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This project was undertaken under the auspices of the Conflict Research Consortium’s 
Intractable Conflict Knowledge Base project, funded by the Hewlett Foundation.   
 
Its purpose has been to identify and explore cutting edge practices in dealing with 
intractable social conflict in the United States, with a view toward: 
 
� Lifting up generative ways in which groups are working within the United States 

to overcome/dismantle intractable social conflicts, particularly racism; 
� Creating a research agenda for the field which more adequately addresses 

intractable social conflict within the United States; 
� Developing ideas on how conflict resolution efforts and initiatives might better 

interface with efforts of groups on social issues which do not necessarily see 
themselves as conflict resolvers or their processes as conflict resolution. 

 
Methodology 
 
We contacted five people associated with NCPCR and asked them to identify 
organizations which were engaged in innovative efforts to resolve intractable conflicts 
within the United States.  (See Appendix A for questions asked of NCPCR contacts.  
Unfortunately, one of them was not able to be responsive to our requests.  From the other 
four (Sharon Bailey, Roberto Chene, Paul Warhaftig and Ann Yellott), we were able to 
assemble a list of approximately thirty recommended organizations. 
 
NCPCR has been organizing biennial conferences on peacemaking and conflict 
resolution for almost twenty years.  For the last several years, it has put increased efforts 
into attracting individuals and groups, particularly people of color, who are working on 
overcoming social “isms,” whether or not they define themselves as conflict resolvers.  
Thereby, NCPCR has developed relationships with a variety of people working on such 
issues and has more contacts with such groups than other conflict resolution 
organizations. 
 
The five NCPCR affiliates we contacted were chosen for three reasons: 

- as a group, they reflect diversity in terms of age, race, gender, and region of 
the country; 

- among them, they capture almost the entirety of NCPCR’s history; 
- each of them has been involved in connecting NCPCR to various individuals 

and organizations. 
 
We were unable to obtain responses from about two-thirds of the individuals and groups 
that our NCPCR contacts suggested.  This occurred for several reasons: 
 

- the contact information was out-of-date 
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- the contact person was retired or no longer connected to the organization or 

activity 
- despite numerous contact attempts, the person did not return our calls and/or 

e-mails 
- the contact person was unable/unwilling to provide us with information; 
- the contact person agreed to provide information, but did not do so. 

 
Despite these disappointments, the seven from whom we were able to obtain full 
responses to our questions (Appendix B), offered such diversity of role and issue 
involvement, and richness of experience and perspective, that we judge our results to be 
an exciting contribution to the field. 
 
Data were collected primarily through telephone interviews, typically extending one hour 
or longer, and sometimes followed up on with additional shorter phone interviews.  Many 
of the respondents also sent documentation through mail or e-mail and/or directed us to 
their websites.  All interviewees were sent the interview instrument prior to the telephone 
interview.  The interviews therefore could be free flowing conversations; each of us used 
additional questions to deepen the dialogue on the several issues we raised and to assure 
that we were fully understanding the information the respondent was offering.   
 
Prior to final production of this report, the respondents will be given this draft and offered 
the opportunity to correct any misinformation and/or extend the analysis we offer here. 
 
The Respondents 
 
Baba Bey is a principal in MA-AT Enterprises in Atlanta, Georgia, which provides 
training and consulting services and is involved in the National Black Men’s Health 
Network.  He also teaches in primary and middle schools in Atlanta. 
 
Fred Brown serves as Research Policy Analyst at the Pittsburgh Transportation Equity 
Project.  PTEP “is a community-based initiative that seeks to create conditions of 
empowerment for African Americans in and around transportation issues within their 
community.”  PTEP’s primary role is to “educate, support, and coordinate African 
American communities with regard to transportation equity issues,” and also provides 
information on other issues that “may inhibit full participation in this endeavor (health 
care, family support, conflict resolution, youth programming, etc.).”  
http://www.ptep.org/ 
 
Roberto Chene lives and works in Albuquerque, New Mexico where he does training, 
teaching and consulting with a focus on inter-cultural leadership and conflict resolution.  
He directs the Southwest Center for Intercultural Leadership and periodically teaches 
courses at the University of New Mexico.  He has served for several years on the board of 
NCPCR.    
 
Claire B. Greensfelder is Executive Director of The Martin Luther King, Jr. Freedom 
Center in Oakland, California.  The Center is located in the Martin Luther King, Jr. 

http://www.ptep.org/
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Regional Shoreline Park (on the edges of San Leandro Bay – an inlet bay of San 
Francisco Bay).  It was established in 2001 by community activists in partnership with 
four government agencies “to serve as a regional resource for the study and teaching of 
nonviolence and conflict resolution and to provide at-risk youth with recreational 
programs, environmental education, and employment opportunities.” 

Steven Haberfeld Ph. D. is the Executive Director and serves as the Senior 
Negotiator/Mediator and Director of Training on the staff of Indian Dispute 
Resolution Service, Inc. Along with a consortium of five Indian organizations, he 
is one of the founders of IDRS and the principle designer of its program.  The 
primary purpose of IDRS is to strengthen tribes' and tribal organizations' capacity 
to govern themselves; resolve internal and external conflict; establish favorable 
working relationships with outsiders; and control, manage and enhance their own 
economic destinies.” http://www.indiandispute.com/about.htm 

Shelley Vendiola is the Training and Program Campaign Director for the Indigenous 
Environmental Network (IEN); she also serves on the board of the Indigenous Women’s 
Network.  IEN is “an alliance of grassroots indigenous peoples whose mission is to 
protect the sacredness of Mother Earth from contamination and exploitation by 
strengthening, maintaining, and respecting the traditional teachings and the natural laws.” 
http://www.ienearth.org/ 
 
Elizabeth Williams is the Director of Programming Strategies for the National Office for 
the National Conference for Community and Justice (NCCJ).  The national office is 
located in New York City; NCCJ has 57 regional offices located in 32 states across the  
continental United States.  NCCJ was founded in 1927 as the National Conference of 
Christians and Jews.  According to its mission statement, it is “a human relations 
organization dedicated to fighting bias, bigotry and racism in America.  NCCJ promotes 
understanding and respect among all races, religions and cultures through advocacy, 
conflict resolution and education.”  http://www.nccj.org/.  Chrissy Reyes, the 
Communications and Marketing Director, joined her in the telephone interview. 
 
 
Responses 

Nature of Social Problem(s).  We first asked respondents to identify the social problem(s) 
on which they and/or their organizations work(s), their focus within it, and what they are 
seeking.   

Indian Dispute Resolution Services works with “Native American Communities,” 
primarily with tribes, but also, particularly in California, with the urban Indian 
population.  Native American communities face a host of problems, as attested to by both 
Haberfeld and Vendiola.  Haberfeld mentioned health, housing, social and educational 
services as particular types of problems, but he housed this in a larger context:   

http://www.indiandispute.com/about.htm
http://www.ienearth.org/
http://www.nccj.org/
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There is an awful lot of dysfunction in the tribes because they have been 
devastated by external conquests and it’s taken an awful long time to recover.  
Their social systems were destroyed.  Their economies were destroyed.  Their 
political systems were replaced with a government, a federally designed template 
called the IRA (Indian Reorganization Act) constitution….[which] was always 
seen, and still is, an externally imposed system of government. 

IDS’s main focus is “building internal capacity through self-determination and with the 
ultimate purpose of strengthening them in relationships with their external environment.” 
This is very much congruent with the Indigenous Environmental Network’s principal 
“We speak for ourselves.”  It is also reflected in Baba Bey’s mentioning of the term 
“kujichagulia,” the Swahili word he defines as “self-determination and speaking for 
oneself and using one’s own experiences to define.”)  Not only does IDS encourage tribes 
not to let their attorneys speak for them (although it does suggest that they might be part 
of a negotiating team), IDS itself avoids speaking for the tribes with which it works, 
although it may provide someone to serve on the negotiating team.   Along with its 
emphasis on helping tribes to strengthen their relationships with outsiders, IDS helps 
them improve their internal decision making processes.  In this regard, IDS's goal is to 
train them to create "an atmosphere that is conducive to informed and orderly decision 
making." 
 
Vendiola, speaking about the work of the the Indigenous Environmental Network, also 
referred to the “myriad” of issues “impacting native people throughout what we call 
Turtle Island,” an indigenous term for the continent of North America.  IEN focuses on 
problems which are part of “the chain of destruction” threatening native life and culture:     
 

globalization, … contamination of the air water and land and the 
exploitation of the resources that are taken from [native] land 
bases.  And also the protection of sacred sites and our culture and 
traditions are key issues, that have to do primarily with our 
sovereignty,  our inherent sovereign rights to live in a manner in 
which we can be self-determined and we can self organize.  So 
sovereignty is also a thread that goes through all of the issues we 
work on.   

 
IEN’s “mission is to protect the sacredness of Mother Earth from contamination and 
exploitation, and to strengthen and maintain the traditional teachings and the natural 
law.”  Over 230 indigenous communities and tribal organizations are affiliated with IEN.  
Particular issues may be raised by any of these.  The particular issues on which it works 
are a function of requests from different native communities, as well as consideration by 
its own governing body.  IEN’s “traditional council comes together and basically 
discusses what are the relevant and important issues that need to be addressed and again 
upholding the natural law and code of ethics.” 
 
Vendiola points out that the word indigenous means “of a place”; Native Americans are 
place-based people.  Vendiola provides an example from one of her own heritages:   
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In what we call Salmon Nation or Coast Salish territory…the things of 
this place are the things that give us strength, that are part of, inherent 
within our culture and traditions are things like the cedar tree, the 
cedar, which is very sacred to our people, the salmon, also like the 
buffalo to the plains Indian.  The salmon is our buffalo; … it’s part of 
our subsistence living, it’s part of our ceremonies and creation stories 
and so forth, so that’s what I mean when I say place-based people.   
 

The notion of place-based lends insight both into the issues on which IEN chooses to 
work and the interconnectedness between environmental protection and cultural 
preservation.   

 
So when we talk about violence on a large scale, almost every issue in 
Indian country, which we call Turtle Island, is a large scale issue 
because you know we are place-based people again and in this particular 
area there’s been massive, massive logging of cedar trees, so our way of 
life disappears, so we as people become totally assimilated.  That’s not 
right, and that’s why our struggle to preserve our culture, language and 
identity is very critical to the place in which we live. 

 
 
Roberto Chene focuses his work “around intercultural leadership and conflict resolution.”  
His basic concern is “what does it take to understand and eliminate oppression in its 
various forms?”  He believes that “leadership development in a society like ours 
necessarily requires conflict resolution skills and necessarily requires an ‘inter-
difference’ or an intercultural perspective.”  He is called in by groups to work with them 
on various issues, and accepts such invitations if the issue and the way in which he can 
partner with the host organization furthers the goal of eliminating oppression.  In this 
regard, he is concerned about all forms of oppression, whether they result from racial, 
gender, cultural or class differences. 
 
The Pittsburgh Transportation Equity Project (PTEP) focuses on the “disproportion 
process occurring in the African American community [in Pittsburgh] with regards to 
decision-making and power with regards to transportation equity.”  Brown provides the 
example of “the eastern corridor which we are currently studying constitutes twelve 
communities --they’re all utilizing (the) diesel fuel buses.  So if we do a comparative 
analysis to another corridor, which is primarily white, they have light rail.  Now, 
previously to this white community getting light rail, the black community was promised 
light rail and they didn’t get it.”  They are researching the higher rates of asthma and 
cancer and their connection to diesel fuel emissions, and they are also exploring the link 
between diesel fuel emissions and learning disabilities. 
 
PTEP is a new organization, having recently completed its first year of work.  They hope 
that, within a ten-year timeframe, they will be able “to educate people about their 
community, have them become active in the process, have them move up and understand 
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the political process, and have them utilize our process to benefit them[selves].”  
Recognizing that only about 20% of black residents of Pittsburgh votei, PTEP has 
inaugurated a Youth Policy Institute a 16 week program to train 14-19 year olds in policy 
and practice.   
 
While it might seem that PTEP’s focus is narrower than those of other organizations 
included in this study, that may be more apparent than real.  Brown says, “I think we’re 
doing paradigm-shifting work and I think it’s paradigm shifting work that creates change 
agents that become empowerment.” 
 
Baba Bey also works primarily with African Americans, although he also works with 
other people of color.  He is concerned with a wide variety of problems people of color 
face as they operate within their families and larger society.  These may be problems that 
individuals confront as, for example, health issues, which is the major focus of the 
National Black Men’s Health Network.  MA-AT Enterprises also focuses on individual 
issues such as self-esteem.  Recognizing that “race relations is nowhere near what it 
needs to be,” Bey’s work involves enhancing individuals’ capacities to deal with that 
reality. 
 
Bey himself does not try to resolve the deep social problems which he prepares his 
participants better to confront.  In fact, he considers them benefits, in a certain sense, 
using thorns on a rosebush as a metaphor: 
 

[P]robably the problems are just as valuable as the thorn on a rose, so that 
if you don’t know how to pick that rose, you’re going to be stuck.  So why 
should I try to get rid of that? Because in my development and my 
creativity, I don’t think I would have ever thought of creating a thorn on a 
rose, so I just leave those things alone. And, I just learn how to, you learn 
how to pick a rose, and then you learn how to move to the higher 
frequency. 

 
The Martin Luther King, Jr. Freedom Center focuses on violence, civil rights and 
ecology.  Young people are their primary target and concern, and they involve young 
people on their board and staff.   
 
In terms of violence, they are concerned both about violence in the community and in the 
world at large.  They provide training in nonviolent means of resolving conflict in 
response, as well as exploring with community members steps to moving toward global 
peace.  Their environmental program provides both training in the development of 
sustainable lifestyles and hands-on experiences to help young people “develop a sense of 
stewardship and responsibility for conserving and restoring our natural world.  Their civil 
rights program develops resources in “teaching tolerance, unlearning racism, and inter-
ethnic misunderstanding.”  They also provide opportunities for teaching and celebrating 
civil rights history.   
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Even at its early stage of development, the Freedom Center seeks to engage youth, 
particularly at-risk youth, in innovative and inspiring programs that will help them 
develop their unique creative skills as well as leadership skills.  They wish to create 
opportunities for these young people to use the skills they are learning in their 
neighborhoods and organizations.  They also emphasize helping young people find 
“creative, educational, and challenging employment opportunities,” sometimes with the 
Center itself. 
 
The National Coalition for Community and Justice has a particularly broad focal area.  
According to Williams,  
 

NCCJ is focused on working on issues of oppression – oppression 
based on race, age, gender, religion, sexual orientation.  We look at 
appearance, we look at gender issues.  That’s the nature of our work; 
we are looking at how people are being oppressed based on those 
social identities.  And we look at ways in which we can allow people 
to better understand how these things manifest in day-to-day life, how 
behaviors and attitudes perpetuate stereotypes, and ways in which we 
can look at dismantling those forms of oppression.   

 
Their many regional offices retain a high degree of autonomy in determining issues on 
which to focus and audiences to which they direct their activities.  NCCJ’s work, 
therefore, may vary depending on location.  Williams gave the example of the Orlando 
office, serving an area with one of the largest school districts in the country focusing very 
heavily on youth.  She compares that with “a metropolitan city, like New York, where 
one would still find youth programs, but there would also be more of a focus on 
businesses and corporations. 
 
The Work and its Uniqueness 
 
IDRS combines a wide array of roles and processes in its efforts to assist Native 
American communities to resolve internal conflicts, negotiate with external entities and 
fashion their own futures.  The range includes mediation, training, negotiation, meeting 
facilitation and organizing, and the roles are often combined in particular disputes. 
 
IDRS’ training emphasizes cross cultural communications, exploring how to deal with 
differences, whether they be ethnic, religious, gender, generational, geographic, or 
something else.  The next stage of negotiation training is in collaborative decision making 
and interpersonal negotiation, teaching “processes in working things out and talking 
things through.  They also certify mediators, focusing on the importance of mediating 
skills “for managers, for supervisors, for the people who sit on boards just to understand 
how you build agreement, get[ting] people away from the adversarial positional 
negotiations where differences seem more important than commonalities.   
 
One type of  conflict in which it gets involves is between Native Americans and public 
schools which are not adequately addressing the needs of their children.  IDRS begins by 
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offering a three day training to the parents, but then also offers the same training to a like 
numbered group from the school (administrators, teachers, school board members, etc.) 
who will serve as the negotiation team.  IDRS then serves as the mediator in the same 
dispute.  
 
Haberfeld testifies that such a process is beneficial to both the Indian parents and the non-
Indian school representatives benefit from the experience:  The parents realize that they 
are not alone in their concerns and that  

 
they can go in a position of strength and confidence and know how to 
create a safe environment so there can be an open discussion and they 
can come in realizing they can come from  a position of strength and 
preparedness.  They don’t have to be yelling and screaming and 
complaining. And then the school is much more receptive and the school 
also has the opportunity to look at the problem much more holistically, 
more than just a problem of a particular kid. And it’s quite interesting 
because….the school staff invariably is very apprehensive about being 
called racist and every time they have their litany of complaints, which it 
is true that they are just as valid as the tribal parents.  And they 
discover….it’s not the school’s fault exclusively and not the parents 
fault exclusively, but they share in responsibility of changing things and 
addressing the needs of the kid and it’s quite exciting. 
 

Vendiola identifies two principles which undergird all of IEN’s work.   
 

We do have a way in which we conduct our work that is very 
spiritually based and traditionally based.  [R]espect and living in 
balance with Mother Earth and carrying forward the teachings of the 
creator [is] the basis from which we operate.  

 
A second principle is contained in the phrase “We speak for ourselves”; the importance 
of which is manifested in that it appears at the top of the IEN website, along with 
“Protecting Mother Earth.” 
 
IEN, as its name suggests, is a networking organization.  A major part of its work is 
identifying groups who have similar issues and putting them in touch with each other.  
This can be done informally, but is bolstered by gatherings and summits.  IEN organizes 
multi-focused gathering every two years called “Protecting Mother Earth Biannual 
Conferences.”  The gathering includes at least three dimensions – sharing information, 
building alliances, and skills training in “the different types of direct action or organizing 
or coalition building skills.”   Operating on the principle of “We speak for ourselves,” 
information is provided by panels of people from different regions who are directly 
impacted by the concern, be it toxic waste or oil exploration or industrial farm fishing.  
Other gatherings and summits are also held around specific issues.  One was held in 
October 2003 in Oklahoma around oil issues; mining was the issue at one held in 
Wisconsin in 2002.  At each gathering, participants “walk what we call the ‘red road’ 
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which is not to drink.  So because we look at alcohol as a form of genocide to our people, 
and that was introduced to us, that wasn’t part of our culture and traditions.”  
 
Chene’s work includes various intervention roles:   
 

Somebody’s in conflict, they’ll call me to help work it out so I’m an 
intervener, a mediator.  I’ve had a lot of experience as a counselor, 
therapist, so sometimes I am a counselor.  I try to kind of bring all of 
whatever I have to offer to bear on the problem.  Sometimes I’m just a 
teacher basically around teaching effective communication or 
community building in an intercultural, inter-difference world, 
teaching people given that fact and how do we build relationships and 
build communities.  So sometimes I’m not necessarily intervening, but 
teaching about that. 
 

Chene’s work is rooted in his conviction that “the conflict between groups is directly 
related to the individualized internalized oppression.”  Sometimes this takes the form of  
retreats on internalized oppression as the one he was in the midst of with a group of 
environmental activitists when we set up the interview for this project.   
 
Another way in which this manifests itself is the way in which he deals with the 
emergence of competing issues within a group.  Rather than insisting on sticking to the 
‘eliminating racism’ agenda, Chene tends to accord place to these other issues.   
 
In both cases, he puts a great deal of emphasis on the personal work.  In the case of 
internalized oppression,  
 

if you’re not at peace inside, if you’re not centered, if you’re not 
mindful, that’s going to express itself in many ways.  And one of the 
many ways it expresses itself, particularly for people who have been 
victims of racism, is to treat each other badly very often or all too often.  
So that without the personal healing and the personal mindfulness and 
self-awareness, it’s pretty hard” to grapple with inter-group conflict 
effectively.   

 
He and his associates use an approach called Mindfulness Meditation.  “[T]he idea of 
‘mindfulness meditation’ is peace starts with you and what meditation is about is learning 
how to go in and not let your distresses and your pain drive you  but  you learn how to 
manage it and to be mindful and to be in the process of healing and awareness.”   
 
Chene also utilizes personal awareness strategies in working with people of privilege or 
with groups including both people who’ve been oppressed and people who’ve been 
privileged.  “The bridging work around oppression and around diversity requires that 
people know how they been oppressed.   Every human being has been oppressed, because 
our society doesn’t know how to validate uniqueness; it tries to stamp it out.  So, as 
people get in touch with how their humanity has been invalidated, that self knowledge, 
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particularly as they get healed from it, enables them to empathize with people who are 
different.”  Chene’s regular usage of the word “inter-difference” then not only reflects his 
interest in the diversity of ways in which human beings are diverse, but also underscores 
the possibility of gaining insight into others by being clearer about oneself.  
 
In intergroup settings, Chene utilizes a concept he calls ‘reciprocal outreach.’   
 

When I first thought of it, I was first working for an organization that 
was trying to get white people more accountable and they were too 
scared.  I said well it’s called “reciprocal outreach” because what 
reciprocal outreach is, it emphasizes mutuality, is that who do you want 
to include, and reciprocal outreach is that you join them even as you ask 
them to join you.  

 
Research and dissemination are key to PTEP’s work.  Their strategy is grounded in their 
commitment to empowering their constituency to become change agents: 
 

[B]asically we’re trying to use a format…of informing the community, 
taking a pulse from the community…upon what they’ve been informed 
on, and then look at their knowledge base, provide them with what I call 
digestible components of the problem…, and then allow them to 
become saturated with the information and allow them to become more 
active in the advocacy role and the decision making role. 
 

Brown calls his model for decision making, the DMM, standing for Decision Making 
Matrix:   
 

To alleviate the disproportionate decision making process, what I’m 
saying should occur,….is that whenever you enter into the region and 
decide to do any type of work— social, economic, what have you, you 
should invite decision makers at the grassroots level which is what we 
call Micro, at the self-help group and community groups level, which we 
call Meso, and at the System level, which we call Macro.  So we would 
create a model that would have that triangulation in that you would 
invite statistically per percentage people in the population, in that 
population variance to the table….So that [things] would be 
proportionate, and in doing so you would invite people that make up the 
strata, not just the higher end but, the other end as well, so people at the 
grassroots level who can speak intelligibly about the issues so as they 
move into making decisions, they are making it from a more informed 
decision making process, and hopefully using consensus building as 
their apparatus in the decision making process. 
 

PTEP’s research model is Afro-centric, utilizing Brown’s Triangulation Model which 
“basically looks at every community as a living entity and within that entity is a ‘Micro-
Meso-Macro operational system.’” As they began their research, they tried to use college 
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students to gather the data, but “what we learned quickly from them is that they were 
comfortable with the intellectual aspect of it but they were uncomfortable when they had 
to hit the street. So then we recruited some people who had more of a street dynamic and 
were able to do outreach.”  The underlying orientation of the research is not merely 
gaining knowledge, but empowerment, equipping people with the information they need 
to understand their community more fully, and to be able to engage with decision makers 
on equal terms.  In fact, the information puts them in a power position because the 
citizens then know more than the Port Authority about the transportation needs of the 
twelve neighborhoods in which PTEP works.   
 
MA-AT focuses on education and consultation, attempting to build self-esteem among 
participants.  Bey uses yoga in the first step of his process, which he calls “sankofa 
ashai.”ii  His metaphor is that of a housecleaning or rewiring.  He wants the people with 
whom he works to know that “you’re the one who needs the help and you’re the one with 
the solution.”  Bey leads his participants on an internal journey to uncover solutions to 
external problems.  He stresses that he does not give answers, but assists participants in 
finding their own.  Thus, the approach moves from centering and grounding the 
participant to empowerment. 
 
While Bey’s approach is not tied to any particular religious tradition, it is God-centered.  
MA-AT ultimately seeks  
 

to raise the consciousness, to let those who want to get out of the muck 
and mire, to let those who want out of the entrapment,….to show that this 
time….is a time that one can invite the light in, invite the higher 
consciousness in.  They can call on God of their choice.  They can call on 
their ancestors.   

 
Bey rests his orientation on the power of love to transform and to heal.   
 

As African Americans, our greatest asset is love.  And, we have not 
brought that love to the level that it can actually transform us.  And when I 
say love, I’m talking [about] Agape type of love;…if it wasn’t for love, if 
it wasn’t for grace, we would not have survived slavery….Now that those 
shackles are undone, we need to be able to do bigger and better things than 
what we are doing with our newfound wealth, our newfound monies, our 
newfound education.” 

 
Claire Greensfelder identifies five ways in which the Freedom Center’s work is unique: 

- its interdisciplinary approach, “often combining different elements from its 
four themes”  She gives several examples:  a youth nonviolence program, an 
environmental justice program, a mediation workshop with people of color, an 
oral history project, involving young people to produce a documentary about 
Bay Area residents who participated in the March on Washington in 1963. 

- Emphasizing diversity among its staff and volunteers 
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- Recognizing that there are many Bay Area groups working on some of the 

same issues as the Freedom Center, it is “seeking to find our individual niche 
that can add to and amplify the work that is already being done, without 
duplicating effort. 

- The unique beauty of their location makes it an ideal site for “quiet retreats, 
workshops, or youth events,” as well as hands-on environmental education 
efforts.  They have an industrial kitchen which they are planning to develop 
into a youth-run café. 

- Their origins lie in a “unique partnership” among four governmental agencies 
– the City of Oakland, the East Bay Regional Park District, the California 
State Coastal Conservancy, and the Port of Oakland – and a grassroots 
community organization, the Martin Luther Kind, Jr. March and Rally 
Committee of East Oakland.  This creates a base for them to involve 
resources, “both human and financial,” from a diverse array of existing 
entities. 

 
NCCJ’s places a heavy emphasis on intergroup dialogue.  They have a three step strategy 
for this.  The first step is creating a safe environment in which people can “say things that 
may be challenging or that they may not ever have the opportunity to say anywhere else 
or feel embarrassed or ashamed.”  Next NCCJ presents pertinent information, which may 
be historical or may detail the current state of affairs.    
 

And then we look at how, how do you deal with these things once 
you’ve gotten all this information.  It may not be in line what you were 
taught as a child, it may not be in line with what you learned in school, it 
may not even be in line with what your parents taught you or even your 
faith community taught you, so how do you deal with that conflict and 
how can you create allies to talk about these things and that is the next 
step.  And then we look at what leadership skills are needed.  What 
cultural competencies skills are needed to really be effective?  And then 
being a change agent or continuing to do self-reflection to really make 
sure you’re not contributing to, or you’re in some way helping to 
dismantle those forms of oppression.   
 

Success Stories 
 
Aside from the school mediation reported above, Steven Haberfeld shared two IDRS 
success stories in his interview, one representing their work on internal friction within 
tribes, the other dealing with the relationship between a tribe and external entities, in this 
case a number of U.S. governmental agencies. 
 
The first concerns a California tribe that had lost their status as a federally recognized 
tribe.  The tribe was riven into two main factions that had “been at each other’s throats.”  
They had a chance of being included in a congressional bill which would restore their 
status if they could reach internal agreement.  IDRS approached both groups and got their 
agreement to a mediation.  IDRS spent several consecutive days with them, the first of 
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which was “exclusively spent on coming up with procedural ground rules that made them 
all feel safe and secure, that it was going to be a process they could  make progress in.”  
They came up with over 20 ground rules to which they all agreed; according to 
Haberfeld, the experience of agreement and with witnessing IDRS’ fairness and 
commitment to meeting all of their needs was important: 
 

The feelings there were very raw. There was a lot of emotion. In fact, 
there was a point where in the third day, I think that I kinda pushed both 
sides in open session letting, into letting us know what was really going 
on, and there was a lot of crying, and a lot was revealed.  I mean these 
people were cousins, that they grew up in one another’s houses, and at 
some point it all turned and they weren’t welcomed in one another’s 
houses.  And they were misinterpreted, and maligned and things were said 
and written about one another. There was a lot of stuff! And it was very 
cathartic once emotions were displayed and people revealed what was 
going on. And we got an agreement after five days of pretty hard work. 
 

Haberfeld underscored the importance of causus in this session, which was used 
primarily to encourage each group to make some sort of proposal to which the other 
could respond.  Four years after coming to the agreement, they returned to Haberfeld to 
ask him if the mediated agreement was still operative.  Each of the 14 who had taken part 
in the initial mediation came.   
 

What was so clear was here they had gone through this grueling 
process, of coming up with an agreement and it’s really the only 
thing they have had to keep their community intact, and 
protected against sorta some challenges from within and their 
basically feeling if they abandon that agreement they go back to 
square one.   

 
Haberfeld assured them that the agreement was still valid and continued to work with 
them. 
 
Haberfeld’s second success story involved the Timbasha Shoshone whose tribal lands 
had been taken away when the federal government established the death valley National 
Monument.iii  This was a difficult case, and the initial mediation was a total failure, 
primarily because the governmental negotiation team was not committed to coming up 
with a joint agreement, despite their mandate to do so. The agreement that the 
governmental representatives developed on their own, with no consultation with tribal 
representatives, included no provision even for the 40 acre reservation that they had 
originally offered.  The tribal representatives refused to sign, walked out of the meeting, 
and cut off communication for two years, 
 

but luckily that was followed by a successful process where there was 
really good solid government to government negotiations and ultimately, a 
signed agreement that became the basis for congressional legislation.  



Intractable Conflict in America: Call of Action to the Field  
Joan Walker Scott (2003) 

14

 
They established under the Timbasha Homeland Act, a reservation of over 
10,000 acres for tribe out there, plus an agreement to designate of a 
million acres of that park which is I guess about 4 million acres, as the 
Timbasaw Natural and Cultural Resources Preservation area. So now, 
instead of the tribe having 850,000 acres in trust [their original position], 
they actually have about a million acres not in trust, but reserved for co-
management experience. 

 
What transpired between the failed negotiation and the successful mediation was not 
further negotiation efforts, but rather a creative array of nonviolent action, political  and 
legal strategies.  These included establishing a national alliance of tribes “to protect 
native rights in national parks.”  Haberfled facilitated the three day organizing meeting, 
attended by Miccosukee, Navaho, Sioux, Blackfeet, and a number of other tribes.  “The 
strategy was to have press releases and call for a Congressional hearing abou the National 
Park Service’s policies toward Indians.”  Another strategy was picketing at the Death 
Valley National Monument with materials written in four different languages, resulting in 
letters being sent to the President from all over the world.  The Timbasha Shoshone also 
filed a lawsuit against the Bureau of Land Management for violating their own 
procedures. 
 
Haberfeld was then sent to Washington by the tribe to find out if the agenciesiv were 
interested in talking. In negotiating the process they would use, the tribe insisted that the 
agencies establish an interagency task force and that someone from the Secretary of 
Interior’s office be involved; “we didn’t want to go down the line and get agreements at 
the local level and discover that there had been no communication between the locals and 
their hierarchy.”  The difference was apparent right from the start.  At the first meeting, 
the federal representatives had stared blankly while a tribal elder welcomed them in her 
native tongue and stressed the fact that the feds, not the Indians, were the guests.  At the 
outset of the second set of meetings, the chief federal negotiator, John Reynolds, then 
Director of the Pacific Regional Office of the National Park Service, looked at the tribal 
chair from across the table and said, “It is a real honor for me to sit down with a leader 
from another nation.” 
 
Currently, one of the IEN campaigns which Vendiola considers very successful is the oil 
campaign. 
 

They’ve formed a massive network of indigenous fisher people, villages, 
and tribes in Alaska around the oil issue.  The reasoning for that is 
because of the National Wildlife Refuge threat by the Bush 
Administration to drill in the National Wildlife Refuge which is the 
home of the Quechan people who subsist off of the porcupine caribou.  
Once the porcupine caribou camping grounds, which is the National 
Wildlife Refuge, is disturbed, the caribou begin to go away and when 
the caribou go away, the entire population of Quechan go away.   
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The strength of the network, plus their alliances with non-Indian groups in specific 
communities, allows the network to get invited to forums sponsored by the EPA and 
other organizing groups, and to be taken seriously.  They can attract media to press 
conferences, and pressure environmental and other governmental agencies to take their 
needs into consideration as policies are made.   
 
Another success story that Vendiola discussed was the shutting down of the Pegasus 
Gold Mining operation.  The mining was polluting the water and destroying sacred sites 
of the Gravant tribes in Montana.  IEN held its 1997 Protecting Mother Earth gathering in 
Montana in coordination with the tribes and highlighted the issue.  As a result of the 
exposure and negative publicity brought about by the gathering, Pegasus shut down 
operations.  IEN is still working on holding the company accountable for cleanup. 

 
IEN is also proud of its success in maintaining its ties with its affiliate groups over a 
period nearing two decades, since its first informal organizing meeting in 1987. 
 
Chene receives many expressions of gratitude for his work. Accolades range from being 
able to communicate more effectively to having made a friend for life.  Recently, a multi-
cultural group of teachers with whom Chene had worked a few years ago called to ask for 
another retreat.  They had been in the midst of a debilitating conflict, and Chene and his 
partner had been able to get them “unstuck” and working effectively in implementing 
their vision.   
 
Chene attempts to “liberate” participants from their assigned roles, stressing that “the 
way the institutionalized oppression works in our society is we are kind of born into 
polarization.  If you are on the white side or the people of color side or whatever, so that 
is an assigned role.  You don’t have to act that way.  If you define what racism, what 
white racism is about, you don’t have to act like that.  It is your choice, you don’t have to 
have those biases, so then you have to decide if you want to liberate yourself from that, 
and not be like that.” Many participants are transformed in this process: 
 

And I find people who go through that liberation or get or start to get in on 
that road, start acting very differently, start advocating, speaking out on 
things they never thought about before.  And kind of their eyes are open to 
become learners to what is really going on around them, and they begin to 
ask questions.  Say a work place, for example, they begin all of a sudden, 
they become aware of how this particular policy is actually exclusionary, 
and how this particular policy that they have been working to implement 
all this time is actually oppressive, so they say, “Hey, you know what I 
realized listening to you, that the way we have been doing it is hurtful to 
people.  

 
PTEP has just completed its first year of operations and already is having an impact on 
the city of Pittsburgh.  In talking about the impact, Brown looks first to  
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the fact that we’re making other people nervous is a success.  We’re on 
someone’s radar screen.  The second is when we go out into community 
and interface with the community, there is a sense to gauge us on our 
authenticity.  So I think that is a success – that means our public is no 
longer blindly voting for people; they are asking questions.  So we feel 
like we are pricking peoples’ consciousness in a way that they are saying 
who are you and what are you about and do different than other people.  
So one of the things that we feel most proudly about is we haven’t 
gotten in the bed with anybody who would subjugate our community 
residents with regards to what we are focused on; so I think people see 
us as legitimate, they see us as being real and addressing real issues. 
 

In the process of doing their preliminary work, they have already developed a volunteer 
base of about 360 people, of whom about 50 want to have case studies done on them.  
“So we are creating a framework for doing serious research as well as educating people 
on the process and having them being active participants in that process.”  They recently 
held a press conference to present their findings from their first 90 days of data 
collection, and they are finding that key people are beginning to define them as a 
resource. 
 
Baba Bey sees success in the people he runs into on a daily basis, people who have been 
his students or trainees, who recognize him and refer to his work with them.  He gives the 
example of meeting former students five, ten or fifteen years after he taught them.  The 
now adult often refers to his signature song, “Whose Got the Power?”   
 

I remember you and I remember that song.  I’m off in college now….I 
couldn’t read, but now I’m doing this and I’m doing well. 
 

The Freedom Center has inaugurated a number of projects of which it is proud in its short 
history: 

- Co-publishing with the county health department a resource directory listing 
local organizations “working in the areas of nonviolence, unlearning racism, 
conflict resolution, mediation, civil and human rights, etc.) 

- “Sounds of Freedom,’  poetry slam series for young people 
- two celebrations of Youth Peacemakers 
- a series of projects on the 40th anniversary of the March on Washington, 

including a youth-led oral history project, a photographic exhibit of 
interviewees, a public performance with actor Danny Glover, a video that is 
under development and a companion booklet of key quotations. 

 
NCCJ has a long history of having arranged meetings and brokered agreements between 
existing authorities and groups struggling to change racist policies.  Now that it has 
turned to advocating for such changes itself, it is also beginning to compile an impressive 
track record.  Williams supplemented her telephone interview with newspaper articles 
and a NCCJ publication reporting on various NCCP activities around the country: 
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- The St. Louis Regional office created a Dismantling Racism Program to 

respond to high levels of racial tension in the region.  The program has several 
components, the foundation of which is a six-day residential institute 
“designed to increase participants’ understanding of racism and its impact on 
individuals.” (Smith and Ahuja, 1999, p. 24)  The institute demands intensive 
self-reflection both during and after the workshop, and requires follow-up 
work and community service afterward.  189 people had graduated from the 
institute as of the writing of the article, 82% of whom remained involved in 
follow-up work. 

-  NCCJ regional offices host “Anytown” camps for young people in which 
participants explore their own biases and share ways in which they are 
discriminated against by others.  A former San Jose, California police chief 
extols the camps for graduating students who “go on to serve as peacemakers 
at their schools” A participant said that the camp “opened my eyes” and 
prompted him “to treat women with more respect, leave his gang and return to 
high school to graduate.”  The camps are credited by schools as helping to 
raise grades and reduce violence.  (Wong, 2003)  A home-schooled student 
from the Fort Worth, Texas area reported “I’ve been exposed to all different 
cultures that I’m usually not around.”  An African American boy said “I’ve 
learned not to make fun of another race.”  A counselor says that “the key to 
the camp’s success is that the youths open up and trust one another.” 
(Gutierrez-Mier). 

- NCCJ offers “Youth as Resources” grants to youth projects around the 
country.  In the St. Petersburg, Florida area, the Town “N Country Youth 
Council hosted a “Teen Extreme” party for about 400 young people ages 12-
17,  “’It’s all teen driven,’ said Rob Gamester,co-founder of Town ‘N Country 
Youth Council. ‘The teens came up with the idea.’” (Ripley, 2003) 

- The Tampa Bay Region NCCJ sponsors interfaith dialogues to foster better 
understanding of different religions’ perspectives and traditions.  Panelists at a 
recent symposium included a Jewish rabbi, an Episcopal minister, a Unity 
minister, a Unitarian Universalist minister, a Bahai, a Catholic priest, and a 
Muslim.  Rabbi Baseman, whose synagogue hosted the even, said “that this 
should be the beginning of a bridge built within society, all working together 
to make the world a better place.” (Rubenstein, 2003) 

 
Learning from Failures and Elsewhere 
 
The learnings that Steven Haberfield derives from failure are specific to his work with 
Native American groups.  He does not think that most people in the conflict resolution 
field realize that mediation and negotiation are “a different proposition when you’re 
working with communities and people that are effectively disenfranchised.”  The initial 
effort to restore ancestral lands to the Timbasha Shoshone using standard conflict 
resolution mechanisms was unsuccessful.  Describing their preparations for their initial 
meetings, Haberfeld says “when the tribe prepared for these meetings they were thinking 
negotiations.  The feds actually were thinking, ‘Well, we will listen to what they have to 
say, let them speak, and we’ll probably go back to our office and do what we want to do 
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anyway.’”  Negotiations are unlikely to be successful unless parties take each other 
seriously.  When the stronger party believes it can enforce its will and is not interested in 
meeting the needs of the disenfranchised or disadvantaged party, that party is not likely to 
get an agreement with which it is pleased.  The negotiations, however, were very 
successful after the tribe had used a wide variety of pressure tactics which succeeded in 
getting the federal government to take its needs seriously.    
 
Further, parties must be clear about what they are seeking.  Haberfeld at no point 
suggests that parties cannot include individuals with different perspectives and concerns,  
but he does talk about the need for a party not to be riven by internal dissension.  This 
point is equally true on both sides of the table.  In the case of the terminated California 
tribe, internal dissension needed to be overcome so that they could be a functioning 
entity, both in terms of working together and in terms of reclaiming their status as a 
federally recognized tribe.  In the case of the federal agencies negotiating with the 
Timbasha Shoshone, it was important that their negotiation team included people with 
authority and that the varying agencies were working together on the government’s 
position.  In both cases, it was up to the tribe to suggest mechanisms for bringing this 
about.   
 
Haberfeld also points out the value of external incentives.  The deeply divided California 
tribe might never have agreed to do the hard and painful work of overcoming their deep 
divide and healing their self-inflicted wounds, had it not been for the possibility of 
regaining their status.  Also, in that case, it was IDRS who approached the tribe offering 
their services. 
 
In responding to learnings from failures or from what did not work well, Vendiola 
focused on organizational structure.  Early on, they had a 14 person national council.  
They found it unwieldy; it tended to bog down decision making.  What they have turned 
to is a model with a smaller group responsible for infrastructure leadership and decision 
making, the day to day decisions that must be made to keep IEN moving forward 
efficiently.  They retain the larger national council for discussion on, and decisions about, 
issues concerns.   
 
Vendiola also shared concerns about the development of alliances between native and 
non-native groups.  Partnerships and deep affiliations need to be reserved for those who 
accept the underlying principles of IEN:  protecting Mother Earth, speaking for oneself, 
the need to maintain cultural integrity, the connection between environmental 
stewardship and cultural preservation, and the spiritual rootedness of working on these 
issues – acting in accord with the natural law. 
 
Many environmental groups have some of the same concerns, but cannot be full partners 
because of their lack of adherence to one or more of these principles.  Vendiola uses the 
example of the presence or absence of alcohol at meetings and gatherings.  From IEN’s 
viewpoint, alcohol is “a form of genocide to our people,” whereas in the mainstream 
white environmental movement, it is “a big way to organize.”  Many groups are 
disrespectful of IEN’s stance on the issue, and “if we cannot respect one another in that 
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way, then, how can we trust one another on the larger scale stuff?”  IEN, therefore, takes 
care in developing relations with different groups.  It will act in conjunction with a wide 
range of groups on a given issue, but will only form ongoing alliances where there is a 
common value base. 
 
One of the challenges that Chene faces is what he calls “bureaucratic colonization”; he 
finds that many agencies in New Mexico “hire white people who are culturally 
incompetent and they set up the conflict that way.”  He talks about a recent example of 
meeting a Chicano who recently had to quit his job in an agency with which Chene had 
worked.  “I found out that some of the things I worked hard to help them understand and 
practice, it’s hard to tell just from this feedback, but it didn’t seem to have made that 
much difference….in this particular agency.”  Chene deals with such disappointments 
through a constant reassessment process.  He explores both how to make his pre-
intervention questions sharper, so that he can make sure ahead of time that the agency 
with which he is working is committed to making deep changes in the organization and 
its procedures, to continue to work toward removing mechanisms of oppression.  He also 
calls upon himself to do this work in accord with his “own personal ethic [which] is that, 
after all is said and done, no matter how tired I am, I’m not going to hedge on some basic 
truths about oppression, because after all is said and done I’m measured on terms I have 
to live with myself.”  This is a ongoing struggle, a constant balancing act, because 
participants, “particularly white people, if you hit them with too much reality on this 
issue, they’re not emotionally mature enough to handle it, so they end up blaming you for 
their feelings.  If you hit them too hard, they shut down; if you don’t hit them hard 
enough, they stay in denial.” 
 
Brown does not think in terms of failures, but rather of learnings, as, for example, the 
previously mentioned recognition that college students were not equipped to handle the 
on-the-street nature of PTEP’s data collection process.   
 
PTEP has had to learn to be firm in its focus on its agenda.  In attempting to develop 
partnerships, they have been disappointed in the actions of other groups in the area who 
are working on some similar concerns.  Such groups, with primarily white members and a 
dominant-culture approach to choosing and working on issues, tend to assume that they 
should be able to set the agenda. 
 

So we run into that dynamic where we’re African American-run, African 
American-focused and African American-driven, that other people from 
other persuasions feel like when they come to the table, that their 
methodology and practices supersedes ours.  
 

PTEP has found that it can partner with organizations on narrow components of an 
agenda, but cannot maintain its commitment to its holistic and empowerment-oriented 
approach unless it maintains autonomy more generally.   
 
The term failure is not meaningful to Baba Bey.  He refers to his work as his calling:  
“This is what I been put on the planet earth to do.   So it’s like a contract.  It’s like 
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something I had already made an agreement in pre-creation, pre-birth, that this is what I 
will bring about.” 
 
The Freedom Center is a new organization and they have not experienced any major 
failures.  But they have had difficulties to overcome.  They have not yet had success in 
constituting their youth advisory board.  While they think that may be due to their remote 
location, they are not merely waiting a year until a new bus stop is situated near the 
entrance to their parking lot in fall 2004.  They are creating off-site programs in schools 
and within community groups. 
 
For NCCJ, the name change itself was a symbol of a larger challenge.  For decades, 
NCCJ had built a reputation as an “honest broker.”  During the Civil Rights era, this was 
an important niche to fill, as activists needed groups who could help them get access to 
decision makers who would only meet them on neutral ground.  As that era came to a 
close, NCCJ needed to confront the fact that it was not neutral regarding the issues on 
which it worked:  “our mission statement is value laden.  I mean we are against bias and 
bigotry; we are for promoting advocacy, respect and understanding.” 
 
According to Williams, the shift from an honest broker to an advocacy role began 13-14 
years ago.  NCCCJ could no longer  
 

be the honest broker, or the neutral organization.  We had to speak out and 
be more vocal, in a way people understood it, and not look to us as this 
neutral organization.  Because we do not want just to think about those 
systemic changes.  We want to fight oppression.  We want to look at these 
issues in a way that, we wanted to bring about change.  And so we just 
don’t want to talk about it, we want to take action, because we have been, 
we are so strong, in building strong dialogue, getting people to the table 
and talk.  And we wanted to be more effective in taking action, and so that 
has been a large learning curve for us as an organization, and just really 
being able to track the action and kind of develop the process of, once 
people hear and talk and discuss, what’s next? And so that was a huge 
learning curve and what you see now is us focusing on as an organization 
how do we help people prepare for what is next. 
 

The new name, National Conference for Community and Justice, clearly positions NCCJ 
as an advocacy organization, rather than a neutral group. 
 
Common Themes 
 
While our respondents’ organizations represent both geographic and role diversity and 
the respondents themselves are diverse in terms of cultural background, issue emphasis 
and approach, we were struck by the common themes emerging from their answers.  
Another way in which they run the gamut is large national organizations through 
individual consultants, groups like NCCJ which deal with all “ism” issues to a cross-
national organization like IEN which deals with any environmental issue impacting its 
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constituency to, a small organization approaching a massive problem, racism, through a 
single targeted issue, public transportation (PTEP). 
 
Self-reflection and “internal” work Of the seven respondents, six made explicit reference 
to the need for internal self-reflection as part of, and/or prior to their work with 
participants.  For some, such as Chene and Bey, this is at the very core of their work.  
Further, this focus is not for participants alone; it may be even more important for 
intervenors and trainers. 
 
Empowerment  Each of our respondents puts a strong emphasis on empowering the 
people with whom it works.  This takes many forms, ranging from speaking for oneself to 
local determination of strategies to educational efforts.  Most of the respondents seemed 
to put a high priority on being sensitive to the participants taking over projects or 
campaigns once they have mastered the requisite skills.  Additionally, the constituency 
rather than the leadership or the staff in organizations like IEN, make the decisions on the 
issues on which to focus.   
 
Flexibility and responsiveness.  Several of our organizations, such as PTEP and the 
Freedom Center, are brand new.  The ones that have been longer established, however, 
stress the need for flexibility, not only about their specific techniques, but about 
constantly reviewing their very emphasis.  This is most obvious in the case of our oldest 
organization, NCCJ, where Williams actually attributes their longevity to their capacity 
to change with the issues and needs and to their non-adherence to any formulistic 
conceptualizations of how to go about the work.  A further aspect of their flexibility and 
responsiveness is manifest in the high degree of autonomy each of their regional offices 
has to develop programs responsive to the particular needs of that region. 
 
Discussion 

As noted above, almost all of the respondents underscored the importance of self-
reflection on the parts of both intervenors and parties in intractable conflict.  The field, 
however, pays little attention to this dimension.   

I recall several years ago listening to a well known intervenor discuss the breadth of the 
field.  He was expansive in his presentation, highlighting the field’s involvement in 
conflict on virtually all human levels – interpersonal, intergroup, international.  With 
some humor, he pointed out that it might be logical to presume that the field could make 
its coverage complete and deal with the intrapersonal, since most of us are beset by 
recurrent and interesting internal conflicts.  But, he said, the field would leave that level 
of analysis and intervention to psychiatrists.   

The situation has not changed much over the years.  A review of the titles of 
presentations listed in the schedule advertising the 2003 annual conference of the 
Association for Conflict Resolution reveals not a single session dealing with mediators’ 
coming to know themselves better.  Among “A Mosaic of Possibilities,” only a few titles 
suggest the possibility of intervenors’ helping parties to be clearer about their attitudes 
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and behaviors regarding the “other.”  “A Different Kind of Being Smart:  Training 
Emotional Intelligence in the Workplace” and “New Tools to Understand Conflict Styles 
and Behaviors” probably come closest in this regard.  Of course, titles do not necessarily 
capture all of what is discussed in a session.  But the fact that not one title of the more 
than 100 listed focuses directly on the topic of self-reflection as a conflict resolution tool 
suggests how little import this is accorded in the field as a whole. 
 
The results call us to question and reflect on how we define some widely accepted 
assumptions about best practices in conflict resolution.  In the case of intractable social 
conflicts, the notion of neutrality may be out of place.  As a member of the society which 
we are trying to help heal a deep wound, no one is “outside” the conflict; racism, 
homophobia, classism, sexism impact us all, and all of us will be impacted by changes in 
how our society deals with differences.  To take on a mantle of neutrality conveys 
disengenuousness and apathy.   
 
Where then, do we look to redefine the role?  Two of our respondents used a term which 
may offer some insight.  Both Roberto Chene and Baba Bey referred to themselves as 
“gentle warriors.”  The word “warrior” may make a great many conflict resolvers ill at 
ease.  Nonetheless, it is worth exploring.  This is not a common phrase, yet it was used by 
two of the respondents.  It suggests that we are in a struggle, and that we need to 
recognize our own part in that struggle; the point is not to avoid fighting, but to fight for 
something, not against someone.  To fight, not to beat an enemy, but to enhance the 
position of all. 
 
The responses of our interviewees go beyond a critique of neutrality in the role of the 
intervenor, but rather question the appropriate role of outsiders in general.  The IEN 
motto “we speak for ourselves” came up over and over again in different ways in all of 
the interviews, with the possible exception of NCCJ (and this may be only because we 
were speaking with someone from the national office, rather than someone from one of 
their regional office whose own work would have been “on the ground.”).   
 
We in the conflict resolution field tend to think of the parties as having the last word in 
terms of what an agreement might be, but we consider ourselves experts in the process, 
and in the dynamics of conflict.  Our respondents vested much more expertise in the 
persons of the grassroots constituents, those directly impacted by the conflict, than we 
tend to do.   
 
This is perhaps most starkly seen in the case of PTEP, with its emphasis on research.   
PTEP does its research in conjunction with constituents, and was willing to take on the 
challenge of working with data collectors who were not familiar with their framework or 
their paperwork, because they were the people who were able to work “on the street.”  
This in no way diminishes the importance of Fred Brown’s research skills, but rather lifts 
up his commitment to empowerment – no one can be empowered by someone else, s/he 
must empower her/himself.  Brown takes his role of what he calls “conduit” very 
seriously; he offers a model that we think the field should take a serious look at, and 
adopt and adapt as appropriate.     
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Future Research 
 
The interviews, while small in number, are rich in implications for future research.  They 
call into question many underlying assumptions of the conflict resolution field as it is 
currently practiced, and suggest approaches for the appropriate role of conflict resolution 
practitioners and techniques in dealing with deep conflicts which permeate our society. 
 
To begin exploring this question, we lift up a quotation from one of our interviewees.  
According to Roberto Chene, “we’re institutionalized into conflict so that if you talk 
about sexism or racism or classism or whatever, the world itself is defined in an already 
institutionalized conflict.  So to me, leadership development in a society like ours 
necessarily requires conflict resolution skills and necessarily requires an “inter-
difference” or an intercultural perspective.” 
 
Racism.  Sexism.  Classism.  These are serious problems.  NCCJ’ recent comprehensive 
nationwide survey, Taking America's Pulse II: NCCJ's 2000 Survey of Intergroup 
Relations in the United States, uncovered widespread indicators of conflict and 
discrimination across lines of difference in terms of race, ethnicity, and religion, 
indicating degrees of prejudice and oppression which should be of deep concern to all 
Americans:  

• Only 29% of respondents are satisfied with “how well different groups in society 
get along with each other,” and 79% feel that “racial, religious or ethnic tension” 
is a very serious or somewhat serious problem.  

• Self-reports by respondents indicate that discrimination is a common part of the 
everyday lives of many Americans.  
§ Across six important life domains (education, housing, promotions, access to 
equal justice, treatment by the police, and fair media attention), opportunity is not 
seen as equally available to Whites and to other racial and ethnic groups.       
http://65.214.34.23/nccj/nccj.nsf/articleall/4537?opendocument&1#874 

The need for further research, leading to ideas that will improve the capacity of the 
conflict resolution field to be responsive to racism and other intractable conflicts within 
the United States (and other countries where they’ve received scant attention) is, 
therefore, significant and urgent.  Many research directions are suggested by our 
research.  We do not presume, therefore, that what follows is a complete list. 

Continuation of Current Research Our first suggestion is that we broaden and deepen the 
scope of this research itself.  What we obtained indicates the potential fruitfulness of 
what we can learn from persons and organizations who work on thorny social conflict, 
but whose work is not connected to the conflict resolution field and tends not to enter our 
literature or our experience.   

http://65.214.34.23/nccj/nccj.nsf/articleall/4537?opendocument&1
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The study needs to be more comprehensive and systematic.  We suggest utilizing a 
resource that we discovered during the project.  NCCJ has produced an annotated list of 
programs and organizations working on intergroup relations that lists over 300 national 
and regional groups and provides contact information on them.  The criteria for inclusion 
were “a conscious focus on improving intergroup relations and some degree of 
sustainability.” (NCCJ, 1998, p, vii)  The list is wide ranging in the types of organizations 
and the issues on which they work.. 

The programs fall into many categories:  national civil rights 
organizations, regional non-profits, school-based programs, faith-based 
programs, dialogue groups, study circles, government human-relations 
commissions, community-based organizations, intertribal organizations, 
leadership development programs, anti-hate crimes organizations, 
prejudice reduction programs, media-related programs, advocacy 
groups, citywide initiatives, immigrants’ rights organizations, interfaith 
programs, multiracial coalitions, and white racial-awareness groups. (pp 
vii-viii) 

We will need to revise our questionnaire to take into account learnings from this 
project and to maximize the utility of the findings.  As an example, the word 
“failure” in the fourth question seemed to shut respondents down.  In fact, much 
of the data collected on this question was not in direct response to it, but 
contained in stories about how people do their work, or even in success stories.  
A more elicitive set of questions needs to be developed in light of the results of 
this survey.  Further, we would suggest two general types of questions:  those 
that ask specific questions and would lead to the possibility of statistical 
analysis and those which ask respondents to tell stories about their work.  The 
stories that some of the participants told were the richest source of information; 
if we were to ask for such stories explicitly, we would obtain an even richer 
array of responses. 

This survey can be supplemented by efforts to obtain more information 
regarding collaboration. Two questions are identified: 

1. While most conflict resolution groups do not focus on the types of issues 
we included in our survey, some at least collaborate with social justice 
organizations in their efforts.  What are promising practices in this 
regard?  We would suggest gathering a sampling of community 
mediation centers which do engage in this work, asking them the general 
survey questions and also asking  them additional questions regarding 
their collaboration with more advocacy-oriented organizations.  Do they 
serve as a broker as NCCJ did in its early years, or do they take more 
active roles?  If the latter, how does it impact their “neutral” status 
regarding other disputes? 

2. It is clear from this project that some social justice organizations benefit 
from collaborating with each other.  One example is the organization of 
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tribal groups impacted by National Park Service policies about which 
Steven Haberfeld spoke.  What are the range of ways in which such 
organizations collaborate with each other and what are the most 
promising practices in this regard?  The resource directory referred to by 
Claire Greensfelder is an example of the type of resource that might be 
used to gather information on this question. 

Educating Conflict Resolvers  There are now a host of college level programs 
which offer some course work in conflict resolution and a number of graduate 
programs specializing in it.  Do the range of considerations identified by our 
respondents receive consideration in these courses and programs?  The purpose 
of this project would be to review existing courses and programs to find out the 
extent to which this is occurring.  Aside from reporting on such course content, 
either or both of two products could also be produced by this project:  a 
compendium of syllabi from courses currently offered which include 
components on dealing with intractable conflicts in the United States and/or the 
generation of a set of prototype course or course component designs which 
could be adopted by faculty in such programs. 

Training Conflict Resolvers  This project would seek to discover the extent to 
which concerns raised by our respondents are covered in existing conflict 
resolution training designs, particularly as offered by community mediation 
centers.  Once again, the project could not only report on current status, but also 
develop training designs which would include such considerations. 

Learning from Colleagues in Other Countries  While little attention is paid by 
U.S. conflict resolvers to intractable conflicts within our borders, the same is not 
true outside of the United States.  Much of conflict resolution within countries 
such as Northern Ireland, South Africa and Israel is related to intractable 
domestic conflict.  What can we learn from practitioners in countries such as 
these about appropriate and effective ways for conflict resolvers to intervene in 
such conflicts in our own backyards? 

Neutrality  Assumptions about the appropriateness of  neutrality came into 
question in one way or another in many of our interviews.  How did the notion 
of neutrality come to be a sine qua non of how U.S. conflict resolvers define 
processes such as mediation? How has neutrality been defined over the course 
of the development of the field?  What are the range of ways in which neutrality 
is currently interpreted and practiced?  Which of these models is appropriate for 
entering into intractable conflict resolution in one’s own community? 

Intractable Conflict Resolvers from the U.S. and handling the U.S. connection 
Many of the countries of the world experiencing intractable conflict are 
experiencing it in part because of previous U.S. policy toward that country 
and/or the current trajectory of the conflict is impacted by U.S. policy.  In these 
cases, an intervenor from the U.S., even when not a U.S. government 
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representative, may not be a true “outsider.”  What are the ways in which such 
conflict resolvers handle these issues?  If some responsibility is taken, in the 
role of U.S. citizen, for impacting U.S. policy, is that done by direct or indirect 
means?  Can best practices in this regard also inform appropriate approaches for 
conflict resolvers dealing with intractable conflicts in their own communities? 

Pre-negotiation Phase  The field often subsumes the variety of “getting parties 
to the table” concerns and issues under the general rubric of the pre-negotiation 
phase.  Our interviewees suggest a range of activities that may need to be 
undertaken, sometimes by parties themselves, sometimes by intervenors, before 
moving to this stage, or what Adam Curle calls “concilitation and bargaining.”  
Both Vendiola and Haberfeld highlight network building, and both Vendiola 
and Brown point out the need for making sure that allies share the same values; 
the Timbasha Shoshone case indicated the need for various forms of pressure 
tactics prior to the successful negotiation; the same case also highlights the 
importance particular individuals can make to the possibility of successful 
negotiations – John Reynold’s different approach to the negotiations was a key 
in obtaining a workable and creative agreements, as well as in forging new 
relationships; John Reynold’s approach, so different from the culture of his 
agency, begs the question, how did he develop this orientation; the case also 
suggests the possible need to influence who will sit at the table; PTEP’s work 
emphasizes the need for research as a mechanism not only for increased 
awareness but also for being taken seriously; several respondents, including 
Chene and Bey, underscore the importance of dealing with internalized racism; 
Chene and NCCJ, among others, lift up the importance of understanding and 
communicating benefits of new ways of doing things to the dominant party.  
These are only a few examples of the types of pre-negotiation considerations 
that emerge from this project.  A deeper and more careful consideration of these 
concerns is warranted. 

Conclusion 

We began this project with a recognition of a gap in the field regarding ways in which 
conflict resolution can contribute to the resolution of intractable conflicts in the United 
States.  Most of what is written about intractable conflict focuses “over there” on armed 
conflict.  Yet, we in the United States live in a society with deep-rooted conflict at its 
core, conflict which limits each of us from attaining our full human potential and which 
leaves some of us severely scarred.  It made sense to us to see what we could learn from 
some who do approach these conflicts, whether they felt connected to the conflict 
resolution field or not.  We have learned much and are very grateful to each of our 
respondents for the time they spent talking with us, for the materials they sent us, and for 
their willingness to reflect deeply on their own work and share those reflections with us. 
 
While this report indicates a wonderful richness of ideas and approaches, we have only 
begun to scratch the surface.  We strongly advocate continued and deeper research into 
these areas. 
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The conflict resolution field is a new one and has, throughout its short history, engaged in 
deep reflection itself, along with ongoing commitment to renewal and growth.  We 
believe this project casts light on where some future renewal and growth is appropriate; 
we hope that our contribution will spur that growth and offer ideas about how to go about 
it.   
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APPENDIX A 

 
Questions for contact people: 
 
Joan Walker Scott (or Máire Dugan) and I are working on a project as part of the 
Intractable Conflict Knowledge Base project of the Conflict Research Consortium at the 
University of Colorado.  The project is funded by the Hewlett Foundation. 
 
The purpose of our project is to uncover and discuss innovative ways of dealing with 
difficult domestic conflicts.  Deep-rooted social problems like racism, sexism, classism, 
heterosexism, or particular issues within them, are examples of the types of things at 
which we are looking.  We’re particularly interested in groups who are doing promising 
and innovative work which may not have received ample discussion in the conflict 
resolution field, which tends to focus its discussion of intractable conflict on violent 
international conflicts, or on domestic conflicts in other nations.   
 
We have four questions which I would like to read to you and then e-mail to you.   
 
 
Could you give us some names of organizations that are doing such work?  We can only 
interview a limited number so we would like you to identify the ones you think are doing 
the most promising or innovative work.  Three to five names would be great. 
 
Can you tell me a bit about why you’ve suggested each? 
 
How would you rank order the organizations whose names you have given me in terms of 
the innovation of their approach? In terms of the impact of their efforts? 
 
Could you give me contact information on the names of the person you think would be 
the best contact person?  Is it all right to use your name as a reference with this person? 
 
 
Would you be able to answer these questions by e-mail in the next few days?  [if no, 
when?]  What is your email address? 
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APPENDIX B 

 
Telephone Interview Instrument 

 
Introduction:  We are doing a project with the Conflict Research Consortium to uncover 
and describe promising ways of dealing with thorny social conflicts and problems.  
_______________ has given us your name because of your involvement with 
____________________.  We’d like to set up an appointment for a telephone interview 
or send you an e-mail questionnaire.  We estimate that either one will take 45-60 minutes. 
In the case of a telephone interview, we’d like to tape record it to make sure we get all of 
the information down correctly.  Would you be willing to help us on the project?  Would 
you rather do an interview by phone or a questionnaire by e-mail (with a shorter phone 
conversation as a follow up?   [if interview:  What would be a good time?]   [if email:   
what is your e-mail address? 
 
Interview Questions: 
 

1. Tell me about the nature of the social problem on which [your organization] 
works(ed).  How do you define it?  What is [your organization’s] focus within in?  
What is [your organization] seeking? 

 
 

2. Tell me about how [your organization] does its work.  Particularly, what about 
your work is unique?  What unique processes does [your organization] use which 
make its work effective? 

 
3. Has [your organization] had any successes/achievements that you are particularly 

proud of?  Could you tell me a bit about them? 
 

4. Has [your organization] had any failures which caused you to change something 
about the way you do your work?  Could you tell me about them and the changes 
you made?   

 
5. Is there any written information you could email or fax to us on your issue, [your 

organization], your processes, your achievements or your challenges?  E-mail:  
info@scmediate.org, subject:  conflict processes; fax:  803-735-1750. 

 
6. Are there other groups you feel are doing important, effective and innovative 

work on the same issues that you work on?  We would like to put them on a list 
for follow up on this project.  Could you give us a contact name and contact 
information?  When they are contacted, can we use your name as a reference? 

mailto:info@scmediate.org
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Peacemaking Processes:  Understanding the Connections 
 
At the Intractable Conflict Knowledge Base (ICKB) project meeting in April 2003, a 
number of experts converged at the session on Nonviolent Action.  There was general 
agreement that the paradigm offered by Adam Curle in his ground-breaking (but 
unfortunately long out-of-print) book, Making Peace, still offers the best grounding for 
understanding the ways in which nonviolent action and conflict resolution processes 
intersect in the struggle for social justice.  There was also general agreement that the 
Curle’s model needed to be updated and enhanced. 
 
ICKB offers an unusual opportunity for this undertaking.  First, the quest to bring 
together what is known about intractable conflict and its resolution has provided ongoing 
opportunities for discussions among practitioners and scholars.  While these have been 
primarily focused on what is already in the literature and how to organize it, they have 
inevitably involved sharing insights that have been below the radar screen of the 
literature.  Some of these insights relate to how different processes have been used 
together or in combination in peacebuilding efforts.  Second, the articles I have written 
for the project have prompted some wide-ranging reading on my part and have lifted up 
some conceptual concerns that are not salient in the conflict resolution literature, 
although they may be elsewhere.   
 
Finally, the project has provided myself and my colleague, Joan Walker Scott, with an 
opportunity to interview diverse practitioners about cutting edge approaches to deep 
social conflict in the United States.  Such efforts may not have been included in the 
literature, regardless of how much can be learned from them.  This is partially the fault of 
the literature itself.  If we limit our definition of intractable conflict to conflicts that are 
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