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 Preface 
 

Anna Borgeryd’s exploration of the ways in which the logic and dynamics of 
different types of institutions (or clusters of institutions) affect the capacities 
of actors to address, manage, resolve or transform conflicts is relevant for 
understanding today’s world events.   
  
The Global Financial Crisis, for example, has focused new attention on the 
ways in which economic institutions get trapped by values, beliefs and 
assumptions which have proven disastrous in the past and will probably be 
equally disastrous in the future. The challenge facing financial and industrial 
actors, therefore, is to know why the old logic is flawed and, more 
importantly, to have some new options to explore.  
  
Anna is keen to focus attention on the ways in which both those in conflict 
and people working with them can become more conscious of the mistaken 
and dangerously misleading assumptions that prevent positive visions and 
collaborative problem solving. The important contribution of this thesis lies 
in the way in which it challenges the institutional inertia which produces a 
growing mismatch between real-world problems and the institutions that 
are supposed to manage them.   
  
The guiding concept ”intercollective” is important.  Focusing on inter-
collective dynamics immediately generates an interest in super-ordinate 
processes and values that might enable more successful solutions to micro 
and institutional level problems. In these processes, institutions, economic, 
political and social institutions are frequently the sources of conflict. They 
cannot, therefore, be the means for their solution unless their own cultural 
and social dynamics are scrutinized.   
  
This thesis raises all sorts of questions and provides some practical answers 
to these different dilemmas. I heartily commend it to anyone interested in 
understanding how bureaucratic institutional inertia generates social and 
political paralysis.  
  

Kevin P Clements 
Director of the National Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies at the 

University of Otago, New Zealand and Secretary General of the 
International Peace Research Association 
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Abstract

The large institutions designed to deal with the problem of conflict between collectives –
sovereign states supported by militaries, military industry, and the␣ United Nations – operate
mainly on principles that are hundreds of years old. At the same time, conditions for conflict
and its management have changed radically in this century. A theoretical framework describing
institutionalized problem management calls attention to the risk that institutional inertia
produces a growing mismatch between real-world problems and the institutions supposed to
manage them. This leads to the hypothesis that conflict managing efforts fail because they
operate on old assumptions that do not sufficiently reflect actual circumstances of conflict.

Because there is great conceptual confusion obscuring the study of we-they confrontation
the concept ”intercollective” is introduced. The collective is defined as the group that commands
people’s highest loyalty, whether it is a ”nation”, ”ethnic group”, or other entity. The study
investigates how prevailing conflict managing structures measure up to today’s realities by
comparing the logic of the state system to different cases of post cold war intercollective
conflict. The key institutions of the state system are described in Part I of the study. Part II
clarifies realism and legalism (international law) – the ideas that historically have coevolved
with the state system and that explain, justify, and shape it. In Part III, the 1990-91 Gulf War,
the 1990-95 break-up of Yugoslavia, and the 1992 Los Angeles riots are investigated and
compared to the realist and legalist premises.

The analysis in Parts I and II suggests that realism and legalism form a double ideological
support for the state system. The complementarity of these two state-supporting ideas has
provided the prevailing system with a particular robustness. Findings in Part III reveal that
the three cases of post cold war intercollective conflict present important challenges to the
prevailing system’s realist and legalist premises. This lack of correspondence between prevailing
ideas and real-world conflicts is clearly connected to failures in conflict management. In
addition, findings suggest that the state system not only fails to deal with crucial aspects of
modern-day conflict, but that it increasingly produces problems that it cannot manage.

Key words:␣ Conflict management, state system, political philosophy, political realism, inter-
national law, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Clausewitz, social darwinism, Grotius, jus in bello, jus ad
bellum, Gulf War, break-up of Yugoslavia, Los Angeles riots, institutionalized problem man-
agement, global issues.
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Preface

Specialization is what doctoral dissertations are supposed to be all about. Yet, in spite
of well-meaning advice to scale down my project, I have followed my intuition that
there is something very important to be learned about the prevailing conflict managing
system by studying it holistically. This work is a wide-ranging journey through
seemingly disparate phenomena such as the norms and practices of the state system,
17th century philosophers, the Gulf War, and the 1992 Los Angeles riots. There are
innumerable pages already written that provide deep specialized knowledge about
each of these topics. This is a dissertation about how they are connected.

To study intercollective conflict and its management is to take on a difficult task.
Because different accounts of reality typically play a key role in conflict, any description
of a conflict will certainly offend some – or all – of the involved parties. Despite this,
I find it intellectually interesting to try to understand the perspectives of all parties
to conflict. More importantly however, I think such an approach might provide a
fuller understanding of the problem of intercollective conflict, thus improving chances
for constructive conflict management.

This work could not have been completed without the support, influence, and
help of many people. I would like to thank the Department of Political Science at
Umeå University for supporting a thesis unconventional in the discipline and for
funding most of the work. Important funding has also been provided by the Kempe
Foundation and the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation (Riksbankens jubi-
leumsfond). Credit is due to the Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies at Umeå Univer-
sity, where I first became interested in writing a doctoral dissertation. I am grateful for
the courses I have taken and the support I have received from both teachers and students
at the Department of Peace and Conflict Research in Uppsala and the Department of
Peace and Development Research in Gothenburg. I am also deeply indebted to the
Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution (ICAR) at George Mason University
where I spent the 1994-95 academic year. The ICAR community’s knowledge and
skills in the field have inspired me tremendously. Kevin Avruch’s comments on a draft
of the first chapter have been very helpful. Special thanks are due to Christopher
Mitchell for his enduring interest in my work and his valuable advice.

I am also indebted to Johan Galtung. He has provided me with documents that I
otherwise would not have been able to study. In addition, his expert advice was what
later brought me to ICAR. I happened to share a taxi with him from the airport to
the 1993 EUPRA conference in Budapest and asked him for advice about where to
go for a year abroad. His answer led me to Dennis Sandole who kindly arranged for
me to apply for a visiting scholarship to ICAR. Dietrich Fischer, Cristophe Barbey,

vii



Håkan Wiberg, Abdul Kadhim, and Carl-Ulrik Schierup made available to me
material important for this work. Alexis Heraclides, Kevin Clements, Richard
Rubenstein, Rajmohan Gandhi, Jan Eliasson, and Jan Øberg have provided good
advice and encouragement. I am particularly indebted to Per Cramér at Gothenburg
University, whose knowledgeable comments on Chapter 4 have been very valuable.

During more than six years I have received indispensable support and help from
colleagues and friends here in Umeå. Many thanks are due to Jan Engberg, who was
first an excellent, inspiring teacher and later an equally good dissertation advisor.
His enduring patience and constructive criticism have been absolutely crucial to
this work. Cindy Kite has also supported me immensely in this work. Numerous
lunches with her – discussing the problem of the day and getting perceptive questions,
comments, and suggestions – have helped me tremendously. She is an excellent
devil’s advocate and a skillful reviewer. In addition, her expert help in correcting my
English has undoubtedly improved the readability of this book. Thanks to Svante
Ersson and Håkan Edström for their detailed reading and comments on the
manuscript and to Stina Lindström and Håkan Berell for proof-reading. I have
benefited greatly from discussions with Peo Hansen, Lovisa Hagberg, and Ingvar
Rönnbäck. Credit is also due to the students I have met in my classes in internatio-
nal politics and peace and conflict studies. Had I not had the opportunity to think
about their fresh questions and comments, I believe that my argument would have
been more obscure.

Finally, I would like to thank my family for everything that has proven essential
in writing this dissertation. My father Kjell, mother Margareta, and sister Karin
have in their own ways provided excellent examples of empathic conflict manage-
ment, of self-motivation and intellectual persistence, and of an entrepreneurial and
problem-solving spirit that makes many things possible. My aunt Elisabet and her
husband Arjun Ompal gave me an early interest in global issues and peace work. A
special thanks to Roger for his constant support during the years.

viii



1

Chapter 1

Managing Intercollective Conflict
A Theoretical Framework

Investigating the Management of Intercollective Conflict

Conflict can be a source of joy or pain, a benefit or burden, a blessing or a curse, a gift or
a torment, depending on how it is handled. Too often, the unique opportunities
inherent in conflict situations are missed and the worst allowed to happen unnecessarily.1

Conflict between collectives is one of the most pressing problems facing humanity.
War – the extreme expression of intercollective conflict – has always been a deadly
endeavor but in this century it has reached unprecedented levels of destructiveness.
War now has the potential to destroy all higher life-forms on the planet. Yet, conflict
itself is not inherently bad. Conflict can be seen as a productive outlet which protects
society from unreasonable injustice, and even as a constructive driving force for
positive change. And regardless of what we think about conflict, it is an inescapable
aspect of all social relationships. Conflict between collectives is thus pandemic and
must be seen as a natural part of human existence. The fact that conflicts are potentially
very threatening has to do with the ways in which they are handled. It is therefore of
utmost importance for the survival and prosperity of humankind that intercollective
conflict be managed in the best way possible.

When faced with large-scale problems, humans tend to create and empower insti-
tutions for their management. Investigating prevailing strategies for managing any
collective problem will therefore involve examining institutions: How do they work?
What are the assumptions and perceptions of problems that underlie the way in
which institutions operate? These affect decisions about which managing strategies
should be used. And any problem management strategy rests on a claim that its
underlying problem description is accurate enough to work in the real world.

The large institutions designed to deal with the problem of conflict between
collectives – sovereign states supported by militaries, military industry, and the United
Nations – rest on premises that are hundreds of years old. At the same time, conditions
for conflict and its management have changed radically during this century.
Approaching the end of the millennium, change is accelerating. Because of this we
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have to contemplate the possibility that real-world challenges severely undermine
the rationale for, and the operation of, prevailing conflict managing institutions.
The purpose of this study is to investigate how prevailing conflict managing structures
measure up to today’s realities by comparing the logic of the state system to different
cases of post cold war intercollective conflict. I now turn to a brief investigation of
present conditions for intercollective conflict and its management.

Conditions for Intercollective Conflict and Its Management Have Changed
[I|t is a new order, not so much because the cold war ended..., but because the fundamental
underpinnings of world politics, the parameters that sustain it, have undergone
transformation.

 James N. Rosenau2

A dangerous element in change is our historical inability to perceive when it takes place
and to understand its significance. /.../ Destruction...  can be one result of our failure to
understand the strong forces at work in the present world of high technology and rapid
change.

Harry Clay Blaney III3

We live in a century in which the pace of change is historically unique and practically
incomprehensible. The values of crucial indicators have taken off, and many curves
depicting change have turned almost straight up – a graphic picture of the dizzying
speed at which the world is presently transforming. Circumstances for conflict and
conflict management have thus altered dramatically. First, the number of people in
the world is increasing rapidly. Whereas it took some 10,000 generations for human-
kind to reach a population of two billion, we are now facing the prospect of adding
another seven billion in a single lifetime. And we are well under way. At the present
rate, the global population grows by close to 100 million every year.4

A second, and related, factor of change is the increasing number of actors opera-
ting in the global arena. Since the end of the second world war the number of sovereign
states has almost tripled.5  In recent times intergovernmental organizations have
stepped into the arena as players and the number of citizen organizations has virtually
skyrocketed. In 1909 there were less than two hundred non-governmental
organizations, by the 1980s there were 18,000.6  Transnational corporations have
also grown tremendously in number and influence.7 In addition, this century has
seen the emergence of an international recognition of the intrinsic worth of all
individuals. The universal declaration of human rights marks, in principle if not in
practice, the emergence of the person onto the global scene.8

A third element that directly affects the conditions for conflict and conflict man-
agement has to do with economic trends. We have seen a five-fold expansion of the
world economy since the end of the second world war. In addition, we now have a
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truly global economy, and the globalization of production, finance, and commerce
is eroding the borders of states. Few governments can control the value of their
currency when one trillion dollars worth of currencies are exchanged every day. Nor
can any people, however remote, live unaffected by the global economy. In addition,
pollution, information, culture, and migration sweep the globe, largely disregarding
man-made borders and further deepening the interdependence of all people on earth.9

All of the above factors can be understood in terms of increasing density. Economic
and other hardships encourage increasing numbers of actors to organize and therefore
tend to provoke political fragmentation. As more people and more organizations
engage in more activities, the risk that any party will find its goals to be incompatible
with the goals of others increases.10  Buzan puts it this way:

Density is about more people doing more things. It means that people’s activities are
more likely to impinge on other people’s existence, both intentionally... and
unintentionally..., and positively... as well as negatively...11

A fourth factor of change that significantly affects conditions for conflict and its
management is growing global inequality. Although global economic output has
quintupled since mid-century, the expansion of the world economy has not been
used to alleviate the plight of the poor. On the contrary, the situation for the major-
ity of the world’s inhabitants has actually deteriorated.12 The gap between the rich
and poor has increased, and is now larger than ever. In 1960 the ratio of the share of
global income earned by the richest 20% of the earth’s inhabitants compared to the
poorest 20% was 30 to 1. By 1989 the size of the gap was twice as great – 59 to 1.13

Today we have a world where a staggering 1,000 million people – almost 20% of the
world’s population – do not have enough food to enable them to sustain normal
work. These are the absolute poor whose lives are so blighted by ”malnutrition, illiteracy,
and disease as to be beneath any reasonable definition of human dignity,” and their
ranks are swelling.14

This growing imbalance interacts with increasing density to produce a situation
in which human activities, for the first time ever, threaten the earth’s carrying ca-
pacity.15 It seems disturbingly accurate to say that rich and poor alike, albeit for
different reasons, are engaged in dangerous de-facto deficit spending.16 Today, hu-
man activities lead to resource degradation on an unprecedented scale. This creates
new scarcities that may well breed conflict. If people will go to war for land that can
support them, what does it mean that human activities have, in a mere fifty years,
led to the degradation of 1,200 million hectares of land – an area roughly equal to
the size of China and India combined?17  What does it mean in terms of intercollective
conflict that, in the coming century, heat-trapping gases in the atmosphere might
cause global warming, rising sea levels, and the displacement of millions of people?18
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Changes in Technologies of Communication and Violence
[T]he art and practices of war, spurred on by the revolution in technology, have changed
fundamentally at increasing speed /.../ the technological race at sea, on land and in the
air has escalated without interruption.19

All four factors mentioned above are extremely important for understanding the
context and nature of conflict today. Technological change in general, and changes
in the technologies of communication and violence in particular, add another factor
of revolutionary change to the picture. Moreover, such change is cumulative,
irreversible and can – in contrast to piecemeal, organic change – develop in leaps
and bounds. Finally, it tends to spread quickly.20

The twentieth century has seen uniquely rapid changes in knowledge and ways of
doing things. Advances in the field of communication and information processing are
but one example. The spread of new technologies has created global information and
communication networks capable of instantly broadcasting a massacre taking place
on one continent into the living-rooms of people on another. It has also provided
vehicles for the spread of western popular culture and, for the first time in history, has
enabled the world’s poor to see for themselves how rich people live.21

During this century the capacities of war technologies have increased to such an
extent that we have experienced not one, but several military revolutions.22 This
short period of time has seen the advent of bomber and fighter aircraft, rapid mobile
armored fighting vehicles, attack helicopters, and fighter submarines. Total war became
a reality. Chemical and biological weapons have been developed into powerful tools
of mass destruction.23 This is also the century when the atom was split, enabling
collectives in conflict to unleash destructive energies to the point of total annihila-
tion. Nuclear and hydrogen bombs have been attached to a variety of elaborate de-
livery systems. It was during the cold war that the globe came to be criss-crossed by
a network of intercontinental ballistic missiles, intermediate range and short range
”tactical” weapons – all  armed with nuclear warheads.24

While incomprehensibly devastating weapons of mass destruction were produced
and stockpiled, the development of conventional weapons continued unabated –
increasingly making them unconventionally powerful. Fuel air explosives, powerful
armor-breaking anti-tank ammunition, and high-tech delivery systems such as cruise
missiles with multiple target-seeking bombs are but a few examples.25 Modern
technological development has created sophisticated and efficient mines. From a
helicopter, thousands of mines can easily, rapidly, and affordably be spread over vast
areas. Stretching the possibility for warfare over time, night vision systems even make
combat possible around the clock.26

The constantly increasing sophistication of weapons has produced a situation in
which the weakest link in the military machinery is the physical and psychological
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limitations of the human being. In an effort to strengthen this weak human link,
research has been conducted on numbing drugs aimed at making people more able
soldiers by taking away the fears and moral scruples that make them human, while
leaving intact their intellectual capacities.27

Like all technology, these tools of warfare tend to disperse rapidly. The speed of this
process has increased, shortening the time during which the inventors have a monopoly.
In fact, we have now reached a stage where, given money and some time, all who want
and understand how to use a particular weapon are able to do so. Although efforts to
prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons have probably been successful in slowing
down the dispersion, they have not been able to stop it. As far as the availability of
other kinds of weapons is concerned, little keeps it from being a buyers’ market.28

Such tremendous increases in destructive capabilities and their dispersion have
naturally changed the nature of warfare. One important dimension is simply who
gets killed. In the beginning of the century, casualties of war were mostly born by
soldiers. The ratio of civilian to military deaths was 1 to 9. Approaching the end of
the century, this has changed. According to estimates, civilians now suffer 75% of
deaths in war. Modern warfare’s assault on societies is also reflected in the psychological
health of embattled peoples.29

To summarize, we are witnessing growing interdependence as well as increasing
political fragmentation in large parts of the world. At an accelerating pace, technological
development and social change are altering the conditions for intercollective conflict
and its management. New problems, knowledge, and ways of doing things have created
new sources of conflict as well as new possibilities for, and limitations to, conflictual
behavior. Dramatic changes in three areas are particularly significant. First, the sheer
growth in population and growing per capita consumption lead to increasing pressures.
In addition, the distribution of the growth in population and consumption worsens
global inequality. Taken together, this contributes to environmental degradation which
threatens to produce a global scarcity of basic life-sustaining resources. Second, the
technologies of storytelling have a unique impact because communication networks
now span the globe. Third, we face a reality of radically new destructive capabilities as
well as a new and expanding degree of its dispersion.

Defining Key Concepts: Collective, Conflict, and Management

In order to investigate prevailing capacities for and challenges to the management of
intercollective conflict it is necessary to clarify the meaning of collectives  in conflict
and the concept of management. Defining these concepts involves a discussion of the
key role played by norms in making coexistence and cooperation possible and the
pervasiveness of values embedded in concepts like ”problem” and ”management”.
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On Human Collectives

A Conceptual Quagmire

In all there is to read about the politics, diplomacy, wars, and revolutions of the last
several centuries, these terms contradict and trip over one another, adding their additional
blur to the miasmalike quality of the history itself. In one text or context or another, the
word ”nation” has been used interchangeably with ”tribe”, ”people”, ”ethnic group”,
”race”, ”religion”,  ”nationality”, ”country”, and ”state”, among others.

 Harold R. Isaacs30

A great conceptual confusion haunts the study of aggregates of human beings.31  We
use the word ”international” arrantly to refer to what goes on between states. Likewise,
the term ”national security” which is used to create an aura of overriding importance
and irrefutability, really means the security of the state.32 The notion of ”nation-
state” – meaning a sovereign state whose citizens all share certain traits that make
them one nation – is supposed to bridge this inconsistency. But this concept is a
mythical ideal that corresponds badly to the real world. Nielsson points out that
there is not one single nation-state in the explicit sense of one which is ”ethnically
pure.”  In some states one people represents an overwhelming majority, but most
sovereign entities are significantly multinational.33

Before wandering too far into this conceptual morass, it is useful to study the
etymology of some of the words used to talk about groups of humans. ”Nation” has
its origin in the Latin nasci, to be born, and it originally meant breed, stock, or race.
In later usage, however, the word has come to refer to a people with political unity
and independence. Hence the connection to ”state”. The word ”state” also has its
roots in Latin – status meaning manner of standing, condition. ”State” is currently
used to refer to all of the following: a body of people occupying a defined territory
and organized under a sovereign government, the territory itself, and the governing
and administrative apparatus.34

”Country” is a word referring to human aggregates that has strong connections to
territory. It usually refers to bordered districts of land to which some people belong
and other people do not. It is frequently used interchangeably with ”state”. In
discussing one concept, other words come into the spotlight. One example is the
concept of ”people”. Latin’s populum referred to the inhabitants of an area. ”People”
is still used broadly to denote the body of persons composing a community, tribe, or
nation. The word can mean human beings in general, and sometimes refers to per-
sons in hierarchical relations – i.e. those who belong to a superior. Used in this way
”people” refers to the masses.

The word ”community” is derived from Latin’s communis: fellowship, community
of relations. It can be used to mean a body of people that is organized politically and
shares a common character, agreement, or identity. Although the word has been used



7

to refer to groups at all social levels, from the municipality to the state or commonwealth,
it has become increasingly associated with the micro-level of the neighborhood. ”So-
ciety” is a related word that signifies an association of individuals. (Compare the Latin
socius, companion.) It is often taken to mean harmonious and ordered relationships set
up by people for their mutual benefit. It can also be used to refer to people living under
the same government. Sometimes ”society” has more exclusive, upper-class connotations.

”Race” is a word with sweeping connotations. Applied to plant and animal spe-
cies, it refers to common descent or origin and implies inherited characteristics.
Referring to humans, the word has been used imprecisely to mean great divisions of
mankind based on conspicuous surface traits such as skin color, facial features, hair
texture, and so forth. These distinctions among humans have been used politically
to claim that some ”races” are inherently superior to others.35

Looking at the concept of ”ethnie”, we find that it has its roots in the Greek word
for ”nation”. However, the word has largely come to mean ”pagan” peoples, or more
precisely nations that are not Christian or Jewish. ”Ethnic” has been linked to ”race”
and implies ”exotic” and ”foreign”. At times the label ”ethnic group” simply functions
as a euphemism for lower class.36 It typically denotes a group that shares the affinities
of a nation – for example language, religion, perception of a common history and
origin – but that lacks a state of its own.37

This closes the circle of our excursion into the etymology of words referring to
clusters of humans. There is no objective difference between ”nation” and ”ethnic
group” other than the capacity to establish a state. Upon examination the distinction
is arbitrary and infused with the relative power or powerlessness of groups, as well as
the political preferences of those who classify people as a ”nation” or an ”ethnic
group”. Referring to this,  Isaacs notes:

Distinctions are variously made among and between these terms, having to do with
ideas about size, territory, ”stage of development” or measure of ”backwardness”, the
level of ”consciousness” or, in the end, just how the particular writer feels about it. The
facts, past and present, seem to suggest that the formula whereby a ”tribe” or a ”people”
does or does not become or remain a ”nation” depends mainly on the conditions of
power or the lack of it, and the given political circumstances of the time.38

The We-They Phenomenon in Focus

All of the above serves as a caution against the careless use of terms to describe
groups of people. It also serves as a reminder that conceptual confusion is more than
a mere semantic problem. It mirrors great factual confusion in the complex realms of
politics, norms, propaganda, and military power, within which the phenomenon of
human collectives is firmly embedded. The question is what to do about it. An
explicit focus on the essence of what we are interested in might provide a stepping-
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stone stable enough to avoid the worst omissions, misinterpretations, and subjectivities
of the linguistic quagmire. This study addresses the problem of we-they confrontation
and how it is managed. In the following I will therefore focus on the we-they dichotomy,
a subject that has most notably been dealt with by anthropologists.39

Differences between groups of people have existed throughout all of recorded
history.40  Although humans are usually affiliated with a number of different clusters
of people, there is virtually always one tie that is most important and above all others.41

This basic group identity has the crucial function of giving individuals a sense of
belonging and self-esteem. It is a complex phenomenon that has important political,
social, cultural, and psychological implications. The most fundamental We is the
group that is perceived to provide security and basic identity, and it can be recognized
by the fact that it commands the supreme loyalty of its members.42

How can we recognize, in any particular case, the entity to which people give
their supreme loyalty? The most straight-forward way is to simply consider what
people say about belonging, trust, duty, and loyalty.43  In addition, we can look at the
permeability of the group; if people can move with ease into and out of the group
and there are strong ties to people outside, it is less likely to be a We that commands
people’s supreme loyalty.44  Other important signs that suggest that we are dealing
with a basic identity We is if people express a distinctive culture (in symbols, dress,
language, music etc.), take part in separate institutions, and displays a moral self-
sufficiency.45 If there are ethical barriers that strengthen the cohesion of the group
and distances it from others we are very likely to have encountered a group that
commands supreme loyalty.46  Finally, political activism based on group identity is
an indication of a basic We. Elites using, or trying to use, the group as a platform for
political action is an explicit demand for the members’ loyalties; and sometimes a
leader will even demand, and receive, supreme loyalty.47

Speaking more concretely, what is this fundamental We in practice? The influential
idea of modernization holds that the nation (as in ”nation-state”) is – or is in the
process of becoming – the cluster which commands the supreme loyalty of people.
In this perspective, ”nation-building” emerges as a key concept.48  Others argue that
ethnic affiliation is decisive, ”overriding other social cleavages... to become the mas-
ter principle and the major identity for purposes of sociopolitical action.”49 For the
purposes of this study, what entity is the fundamental We is an empirical matter and
can vary from case to case. There are a number of possibilities, including: an interstate
alliance, state, ethnic group or nation, region, religion, class, clan, city, business
corporation, and a cosmopolitan elite.50

The fact that identities are subject to change complicates matters further. Isaacs
shows how changing relations of power and the pressures of external conditions can
provoke, pacify, and mold basic group identity. A previously dormant or even non-
existent We can be revived or created in times of crisis, perceived threat, and social or
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economic decline. Thus, basic group identity is fluid, malleable, and susceptible to
political manipulation.51  It is not likely, however, that a new identity group can take
any form considered to be instrumental for problem management. Stavenhagen notes
that the mobilization of human collectives is usually motivated by some primordial
collective bond in addition to instrumental thinking aimed, more or less intentionally,
at pursuing political action.52

In this study I will use the word ”collective” to mean the basic We that commands
the supreme loyalty of its members. Hence, conflicts between such entities will be
called ”intercollective”. It is, admittedly, a rather lackluster term. Nonetheless it helps
keep the focus on that which is truly of interest here. Its origin lies in the Latin
colligere, meaning ’to gather together’ – a reference clearly in harmony with the fluid-
ity and political malleability of the phenomenon. In modern usage the term simply
means a collection of individuals taken as a whole. Thus, ”collective” has another
important advantage – preconceived notions of what it is largely do not adhere to it
and it will therefore have greater potential as an analytic tool.53

On Conflict

Conflict Is Incompatibility

In general usage, ”conflict” is a concept that means many different things. Some
reserve it for cases of overt hostile behavior, others talk about structural conflicts, yet
others refer to conflict within one person.54 However, confusion about the meaning
of conflict is not as prevalent as is that about words denoting human collectives.
Because of the work of scholars in the field of conflict research, the term is actually
well developed and fairly clearly outlined. I will draw on this work to briefly review
aspects of conflict essential to the purposes of this study.

Mitchell points out that conflict research is relevant to many levels of human
interaction. He convincingly argues that all conflicts involving two or more people
are social phenomena with important similarities. As there are common fundamen-
tal patterns and processes, findings from inter-personal, inter-communal, and
interstate conflicts all contribute to generic insights of conflict research.55

The essence of conflict is incompatibility. In a utopia where everything that anybody
could ever want exists in abundance, it is impossible to imagine conflict. But we live in
a reality of social coexistence within physical limits, and this creates friction and forces
us to engage in constant accommodation. We have a conflict when ”two or more
social entities or ’parties’... perceive that they possess mutually incompatible goals.”56

This definition suggests several things. First, there can be two or more parties in
conflict, a rough general rule being that the greater the number the more potentially
complex the conflict. Second, we are reminded by the words ”social entities” and
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”parties” that we can include the entire micro-macro spectrum discussed above. Third,
an important word in the definition is ”perceive”. There does not have to be an
objective, actual incompatibility in order for there to be conflict.57 Correspondingly,
there cannot be conflict unless people perceive an incompatibility. Finally, people’s
goals play the key motivating role in conflict. They represent what people want and
thus why they are in conflict.58

The Roles of Attitudes and Behavior in Conflict Escalation

The essence of conflict is incompatibility but we cannot know the phenomenon
fully if we do not look closer at conflictual attitudes and behavior – aspects that must
be included if we are to understand the escalation of conflict.59 When in conflict,
people tend to have distinctive emotions, attitudes, and perceptions of their situa-
tion, as well as an inclination to behave in contentious ways. Psychological states are
an integral part of conflict, and they become particularly complex and important in
intercollective conflict. As conflict escalates, distinct psychological and behavioral
phases can be discerned. When incompatibility is first perceived, the contending
groups may have open-minded attitudes that enable them to deal with it in a fairly
cooperative manner. If the incompatibility remains unresolved, however, attitudes
tend to become harsher, and pressure to conform within one’s group increases. If this
happens, it is typical that ”the mature, complex view of reality is sacrificed for a
reduced, simplified version which is more easily sustained emotionally.”60

As the psychological gap between the collectives widen, and people are increasingly
unable to consider how their opponents perceive the situation, groups tend to behave
in ways that fulfill the negative and fearful expectations they have now developed
about each other. Threatening behavior marks a full-fledged escalation. Antagonism
becomes total when sacred values are perceived to be at stake and the conflict assumes
overriding importance. At this stage, the internal cohesiveness of the collective is
typically strong and people often entertain fantasies of omnipotence as if intoxicated
by the magnetism of the collective. Violence is often used once this stage has been
reached as parties strive to assume control over the situation and thereby subdue one
another. Typically, the enemy is dehumanized. As a result, ethical standards and
personal responsibility for destructive actions toward Them fades.61

Conflictual attitudes and behavior frequently aggravate and perpetuate conflict.
At higher levels of escalation these interrelated aspects can drive a conflict largely
independently of the initial incompatibility, indeed even if it has disappeared. As
people engage in conflictual behavior, the original conflict issues may well become
overshadowed by an image of the enemy as the incarnation of all that is evil. In
addition, at escalated levels of conflict, powerful intracollective forces act to further
aggravate the problems and entrench the conflict.62
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Looking more specifically at behavior in conflict, it can be defined to include all
kinds of actions – from violence and coercion exclusively, to any conceivable re-
sponse to perceived incompatibility including avoidance and yielding. A stance
between these two extremes defines conflict behavior as actions undertaken by one
party in a situation of conflict which are aimed at Them and are intended to make
them abandon or modify their goals or to incapacitate them to act according to their
goals.63 In addition to violence, coercion, and threat this definition includes the
activities of, for example, persuasion, manipulation, negotiation, and non-violent
Satyagraha,64  but it does not include passive yielding or avoidance.

On Management

The management of conflict is clearly related to behavior in conflict. However, it is
not the same thing. Management, as used in this work, simply means behavior that
is coordinated and directed towards a preferred objective. We have seen that the
problem of intercollective conflict originates in a sense of incompatibility, in a per-
ception that others threaten the fulfillment of important goals. Those goals can range
from the very survival of individuals of the collective to the protection of a small
elite’s superfluous vested interests. The goals can involve securing the existence of
the collective or the perpetuation or expansion of its lifestyle. The threatened goals
can be entangled with cherished values as well as with material interests.

When demands and ambitions held by different collectives are seen to overlap, a
situation of goal-incompatibility is perceived. This is a problem for all who believe
that their goal fulfillment is at stake and people in collectives often react with greater
cooperation within the group – urged on by leaders who call on them to muster
additional resources and further coordinate their behavior. In other words, elaborate
strategies for collective problem management can develop.

Conflict management often aims at making opponents unwilling or unable to
pursue their ambitions, but it can just as well involve modifications and changes in
the ambitions of the managing collective itself. What it will aim at depends on the
nature of the preferred objective  – whether it is, for example, that ”we must always
have our way” (and we are always in the right), or ”we want a stable outcome that
does not harm our important long-term interests” (and we might sometimes be
wrong). Another important distinction is that, while conflict behavior is confined to
parties in conflict, outsiders can engage in conflict management.

War as Conflict Management

War is a social invention, another of man’s mechanisms designed to cope with his
environment... [As ] a cultural artifice war is among man’s most recent innovations.65
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War is the extreme expression of intercollective conflict. We have a war when we have
organized, premeditated, socially sanctioned use of force by human collectives in pursuit
of specific goals.66 These collectives typically perceive themselves as self-contained, and
very strong internal norms are at work at this level of escalation.67   In an effort to manage
a conflict with others, We use violence in order to force Them to obey our will.68  By its
very nature, war is a conflict managing effort involving violent behavior, and it is therefore
also a dangerous threat to others – one which they, in turn, will try to manage.

The earliest evidence of institutionalized warfare is from the Neolithic period, some
ten thousand years ago. This suggests that when hunter-gatherers developed the more
stationary life of farming – creating in the process new opportunities for investment in
labor, the accumulation of wealth, and population growth – war entered the human
repertoire of responses to intercollective conflict.69 Since then, humans have devoted
increasing amounts of resources to ever more powerful institutions, for the prepara-
tion and waging of war.

A Theoretical Framework of Institutionalized Problem Management

Conflict between collectives is but one of many large-scale problems that humans
attempt to manage. Knowledge about the nature of institutionalized problem man-
agement in general provides fundamental insights which are useful in guiding this
study. In what follows I present a theoretical framework of group problem manage-
ment. It is derived from a review of theories from a number of different fields that
ask questions such as: How does joint problem management develop? What are its
important component parts? What are the most important restraints and driving-
forces shaping problem management and its real-world outcomes?

 Fig. 1.1  Institutionalized problem management and different rates of change

Perceived problem

Complex real world giving rise
to indeterminate situations

problem

management

Rate of change
Fast Slow

Institution

Problem-relevant ideas,
theories, myths



13

Although an examination of research on the nature of and conditions for group
problem management reveals a variety approaches, there are basic components that
appear repeatedly: the complexity of reality, the perception of problems, the development
of problem-relevant ideas, the creation and maintenance of institutions, and change. By
linking these concepts I construct a theoretical model of institutionalized problem
management (see Fig. 1.1). This framework is, in principle, useful for the evaluation
of any problem management. It can be understood as a simplified three-phase narrative
of what happens when many people sense that something is not right but, as individu-
als, they lack the ability to deal with it.

The Complexity of Reality and the Perception of Problems

A central issue for much of the theorizing about conditions for problem manage-
ment is the question what is the nature of reality out of which problems emerge.
There is broad agreement in the literature that reality is complex and indeterminate,
and thus uncontrollable in its entirety.

Chaos theory and cybernetics provide important insights into the nature of change
in dynamic, complex systems. Change in complex systems is a remarkably similar
phenomenon in very different contexts. It has been found that very small changes at
the beginning of a process can lead to monumental differences later on. And systems
can enter chaotic phases of change during which the outcome is impossible to predict.70

The study of chaos points to the need for holism and caution in dealing with the
world. It has shown that things with no visible resemblance to each other are, in fact,
related, and that the dynamism of reality creates a significant measure of uncertainty.71

Cybernetic methodology depicts the world’s dynamism in terms of reactive feed-
back cycles. These cycles do not have any particular beginning or end, and can be
seen as regulatory processes. Some feedback cycles achieve stability and balance,
whereas others produce change.72 According to the cybernetic perspective it is not
possible to clearly discern cause and effect in complex systems because they are
dynamic and interdependent rather than unidirectional phenomena.73

This suggests that reality is so complex that there is little chance that we can ever
fully comprehend it, let alone completely control it. Despite this, people seek to
comprehend and manage reality in order to realize a variety of goals and values.
According to Dewey, the western idea of a strict separation of knowledge and science
from morality and values is flawed. This dualism has led to the division of realms,
one in which flawless logic and accuracy are assumed to reign and one for the lowlier
practical activities.74 Dewey argues that in the real world of practical efforts humans
can never escape the perils of uncertainty and change. Such is the nature of our
physical reality with its constant and complex interactions.75
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Institutional economists – a group of scholars continuing the tradition of pragmatic
instrumentalism – take up where Dewey left off by taking the indeterminate situation
as their point of departure . Such a situation is a precognitive state of affairs in which
individuals have a sense that something is wrong.76  It gives rise to doubt and it thus
initiates a process of inquiry. As the situation is investigated, a cognitive construction
– the problem – is created.

Not only is reality complex, it is also changing. There are many dynamic forces
that continuously press for change. Driven by development, innovation, and dis-
persion, technology is one of the most potent reality-changers. Since we are always
forced to relate to reality in making decisions, we are constantly trying to assess the
future consequences of alternative options. William L. Renfro puts it this way:

A sense of the future not only pervades all good politics but underlies every decision
people make... The question, then, is not whether people should, to the extent possible,
seek to forecast the future..., but whether they should articulate, discuss, analyze, and
improve their forecasting and anticipation capabilities.77

To summarize, even though the complexity of reality makes it largely unmanageable,
humans act as if there are predictable patterns of cause and effect that we can under-
stand, manipulate, or adapt to.78 If people sense that something is wrong they start to
think about it. They will soon discern a pattern taking shape – they perceive a prob-
lem. The first element in the model is thus the real-world problem itself, and we note
that it may well be perceived differently by different people. The problem is the very
raison d’être for collective problem management – it is what gives it its purpose.

The Development of Problem-Relevant Ideas

Another critical issue is how problems are defined and made ”manageable”. Once
something has been defined as a problem, people start developing ideas about its
nature. Systems of thought take shape that answer such questions as: What is this
problem? Why does this happen? Where? Who can do anything about it? How?  The goal
is to realistically outline the nature and scope of an issue – i.e. to develop the knowledge
necessary to adequately deal with the problem.79 Given that people’s perceptions
that something is wrong varies, as do their views about what is wrong and why, this
second phase will also involve a competition of ideas.

This competition about how to best deal with real-world problems is a key issue
for many people who write about problem management. Their conclusions are similar;
conflicting ideas about real world problems, rooted in different underlying ass-
umptions, contend for power to decide society’s organization and to prescribe practical
measures of response. When an idea prevails it is put to work – its remedies are used
to deal with the problem as defined. Ideas that are implemented in this way constantly
have real-world effects.
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In the field of operational research, soft systems methodology (SSM) has emerged
as a tool to analyze and deal with changing and ill-defined problem situations. It  can
also be used to evaluate ongoing problem management. In order to fully accomplish
this, analysis must go beyond facts and logic to include the ”myths and meanings by
which human beings make sense of the world” and to uncover the differences in
people’s underlying assumptions about the world.80  SSM directs attention to
Weltanschaungen that all too often go unnoticed and are taken as givens. It focuses
attention on the need to compare the problem-structuring world views that under-
pin management to their real-world outcomes.81

Dewey similarly thinks of ideas as instruments. Like instruments, ideas are
constructed by people for a purpose and they should be judged on the basis of the
consequences they produce. He puts it this way:

The test of ideas, of thinking generally, is found in the consequences of the acts to which
the ideas lead, that is in the new arrangement of things which are brought into existence.82

From this it follows that Dewey considers ideas to be ”hypotheses, not finalities.”
While prior experience is important, there must always be room for revision of ideas,
although a revision might lead to the conclusion that no change is currently necessary.
Systems of thought that are capable of resolving real world problems are true in the
most important sense of understanding reality to such an extent that they are
successful. False ideas are those that fail to deal satisfactorily with problems.83

Addressing the question of what should be considered good information about
the future, Renfro also emphasizes the usefulness of a forecast. He argues that good
forecasts are those that are ”used to create a better future than is otherwise
anticipated.”84  He points out:

[M]ost issues become credibly foreseeable only when they have become so stable as to be
impervious to outside forces ./.../  to the rule, ”Don’t decide in the dark, get all the facts
first,” the future says ”You can only have all the facts when it’s too late to decide anything.”85

The American political scientist Harold Lasswell also emphasizes that we are always
faced with decisions. In order to make good ones it is necessary to study the future
and consider how actions chosen today will effect it. For this purpose, he specifies
five tasks:

1) The clarification of goals and values; (2) The description of trends; (3) The explanation
of conditions; (4) The projection of possible and probable futures if current policies are
continued;  (5) The invention, evaluation and selection of policy alternatives (in order to
achieve preferred goals).86

Lasswell thus underscores the importance of studying existing policies and analyzing
their possible future consequences. He was a founder and advocate of the twin fields
of futures studies and policy analysis.87 They are of necessity holistic and multi-
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