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Introduction

Research for this project began as an examination of the dynamics of civil war and conflict resolution amongst the community of Arab states, specifically Lebanon and Algeria. In an effort to explore the various factors affecting the form and the success and/or failure of resolution processes, it was evident that a variety of structural and material forces had come to bear on the timing, shape and outcome of the agreements. For instance, in their investigation of the 1975– 1990 Lebanese civil war some analysts have provided persuasive arguments as to the influence of structural forces, namely the distribution of political power in the Lebanese political system as a source of the conflict. The nature of the Lebanese political system as a form of compromise between the country’s main confessional groups made it vulnerable, as it could not mitigate the competing claims to political authority in the country leading Lebanon into a ‘a zero-sum, distributive conflict over the nature of the state’.1

This view draws on what are labelled here as “structuralist” perspectives on the causes and resolution of conflict, in particular a focus on the presence of a ‘mutually hurting stalemate’ whereby parties involved in a conflict are driven to view a negotiated settlement as more advantageous than continued violence. This stalemate, in turn, provides a ‘ripe moment’ in which the belligerent parties can be brought together for potentially fruitful negotiations.2 Thus, it is the “structures of conflict” that determine if and when parties enter into a conflict resolution process and how much they are willing to negotiate in this process.

Similarly, “materialist” or interest-based arguments have been presented. Employing an analysis of the voting patterns in Algeria’s elections between 1989 and 1991, Chhibber has sought to explain how largely secular middle classes in Algeria came to support the Islamic Salvation Front, propelling them to stunning electoral victories and positioning the party at the brink of assuming power.3 The economic reform measures employed by the single party regime of the National Liberation Front in the 1980s led to the exclusion of the formerly loyal body of state employees, many of whom lost their livelihoods during this period. This group threw their weight behind the Front Islamique du Salut (Islamic Salvation Front—FIS) in the elections of 1989, 1990 and 1991.

Thus, material interest rather than ideological affiliation or spiritual compulsion was a potent force in compelling many Algerians to support an overtly religious party. This argument complements similar themes in conflict and resolution studies where it is argued that the violation of individual interests, what Burton has defined as ‘basic human needs’, are the key factors in explaining why violence is pursued and conflict resolved.4 Civil war as a form of ‘deep-rooted conflict’ emerges when the basic human needs of people, notably ‘response, security, recognition, stimulation, distributive justice, meaning (and) rationality’ are denied or violated.5 It is only through an effort to restore basic human needs that the underlying causes of conflict can be addressed and conflict resolved.

However, such explanatory tools, whilst revealing crucial factors affecting resolution processes during civil war in the Arab world, do not tell the whole story. For instance, several peace agreements failed in Lebanon that reflected mutually hurting stalemates for the belligerent groups in the conflict before the final agreement in 1989, the Taef Agreement. In addition, the final agreement did not offer any substantial reform to the confessionally based political structure of the country that would satiate the needs-based grievances of parties who were formally excluded or restricted prior to the outbreak of war in 1975. Similarly, the timing of the peace initiative of Algerian President Abdel Aziz Bouteflika, the Civil Concord, was not at a so-called ripe moment where a mutually hurting stalemate forced parties to the negotiating table. In addition, the need for distributive justice for those affected by the conflict in Algeria was not contained within this initiative.

More broadly, since the end of the Cold War there have been well-documented trends toward the prevalence of internal, identity based conflicts in the developing world. These ‘conflicts of proximity’ revolve around definitions of political community and identity.6 That is, conflict emerges over how the political community, over which the state has authority, is defined. Structural influences compelling contestations for power and material interest in ensuring that one’s community has a stake in political authority are important explanatory factors. However, those values and assumptions that underpin or characterise a political community, the political culture, require exploration in terms of what compels a community to both engage in conflict and seek the resolution of conflict at a particular time.

It is from here that the research focus increasingly shifted to explore other sources of influence on the processes of conflict resolution, and the influence of political culture emerged as a factor that also played an affective role in giving shape to the resolution processes in Lebanon and Algeria. In pursuing this, there is a set of conceptual tools for understanding the role of political culture in conflict resolution. For instance, formative studies in the area of political culture and conflict resolution proposed the development of resolution ethnopraxes based on single case studies as the foundation for broader comparative studies.7 However, there has been minimal development in terms of case-based, comparative studies that focus on the impacts and influence of political culture on the conflict resolution process.

Those studies that have sought to engage with this issue have tended to focus on the particularities of each case. Whilst providing thorough details of particular conflicts and resolution processes, these approaches lacked comparative quality, an attribute that is essential for the development of broader theoretical tools. Inversely, attempts to develop theoretical perspectives on the role of political culture and conflict resolution have lacked sharpness, an ability to be formally applied to a specific cultural environment to gauge their explanatory capacity. This book addresses such a need whereby a specific understanding of political culture is developed in relation to the processes of conflict resolution in the Arab world. In particular, the book explores those areas left unexplained by the two dominant analytical modes of conflict resolution analysis, structuralism and materialism, through examining the affective and explanatory role of political culture.

The seminal works of Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba provide a suitable starting point in conceptualising political culture as a community’s ‘orientations to political action’ that operate in constraining or promoting political decisions and behaviour.8 These orientations or “assumptions” about political behaviour and possibilities place emphasis on ‘certain features of events, institutions, and behaviour, define the realm of the possible, identify the problems deemed pertinent, and set the range of alternatives among members’ where decisions are made.9 Political culture is therefore understood as linked to structural and material forces but affecting them to the extent that, alone, structural and material examinations do not provide complete explanatory factors in relation to conflict resolution. It is here that the central question of the study emerges: does political culture affect conflict resolution in the Arab world and, if so, how?

The first step in exploring this question is the delineation of the space that political culture can ‘call its own’ as an explanatory analytical tool.10 Almond himself recognised the difficulty in specifying the areas in which political culture operates as it is often posited as being in an ‘interactive’ relationship with political structures and material interests.11 That is, the ambiguous dependence or independence of political culture has led to its criticism in terms of its analytical and explanatory value. To address this, political culture is employed here as a “relational dynamic” whereby the form and legitimacy of political events and structures are, in part, responsive to orientations, assumptions, priorities, and values relating of a community. In addition, these factors are “cultural”, per se, in that they differ between communities.

In order to grasp the complexity of political culture during a particular period and in a particular setting, it is useful to take heed of Geertz’s ‘thick description’ whereby the display and observation of surface character traits and behaviour is inadequate for understanding the influence of political culture.12 Instead, individual and social behaviour needs to be understood in terms of the ‘web of significance’ in which the behaviour takes place, a web that is ‘constructed’ in combination with the dominant material and structural pressures and interests within a given society at a given time where ‘meaning varies according to the pattern of life by which it is informed’.13 Thus, the definition of political culture offered here seeks to create room for the concept in those areas where exclusively material and structural explanations as to the form of conflict resolution processes and peace agreements fall short, but still affect the “cultural web” of behaviour and action. In order to achieve this, this book argues for an emphasis on the contextualisation of conflict resolution cases as an essential step in constructing any theoretical approach to understanding the processes.

Practical limitations of the definition of political culture are important here to further the process of rendering the concept operational. Specifically, in order for political culture to be used in an explanatory capacity, it must be conditioned by two factors. First, political culture should be examined in relation to other possible explanatory factors. As stated, for conflict resolution these are structural and materialist approaches. When these approaches are exhausted, then political culture can be used to explain what these forces cannot. This use of political culture as a ‘second-order explanation’ creates room for its application.14 Secondly, as political culture is defined as a collective property, it will be examined through a comparative method. That is, by examining comparative cases one can identify the differences in cultural influence outside of the areas explained by structuralist and materialist investigations. The second criterium presents a potential problem for this investigation in that a single “cultural unit” has been chosen for analysis, that of Arab society. However, the division of Arab society into 22 states (by membership of the League of Arab states) allows for comparative analysis within the broader cultural unit.

Chapter Structure

To explore these themes,develops the definition of political culture, particularly in terms of its application to the field of conflict resolution studies and its explanatory potential. In terms of its capacity as an explanatory factor, political culture is most effective in bringing to the fore the “values” and “assumptions” that may shape political processes, including the resolution of conflict and post-conflict reconstruction. From this, chapter 1 moves to identify the variation in political culture amongst a particular community and how this affects its explanatory ability. Political culture in Arab society varies most along socio-economic lines, in particular between lower socio-economic groups, middle classes and elites.15 As this study is centred on the text of peace agreements as an examination of conflict resolution processes, focus is on elite political culture. This elite political culture is drawn together by specific elements, particularly an emphasis on ‘dominance, stability and perpetuation’ designed to reproduce the conditions that maintain their positions as elites.16

However, rather than just an expression of material interest, elites use particular mechanisms to pursue this dominance, and promote certain values that they deem important to their status as elites. For instance, this form of status quo maintenance manifests itself in the political process through the lack of state hegemonic power leading to a reliance on physical coercion of the citizenry, what Ayubi describes as a form of ‘fierce’ state authority.17 Additionally, Arab political elites are focussed on the reproduction of such vertical, ‘neopatriarchal’ social relations as the best guarantee of their dominance.18 Thus, structural influence and material interest are key factors in shaping elite political attitudes, but they are tempered by particular values and assumptions to political authority.

This book examines two case studies: the Taef Agreement in Lebanon and the Civil Concord in Algeria. Chapter 2 examines Lebanon’s Taef Agreement, the document formulated between 1989 and 1990 that served as the final resolution process for the conflict that had gripped Lebanon since 1975. Two themes are brought forth. First, the agreement was subject to pronounced influence from prewar political elites who sought to enshrine the principle of political confessionalism (quotas allocating representation in parliament according to religious communities) within the document. Second, the position of Lebanon vis-à-vis Israel as well as between Lebanon and Syria was negotiated almost exclusively by external powers, particularly Syria and the members of the “Higher Tripartite Committee” (Saudi Arabia, Algeria and Morocco), not by Lebanese delegates to the Taef conference. In this, non-Lebanese interests decided crucial elements of Lebanon’s foreign policy.

The enshrinement of confessionalism as the continuing political logic in Lebanon, it is argued, is a manifestation of elite political influence over the resolution process in the country. However, rather than simply being a demonstration of elite material interest, this maintenance of the status quo has focussed on particular forms of political organisation. Especially the maintenance of political authority by community leaders, many of who were active in the civil war, highlights the resilience of ‘pseudo-aristocratic’ rule in Lebanon, enshrined through the confessional basis for the political system in the country.19 This pseudo-aristocratic rule corresponds to the form of neopatriarchal vertical authority dominant amongst Arab political elites.20 Additionally, the determination of Lebanon’s foreign policy direction by non-Lebanese delegates is reflective of long-standing patterns of Lebanese politics where the state has been susceptible to pressures from stronger regional and global interests.

Chapter 3 examines the second case, Algeria’s Civil Concord, the government-sponsored peace initiative first released by President Abdel Aziz Bouteflika in 1999. The Civil Concord provides an interesting contrast to the Taef Agreement in that it was not the outcome of a multi-party and interstate negotiation process, but was issued as a government edict. A sliding amnesty programme, which is the core of the Civil Concord, offers insurgent groups clemency, probation orders or mitigated sentencing if they lay down their arms. A state-appointed commission determines the application of this amnesty.

The Civil Concord reveals an alternative form of the maintenance of elite dominance. In particular, the Concord is reflective of a security measure rather than a standard peace agreement in that it did not result from a negotiation process and did not receive any parliamentary debate. Instead, it was drafted and rubber-stamped by Parliament before being put for public referendum on 16 September 1999. The Concord sought to portray the insurgency as criminal or deviant elements, denying them and their grievances any legitimacy. It was implemented as a security measure, a tool of the state’s coercive apparatus that denied any investigation into the crimes of either the insurgency or the state. In this, it was the act of a ‘fierce’ state and state elite seeking to protect itself rather than address the grievances that had sparked the conflict in 1992.

Finally, chapter 4 draws these two cases together. When examined in relation to the existing literature on conflict resolution and civil war in the community of Arab states, this study provides new perspectives in terms of sharpening political culture as an explanatory tool. This is facilitated through its location as a secondary, relational factor. Specifically, it is the values and assumptions to political processes that emerge as unexplained when primary explanatory tools are exhausted. The significance of this approach permits a measure of generalisation for broader understandings of political culture in conflict resolution studies. This is particularly so in terms of the development of a method through which a viable analytical ‘space’ for political culture can be delineated across cultural contexts.

However, it is also important to outline the limitations of this examination. In particular, this study shows how certain elements of political culture exert influence whilst other elements, especially those that are representative of disempowered members of society, are neglected.
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CHAPTER 1


Conflict Resolution and the Explanatory Capacity of Political Culture

This chapter conceptualises political culture for use as an explanatory factor in the formation of conflict resolution processes, outlining the difficulty in its operationalising for explanatory purposes in several steps. First, political culture is understood as both a “multi-layered” and “fluid” concept to counter tendencies toward and criticisms of the use of political culture as a concept that leans toward essentialisation and determinism.

Second, political culture is understood as a secondary tool, employed in relation to key modes of conflict resolution theory, namely “structuralism” and “materialism”. Employing this concept in such a way is most useful in correspondence to the resolution of civil or internal wars. In particular, the resolution of such conflict needs to address notions of community and legitimacy, factors related to political culture as an expression of community values and assumptions.

Finally, this book employs a “context sensitive” analysis where emphasis is placed on the symbolic meaning of phrases in terms of the values and assumptions constitutive of regional political culture. An overview of the uses of political culture in conflict resolution studies is given as a means to access key relevant aspects of Arab political culture, particularly that of elites in the region. By determining the key “values” and “assumptions” directing the preferences and priorities of these groups, their similarities and differences across the region, this chapter sets the scene for the investigation of conflict resolution in Lebanon and Algeria.

Unpacking the Complexity of Political Culture

Before simply asserting that highly nebulous and, indeed, controversial concepts such as political culture have an effect on politics and the mechanics of political life, such as the resolution of conflict, a working definition must be clearly outlined. The first steps need to focus on the multi-layered and dynamic nature of the concept. Indeed, it is important to presuppose that political culture is not a singularity, corresponding to all social levels within a political structure, such as a state. Nor is it a static phenomenon, existing in the same singular form across different historical environments. In terms of variation between groups, a cue is taken from Halim Barakat when arguing that it is possible to identify relatively consistent perspectives on political culture within socio-economic groups in Arab states. For Barakat, such values vary within Arab society, conditioned by ‘social class, patterns of living, social affiliations, and isolation or exposure to the outside world’.1

In this, it is possible to identify values within social groups, such as lower socio-economic groups, middle classes and elites, which are likely to be deployed. For the study of conflict resolution, focus here is on elite values and assumptions, as it is this group which is involved in the formation of peace agreements. “Values” and “assumptions” present within Arab political elites include efforts to emphasise continuity, stability, and distinctiveness from other social groups, influence and hierarchy. In essence, this is a political culture of ‘dominance, stability and perpetuation’ designed to reproduce the conditions that maintain their positions as elites.2 However, rather than just as an expression of material interest in maintaining such a dominant position, elites use particular mechanisms to pursue this dominance, and promote certain values that they deem important to their status as elites.

In addition, there is variation between communities and their elites in terms of how dominance, stability and perpetuation are promoted and legitimated. To illustrate, for many Arab elites before and after independence, the use of Arab nationalist rhetoric has been one such particular dynamic. To varying degrees, the idea of regional unity has been a point of reference for Arab elites aimed at enhancing the legitimacy of their regimes even where concrete actions toward this goal are sorely lacking. The motivation and form of this regional unity has varied between state-based elites from the radical, socialist-influenced nationalism of Egypt’s Gamal Abd Al-Nasser to the attempt to extend Saudi-based regional influence through Wahhabist religious institutions and values. It is these orientations, or postulates of oriented action, that guide members of a community in terms of favouring particular methods of political activity. As is historically evident, the actual achievement of Arab political unity has not manifested itself outside the failed union of Egypt and Syria through the United Arab Republic between 1958 and 1961. However, what is important here is that the use of the symbolic value of Arab unity in its various forms as a goal helped elites legitimate their rule. It also gave rise to a peculiar dynamic through the 1950s, 1960s and onwards where many Arab elites, whilst entrenching the state-based divisions in the Arab world, never fully accepted the legitimacy of the statebased political system in which their power and prestige was grounded.

This characterisation of elite political culture in the Arab world can be extended further, when the relational nature of the concept is introduced. This is particularly so when seeking to note the variation between regional elites and how this affects their values and assumptions. For instance, the ruling elites in Lebanon have their roots in a form of pseudo-aristocratic rule enshrined through the confessional basis for the political system in the country. That is, political representation in Lebanon is formally divided in terms of assigned parliamentary seats, parliamentary roles and ministerial portfolios for each of the country’s main religious groups. These groups, in turn, are dominated by particular families who have been the principal forces within each community’s politics for several centuries. For instance, the Jumayyil and Franjieh families in the Maronite community, the Jumblatt family in the Druze community, and, more recently, the al-Hariri family amongst the Sunni community.3 This differs in relation to Algeria where the political elites have a much more recent pedigree, tracing their roots not to landed aristocracy and familial patronage networks but to their place within the military and state bureaucratic machines after the departure of the French in 1962. Early on, this had territorial roots where the vast majority of the military high command came from the ‘BTS triangle’, an area between the towns of Batna, Tebessa and Souk Ahras in the east of Algeria.4 However, this has shifted in recent years to officers from the Algiers wilayat (province).

In terms of the difference between these two groups, the most visible expression is their relationship to non-elites. In a more ‘traditional elite’ society such as Lebanon, political values focus on an equilibrium between the communities and detachment from non-elites.5 There is an increased attachment to kinship and patronage networks that also serve as relatively autonomous units from the state. In a less traditional elite structure, such as Algeria, elites seek a more direct relationship with non-elites in terms of expressions of values. That is, populist identity politics through revolutionary imagery, efforts at mass social mobilisation through single party politics and large-scale development programmes are central to the regime’s efforts to enhance its legitimacy.

However, there is also convergence between regional elites in terms of issues and in terms of characteristics. As noted above, the issue of Arab nationalism is a common discursive and ideological theme amongst the majority of regional elites. In addition, the issue of attaining elite status and social mobility has increasingly coalesced in recent years where lineage has assumed less importance while wealth accumulation has increased in significance. Lebanese society, a clear example of a lineage and patronage-based society, has recently moved in this direction. For instance, Rafiq al-Hariri, the former Prime Minister and symbolic figurehead of the movement to end the Syrian occupation after his assassination in early 2005, was not born into a prominent Sunni family but attained his status through the success of his construction company, Oger International, in Saudi Arabia during the 1970s and 1980s.6 As the war depleted the assets of many of Lebanon’s elite, Hariri’s fortune from Oger International, alongside oil, banking and media interests, surpassed four billion US dollars by the 1990s. His transfer from business tycoon to political elite was facilitated by his wealth, enabling him to donate large sums of money for social services, scholarships and reconstruction. He also served as the primary sponsor and financier of the 1990 Taef Agreement.

Outside patterns toward wealth accumulation as the source of elite status, there is a general correspondence of social relations on which elite authority is built. The most useful characterisation of this comes from Hisham Sharabi’s notion of neopatriarchy and the neopatriachal elite. In a basic form, neopatriarchy is the ‘deformed’ outcome of a hijacked modernisation process where ‘material modernisation’ in the Arab world failed to undermine traditional forms of vertical social relations.7 Patriarchal authoritarianism persists despite the trappings of modernity where ‘paternal will’, Sharabi’s euphemism for state authority, is the ‘absolute will, mediated in both society and the family by a forced consensus based on ritual and coercion’.8 Thus, while traditional elites maintain a visible distance from non-elites and non-traditional elites seek to legitimate their rule through populist politics and mobilisation, each operates through vertical systems of relations where their will is imposed.

Nazih Ayubi takes this point to a more explicitly political conclusion in his characterisation of the Arab state and state elites as ‘fierce’.9 Common conceptualisations of state capabilities are often related to weakness/strength or the state being soft/hard. However, the fierce state differs in that its interests are often contradictory to that of the society over which it rules. A strong state, for instance, is able to establish its authority through, using the Gramscian conceptualisation, a combination of coercion and legitimacy. Coercion serves as the ‘raw power’ of the state while hegemony is the process of state interests being assumed by civil society.10 Thus, the state need not rely on coercion as its interests are taken on by the citizenry as their own through civil society. However, this ‘capacity for social penetration’ is lacking in most if not all Arab states, leaving them to rely on their coercive apparatus to enforce their interests.11 The state is therefore fierce because it relies on coercive tools and enforces them through vertical social relations, social relations that have been hijacked from pre-existing forms and, as Sharabi contends, given a modern face.

The values of Arab political elites, therefore, have points of difference and points of similarity. In particular, differences lay in the origins of elites in Arab states and how this conditions the values that they develop and seek to pursue in relation to the types of political structures seen as preferable. Similarities rest on the vertical, neopatriarchal modes of social relations that frame their relations to non-elites, characterised particularly by a reliance on the coercive apparatus of the state and the assertion of dominance over non-elites and the transfer of dominant values and assumptions to new generations. Here, socialisation, or ‘induction into the political culture’, works where the values and assumptions of a political community and a political system are ‘inculcated and reinforced’ through education, popular culture, state influence and family structure.12 This socialisation process has within it an expectation of continuity due to the influence of ‘orientational cumulativeness’, a process where early experiences condition modes of later learning where ‘actors tend to seek orientational consonance’.13

This presents a difficulty in terms of analysing political culture during times of conflict and war, where the rapidly changing and uncertain environment ‘generally involves upheavals in social con-texts’.14 However, conformity with authority during such times of ‘cultural discontinuity’ is likely to persist due to the tendencies toward what some observers have noted as ‘ritualist’ and ‘self-serving’ motivations during times of conflict.15 Behaviour tends towards ritualism as there is compliance with authority without genuine commitment and it also tends to be self-serving in that this lack of commitment often leads to the manipulation of norms and rules for private advantage in an uncertain environment. Cultural discontinuity can also result in a process of retreating to a smaller cultural unity for protection. Therefore, political culture can be adaptable to changing circumstances whilst remaining useful in explanatory terms. Understanding the move toward different bases for entry into the elite of Arab political society as well as the lingering influence of political culture during times of high fluidity, such as during conflict, is indicative of this.

The Relationship between Conflict Resolution Theory and Political Culture

As conflict resolution theory crystallised into a distinct area of academic inquiry after WWII, it has been directed by “macro” theory. That is, theoretical approaches to conflict resolution have focussed on standard, universally applicable models for generating conflict resolution techniques. Within this broad set of ideas, two main streams have largely dictated the focus of analysis during and immediately after the Cold War. Firstly, structuralist resolution theory, one that takes its prompts from the realist and neo-realist traditions in international relations and, secondly, materialist resolution theory, one influenced by models and practice from psychology and law.16

The question remains, however, as to how one can draw conclusions from cultural observations, i.e. how to operationalise political culture for explanatory purposes in resolution analysis. By investigating the dominant forms of conflict resolution, structuralist and materialist approaches, this book proposes a method of incorporating political culture into conflict resolution studies in a way that enhances its explanatory capacity whilst utilising the primary illustrative ability of these dominant approaches, which have served as the primary explanatory factors for the timing, form, and success of conflict resolution. However, these tools exhibit limitations in terms of particular values and assumptions in relation to the resolution of conflict, and a more comprehensive approach to conflict resolution analysis can be achieved by employing political culture as a secondary explanatory tool.

Structuralism

Structuralist understandings of conflict and resolution stem from the idea of system-level forces dictating the form of human organization and interaction. As such, focus on security and thinking about security has been targeted at the interstate level as the most potent realm of structural activity. For instance, the notion of the “security dilemma” is a common analytical tool used to highlight structural forces perpetuating conflict in the anarchic international environment. The security dilemma focuses on the ‘perception’ of threats in the international setting where ‘the self-help attempts of states to look after their own security needs’ leads to other states perceiving such actions as threatening.17 This ‘unresolvable uncertainly’ is due to the structural nature of world politics, leading to an ‘ever-present’ threat of conflict.18 However, the recent proliferation of internal conflict challenges the structuralist doctrine. At a general level, structuralists sought to counter this through a focus on the dynamics of state weakness as a manifestation of systemic pressures leading to insecurity and conflict.

The approach I. William Zartman represents an attempt at adjusting structuralist explanations toward these changing conflict dynamics.19 In order to subvert the perpetuation of conflict, Zartman highlights key elements to be recognised and seized upon, the ‘mutually hurting stalemate’ providing the ‘ripe moment’ for resolution.20 As structural asymmetry defines the conflict dynamic, stalemates are difficult to achieve as they usually require ‘two equal and checking powers’ to force an impasse.21 However, an asymmetric conflict may produce a softer, no-win stalemate through the intervention of a third party on the side of the opposition. This can serve as an alternative measure to bring the conflict to a less asymmetric dynamic, leading to a stalemate that both parties find untenable.

Structuralist perspectives contain important lessons for understanding the organisational imperatives driving conflict. In particular, the pressure on states to establish authority and security within their borders, the efforts of state elites to eliminate potential forms of opposition, and the role of those with an investment in the continuation of conflict are all key factors in understanding the difficulties faced when attempting to develop conflict resolution mechanisms. However, there are problematic assumptions within the structuralist approach that weaken its applicability in general terms. For instance, the notions of asymmetry and the conceptualisation of participants are questionable points of reference when studying contemporary conflict. Asymmetry is conceptualised in terms of material means, that is, ‘legitimacy, sovereignty, allies, armies, and access to resources’ with an opposition deficient in these.22 According to this logic, such a structure leads to conflict escalation and perpetuation in that government forces often seek to turn this asymmetry into the destruction of the opposition whilst the opposition sees this and generates a harder form of compensating commitment.

This is a difficult assumption in that it takes for granted the idea of the state as possessing the necessary capacity to achieve a total victory. However, the majority of contemporary conflicts have occurred in states where such capacity is highly deficient, due to a lack of either physical capacity (military forces, access to resources, external backing, etc …) and/or ‘capabilities’ (legitimacy, cohesive political communities, viable political institutions, etc …).23 The inability of the Government of Sudan, for instance, to impose its authority over the south of the country and its final recognition of the legitimacy of the insurgent Sudan People’s Liberation Movement in 2004 shows how military ascendency does not necessarily translate into an asymmetrical relationship in conflict. This is a pattern also seen in the early years, particularly 1991 to 1995, of the Algerian civil war, as well as the repeated attempts by the Syrian Government with its large military force, to gain hegemony during the Lebanese civil war.

Even in cases where the state may have a clearer dominance in terms of military power, such as the Algerian government after 1995, this does not necessarily equate to a disempowered insurgency. This highlights the questionable definition of power used by structuralist resolution theory. Power is presented as a commodified, zero-sum quality that is possessed by either party; something that one party can gain only at the other party’s expense. Even where an insurgency seeks to compensate through total commitment, it lacks those tangible elements of sovereignty, allies and resources. However, parties within a conflict have a variety of means to act even if they are at a military or strategic disadvantage.

For instance, the legitimacy of insurgent movements amongst the population they seek to represent provides the groups with crucial resources in terms of support, logistics, and even arms.24 Moreover, the motivations of the parties to continue resistance despite their apparent disadvantage remain unexplained by structuralist theory.

Therefore, structuralist approaches to resolution provide important insights into the causes of violence in particular settings. Specifically, they capture well the difficulty in bringing to resolution a conflict where the state is dominant, facing a disempowered insurgency, and where both parties see little value in entering negotiations. However, there is little offered in terms of understanding conflicts where the state is severely weakened or collapses altogether, as in the cases of Lebanon, Somalia and Iraq prior to 2008. Nor does structuralism address the key notion of legitimacy and its potential as a resource for a materially disempowered insurgency. It is touched on in terms of the claims of the state to sovereign authority, endowing it with international legitimacy. However, the ideological direction of the state, or the exclusion of particular communities from the state structure, undermines the domestic legitimacy of the state.

The insurgency makes alternative claims to legitimacy that appeal directly to the citizenry. For instance, the Government of Algeria, whose legitimacy had been based on their links to the defeat of French colonialism in 1962, had become illegitimate by the late 1980s due to political and economic mismanagement combined with the lack of a clear ideological direction for the future of the country. In response, the Islamist opposition sought to fashion a place as not only critical of the government’s mismanagement, but also as the legitimate successor to the regime. This was done using similar rhetoric to that of the revolution-era movements, placing the Islamists in a consistent pattern with Algerian history.

The issue of legitimacy is crucial because it represents an area where political culture analysis can provide insight outside strictly structural approaches. Their structural environment in part affects the response of people to political movements, and also their priorities in relations to political values, orientations and assumptions. The Islamist opposition in Algeria was able to harness this at a time of widespread disaffection to the regime. This issue of legitimacy and its role in affecting behaviour in conflict is also seen in Lebanon where the conflict was often described as one between different confessional groups. However, the attitudes of different organisations within each community to the confessionally based political structure in the country often led to armed conflict. This was most starkly seen in the “war of the brothers” between the Maronite Lebanese Forces who supported the maintenance of the confessional structure and the supporters of Maronite General Michel Aoun who opposed this form of political organisation.

In addition, structuralism provides important insights into the cycles of conflict and its perpetuation, as well as the activities of groups that may lead to negotiations. However, it does not fully explain why parties may choose not to negotiate, or persist in fighting. The question of motivations is crucial because it not only addresses the perpetuation of conflict but also the possibilities for future conflict. That is, if the grievances causing the conflict and those arising during the conflict are left unaddressed, there is little stopping the outbreak of violence in the future.

Materialism

This question of motivations is taken up by materialism. Prescribing the same macro analytical mode as structuralism, materialist or interest-based approaches take a different methodological direction, focussing on material interests as the source of conflict and the locus for resolution. John Burton’s conflict resolution theory has arguably been the most influential series of ideas in this contemporary debate. In particular, his notion of deep-rooted conflict, stemming from issues related to basic human needs (BHN) and the necessity of problem-solving approaches to conflict provention have shaped both subsequent resolution theory and practice.25 These BHN, it is argued, are possessed by all individuals and their violation or denial is the catalyst for conflict. BHN, defined as the ‘need for response, security, recognition, stimulation, distributive justice, meaning, rationality (including the need to be seen as rational, and in control)’ are essential for human existence.26
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