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Preface
The Third Side Symposia at Harvard

No human problem is more pressing or more challenging than that of violence, the bodily harm that 

individuals, groups, and nations inflict on one another in the course of their conflicts. Tragically, 

violence abounds from school shootings to genocidal wars, from Columbine to Kosovo.

The questions naturally arise: Is violence an inherent and inevitable part of human life? Can it be 

prevented? In short, must we fight?

In October 1999 and September 2000, the Program on Negotiation at Harvard Law School held two 

public symposia in which scholars from different disciplines sought to address these questions.

TheThe first symposium, entitled “Violent human nature? Telling a new story,” focused on new scientific 

insights into the human capacity for violence and peacemaking. “Human nature” is often invoked in 

political deliberation and popular discourse to explain brutal violence and why so little can be done to 

prevent it. Recent investigations in the fields of primatology, anthropology, and conflict resolution 

suggest quite a different picture of human nature with powerful implications for how we can prevent 

violence and wars today.

TheThe meeting brought together representatives of three disciplines, each with a different lens on 

violence and human nature. Professor Frans de Waal of Emory University, an eminent primatologist, 

presented his research on aggression and reconciliation among primates. Professor Brian Ferguson 

of Rutgers University, a leading authority on the anthropology of war, described the archaeological 

evidence for early violence and war. Lastly, from the vantage point of conflict resolution, I offered 

some speculations about how our early ancestors may have dealt with their conflicts using the 

intervention of the surrounding community, the “Third Side.”

TheThe second symposium was entitled “The Third Side: Mobilizing Communities to Prevent Urban 

Violence.” Professor Christopher Winship of Harvard University began by describing how a group of 

African-American ministers worked successfully together with the police to prevent youth violence in 

Boston. Professor Steven Wilkinson of Duke University presented the case of several Indian cities that 

effectively prevented ethnic riots between Hindus and Muslims that killed hundreds in other cities. 

Drawing on these two very different case studies for illustration, I presented a conceptual framework 

revolving around the “Third Side.”
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Together, we examined three major questions in this second symposium:

1. What factors enabled the community in these cases to help prevent violence? What were the 

obstacles and how were they overcome?

2. How did the community—the Third Side—become mobilized? What were the motivations for 

people to get involved despite considerable costs and risks?

3.3. What generalizable lessons can we draw for preventing violent conflict in other communities 

around the world?

Responsive audiences raised a number of other questions of their own, helping to further explore and 

expand the concept of the Third Side at all levels of human interaction.

IfIf the first symposium focused on the past and served to bring out a new and different story of 

human conflict, the second symposium dwelt on the present and looked at the practical modalities by 

which violent conflict can be prevented. Together, both symposia raised important questions bearing 

on the future of human violence.

The first two parts of this publication are edited transcriptions of the two symposia presentations 

and the question-and-answer period that followed the 2000 meeting. The style is naturally that of the 

spoken, not the written, word.

TheThe last part of this book is a “Third Side” simulation designed for classroom use. Based on actual 

events, the simulation asks students to put themselves in the place of an administrator faced with a 

community conflict, in this case, a racial incident at a public high school. The three authors were 

graduate research fellows at the Program on Negotiation during 2000–2001: Brian Blancke, Chang In 

Shin, and Joshua Weiss.

TheThe two symposia, the thoughtful questions of the audience, and the simulation are collected here 

to stimulate thinking among students, theorists, and practitioners about the Third Side and how it 

might be used to prevent, contain, and resolve conflict.

LetLet me end by expressing my deep gratitude to all those who made this book a reality. First thanks 

go to my colleagues Frans de Waal, Brian Ferguson, Christopher Winship, and Steve Wilkinson, who 

took time out of their busy schedules to participate actively in the symposia and to present their 

fascinating research. The symposia were ably and graciously convened by Sara Cobb, then executive 

director of the Program on Negotiation. The Program offered generous financial and organizational 

support for the project. Terry Hill, director of PON Publications, skillfully edited the transcripts and 

handled the publication process from beginning to end. Final thanks go to my family, Lizanne, Chris, 

William L. UryWilliam L. Ury

Cambridge, Massachusetts

October 2001
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The Power of the “Third Side”:
Community Roles in Conflict Resolution

William L. Ury

WeWe have seen from Frans de Waal a different picture of our primate heritage than the one most often 

seen. We have heard from Brian Ferguson a different version of the archaeological record than the one 

most commonly heard. I would like to follow up by asking a further question. If it's true that there is a 

lot more cooperative and conflict-resolving behavior among primates than we have given them credit 

for; and if what Brian is saying about the archaeological record is true, how did our ancestors manage 

conflict peacefully?

ThomasThomas Hobbes, whom Brian mentioned, said there were two alternatives: superior, centralized 

government or a condition of war. These are the only two possibilities. We know, or presume, that our 

ancestors, who were nomadic hunters and gatherers for about 99 percent of human evolution, did not 

have superior, centralized government. We know that they had weapons; we know that they had the 

capacity to kill each other; we know that in some instances they did kill each other. The question is: 

Why weren't they killing each other all the time, the way that we sometimes imagine cavemen did? 

Hobbes posited a “war of every man against every man,” by which he meant a condition of permanent

I’dI’d like to draw on some of the ethnographic knowledge that we have and to interpret it through the 

lens of conflict resolution. Unfortunately, conflict resolution, unlike war, leaves no material traces for 

archaeologists to uncover. To discover any kind of alternative mechanism requires looking for clues 

among simpler societies who have survived into modern times. I might add that every society, indeed 

every group, differs and changes over time. Since each society we have studied has had at least some 

contact with complex agricultural societies as Brian was referring to, it would be a mistake to 

extrapolateextrapolate directly from their behavior to our prehistoric ancestors. Having said that, however, we can 

use our knowledge of these simple societies to speculate about the conflict management mechanisms 

that our ancestors might have had at their disposal.

I want to focus on two groups. One is the Bushmen of the Kalahari, who are one of the best 

documented hunter-gatherer groups studied by many anthropologists, especially from here in 

Cambridge, starting with the Marshall family and continuing with Irven Devore, Richard Lee, and their 

students. The other group is the Semai of Malaysia. Traditionally, and I'll use the anthropological 

present here, the Bushmen live in small groups roughly averaging about 25 in a group, embedded in 

larger networks
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of about 500. They are relatively egalitarian; they have no formal leaders. Richard Lee persistently 

asked, “Who's the head man? Don't you have head men?” One Bushman finally responded, "Okay, of 

course we have head men. In fact, we are all head men! Each one of us is head man over himself “ 

Now while the Bushmen are perfectly capable of violence—in fact, each man has hunting arrows 

coated with a poison that is absolutely deadly and fatal to humans—they do a fairly good job of 

controlling harmful conflict.

AA decade ago I had a chance to visit several groups of Bushmen in Botswana and Namibia. It didn't 

take me long to observe that harmony is not their natural state. Conflict is their natural state. The 

Ju/’hoan Bushmen, for example, describe themselves as the “owners of argument.” There are 

constant jealousies, tensions over such issues as the equitable distribution of food, mates, potential 

mates, and hunting and gathering rights. As one of the elders explained to me in an interview, “It is 

natural for human beings to have disputes.” So the question is: How do they handle their disputes?

I learned that when a dispute arises, they are quick to ask others to intercede. If a person from one I learned that when a dispute arises, they are quick to ask others to intercede. If a person from one 

group, for example, hunts on some other group’s territory without seeking permission first, one elder, 

Korakoradue, explained, “The injured party will then call three people as witnesses and he will show 

them the offender's footprints. Then they all go and talk to the offender and admonish him not to do it 

again.” I said, “Suppose the man does it a second time: What happens?” He said, “Well, this time the 

aggrieved will get four witnesses! Now they speak very loudly to the offender and tell him not to do it 

again.”again.” So I asked, “What if he does it a third time?” He said, “No one would have dared to violate the 

norms and offend others like this.”

Now the secret of the Bushmen's system for managing conflicts is the vigilant, active, and 

constructive involvement of the surrounding members of the community. As Korakoradue explained 

to me, all of the friends and relatives are approached in a dispute, and they're asked to have a calming 

word with the disputants. The entire community gets involved. When a serious problem comes up, 

everyone sits down—all the men, all the women—and they talk, and they talk, and they talk. Each 

person has a chance to have his or her say. It may take two or three days. This open and inclusive 

process continues until the dispute is literally talked out. Why? Because they know what the potential 

costscosts of conflict are. They know what hot tempers combined with poisoned arrows can do to the 

community. So the community members work hard to discover in these meetings what social rules 

have been broken in order to produce such discord and what needs to be done to restore the social 

harmony that is critical to their living together.

Their discussion serves as a kind of people's court, except there is no vote by the jury, and there is 

no verdict by the judge. Decisions are made by consensus, and unlike a typical court proceeding, 

where one side wins and the other loses, the goal is a stable solution that both the disputants and the 

community can support. As the group conversation proceeds, a consensus about the appropriate 

solution gradually crystallizes. After making sure that no opposition nor ill-will remains, the elders
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typically voice this emergent consensus. Now, if ever tempers rise suddenly and violence does 

threaten, which happens sometimes, the community is quick to respond. People collect the poisoned 

arrows and hide them far away in the bush, while others try to separate the antagonists. And then the 

talking begins.

TheThe Bushmen will not rest until a dispute is fully addressed. “Under no conditions,” one of the elders 

explained to me, “will a person be allowed to go away until the problem is resolved. We will go and 

fetch someone if he leaves before the dispute is settled. People do not usually stay angry afterwards, 

so they do not move away.” This relates directly to what Frans de Waal was talking about: This is not 

just distancing, it’s reconciliation behavior. I asked “What if a dispute occurs between people from 

different groups?” He said, “We'll send for the person from the other group. If he doesn't come, our 

group will go to his group and we’ll have a talk there.”

SevenSeven years later I had an opportunity to visit the Semai who live deep in the Malaysian rainforest. 

They have the reputation of being perhaps the most peaceful culture on earth, and their dispute 

resolution practices have been extensively studied by anthropologists such as Robert Deman and 

Clayton and Carol Robarchek. The Semai also make ample use of the community in resolving their 

disputes. When conflict emerges, people zealously seek to avoid taking sides. That's the key, even 

when, and indeed especially when, it involves their close relatives or friends. One Semai man 

explained to me, “It is not proper behavior to take sides.” “What is proper,” he said, “is to urge one’s 

relatives to resolve their disputes.”relatives to resolve their disputes.”

Now like the Bushmen, the Semai also have long community talks, called bcaraa’. I was told about 

one recently convened just to discuss the behavior of a father who had hit his four-year-old son for 

uprooting plants in the field. It’s just not done, people explained. They don't believe in striking children 

or forcing them to do something. The lesson that’s transmitted through these bcaraa' is not only the 

disapproval of force, it’s the approval of alternative ways of dealing with the issue through talking and 

apology. And they organize them not just for disputes among adults, but also for conflicts among 

children.children. When a Semai child strikes another, the adults instead of punishing the child convene a 

children's bcaraa’, like a parliament. All the children sit down in a circle. They discuss what happened. 

They talk about how to resolve the issue and repair the injured relationship. Everyone thus profits from 

the dispute by learning the lesson of how to handle frustrations and differences peacefully.

Let me just step back here for a moment from the Bushmen and the Semai and try to explain in 

conflict resolution terms what I see happening in these societies. When I came back to our society, 

what struck me was that in our society, we conventionally think of conflict as two-sided. There’s the 

husband versus the wife; there’s the union versus the employer; there are Arabs versus Israelis; Hutus 

versus Tutsis. The introduction of a third party almost always comes as somewhat of an exception, an 

aberration, or as someone meddling in someone else’s business. But as I learned from the Bushmen 

and the Semai, conflict is never two-sided. Every conflict is actually three-sided. No dispute takes
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place in a vacuum. There are always others around. There is always some social context in which a 

dispute takes place. The third party could be the elderly female bonobo that Frans de Waal was talking 

about. There is a community that constitutes the third side.

TheThe third side consists of both insiders, people who are very close to the parties, such as family 

friends, and outsiders, such as neighbors, neutrals, bystanders. They play a critical role in dealing with 

conflict. The third side serves as a kind of container for contention. Within that container, conflict can 

often be gradually transformed from confrontation into cooperation. One metaphor that comes to 

mind for the third side is that it’s a kind of social immune system that prevents the spread of the virus 

of violence.

InIn a nutshell the third side is composed of people from the community using a certain kind of power, 

the power of peers, from a certain perspective, which is a perspective of common ground; supporting 

a certain process, which is the process of dialogue and nonviolence; and aiming for a certain product, 

which is a triple win—a solution that’s good for the community and good for both of the parties.

What'sWhat's interesting is that unlike a king, or an authoritarian state, unlike Hobbes's Leviathan, the third 

side is not a transcendent individual or institution who dominates everyone. Rather, it is the emergent 

will of the community. It's an impulse that arises from the vital relationships—from Frans's “valuable 

relationships”—that link each member to every other member of the community. The third side, in 

other words, is a creation of a host of individuals and organizations freely interacting with each other. 

People can contribute to the third side, but no one commands it. In other words, it’s a self-organizing 

phenomenonphenomenon with its own natural laws. If each person contributes his or her bit, a powerful collective 

phenomenon slowly materializes.

The question is: What exactly does the third side do to head off violence? Consider that destructive 

conflict has a trajectory. Violence starts with latent tensions, develops into overt conflict, develops into 

power struggles, and then finally crosses some threshold into, say, violence and war. This suggests 

that the third side does three things.

There are three major opportunities to channel the conflict’s vertical momentum toward violence 

into a horizontal impulse which could lead to constructive change. The first opportunity is to prevent 

destructive conflict from emerging in the first place by addressing the latent tensions that produce 

conflict. The second is to resolve the overt conflicts which do develop. And the third is to contain any 

escalating power struggles that temporarily escape resolution. The trick is to resolve what is not 

prevented and to contain what is not resolved.

NoteNote that this is not about eliminating or suppressing conflict in any way. We probably need more 

conflict. It’s about transforming conflict from a destructive form to a constructive form. This recalls 

Frans’s model: Violence is a choice. The question that the third side takes on is: How do you make that 

choice less desirable than the alternative, say, of a negotiated agreement? For each of these three 

functions, there are a number of very concrete roles that people play.
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The first role is that of provider, helping people meet their needs. In thinking about prevention you 

might ask why conflicts escalate. One reason conflicts might escalate is frustrated needs. The 

Bushmen and the Semai put a lot of attention on meeting the frustrated needs of the people around 

them. For example, the Bushmen never let anyone go hungry. It’s unheard of to let anyone go hungry 

in their camp or in their larger network. The Semai, for instance, will let other groups come hunt on 

their lands if they are hungry. They explain that if they did not, “The spirits of the forest will be unhappy 

and someone might fall sick and die and we would then be responsible.” They have a sense of 

interdependence.interdependence.

Another role is that of teacher. Tensions over conflicting needs can also easily escalate when people 

lack the proper skills or the attitudes to defuse them. The teacher helps provide those skills. The Semai 

and the Bushmen, for example, go to great lengths to teach their children to control their tempers and 

to refrain from violence.

Another role key to violence prevention is that of bridge builder, building relationships across 

potential lines of conflict. Good relationships are key to preventing conflict. Reflecting the 

valuable-relationship hypothesis of Professor de Waal, the Bushmen, for example, use constant visits 

and the exchange of gifts to nurture their relationships with other bands as well as in their own. 

Richard Lee did a study in which he found out that literally two thirds of the time, the Bushmen groups 

are either visiting or being visited by relatives or friends or strangers. Relationships are constantly 

beingbeing built with neighboring groups, and those relationships serve as a safety net that helps prevent 

destructive conflict.

Now even with the best prevention, there’s still going to be lots of overt conflict, and healthily so. 

There are at least four elements of overt conflict: 1) the conflicting interests that Frans was mentioning 

as universal, 2) disputed rights, 3) unequal power, and 4) injured relationships. The mediator, for 

example, helps the parties reconcile their conflicting interests. The arbiter helps decide disputed 

rights. The equalizer helps equalize the power between the parties. The healer helps repair injured 

relationships and defuse wounded emotions.

IfIf you look, for example, at the Semai bcaraa’, you will find the community of friends, family, and 

neighbors playing all four roles. They act partly as mediators, seeking an outcome that's acceptable 

to each side. They’re acting partly as arbiters in the sense that they’re trying to determine which social 

rules have been broken. They’re acting partly as equalizers, ensuring that neither disputant wins 

simply by virtue of superior power or status. They’re equalizing the situation. And they act very 

powerfully as healers, trying to restore the broken relationship among the disputants.

BothBoth the Semai and the Bushmen place enormous importance on the role of apology and 

forgiveness in their dispute resolution. For them it’s not enough simply to find a solution to the dispute. 

The relationship, indeed, the community, needs to be made whole again. The Bushmen have trance 

dances that accompany their dispute resolution sessions. Every night of a dispute resolution session,  
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they engage in ritual trance dancing in which they call upon the spirits to help bring reconciliation to 

the group, to restore the community. It’s a very important part of the process. It’s not just a question 

of finding a solution. It’s a question of healing the community.

Sometimes prevention and resolution don't work: Conflict still escalates. Conflict escalates at this 

stage partly because no one’s paying any attention; partly because there are no limitations being put 

on the conflict; and partly because there’s no one around to step in to provide protection. Again, what 

you see in these societies is three roles being played to contain the conflict.

First,First, the role of witness comes into play: Early warning signals appear most clearly to those who are 

immediately around the disputants. As one Semai tribesman put it, “We all know everyone intimately. 

We know everyone's personality. We can tell when they are angry and when trouble's brewing.” When 

the witnesses get involved, then you go back to resolution; you go back to trying to prevent the 

situation. The witness plays an enormously important role in trying to detect emerging conflict.

If that doesn’t work, there’s the referee or the rule-making role. The Bushmen say, okay, you may 

have a fistfight; but there's no use of poisoned arrows. They hide those poisoned arrows.

Finally,Finally, there’s the most intrusive role, which is the peace keepers, who actually intervene and 

physically separate people who are fighting.

InIn a sense, all these ten roles together are like a series of safety nets. If one doesn’t catch the 

conflict, another will. If two people are fighting, the community will surround them, and the community 

plays all ten roles. One role’s not enough. But you put all ten together and they have a chance. That’s 

the basic methodology as far as I can understand it. There’s an old African proverb, that “when spider 

webs unite, they can halt even a lion.” Each one of these roles may be a thin spider web, but if you put 

them all together, then they can really be effective.

That’sThat’s what I see happening in these societies. I don't want to romanticize—there’s a lot of conflict. 

There’s even violence. It’s worth reemphasizing that the Bushmen are not always successful in 

averting violence. In fact, no society is. Richard Lee reports that the !Kung Bushmen have had a fairly 

high homicide rate in this century. But even so, as he points out, if you do a fair comparison with 

modern society, taking into account war casualties and the fact that an aggravated assault which 

would have led to death without modern medicine is not reported as a homicide, the !Kung homicide 

rate according to Lee comes out at less than one third of modern society’s. He observes, “The balance 

sheetsheet in this perspective clearly favors the hunter-gatherers, who manage to keep their killing rates low 

even in the absence of our elaborate system of police, courts, and prisons.” Other small-scale 

societies such as the Semai appear to do even better than the Bushmen.

While these more peaceful groups may be exceptional, as Brian was saying, constituting perhaps 

only 10 percent of tribal societies surveyed, it’s intriguing that it tends to be this 10 percent whose 

simple way of life most closely resembles that of our ancestors for the great majority of our evolution. 

While none of these groups can be used as conclusive proof of how our ancestors managed their
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conflicts, they do demonstrate one thing: that Hobbes was ill-informed, and there does exist a way of 

dealing with human differences other than authoritarian government or war. And that is a 

conflict-management system based on the third side.

To put it in the words of a Bushman woman, “When someone says, ‘You Bushmen have no 

government,’ we’ll say that our old, old people long ago had a government. And it was an ember from 

the fire where we last lived which we used to light the fire at the new place we were going.” Their 

government is the council around the fire.

OneOne quick word about the logic that supports the third side: The logic inherent in the life of a 

nomadic hunter-gatherer often puts a premium on cooperation, puts a penalty on fighting, and offers 

the possibility of exit. For people roving around the landscape in search of game and plants, 

cooperation makes a lot of sense; that’s how you survive. Scattered plants and game are an 

expandable pie: If you hunt and gather cooperatively and share the yield, there will typically be more 

for everyone. The basic resource is positive sum. Forming close ties with other groups, moreover, is 

not just useful and enjoyable; it’s essential to survival. If a drought occurs, or if there’s a shortage in 

oneone area, people can, and often do, go visit relatives and friends who share their territory and food; the 

visiting group may reciprocate the next year.

Also, fighting has a fairly heavy cost. The benefits are limited because people living off scattered 

plants and roving animals don’t have much to seize. Land is hard to defend, and there’s little or no 

property to steal. There’s not much sense in enslaving others, if only because they can escape so 

easily. And you have to weigh that against the cost, in a fight at close quarters, of someone in the 

group getting killed. Even a disabling injury spells almost certain death in a nomadic society. In an 

average group of 25, the loss of one hunter represents one-fifth of the group’s hunting capacity. So 

the group tends to frown on that kind of fighting.

EvenEven if one’s group were able to win the fight, it would be vulnerable to retaliation. Among the 

Bushmen, for example, the poison-tipped arrows often take days to kill a person, long enough for the 

victim to exact vengeance.

Ages before the Cold War, our ancestors would have come to appreciate the reality of mutual 

deterrence. As one Bushman put it “I want to hunt kudu, eland, gemsbok [which are all types of 

antelopes]. But hunting man is what gets you killed.” And one of the Semai was asked, “Why don’t you 

hit another person?” His reply was, “What if he hits back?”

TheThe other thing is that fighting usually means killing kin, or the kin of kin. The most important thing 

that hunter-gatherers have is those personal relationships: The people one would attack might very 

well be those whose help you might need in hard times.

Lastly, one shouldn’t underestimate the importance of the exit option as an alternative. In 

negotiation lingo we might call this option the BATNA, the Best Alternative To a Negotiated 

Agreement. It’s there, and it’s used in those kinds of nomadic societies. Interestingly, the exit is often
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negotiated. Sometimes, if two people can’t live with each other or two groups aren’t getting along very 

well there’s a cooling-off period. In one hunter-gatherer group in East Africa, the Hadza, if tensions 

were rising between groups, one of the groups in contention would—and this is the anthropologist’s 

quote—“suddenly realize that the berries were better elsewhere,” and that would be it. Then later they 

would come back for reconciliation.

II suspect that our ancestors learned to handle their differences cooperatively in much the same 

tentative way that participants in our prisoners’-dilemma games do. They made occasional mistakes; 

they experienced the cost of fights. When their conflicts became acute or the temptations too strong, 

some of them may have succumbed to fighting. Some of the evidence points to that. Maybe some of 

them fought a battle here and there. But as long as the basic logic of cooperation remained strong, 

you would imagine that those groups who discovered war would eventually have rediscovered the 

virtues of co-existence. I think that’s what may explain some of the archaeological patterns that Brian 

WhatWhat I take away from Professor de Waal's talk is the sheer variation of behavior among different 

species, as he pointed out, such as between the bonobos and the chimps; among different groups of 

the same species; and among different circumstances. Our primate relatives are far from being 

genetic automatons. They appear to be social tacticians just like us, according to his model. They 

have a repertoire of behaviors for dealing with conflict, and they appear to choose the behavior that’s 

most advantageous to their interests. If chimpanzees can exert such a high degree of control, imagine 

how much more can be exercised by a creature with an even more developed brain.

LikeLike chimpanzee behavior, human behavior is extraordinarily flexible, as reflected in the extreme 

variation in societal rates of violence. Some indigenous cultures, like the Waorani of Ecuador, manifest 

levels of violence as much as 1,000 times higher than, say, the Semai of Malaysia. Consider the 

modern-day contrast between England and Colombia, more than 50 times more violent.

TheThe level of variation alone suggests that far more than human nature is at play. One doesn't find 

whole societies, for instance, that eat or make love even 10 times more often than others, let alone 

1,000 times. It does suggest that the variation derives in great measure from how people choose to 

deal with their differences. Violence is not an autonomous phenomenon; it’s a choice. It’s one choice 

among many for handling disputes. People are constantly coping with conflicts, their own and those 

of others, making choices as to which procedures to use. Human beings, in other words, are conflict 

managers.

MyMy speculative hypothesis about our past is that the reason why archaeologists have found so little 

evidence of organized violence during the first 99 percent of human history may in fact be the obvious 

one, which is we’ve been maligning our ancestors. They weren't cavemen looking to bash every 

stranger over the head. Rather, most, if not all of the time, they were working hard at co-existing. They 

were working hard at reconciling. They sought to get along with each other and their neighbors, and
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by and large they appear to have succeeded. Conflict was probably endemic; we probably had a lot 

of interpersonal fights; we probably had some impulsive murder; maybe even an occasional feud. But 

there was probably very little war to exterminate or conquer other groups, the practice that threatens 

our species today.

ThatThat our ancestors were quite capable of violence, that they had the ability all along to make war, 

and that they undoubtedly had many conflicts, make their feat of coexisting all the more remarkable. 

They would have had to work very hard and courageously to prevent conflicts from arising, to resolve 

difficult issues, and to contain violent conflicts. One of the keys of their success, I'm persuaded, was 

a powerful third side, the community. Their peace was not a peace of the weak; it was a peace of the 

brave.

HumanHuman nature is not inherently peaceful; humans are capable of both peace and war. We know that 

from our daily lives. Most of us, although you wouldn't think this from looking at the media, live most 

of our lives in a condition of peace. Violence is not the norm. Peace actually is the norm. If you went 

out into the streets of Cambridge right now, and you looked around, you’d see a lot of peaceful 

behavior going on. You’d see a little bit of aggressive behavior, but it would be, as Frans was pointing 

out, less than five percent or far less than that. While we’re not by nature killer apes, we’re not naturally 

peacefulpeaceful either. Rather, we’re capable of both destructive and constructive responses to our 

differences; we have the capacity to choose. As a Semai elder once remarked to me, “Conflict is 

created by human beings and thus can be controlled by human beings.”

Perhaps it’s my bias, coming from the field of negotiation, but the image that comes to my mind for 

human nature is neither the killer ape, nor the noble savage, but that of ordinary people who are prone 

to conflict, struggling for the most part to cope with it, to resolve it. In other words, they’re trying to 

co-exist. If anything then, we human beings are homo negotiator.

Let me end by drawing a few implications for today, and just give two examples of the third side at 

work. I think that we're living in a time of transition. It turns out that how we get along is heavily 

influenced by the conditions under which we live. One of the things that makes it easier for simple 

hunter-gatherers to learn how to resolve their conflicts is that their basic resource tends to be an 

expandable pie. Both sides of a conflict tend to lose if they fight. In this situation, the basic form of 

organization is an open network, and the basic form of decision making is negotiation which tends to 

allow people to co-exist.

WhenWhen people start to settle down and engage in agriculture, the base resource becomes land or 

power, which is a fixed pie. More land for me means less land for you; more power for me means less 

power for you. The basic form of organization tends to become vertical, pyramidal. It becomes closed 

as the exit option disappears. The basic form of decision making tends to be orders, people on the top 

of the pyramid giving orders to people on the bottom. This produces a lot of violence.
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In our emerging global knowledge societies, the basic resource is shifting from land to knowledge, 

another expandable pie. If I give you my land, I have less land. But if I give you my knowledge, I don't 

thereby have less knowledge. The logic of conflict seems to be changing. I think that’s part of the 

reason why there is so much interest today in negotiation and in negotiation theories that are 

cooperative.

TheThe basic form of organization is also shifting away from a closed pyramid to more of an open 

network. It still has a long way to go, but the internet, for example, is a prime example of an open 

network. The basic form of decision making today in many organizations, whether in business, in 

politics, or in the family, is shifting from people giving orders from top to bottom towards negotiated 

decision making. It’s becoming the more common form of decision making. This doesn't mean we go 

straight to coexistence by any means, but it does offer us the opportunity to learn.

WeWe are now in the infancy of that learning, and a great many of you here in the room are participants 

in looking for ways to learn to live together at this point. It doesn't mean that we're heading towards 

peace necessarily. There's no certainty. Conflicts may well get worse, particularly in the short run. In 

times of transition there’s more conflict. However, there may be a real opportunity here. Let me offer 

two examples of how this opportunity could be followed up on with the use of the third side.

WhatWhat happened in South Africa reflects the influence of the third-side. When I was in South Africa in 

the late 1980s, everyone thought it was going to be one of the worst civil strife areas in the world and 

it was going to go on forever. But that situation turned around because there were insiders and 

outsiders who formed the third side. Mandela and de Klerk, in a sense, were not just advocates for 

their sides; they joined together and formed a new center. They were supported by the business 

communities, the churches, the entire civil society. Everyone got involved. In that process, peace 

committees at every level of the society were working to prevent and resolve violence in the 

transitional period.transitional period.

And they were supported by outsiders from university students who protested to church groups and 

governments. Economic sanctions were imposed. In the words of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, “You 

must believe that this spectacular victory over apartheid would have been totally, totally impossible 

had we not been supported so remarkably by the international community.”

The second example of the third side comes from right here in Boston. Teenage violence in this city 

was at an epidemic high in the early 1990s. It  had tripled over ten years. In 1992 there were 20 killings, 

for example. And then what happened? By 1996, in those four years, the rate of killings fell from 20 to 

zero. Why? Because the community got involved, the third side. It wasn't just the police taking some 

guns away. The ministers got involved. The parents and the teachers identified who was at risk. The 

business community got involved, creating over 10,000 after-school jobs. There were ex-gang 

membersmembers who served as counselors and tried to teach their peers other ways of dispute resolution. 

Everyone got involved. In the words of the Boston police commissioner, “What was the key?
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Collaboration.” It was the fact that everyone got together. That was the third side at work here at 

home, in another context.

ToTo conclude then, conditions for co-existence may be gradually ripening with the spread of the 

knowledge revolution, despite all the obvious dangers it also brings. We’re beginning to learn some 

fundamental lessons about mobilizing the third side and all its roles. We have a long way to go yet. 

Peace is, in fact, a harder task than war in many respects. But based on what we’ve heard tonight and 

on the changes that we’ve seen in the last 20 years in the growth, for example, of the infant field of 

negotiation and conflict resolution, in which many of you here are engaged as actual third-siders, I 

remainremain persuaded about the human potential to learn to handle our differences, not through violence, 

but through dialogue and nonviolence.
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