these have evolved within the

framework of traditional philosophy. All must be reconsidered in
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interests, 

which frequently lead to behaviors that run counter to

longer-term 

rationality. We have many examples of political

decisions that are made for some short term gain, even at great

cost in lives and in social and economic stability. These

decisions were not made subsequent to any problem solving

process, 

but they do suggest the magnitude of the problem. until

political processes are diverted from short-term defensive

interests toward longer-term social interests, conflict is

inevitable.

The question remains open as to whether conflict

resolution processes can be acceptable within party- and

interest- dominated political systems

Second, 

there is always the danger that the process can be

captured and used to advantage by elites that already control

existing decision making processes. Already there is evidence

that this is happening (Amy, 1987).

These two influences point to the need for professionalism

in the conduct of conflict resolution processes. By this is meant

an appropriate training for facilitators in conflict resolution

not just in process, but in the adisciplinary study of

conflict and conflict resolution, probably the most exacting and

challenging training of any. This training must inculcate a

rigid awareness of the ethical obligations imposed on any

faciliator in conflict resolution. The purpose of facilitation is

not only to avoid patent coercion but to avoid the latent
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