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“Is there a way to overcome deadlock in peace negotiations, or keep security from being 
derailed by suspicion, basic services disrupted, development truncated by competing inter-
ests, collective memory captured by trauma or guilt, and justice construed only as a vehicle 
for revenge? In Alternative Approaches in Conflict Resolution the authors portray the need 
for a deep reconciliation process as the essential glue that can repair a torn social fabric or 
facilitate ripeness rather than wait for it as a diplomatic prerequisite. Their analysis and illu-
minating case studies provide a window into the re-emergence of people-to-people peace-
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providing trusted channels for truth-telling and healing, facilitating the process of bonding, 
and building a social contract to meet the needs of all.”
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Brandeis University, USA
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of conflict resolution that recognizes the importance of neglected local cultural and reli-
gious factors. It is to be welcomed by all scholars and practitioners who are seeking a fresh 
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Martin Leiner and Christine Schliesser

Abstract  Persistent and newly emerging conflicts around the world 
make the search for successful and sustainable conflict-resolution meth-
ods imperative. With traditional military interventions leading to the 
transformation of entire regions into zones of ongoing instability and 
violence (e.g., Iraq, Libya and Afghanistan), the study of alternative and 
less violent approaches to conflict resolution is gaining momentum. This 
volume, edited by Martin Leiner and Christine Schliesser, originates 
from the observation witnessed currently regarding the development 
and implementation of significant and successfully tried and tested, and 
cost-effective, alternative approaches to conflict resolution. Alternatives 
approaches have the potential to change perceptions on what is the right 
thing to do before, in, and after conflicts. The individual contributions 
focus on initiatives from four distinct areas: negotiation, gender and 
religion, reconciliation and forgiveness, and the arts.
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Persistent and newly emerging conflicts around the world have made the 
search for successful and sustainable conflict resolution imperative. With 
traditional military intervention repeatedly leading to the transformation 
of entire regions into zones of instability and violence (e.g., Iraq, Libya, 
and Afghanistan), the study of alternative and less violent approaches to 
conflict resolution has gained momentum.

To this very day, we know much more about the nature of violent 
conflicts and wars than about ways to end the violence and to bring 
former enemies together. Dating back to the times of Herodotus and 
Thucydides, there has been a myriad of works written by historians and 
cultural or social scientists that attempt to explain why violent conflicts 
have broken out, what the precise reasons were for each party, how 
the conflicts evolved, how it was possible that ordinary people were 
motivated to kill other people, and which side was victorious. Military 
experts, secret services, and national security-related services and enter-
prises accumulate a lot of knowledge to be up-to-date on how to create 
security, how to weaken and eliminate potential and real enemies, how to 
prepare a war, and how to win it. The media and our entire culture seem 
to be fascinated with violence.1

In a time of global interdependence and weapons of mass destruction 
capable of eradicating human life on earth within mere hours, a differ-
ent set of questions and answers is needed. We need insights into how 
to prevent violent conflicts, into how to find ways for peace and rec-
onciliation already in the midst of conflict, and into how to deal with 
former enemies—with both victims and perpetrators after the first cease 
fire has taken effect. The work in this field started only in the twentieth 
century with a small number of peace research programs.2 Since the 1970s, 
an increasing number of institutions have started to work on topics such 
as ‘peace studies,’ ‘conflict resolution/transformation,’ ‘transitional jus-
tice,’ and ‘reconciliation.’ Now we count over one hundred of these 
institutions in the United States (US) alone, with urgently needed 
expertise as well as an increasing number of highly significant emerg-
ing studies. Their theoretical grounding and their practical impact have 
benefited from the study of different reconciliation processes as the 
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ones in Northern Ireland, South Africa and—though more contested—
in the Balkans, in different countries in Latin America, Southeast Asia, 
and Rwanda.3 For yet another case of successful reconciliation, we might 
point to the example of post-war Germany and its relationship with 
France, Israel, and Poland (Gardner Feldman 2013).

The academic research in this field is still both new and diverse con-
cerning the disciplines involved, the paradigms and methods employed, 
and the results reached. There is no agreement yet even on the exact 
name for the research area in question with four different labels being 
used simultaneously: peace studies, conflict resolution/transformation, 
transitional justice, and reconciliation. Furthermore, there are approaches 
that focus exclusively on specific disciplines such as theology, psychology, 
law, economics, political science, or on the experiences of practitioners. 
Both a comprehensive overview and a synthesis of these approaches from 
a transdisciplinary perspective are still lacking.4 Practitioners today thus 
work with a heterogeneous set of measures from different disciplines to 
foster peace and reconciliation, which they adapt to the current situation. 
The sheer dynamics of this new field account for some of the difficulties 
for innovations and paradigm changes to gain a foothold.

This volume is based on the observation that we are currently witness-
ing the development and implementation of significant, and successfully 
tried and tested alternative approaches in conflict resolution. They have 
the potential to change our perception on what is the right thing to do 
before, in, and after conflicts.

In November 2015, some of the protagonists of these innovative 
approaches gathered at an international and interdisciplinary confer-
ence on ‘Alternative Approaches in Conflict Resolution’ in Zurich, 
Switzerland. The present volume is the fruit of this conference, directed 
by the principle not to simply reproduce the presentations but to provide 
the reader with a concise and useful summary of some of the most inno-
vative and effective ideas of the past years in conflict resolution theory 
and practice. The contributions focus on initiatives from four different 
areas: negotiation, gender and religion, reconciliation and forgiveness, 
and the arts.

What is it that makes these approaches ‘alternative’? The approaches 
we have chosen are not only alternative in the sense that they propose 
nonviolent or less-violent solutions for conflicts. They are alternative 
also in the sense that they reflect new developments in actual research 
on reconciliation. In comparison with former approaches, a transition in 


