
There is no such thing as a “religious 
conflict,” “environmental conflict,” or 

“economic conflict” as conflict is always 
multifaceted, multi-causal and shaped by 
multiple interactions in a system. A fur-
ther challenge when seeking to under-
stand and address conflict and prevent 
violence is the socially constructed and 
subjective nature of what is seen as the 
driving or “root cause” of a conflict. In-
deed, conflict often entails a disagree-
ment on the causes of conflict. Conflict 
parties often have different views of the 
“root causes” between themselves and 
also often view “root causes” differently 
from third parties – the reason why many 
mediators try to avoid the term “root 
cause” altogether. This conundrum – the 
complexity of causal interactions, as well 
as subjective-objective intermingling in 
conflict analysis – has led to situations in 
which value systems – be they secular or 
religious – are often either under- or 
over-emphasized. 

In a scenario of under-emphasiz-
ing the role of value systems, an actor is 
likely to see tangible factors such as pov-
erty, poor governance, physical insecurity, 
and lack of rule of law as the “root causes” 
of the conflict. Accordingly, considering 
religious or secular value systems when 
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Key Points

 The problem: The role of religious or secular value systems in conflict 
can be either over- or under-emphasized. Both tendencies can hinder 
conflict transformation. Over-emphasis can lead to a disconnect 
from tangible conflict issues (e.g. economic situation, human rights, 
legal-institutional set-up), while under-emphasis can lead to a lack 
of understanding of how actors give meaning to such tangible 
conflict issues.

 Conflict analysis: Appropriate conflict analysis is key. The Attitudes/
Behavior/Contradiction (ABC) triangle is one structured way of doing 
this. Even when tangible Contradictions are seen as the main “root 
causes” – i.e., lack of socioeconomic opportunities, poor governance, 
and violations of human rights – carefully considering the role of 
Attitudes may help address conflict Contradictions and Behavior.

 Re-interpretation: A change in attitude often precedes an actor’s 
decision to stop using violence. This may require a (re-)interpretation 
or re-reading of the actor’s value systems, even if the value systems 
as such do not change. Such interpretation processes often entail an 
exploration of the many practical ways that actors can work towards 
their desired goals, all of which are options remaining in the actor’s 
value system. This work requires knowledge of the value system and 
context.

 Third parties: Local and international peacebuilders can play 
complementary roles. To be effective, they need to be perceived as 
honest, fair, and impartial by the conflict actors. 
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addressing such conflicts may be seen as irrelevant or even 
counterproductive, as it leads to ignoring the real “root 
causes” of the conflict, namely the tangible, material, and 
empirically measurable factors. Some Western, secular pol-
icies seeking to prevent violence and address conflict are 
characterized by this tendency.

In a scenario of over-emphasizing the role of value 
systems, in contrast, an actor is likely to adopt an essential-
ist view, according to which value systems are seen to drive 
conflict independently of the given context and the tangi-
ble conflict issues and governance reality that different 
communities are facing. Samuel Huntington’s “clash of 
civilizations” thesis is an example, but some religious 
peacebuilding approaches also reflect this tendency.

In the following, we explore one possible way of ap-
proaching the role of value systems in conflict transforma-
tion and preventing violence. Our aim is to clarify the in-
terplay between value systems and tangible conflict causes, 
thereby avoiding over- or under-emphasis of either factor. 
We also explore how value systems can be (re-)interpreted 
and how this may affect work on the tangible “root causes” 
of conflict. Such tangible “root causes” have, for example, 
been outlined in the UN Secretary-General 2015 “Plan of 
Action to Prevent Violent Extremism.” This plan elaborat-
ed on the conditions conducive to, and the structural con-
text of, violent extremism and pointed to several recurrent 
drivers, including: the lack of socioeconomic opportunities, 
poor governance, violations of human rights and the rule 
of law, and prolonged and unresolved conflicts. Working 

with value systems complements policies based on such 
analyses rather than replacing them. 

The ABC Triangle
Johan Galtung’s “Attitude-Behavior-Contradiction” 
(ABC) triangle is one useful conflict analysis tool to deal 
with the role of value systems and other factors in conflict 
analysis. The ABC triangle is a framework to organize in-
formation that stems from listening to conflict actors. Ev-
ery case is unique, but analytical categories help to focus 
our attention on certain aspects. The triangle indicates the 
interdependent relationships among three aspects of con-
flict: Attitudes, Behavior, and Contradiction that interact 
in various ways. For example, contradictions (e.g. colliding 
goals, tangible “root causes” or a social structure favourable 
to conflict) may shape a change of attitude (e.g. aggres-
siveness, hate, extremism) of the conflict parties, which 
may shape their behavior (e.g. violent behavior). If the 
conflict is not transformed peacefully, the interaction of 
contradiction-attitudes-behaviour may in turn exacerbate 
the original contradiction and may produce new ones (a 
vicious circle).

However, the existence of the contradiction (tangi-
ble “root causes”) does not necessarily or deterministically 
lead to an open violent conflict. The conflict may remain 
latent until at least one conflict party becomes conscious of 
the contradiction. This consciousness is conditioned by the 
value system within which the conflict parties evolve. The 
value system of an actor shapes the overarching set of be-
liefs that make sense of life and give it a purpose. They 

entail the set of principles governing life, 
especially regarding the relation and in-
teraction with others. The value system, 
which may be religious or secular, is sub-
ject to interpretation by the individuals 
and groups in specific, practical situa-
tions.

For example, it is easier in an egal-
itarian value system for the conflict par-
ties to be aware of the contradiction of 
lack of equal socioeconomic opportuni-
ties than it is in a non-egalitarian value 
system that legitimises and justifies a 
class/caste system. The more a system of 
governance is shaped by different value 
systems – for example, regarding gender 
roles or different understandings of the 
relationship between religion and state – 
the more different actors will perceive 
and respond in diverse ways to structural 
violence and the tangible “root causes” of 
conflict. Furthermore, within the same 
value system (religious or secular) there 
are various interpretations of its founda-
tional texts that can lead either to a more 
authoritarian or more democratic regime. 
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Thus the value system (and its practical interpreta-
tion) shapes – but does not deterministically define – both 
the perception of a contradiction and the degree of aware-
ness of it. It also shapes the way to express this awareness 
and to formulate the related grievances and the mode of 
reaction to the contradiction (tangible “root causes”). 
Therefore, for the same “root causes,” the reaction of indi-
viduals and groups may differ for different value systems or 
for different interpretations within the same value system. 
Herein lies great potential for preventing violence and 
transforming conflicts. 

Implications for Conflict Transformation
If the final goal is to prevent violence and work towards 
sustainable peace, then – following Adam Curle – there are 
three complementary approaches, and all of them can ben-
efit from consideration of the ABC triangle. All three ap-
proaches assume that violent groups are not automatically 
psychopaths or criminals, but they may be responding to 
grievances related to the tangible “root causes.” The behav-
ior of such groups, therefore, aims at the removal of the 
tangible “root causes” as they perceive them.

1. The advocacy and education approach aims to foster 
awareness of power asymmetry, structural violence, and in-
justice even if one side is not yet willing to talk with the 
other side. Education of injustices does not just depend on 
“objective” facts. The awareness and perception of what is 
seen as “unjust” depends on the actors’ value systems. 

2. The confrontational approach against injustice and 
structural violence is legitimized in almost all value sys-
tems, often with a clear emphasis on non-violent confron-
tation, such as peaceful mass protests. Most value systems, 
however, also legitimize the use of force under certain con-
ditions (i.e. self-defense). Engaging with armed actors on 

the religiously legitimate use of force may 
help contain violence, even while these 
actors do not respect a state’s monopoly 
of the use of force. 

3. The consensus building approach 
involving dialogue, negotiation, and me-
diation, aims to prevent, manage, or re-
solve conflict and ultimately remove the 
tangible “root causes” and change the 
context (e.g., improve the governance). 
Distinct from the approaches above that 
can be unilateral, in this approach, at least 
two actors need to be ready to talk with 
each other with the aim of exploring co-
operative agreements or actions. If the 
aim is long-term transformation, efforts 
must engage diverse actors and respect 
inclusiveness, involving all relevant stake-
holders (local, regional, and internation-
al) and also include the actors who ex-
press grievances and inhabit different 
value systems. If the aim is more short-

term, to contain or manage violence, the approach is to 
prevent and reduce violence even when the contradiction 
and tangible “root causes” remain. This approach seeks to 
influence indirectly (or even directly) the extremist violent 
groups so that they adopt, in their endeavour to remove the 
“root causes,” an attitude and a behavior rooted in non-vi-
olence, with a predisposition to dialogue whenever possi-
ble. This influence is exerted without altering the reference 
and value system of these groups, but rather through a pro-
cess of interpretation as elaborated below.

Importance of (Re-)Interpretation
Both for short-term management and long-term transfor-
mation, discussing the interplay of the reference (value sys-
tem) and the contradiction (context, tangible “root causes”) 
can trigger a process of interpretation on how to practical-
ly use the value system to reach the desired goal. This inter-
pretation determines the attitudes and, consequently, the 
behavior towards others. 

How do such reinterpretations occur? A change in 
attitude and behavior requires an interpretation shift oper-
ated through re-reading of the value system that itself does 
not need to be changed. This also entails re-assessing the 
context, and learning from one’s own and others’ past expe-
riences, achievements, and disillusions. This could work for 
any kind of active group based on any kind of value system 
as reference, be it religious or secular. 

Let us explore an example in the Jewish Tradition. 
Sometimes the distinction between the “final times” and 
the “before final times” helps, as there may be more flexible 
readings of what is seen as legitimate in the before final 
times, as compared to what is seen as legitimate in the en-
visioned final times. For example, followers of Rabbi Abra-
ham Isaac Kook (1865–1935) see it as their religious duty 

People walk outside the Emir of Zaria’s palace in Zaria, Nigeria, July 17, 2014.  
Joe Penney / Reuters
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to actively work (i.e. before final times) towards creating 
the conditions that would enable full redemption (i.e. final 
times), for example by controlling and settling the entire 
land or achieving broad awareness among Jews of the in-
separability of Jewish nationhood and religion. Yet as it is 
before the final times, plausible re-interpretations could 
claim that there are alternatives to full exclusive political 
sovereignty over the land as a way to moving towards the 
final times and that still satisfy core values and progress 
towards the final times. These might include examples 
from a non-territorial realm like education, thereby creat-
ing more space for other actors holding different values.

In the following we explore one reinterpretation 
approach found in the Muslim world. Take as an example 
conflicts that may arise over the relationship between reli-
gion and state or relating to democracy in the Muslim 
world. In the Qur’an (42:38), the principle of consultation 
among the members of the community regarding public 
affairs (Shura) is stated clearly. But the way this principle is 
implemented in a particular context is a matter of interpre-
tation. Obviously, the mechanisms of consultation in the 
21st century are different from those applied in the early 
times of Islam and have much in common with the demo-
cratic process. 

In the Islamic tradition the interpretation process is 
called ijtihad, which refers to interpreting Islamic founda-
tional texts and inferring jurisprudential rules in a specific 
context. Imam Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (1292–1350) de-
fines the origin, the way, and the goal. Obviously, starting 
from the same origin (reference) there are various ways 
(possibilities of interpretation) to achieve the same desired 
goal. The way, subject to interpretation, must serve the goal 
and comply with the reference. If the way is armed action, 
it must comply with the religious law of war (comparable 
to International Humanitarian Law). The compliance to 
the reference norm is called wassatiya, the opposite of ghu-
luw (extremism).

Faith-based actors engaged in social and political 
change may be strict in being faithful to the reference and 

the discourse that goes with it (radicality or orthodoxy) but 
flexible in the way to achieve the goal if they are offered 
various options. Radicality is not extremism.

Interpretation/ijtihad is not open to everybody. It 
requires legitimacy and expertise. It is the function and 
duty of recognized and credible Islamic scholars (guard-
ians of the religious orthodoxy). The (re-)interpretation 
can be the fruit of genuine internal deliberations among 
scholars within or close to activist groups. It can also be 
assisted by a third party that must be knowledgeable of the 
reference and the context and perceived as honest, fair, and 
impartial by the actors. However, the mediated (re-)inter-
pretation can be achieved only when mediators fulfill the 
following conditions: 1) Respecting that the actors are 
faithful to their reference. 2)  Accepting their legitimate 
goals. 3) Listening to their description of the context (nar-
rative) and acknowledging their grievances. 4) Generating 
options with them and showing a range of possibilities.

A successful (re-)interpretation process will lead to 
a change of attitude and behavior at the individual and 
group level since the member of the group and the group 
as a whole operate within a religious-legal framework 
shaped by the credible religious jurists (fuqaha) and schol-
ars (ulama). Any action on this framework will ultimately 
have an impact on individual and group behavior and any 
effort to make sense of and address tangible “root causes.”
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