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Language and Conflict Resolution: 

The Limits of English 

Raymond Cohen 

onflict resolution is a basic human activity articulated and conducted in 
forms that significantly vary across cultures. Differences in approach 
rest on contrasting understandings of the nature of conflict and society. 

A good way to study these differences is through a comparative analysis of 
language. A pilot study comparing Arabic, English, and Hebrew indicates that 
the model of conflict resolution implicit in English terminology is merely one 
possible way to depict reality. To non-English speakers it may even appear 
idiosyncratic. Arabic and Hebrew convey alternative versions of conflict reso- 
lution, not just carbon copies of a privileged, English original.1 Linguistic analy- 
sis points to four primary dimensions of conflict resolution, along which 
significant conceptual variations, reflected in language, can be detected.2 These 
dimensions consist of assumptions about the causes and nature of conflict; 
expectations of the mechanics and objectives of conflict resolution; understand- 
ing of what it means for a conflict to have been settled; and preference for 
rituals appropriate for affirming and symbolizing the restoration of harmonious 
relations at the end of conflict. 

While it is legitimate for English speakers to use their native-language par- 
adigm as a baseline against which to measure non-English versions, speakers of 

'In its original, dogmatic form, this thesis is associated with Edward Sapir and Ben- 
jamin Whorf. See David G. Mandelbaum, ed., Selected Writings ofEdward Sapir in Lan- 
guage, Culture, and Personality (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1963); 
John B. Carroll, ed., Language, Thought, and Reality: Selected Writings of Benjamin Lee 
Whorf(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1956). George Steiner considers the theory's lit- 
erary implications in After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 2d ed. (Oxford, 
U.K: Oxford University Press, 1992). For an important personal account, see Eva Hoff- 
mann, Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1989). 

2Language is best thought of as shaping expectations rather than determining thought. 
For a modified version of the Sapir-Whorf thesis, see Raymond Cohen, "Meaning, 
Interpretation and International Negotiation," Global Society 14, No. 3 (2000), p. 325. 
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be more or less universal and share family similarities. Moreover, at the foun- 
dation of a discipline it is appropriate to establish a shared conceptual frame- 
work, even if this means temporarily setting aside anomalies. 

Gulliver's hypothesis on the assumption of universality has paid off hand- 
somely at both the theoretical and applied levels. It has brought us to the point 
where there is an established discipline and substantial consensus-at least in 
much of the English-speaking world (Australia, Britain, Canada, New Zealand, 
and the United States)-about the utility of integrative bargaining and alterna- 
tive (or appropriate) dispute resolution (ADR) techniques. Ethics aside, there is 
growing acceptance that disagreements are rarely handled effectively by a pre- 
occupation with relative gain at others' expense, mindless intransigence, or 
violence. The problem-solving approach to conflict resolution maintains that 
real needs rather than tactical positions should be addressed, and creativity and 
pragmatism applied to the settlement of differences. Where necessary, the skills 
of trained third parties are drawn upon. Nobody is considered to possess a 
monopoly of truth and justice, and outcomes are sought that leave neither tri- 
umphalist winners nor embittered losers. As Jeffrey Rubin felicitously put it: 
"Rather than view negotiation as a tug of war in which each of two sides attempts 
to surrender as little of its aspirations as possible, the mutual gains approach 
regards negotiation as a puzzle to be solved." 5 

It is a testimony to the success of Gulliver's hypothesis that we can now 
confidently loosen the assumption of universality and focus on more culturally 
specific features of conflict resolution. There is a good reason for this switch in 
emphasis from points of resemblance to variations across cultures. As long as 
the onus is on conflict resolution within reasonably homogenous societies, or 
within communities dominated by a hegemonic culture, there is no pressing 
need to investigate variety. As societies grow increasingly multicultural and 
globalization leads to a burgeoning of contacts across societies, differences 
become more salient. Ironically, the more the international system resembles a 
global community, the more opportunity there is for abrasion. Contact pro- 
motes not only understanding, but also contention. 

A good point at which to start a linguistic and cultural exercise of this kind 
is the commonplace observation that the meaning of a word is lodged within 
the way of life and outlook of the society that speaks it. By "meaning," I allude 
to reference, usage, and connotations, not just dictionary definition. Languages 
do not exist in isolation as abstract systems of signs but within unique, organic 
habitats, complex ecologies of sensibility and interaction. This is another way 

5Jeffrey Z. Rubin, "Western Perspectives on Conflict Resolution," in Paul Salem, 
ed., Conflict Resolution in the Arab World: Selected Essays (Beirut: American Uni- 
versity, 1997), p. 7. 
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of saying that language and culture are inseparable; language reflects culture 
and culture is reproduced by language. 

Across languages and societies, seemingly functionally equivalent words 
may depict variant versions of reality. This will be less true of simple, universal 
objects (stone, leaf, knife) and more true of abstract ideas and social constructs 
(family, teenager, democracy). Each variant has its own characteristic allu- 
sions, flavor, and appropriate range and context of usage. Rooted in a certain 
cultural soil, words do not always travel well. It is hard to convey the ideas of 
"homeless" or "retirement colony" adequately in cultures where the group comes 
first, and it is almost unthinkable for people (especially aged parents) to be 
detached from the bosom of their families. When the interpreter tries to transfer 
such concepts from one habitat to another, their essence may be "lost in 
translation." 

To visualize this point, imagine that words cover semantic fields that can be 
mapped out. In English, a given word occupies a certain space, which then 
becomes the common sense meaning of the word to native English speakers. 
The foreign language equivalent may cover more or less space, including mean- 
ings not present in the first language, while excluding others. The connotations 
of the word also may differ across languages for religious, historical, or envi- 
ronmental reasons. If a map of a word in English is placed over a map of the 
word, say, in Arabic, they may be seen to occupy overlapping but not identical 
areas. The very act of 74 28.76 8r for 
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guest was a cause for pride, for eager, elaborate and, I fear, expensive hospi- 
tality, and for polite but incessant questioning. As in the ancient world, a guest 
brings both honour and information." 6 

Just as a society's conception of insider-outsider relations and the obliga- 
tions of hospitality are faithfully reflected in language, so is its understanding 
of conflict and conflict resolution. From this observation, it follows that close 
attention to language can provide a convenient entry into the study of culturally 
grounded differences. Building on this premise, Michael Agar and John Paul 
Lederach propose two complementary strategies of semantic analysis. 

Rich Points and Key Words 

For Michael Agar, gaps in the understanding of conflict inevitably "surface in 
the language people use to interact with each other." He suggests that major 
cross-cultural gaps are revealed at certain "rich points" of contrasting meaning. 
The xenos-stranger/guest gap would be one such rich point. Agar gives another 
example of a Mexican attorney who uses the same verb for dealing with a 
government official as is used when a matador works the bull in a bullfight. 
Does the attorney mean that he is goading the official or wearing him down 
before the kill?is the wearing who a used with down and wearing s
(such )Tj
1 0 4 1 2144 1 3776.8 Tm
(or )Tj
1 025 1718u0 1 390.96bestanding Agar 
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by comparing key words across cultures.9 The present exercise applies this 
method to vocabularies of conflict resolution. 

Themes and Metaphors 

Agar sees rich points as linked together and given coherence by underpinning 
themes. John Paul Lederach developed this argument in reflections on the artic- 
ulation of conflict in Costa Rican Spanish. He noticed that neighbors discuss- 
ing a problem in Puntarenas, Costa Rica, used "an entire repertoire of terms and 
phrases describing the many faces of conflict" but tended to avoid the word for 
conflict itself. Conflict, they told him, was what happened in Nicaragua (where 
a civil war was raging), not here. In Costa Rica, they had "pleitos, lios, and 
enredos (fights, messes, and entanglements)." When Lederach collated and ana- 
lyzed this extensive and colorful vocabulary, he realized that words and meta- 
phors provided "enormous insight into how people think about, respond to, and 
experience conflict in their everyday setting." He found that "key metaphors 
revolved around heat, feeling trapped or lost with no way out, and understand- 
ing conflict as embedded in a network of people." The word enredo was par- 
ticularly indicative because it stems from the word for a fisherman's net (red) 
and evokes the tangle of complications that results when disagreements spread 
throughout a tightly knit society of close communities and extended families. 
Lederach's conclusion, which I thoroughly endorse, is that "language is always 
more than a vehicle for communication. It is also a window into how people 
organize both their understanding and expression of conflict, often in keeping 
with cultural patterns and ways of operating." 10 

THE ENGLISH VERSION 

Since English is now widely used as a global lingua franca, the preferred lan- 
guage of international organizations, science, and the Internet, many English 
speakers tend to assume that it is free of idiosyncrasy and cultural bias. It may 
even be thought of as a 10 no481 16 0 1 169.08beyo50.92 305.28 Tm
87e ma8j
1 010 0 1 330.96 214.92 Tm
9e 5 Since(unders 0 0 1 287.76 228 Tm
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/T1_0 m
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the word "dispute" to "conflict" for a domestic altercation. ADR is now a tech- 
nical expression referring to nonconfrontational techniques of conciliation. Note 
that the distinction between a structured, more manageable "dispute" and a 
deep-seated, possibly violent and unpredictable "conflict" is not mafi26
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Many distinguished American diplomats, including Arthur Goldberg, Sol 
Linowitz, George Shultz, Cyrus 
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imal trust is necessary in resolving a dispute because without it reliable com- 
munication is impossible and no party will conclude an agreement that it believes 
will be violated later. The synonyms mentioned above contain additional value- 
laden associations. As a condition of progress, "goodwill" implies a virtuous 
predisposition to benevolence and goes beyond plain reliability. It is found in 
the New Testament injunction, "and on earth peace, good will toward men." 14 

Analogously, 
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THE ARABIC VERSION 

Arabic is spoken by about 200 million people 
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that the common Arabic word for "conflict" (niza') covers the semantic fields 
of both the English terms "dispute" and "conflict." Niza' may be merely a 
verbal quarrel and need not be violent. But it has the potential to become so. 

Traditional conflict resolution drew on tribal custom and involved informal 
or formal modes of mediation and arbitration (wasata and tahkim). Until the 
moder era, there was no state and no secular law. Local ties and patterns of 
influence were paramount, and conciliators paid particular attention to saving 
face. Face saving in this system is essential because if there is to be a workable 
solution, neither party must be shamed. 

Islamic Ethics 

The prominence of Islamic principles of conciliation is the second distinctive 
feature of Arabic conflict resolution. These concepts are built into Arabic, just 
as those of Christianity are ingrained in the fabric of English. To the native 
speaker, they constitute self-evident truths and tautologies. The major concepts 
referred to below are tahkim (formal arbitration), musalaha (act of reconcilia- 
tion) and the related word sulh (peaceful settlement, reconciliation), and 'afw 
(pardon, forgiveness). Although rooted in pre-Islamic tradition, they acquired 
strong religious significance when the Prophet Muhammad introduced them 
into Islam. 

Underpinning Islamic law and conflict resolution is the cardinal principle 
of 'adl. Connected with the idea of balance, 'adl has a rich range of meanings 
including "justice," "equity," "impartiality," "fairness," and "honesty." Another 
key word is haqq, which means both "truth" and "law," evoking notions of 
correctness and rightness. The plural form, huquq, means "rights." Truth and 
rights are seen as two sides of the same coin. Haqq, significantly, is one of the 
names of God, therefore a divine attribute. 'Adl and haqq are supreme values 
for Muslims-categorical imperatives, epitomizing all that is virtuous. They 
figure prominently in Arabic discourse and have decisively shaped Arab expec- 
tations in Arab-Israeli peacemaking. 

A dual system of religious and civil courts exists in the Arab world. In 
addition, there are traditional forms of conciliation at the communal level. Resort 
to these mechanisms varies according to place and circumstances. The disinte- 
gration of state institutions caused by the Lebanese civil war left a vacuum to 
be filled by the religious courts and alternative methods of conflict resolution. 
Similarly, in Palestinian territories occupied by Israel, mistrust for the Israeli 
court system boosted resort to local variants of arbitration.18 But even in states 
with robust legal systems, customary approaches to conflict resolution may be 

18Ifrah Zilberman, "Customary Law as a Social System in the Jerusalem Area" 
(Hebrew), The New East 33 (1991); Ali H. Qleibo, "Tribal Methods of Conflict 
Resolution-The Palestinian Model: Atwah or Sulh Asha'iry," in Jay Rothman, ed., 
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preferred. Traditional values remain compelling. Many urban dwellers are only 
a generation or two away from the moral fellowship of the rural community. 
Finally, the old ways of accommodating differences are often more effective in 
restoring communal harmony than is resorting to adjudication, an expensive 
system not necessarily accessible to ordinary folk. 

The alternatives to the courts are tahkim, formal arbitration, and wasata, an 
informal mediation-arbitration hybrid. As a procedure, tahkim is only slightly 
less formal and judicial in tone than adjudication by the courts. To judge and to 
arbitrate stem from the same root, and hukm is both a legal judgment and an 
arbitral decision. Ahmad a0 592.32  332b2 TmTo601a9.84 Tm
(tahkim )T1 100.08 507. 521.52 Tm
(bot8.168f147.96 59a"b9.8aucl )Tc Tm
(dwellers ) 

are arbitration, Tj
48
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9j
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(is m )T4j
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ation" in the Western sense is misleading because, in the end, the mediators 
propose a settlement that the parties may not like at first. Like a hakam (arbi- 
trator), a wasit is expected to come up withon" 
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all inner resentment and antagonism are removed is beside the point. Richard 
Antoun sees the value of peacemaking as "fictive (the public demonstration 
that hard feelings have disappeared), pragmatic (allowing resumption of nor- 
mal social relations), and educational (as the villagers put it, 'our guesthouse 
councils are our schools'); and not psychological or ethical."31 

THE HEBREW VERSION 

Unlike English and Arabic, Hebrew is a minor national tongue spoken by only 
about five or six million people. Israelis mostly conduct international exchanges 
in English. Nevertheless, the Hebrew discourse of conflict resolution deci- 
sively informs Israeli thinking on the subject. Unless they speak English at the 
native speaker level, most Israelis at best "speak English and think Hebrew." 
Moreover, apart from face-to-face exchanges with their foreign interlocutors, 
Israelis conduct internal business in their own tongue. All papers, instructions, 
memos, consultations, speeches, briefings, reports, and correspondence directed 
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enemies of the Jewish people are anathematized as eternal foes. Conversely, 
Jewish culture tends to reduce all kinds af 
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the Israeli peace proposals, it was not enough for him to reject them out of 
hand, but he was bound to come up with a "specific and comprehensive response 
on all the issues." Clinton added, "If we're going to have a negotiation, I don't 
think it's enough to say, I don't like your position, come back and see me when 
I like your position.... It takes two people coming up with ideas-or three 
sides, in this case, if we are being asked to mediate it."41 

This clearly stated American (and Israeli) procedural expectations that nego- 
tiations were to be conducted on the basis of give and take and a willingness to 
compromise. Syria did not share this assumption. Assad felt bound to reiterate 
his original principled position because to put forward a counterproposal would 
have been to agree to bargain away irreducible sacred principles. Failure of the 
Geneva summit plunged the peace process into protracted deadlock. 

As Clinton hints, Syria and Israel also lacked a common understanding of 
the role of the American mediator. In the Israeli tradition a mediator, the metavech, 
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forgive. But in the Jewish tradition, a penitent can beg man and God for pardon 
(slicha). So, too, in the Muslim tradition of 'afw. Immediately flying to the site 
in military uniform, Prince Hassan symbolically acknowledged responsibility 
for the episode. He told the Israeli defense minister that he was "deeply shamed 
by what has happened here." 52 

Both religions also share the custom of the tent or mourning booth, where 
visitors comfort grieving relatives.53 Cutting short a state visit to Spain and 
postponing a meeting with President Clinton, King Hussein flew straight to 
Israel. Accompanied by two of his children, stressing that he was a father as 
well as a king, Hussein visited the homes of bereaved parents. He made "the 
grim rounds from one grief-stricken home to the next, shaking the hands of 
relatives, embracing and kissing some, and offering words of sympathy in Ara- 
bic and English." Finding the families seated on the floor in ritual mourning, he 
knelt next to them. "I feel that I've lost a child," he told one bereaved father. 
"And I feel that if there is anything left in life, it will be spent to insure that all 
the children enjoy the kind of peace and security that we never had in our 
times." 54 

King Hussein's visit brought some hope to a situation of profound grief and 
depression. An ordinary Israeli was quoted as saying, "I was very moved, even 
to tears. This is such a noble man. A special person. When he knelt before those 
people, you could see the sadness in his eyes. He is simply human, a human 
being." 55 

52 
Washington Post, March 14, 1997. 
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