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Conflict  

ÅRelationships between individuals and within 
groups form the basic building blocks of all 
functioning societies   
ÅConflicts and disputes are a normal part of 

relationships and decision-making processes 
ÅConflict is necessary for good decisions, for 

development, change, learning and intimacy 
ÅIt is the way that we handle conflict which causes 

difficulties that may require third party intervention. 
ÅC ulture influences the way the third party and the 

disputants perceive and handle conflict. 
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In this presentation I will briefly 
Ådiscuss the influence of culture, and 

dominant discourses within a culture, on the 
way people view and handle conflict,  
Åprovide examples of diverse religious and 

customary dispute resolution practices in 
Asia and a critique of their limitations, and 
Å suggest some implications for dispute 

resolution practitioners and peace-builders 
working in the region 
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This presentation will  
challenge dominant 
Western constructs 
of mediation and 
focus on ways of 
building culturally 
fluent models of 
mediation within a 
human rights 
framework 
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My central  argument 
It is essential that third 
parties design models or 
approaches to fit the 
individual, collective and 
culturally-based conflict 
resolution needs of their 
clients, rather than force 
their clients to follow a 
particular model that they 
impose.  
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There are many Western models of mediation, 
however Western practices  are dominated by 

problem solving and interest based approaches. 
From this perspective conflict and disputes are 
assumed to occur because people do not always 

share similar: 
Åinterests 
Åneeds 
Ågoals 
Åresources 
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However, a focus on individual interests or 
needs does not take into account the needs 
and interests of the collective, or the cultural 
and structural inequities in the broader social 

context. 
 

It may not be possible for parties to share 
world views or find common interests where 

there are conflicts involving differing cultural 
or religious values. 
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The issue of imbalances of power  
between the parties in mediation is 

important to consider 
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and the power of the mediator 
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Critics have worried about mediators 
ignoring structural inequities and allowing 
effective negotiators to violate the rights 
of weaker parties 
When mediators are not aware of, or fail to deal with, 
imbalances or abuses of power that are based on 
cultural differences then these imbalances and abuses 
are sanctioned and reproduced ð mediation then 
becomes the method of entrenching dominant power 
structures, not a forum where diverse voices can be 
heard. 
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Imbalances of power 
In mediation, the power imbalance between   
parties may be subtle, hidden, fluid, difficult to 
define and culturally based. 
 

   e.g. in Western cultures, egalitarian individualism 
influences how we view power, whereas in the East, 
collectivism and vertical power relations are often 
seen as ônaturalõ and therefore power imbalance is 
not viewed as a problem in itself, only the abuse of 
power.  
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Mediation in the Asia Pacific 
ÅIn the Asia Pacific region there is a 

longstanding history of informal conflict 
resolution practices involving intermediaries 
or third parties. 
ÅSome traditional practices are similar to what 

Westerners define as mediation where the parties 
make their own decisions, others are more like 
arbitration, where the third party (e.g. a chief , 
religious leader or an elder) makes the decision.  
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Mediation in the Asia-Pacific  
ÅTraditional or customary mediation 

practices are often grounded in religious 
principles e.g.  Islamic, Confucian, Christian, 
Hindu, Buddhist  etc  
ÅInformal use of intermediaries is common in 

most indigenous cultures in the region e.g. 
the kong chin among Chinese, kampong kutu 
or penghulu among Malays  
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Dominant ways of knowing 
ÅAll knowledge or ôtruthsõ are situated in 

time and in a particular cultural context 
ÅEpistemology is the study of the nature and 

foundation of knowledge.  It is  concerned with who 
can be a knower, what constitutes truth (or 
knowledge) and how truth is verified.  
ÅThe French philosopher, Michele Foucault, 

examined who controls what and whose knowledge 
counts in particular contexts at particular points in 
history and highlighted how knowledge is socially 
and culturally constructed through language  (or 
discourse) 
Å.  
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What is discourse? 
ÅDominant ways of talking about things 

in a cultural group, e.g. conflict, which 
determines what we see and define as  
ônormalõ or ôabnormalõ.   
ÅWithout language we have no thought. 
ÅDominant discourses determine our 
realities  and ôtruthsõ- what counts as 
knowledge or truth in a particular 
culture and what doesnõt. 
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Dominant discourses 
ÅSome voices or views of the world are 

privileged, some are subordinated, 
others are marginalised or ignored. 

 
ÅThose whose voices are dominant define 
what is ônormalõ or abnormalõ in any society at 
any point in history 
ÅFor example, post-colonial legacies in many 

countries in the Asia Pacific have elevated 
Western ways of knowing.  
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