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This collection of papers is a treasure trove of insights and practical
knowledge. Dr Wallace Warfield began his career as a worker with street
gangs in New York and became an internationally acclaimed authority
on conflict resolution. This book provides a fascinating insight into the
development of his ideas on how to understand and mediate a wide range
of disputes that will be invaluable to academics, mediation practitioners
and trainers, as well as government and community leaders.
From Conflict Resolution to Social Justice documents his work on
two issues of central concern to him for much of his career: the role
of conflict resolution in society (and the importance of social context)
and the future direction of the profession as an agent of social justice.
Each part is an almost chronological arrangement of articles, speeches
and interviews from the early 1990s to just before his sudden death in
2010. It draws on both his lengthy practical experience as a mediator
working for America’s Community Relations Service and his academic
career at the George Mason University’s Institute for Conflict Analysis
and Resolution.

mediation theory and practice
doi 10.1558/mtp.v1i1.29925
©2016, equinox publishing

1.1

2016

119–121
www.equinoxpub.com

120

lorraine bramwell

While the book focuses on Warfield’s work on inter-racial disputes, his
observations and theories hold relevance for practitioners in a wide range
of dispute areas. As his colleagues observed, Warfield was somewhat
unique in the field, his career being equally split between mediation practice and research. This collection is therefore equally grounded in both
research and practice, giving it a clear but modestly expressed authority.
The introduction, a 2003 interview with Warfield, orientates the
reader to his views on topics common to most mediators. It conveys
Warfield’s passion and humility for work he felt privileged to undertake.
He discusses the inevitability of mediators making mistakes and the significance of how they are managed. He also describes the opportunities
for transformation that mediation offers to people in dispute and to the
mediators themselves.
The first section, ‘Conflict Resolution in Social Context’, explores the
impact of culture on how sources of conflict are perceived and implications for interest, needs or values based approaches to negotiations. The
self-reflective account of his work on racial conflicts in American cities
emphasises the need to understand and address the ‘tap roots’ of conflict and the wider backdrop of both conflict and co-operation between
communities. A recurrent theme is the need to go beneath and beyond
the confines of the dispute, exploring the interests, values and needs that
underpin the presenting positions. The dispute is only the latest symptom; in understanding the wider origins, mediators can work towards a
way forward that truly transforms the situation.
Warfield’s passion for detail sometimes obscures his key messages.
For example, in the chapter on ‘managing racial and ethnic conflict
for community building’, he suggests a helpful model for dealing with
ethical dilemmas that is of broad relevance to mediation. However this
is somewhat lost in the considerable detail on racial/ethnic hatred and
ethnic group conflict from various parts of the world. Despite this, the
first section of the book has interesting points that are relevant to any
mediation context, including the need to engage all interested parties to
produce high levels of consensus, the values of different cultural groups
and imbalances of power between groups. He also challenges the concept
of the mediator as a neutral third party. Mediators, he argues, form part
of the system with those in dispute.
An emerging theme towards the end of the first section is that of
building capacity in communities to negotiate on a more equal basis
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and manage future disputes. Warfield argues for dispute system design;
encouraging those in dispute to go beyond substantive and procedural
issues to explore the values underpinning the dispute. This builds capability to respond to future escalations in dispute rather than just suppressing it; redefining mediation as preventative rather than reactive.
As a mediator with a background in community work, there is much in
Warfield’s writing which feels familiar. He notes the need to start where
the parties are rather than where the conflict resolution process needs
them to be. This is something which I would argue is true of all disputes
and is a challenge to those who believe that mediation should always
adhere rigidly to the same predetermined process.
The second section explores the impact of conflict resolution on Social
Justice and revisits many key themes. This is the most interesting section
of the book, with its focus on how mediation might be harnessed to
work towards a more just society. It explores the limitations of the onesize-fits-all, formulaic approach and how some forms of ADR suppress
the opportunity for society to develop and grow. Warfield argues that
mediation styles should be selected by the needs of the parties rather than
the theoretical or stylistic leanings of the mediator.
In exploring an alternative approach to the traditional short term
mediation intervention, he suggests that the mediator could take on the
role of ‘social instrumentalist’, working to enable communities to identify
shared visions of socially just outcomes. Warfield acknowledges that this
muddies the increasingly ambiguous role of the mediator but it provides
an inspiring insight into how outcomes of individual mediated disputes
could usefully inform wider social justice.
Warfield questions the function and value of reflective practice in isolation and argues for better integration of reflection with theory and
research. He suggests that a mechanism is required to ensure that the
results of reflection on and understanding of effective practice are widely
disseminated.
Though some papers are over 20 years old, the collection points to
a new way of thinking about conflict and mediation. In his last keynote speech, Warfield suggests that mediation needs to redefine itself for
the twenty-first century and shake off the iconic image of the mediator.
His unusual vantage point from a unique career enabled him to see the
potential for mediation to go well beyond simple dispute resolution and
be a tool for empowerment, transformation and social justice.

