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About the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution 
(IPCR):

The Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution (IPCR) was established 

in February, 2000 as a government think-tank on issues of peace 

building and conflict management in Nigeria and Africa. The mandate of 

the Institute requires it to conduct in-depth research into the root causes 

of conflict, leading to the prevention, management and peaceful 

resolution of conflict. To meet its broad mandate, the Institute carries out 

intervention programmes including field studies, desk top research, 

conflict awareness and sensitization campaigns, capacity building, 

seminars/conferences, publications and provision of library services. It 

collaborates with state and non-state actors towards the realization of its 

institutional objectives. The Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution 

consists of six departments and three units, and is supervised by the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, following the merger of the former Ministry 

of Cooperation and Integration in Africa with the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. The Institute is well known for its conduct of the research that 

led to the publication of Nigeria's first Strategic Conflict Assessment 

(SCA) in 2003, which earned a UN Resolution 1625 of October, 2005. 

Following that impressive report, which formed the basis for its 

subsequent research works, the Institute updated the SCA in 2008 and in 

2012 in view of the fast changing conflict dynamics in Nigeria. The 

current Director General and Chief Executive Officer of the Institute for 

Peace and Conflict Resolution is Dr. Joseph Habila Ponzhi Golwa.
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INTRODUCTION

Joseph H. P. Golwa, PhD

Pre-colonial African societies have had conflict resolution techniques 

which are unique and peculiar to individual communities and are 

imbedded in the different cultures from time immemorial. This situation 

was however radically altered with the imposition of colonial system of 

justice administration that is endogenous and foreign to Africa. In the 

same vein, the Chinese traditional techniques of conflict resolution 

witnessed alterations, modifications, and changes over time in their 

historical experience. Despite these variations and or transformation in 

traditional techniques of conflict resolution in Africa and China, the 

techniques have continuously been accepted and accessed in the 

management of social interactions. In fact, these societies have 

transmitted the techniques from generation to generation through both 

documented and undocumented means such as storytelling, proverbs, 

parables, maxims, or pithy sayings. An erstwhile traditional ruler in 

Africa notes succinctly thus;

It is my firm belief that long before Aristotle 

propounded his theory on Sociology and 

Metaphysics, the African race particularly 

the Yoruba, had not only understood these 

theories, but had reduced them into practice. 

These are embedded in their various 
1proverbs, parables and wise sayings.

1
 Nwolise, O.B.C., “Traditional Models of Bargaining and Conflict Resolution in Africa” in Albert, I.O. 

(ed.), Perspectives on Peace and Conflict in Africa, Ibadan: Peace and Conflict Studies Programme, 2005,  
p. 155; “Conflict Resolution in the Ways of Our Ancestors”, Being the Text of the Address Delivered by His 
Royal Majesty, Oba Lamidi Olayiwola Adeyemi III, the Alafin of Oyo, to the Intellectual Community at the 
Lady Bank Anthony Hall, Institute of African Studies, University of Ibadan, 21 January, 2004, p. 1
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The underlying philosophy behind the African traditional techniques of 
2conflict resolution, as noted by Alagoa  is the;

… [p]rinciple of accommodation, compromise, and genuine 

reconciliation, as opposed to the principle of winner-takes-all. It 

would do no good if the parties to a conflict did not possess a 

spirit of tolerance sufficient to encompass the opposition. There 

must be a willingness to live and let live. According to the Ikwere 

proverb: 'when other people's goats graze, let mine graze with 

them'. The desired spirit of accommodation is related to love 

among people, for 'where there is no love, the skin of an Antelope 

is not big enough for two to sit on'.

Even though this has been the hallmark of justice in any society, the 

colonialists who were on a 'civilization' drive in Africa could only see 

barbaric techniques of conflict resolution, and the people in need of 

'civilized' and 'modern' conflict resolution techniques to guide their 

affairs. Hence, traditional techniques were discarded under spurious 

circumstances and replaced with foreign and alien methods. The 

question that kept resonating is to interrogate whether received 

techniques of conflict resolution have responded to contemporary social 

conflicts in our societies. Correspondingly, has the abandonment of 

utility-laden traditional techniques of conflict resolution not largely 
3been responsible for the endemic violent conflicts in our communities?  

Yet there exist some basic underlying cultural principles and 

philosophies that have held the traditional Chinese and African societies 

neatly in harmony and which cannot be easily ignored in the name of 

modernity. These concerns and many more inform the decision of the 

Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution and the Government of the 

2 Alagoa, E.J., “Conflict Management: Traditional Models from Pre-colonial Times to the Present in the 
South South Zone” paper presented at the South-South Zonal Conference on Peaceful Co-existence in 
Nigeria, organised by the Center for Peace Research and Conflict Resolution, National War College, Abuja, 
September, 1998, p.3

3 Nwolise, O.B.C. op. cit
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People's Republic of China to convene a one-day International 

Conference on Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution: Chinese and 

African Perspectives in Abuja, with clear objectives of:

1. Scaling up research, documentation and pedagogical utility of 

traditional methods of dispute resolution

2. Having a deeper understanding of the Chinese and African 

traditional methods of dispute resolution

3. Identifying traditional methods of dispute resolution that may be 

engrafted to or offered as complementary to existing models of 

conflict prevention, management and resolution mechanisms 

4. Responding to the limited knowledge and documentations 

regarding indigenous techniques of conflict management

5. Examining, highlighting and demonstrating the increasing 

relevance of traditional models of dispute resolution to 

contemporary conflict situation

6. Examining the constraints in the application, accessibility and 

acceptability of these traditional methods of dispute resolution 

and,

7. Designing framework for the adoption of these methods of 

dispute resolution.

The conference assembled nine scholars from both China and Africa to 

give perspectives on the central theme. Their contributions and those of 

the nine discussants are compiled in this volume and arranged in its 

logical flow accordingly. This volume is therefore structured naturally 

into three, to wit, section one which contains three chapter attempts to 

conceptualize and theorize conflict resolution with contexts. The second 

section has to do with the applications and operations of traditional 

methods of dispute resolution, and it has four chapters. The last section of 

this volume deals with the critical issue of gender in peacebuilding and 

conflict management.
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In chapter one of this volume, I gave a general overview of traditional 

methods of dispute resolution in Nigeria, but not after analyzing the 

conflict situation in the country and assessed the various conflict 

management instruments in place. The paper after considering critical 

features of traditional methods of dispute resolution in Nigeria, the 

measures put in place for their operationalisation, it concludes with 

strategies for mainstreaming these methods into the country's 

peacebuilding architecture.

In chapter two, Professor Li Xinfeng discussed Traditional Methods of 

Dispute Resolution in China: A Case Study of Declaring Justice Pavilion. 

His discussion revolves around conflict resolution mechanisms that were 

institutionalized by Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang in early Ming Dynasty to 

mediate social disputes, as an example to analyze China's traditional 

methods of dispute resolution and its significance for today's reference. 

He achieved this by conceding that the history of China has been stories 

of divisions and unification, but one cardinal reason for China's prolong 

duration of sustained civilization is because it deliberately attached 

importance to the resolution of social strives. It is also strengthened by its 

ability to advocate justice by means of absorbing public opinions, 

guiding people to respect mainstream values and educating the public to 

comply with state laws.

Dr. Bakut Bakut, discusses in Chapter three the topic Contextualising 

Conflict Resolution in Africa. The central theme of his analysis is the 

insistence that African societies should not allow modernity to 

overshadow traditional conflict resolution mechanisms, but instead they 

should use modernity in strengthening traditional dispute resolution 

system. He challenged the current arrangement that places exogenous 

mechanisms as the standard while our endogenous mechanisms are to be 

integrated and sees this as a misnomer. 
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Chapter four reconciles the controversy over which of the competing 

methods of conflict management should take precedence. Professor 

Muhammed Tawfiq Ladan in looking at this interrogates the subject of 

complementarity in the topic, Towards Complementarity in African 

Conflict Management Mechanisms. The pivot of his analysis is to 

maintain that since causes or sources of conflicts are different, especially 

in the face of new and emerging conflict dynamics, 'it would be better to 

use different mechanisms for the prevention and resolution of conflicts'. 

He further acknowledges the existence of intrinsic relationships between 

traditional and conventional methods of conflict resolution. He however 

notes that stakeholders must design strategies for defining middle 

ground for application in the promotion of sustainable peace in post-

conflict African societies.

Chapter five investigates the Confucius theory of Ying-Yang as it relates 

to the perspective of peacebuilding in traditional Chinese society, 

especially in providing the needed understanding of social interactions. 

In discussing this paper, “Solving Conflict by Means of China's 

Traditional Culture', Professor Zhen Qian underscores the fact that 

everything has two sides, and especially with to regards peacebuilding, 

positive and negative peace, and positive and negative conflict. 

In further articulating the Chinese perspective of peacebuilding as it 

relates to their international engagements, Professor Wang Xuejun has 

argued in the paper titled; Developmental Peace: Understanding China's 

Policy towards Africa in Peace and Security, that China is changing its 

foreign policy praxis towards the continent. The direction of the change 

is toward being a norm-maker as opposed to norm conformer. And in 

leveraging on that, China has initiated a number of developmental 

initiatives across Africa with the main aim of peacebuilding and conflict 

management. He concludes by viewing this Chinese stance as that of a 

pragmatic realists.
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Barrister Gabriel Jiya in Chapter seven writes on Traditional Styles of 

Conflict Management in Nigeria: Acceptability and Accessibility, where 

he discusses a number of Nigerian traditional styles of conflict 

management. His argument focuses on the fact that the reference to 

Nigerian styles of traditional methods of dispute resolution in the face of 

ethnic diversity in the country only confirms the commonalities and 

similarities in all the different cultures in Nigeria. He argues that these 

styles are accessible and acceptable to the communities where they are 

being practiced from pre-colonial period to the present.

In Chapter eight, Shaoxue Zhou brings a very interesting angle to the 

conversation in the paper titled; Traditional Methods of Dispute 

Resolution in China: A Gender Perspective. The kernel of the argument 
nd

presented in the paper revolves around a 2  century BC practice that 

borders HeQin where ancient Emperors sent out their daughters as 

appeasement to enemy parties. The paper however notes that the practice 

though found useful to the society at that time has long been stamped out.

Dr. Benedicta Dauda's paper on Traditional Methods of Dispute 

Resolution in Africa: A Gender Perspective does not mince words in 

insisting that women are relegated to second fiddle in terms of 

involvement in conflict management in pre-colonial and postcolonial 

Africa societies. She has argued that the few successes recorded by 

women in isolated cases both in pre and post colonial period should not 

be confused as women involvement as they only complement men's 

initiatives. 

The uniqueness of this publication lies in the fact that it also incorporates 

commentaries of the nine scholars that discussed each of the papers 

presented. The commentaries are deliberately put after each of the 

chapters discussed in order to capture the essence of the chapter under 

reference and also highlight in bold relief perspectives shared by other 

scholars within the domain.

12

Perspectives on Traditional African & Chines Methods of Conflict Resolution



REFERENCES:

Alagoa, E.J., “Conflict Management: Traditional Models from Pre-

colonial Times to the Present in the South South Zone” paper 

presented at the South-South Zonal Conference on Peaceful Co-

existence in Nigeria, organised by the Center for Peace Research 

and Conflict Resolution, National War College, Abuja, 

September, 1998

Nwolise, O.B.C., “Traditional Models of Bargaining and Conflict 

Resolution in Africa” in Albert, I.O. (ed.), Perspectives on Peace 

and Conflict in Africa, Ibadan: Peace and Conflict Studies 

Programme, 2005

Oba Lamidi Olayiwola Adeyemi III, the Alafin of Oyo, “Conflict 

Resolution in the Ways of Our Ancestors”, Being the Text of the 

Address Delivered by His Royal Majesty to the Intellectual 

Community at the Lady Bank Anthony Hall, Institute of African 

Studies, University of Ibadan, 21 January, 2004

13

Perspectives on Traditional African & Chines Methods of Conflict Resolution



CHAPTER 1

OVERVIEW OF TRADITIONAL METHODS OF DISPUTE 
RESOLUTION (TMDR) IN NIGERIA

Joseph H.P. Golwa, PhD

1. Introduction:

"If anyone, no matter who, were given the 

opportunity of choosing from amongst all 

the nations in the world the set of beliefs 

which he thought best, he would 

inevitably—after careful considerations 

of their relative merits—choose that of 

his own country. Everyone without 

exception believes his own native 

customs, and the religion he was brought 

up in, to be the best; and that being so, it is 

unlikely that anyone but a madman 

would mock at such things. There is 

abundant evidence that this is the 

universal feeling about the ancient 

customs of one's country." - Herodotus 

(Histories 3.38)

Indeed, the above statement by Herodotus aptly captures the essence of 

Nigeria's Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution (TMDR), which to 

a large extent may not necessarily conform to the sensitivity of other 

human societies with different cultures. Secondly, the statement further 

demonstrates that in an ethnically and linguistically heterogeneous 

society such as Nigeria, individual ethnic /cultural groups are bound to 

prefer their methods as the right and best any and other method as wrong. 

14



Thirdly, that the rightness or wrongness of a particular socio-political 

order is at the heart of most social conflicts in our societies. Fourthly, that 

there is need to revive culture-driven methods of dispute resolution for 

their applications in relevant communities. Fifthly, that in addressing the 

root causes of conflicts in our society, parties to conflicts do not easily 

open up to dispute resolution mechanisms that are alien to them. Sixthly, 

and as a follow-up to the fifth, when parties to conflicts fail to trust a 

dispute resolution technique because of its strangeness, they tend not to 

respect its outcome and the conflict has the potential of erupting again 

and again.  

The fact of disconnection with conventional conflict management 

mechanisms, such as the English court system in Nigeria, is 

demonstrated in the attitude of Nigerians who believe that parties to 

conflicts do not remain friends again after the determination of issues 
4between them. Accordingly, Akinwale  citing a 2002 survey of the 

Afrobarometer has demonstrated the preference by Nigerians of 

informal conflict resolution techniques. These include informal 

community-based processes initiated by community, religious, youth, 

and women leaders, civil society organizations, family, friends and 

neighbours. The survey proceeds after analyzing responses from 2,190 

Nigerians, randomly selected from 29 states of the federation in August, 
62001 .

This scenario must be appreciated because conventional dispute 

resolution techniques are not endogenous to culture of Nigerians but 

they are received and imposed on the communities through colonialism, 

5

4 Rapu, J.F., 'Alternative Dispute Resolution of Indigenous African Disputes: An Irrelevant Myth or Catalyst 
for Modern Global Relations' in Azinge, E. and Awah, A. (Eds.), Legal Pluralism in Africa: A Compendium 
on African Customary Law, Lagos: Nigerian Institute for Advanced Legal Studies, 2012, p. 268 
5 Akinwale, A.A., 'Integrating the Traditional and the Modern Conflict Management Strategies in Nigeria' in 
African Journal on Conflict Resolution, vol. 10, No. 3, 2010, p.138; see also Lauer, H., 'Depreciating African 
Political Culture' in Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 38, No. 2, 2007. See Afrobarometer 2002. Violent social 
conflict and conflict resolution in Nigeria. Briefing Paper No. 2. Available from: <www.afrobarometer.org>' 
[Accessed 4 July 2009]
6Ibid, p. 138
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therefore it is exogenous. However, traditional dispute resolution 

techniques have developed through an evolutionary process and 

therefore are more acceptable to Nigerians, hence the result of the 2002 
8Afrobarometer survey. This is important because the formal conflict 

management scheme that exists in every country comprise of statutes or 

cases that were generated by courts and other institutions of State who 

have the prerogative of enforcement of the rules. However, co-existing 

with these arrangements is the body of informal norms and institutions, 

which in Nigeria mostly have their origin in customary practices. 

Importantly, these informal arrangements as exist in both developed and 

developing societies are various stages. Traditional or indigenous 

methods of dispute resolution evolve progressively over a long period of 

time by means of socialization process of a social group, whose 

members internalize its existing norms through the process of 

socialization. These informal conflict management schemes are parallel 

order that normally exist outside the full orbit of State. However their 

effectiveness as a binding mechanism is predicated on trust, and honesty 
9 10 and the time tested norms and customs of the people . In fact, Rapu

brought out the nature of dispute resolution order as negotiated order as 
11opposed to imposed  order and accepted order. 

7

 

7 John Adebisi Arewa, 'The Evolution of the Nigerian Legal Order: Implication for Effectiveness, Economic 
Growth and Sustainable Development,' NIALS Journal of Law and Public Policy, p. 3-4. The author further 
argued inter alia;
[T]here are certain preconditions of effectiveness of transplant; where the borrowed legal order is adapted to 
local conditions or the indigenous population could comprehend and internalize the fundamental principles 
of the borrowed legal order, then its application will be pervasive and fully embraced. Where the legal order 
is mal-adapted to local conditions; or borne by imperial hegemony and colonization; is incomprehensible to 
the indigenous population, they would be alienated from the law and its use will not be pervasive. The mode 
of legal transplant in Nigeria is an imperial imposition, and hence, from the very inception of the common 
legal order in Nigeria, it has suffered an acute form of the 'transplant effect' its legal order remain inorganic, 
with a concomitant untoward impact on economic performance in view of the lack of an environment of 
formal rational law that have been fully internalized by the population. P. 4  
8See note 2
9John Adebisi Arewa, 'The Evolution of the Nigerian Legal Order: Implication for Effectiveness, Economic 
Growth and Sustainable Development, op. cit. p. 5
 10 Rapu, J.F., 'Alternative Dispute Resolution of Indigenous African Disputes: An Irrelevant Myth or Catalyst 
for Modern Global Relations' op. Cit. P 273
 11 This refers to modern system based on general and impersonal rules, which is a traditional characteristic of 
monotheistic societies. Rapu, J.F., 'Alternative Dispute Resolution of Indigenous African Disputes: An 
Irrelevant Myth or Catalyst for Modern Global Relations' op.Cit
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through common negotiation of a solution with the family or the group 

within which the dispute arose and there are only few non negotiable and 

abstractly fixed rules. In this case, she argues that each dispute can be a 

moment of redefinition of what is good and just. To ensure social 

continuity, experienced elders and persons considered as notables have 
13an important role to play.  

The remaining parts of the paper consider the following issues:

i. The complex dynamics of cultural relativism and cultural 

pluralism in Nigeria;

ii. The nature of conflicts in Nigeria;

i. The indigenous or traditional methods of dispute resolution in 

Nigeria; 

ii. Features of Nigerian Traditional Methods of Dispute 

Resolution;

iii. Measures for the operations of Traditional Methods of Dispute 

Resolution to contemporary peace and security challenges;

iv. Strategies for mainstreaming Nigerian Traditional Methods of 

Dispute Resolution into the country's peacebuilding 

architecture. 

According to her, the negotiated order, which is African, is achieved 

 This refers to life in society based on the ideal to avoid conflict. If dispute arises and is taken to a public 
place, the situation is socially conceived as a defeat for most parties involved. This conception can mainly be 
found in Confucian Asia. Rapu, J.F., 'Alternative Dispute Resolution of Indigenous African Disputes: An 
Irrelevant Myth or Catalyst for Modern Global Relations' op.cit. Confucius, however, believed that the basis 
lay in Zhou religion, in its rituals (li). He interpreted these not as sacrifices asking for the blessings of the 
gods, but as ceremonies performed by human agents and embodying the civilized and cultured patterns of 
behavior developed through generations of human wisdom. They embodied, for him, the ethical core of 
Chinese society. Moreover, Confucius applied the term "ritual" to actions beyond the formal sacrifices and 
religious ceremonies to include social rituals: courtesies and accepted standards of behavior-- what we today 
call social mores. He saw these time-honored and traditional rituals as the basis of human civilization, and he 
felt that only a civilized society could have a stable, unified, and enduring social order. See 
http://asiasociety.org/countries/religions-philosophies/confucianism [assessed 7th November, 2013]
 13 Ibid

12
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2. Nigeria: A Contextual Background:

Nigeria is generally described as a deeply divided state in which main 

political issues are forcefully and viciously disputed along the fault lines 
14of ethnic, religious, and regional dissections in the country. Nigeria, 

named after the River Niger, is situated on the Southern coast of West 

Africa. It shares borders with the Republic of Benin to the West, 

Republics of Cameroon and Chad to the East, and Republic of Niger to 

the North. Nigeria is multiethnic and multi-religious society, and this 

diversity when manipulated sometimes militates against peaceful and 

harmonious co-existence by producing, in response more to divisive and 

centrifugal forces. The country's mineral wealth, especially petroleum 

resources has aggravated contestations and encouraged the 

centralization of national revenue and very often the desire for political 

control is linked to a cultural group/community that is predominant 

where these natural resources exist. Consequently, there is a huge gap 

between the promise of Nigeria's prosperity and the current situation on 

ground many communities still live below the 1 dollar per day UN 

benchmark. With a land area of 822,733 square kilometers (slightly 

more than twice the size of California) and the largest population in 

Africa, Nigeria's population of about 170,123,740,600 is expected to be 
15growing at the rate of about 2.55 percent.  Thus having the credentials 

of every six African being a Nigerian, Nigeria has both more Christians 

and more Muslims than any other African country. Nigeria is made up of 

more than 350 ethnic groups, the three major ones being the Hausa/ 

Fulani, the Igbo and the Yoruba, which together account for more than 

14

for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity, CRISE Queen Elizabeth House, University of 
Oxford, CRISE WORKING PAPER No. 6, January 2005, p. 4
15 http://cia-world-fact-book.findthedata.org/l/941/Nigeria [assessed 7th November, 2013]. The average 
annual percent change in the population, resulting from a surplus (or deficit) of births over deaths and the 
balance of migrants entering and leaving a country. The rate may be positive or negative. The growth rate is a 
factor in determining how great a burden would be imposed on a country by the changing needs of its people 
for infrastructure (e.g., schools, hospitals, housing, roads), resources (e.g., food, water, electricity), and jobs. 
Rapid population growth can be seen as threatening by neighboring countries.

Eghosa E. Osaghae and Rotimi T. Suberu, 'A History of Identities, Violence, and Stability in Nigeria', Centre 
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half the population. Other sizeable groups include the Edo, Ibibio/Efik, 

ijaw, Tiv, Angas, Berom, Nupe, Kanuri, Igala, and Urhobo. Many 

Nigerians speak at least one of the three major indigenous languages- 

Hausa/Fulani, Igbo or Yoruba, due to many years of social and economic 

integration the official languages, a colonial inheritance, is English 

Language. The predominantly Muslim Hausa/Fulani mostly inhabit the 

northwest of the country. The predominantly Christian Igbo, who are 

arguably the most mobile ethnic group (owing partly to their commercial 

dexterity), mostly inhabit the south east. The Yoruba are religiously a 

mixed group and live mostly in the southwest. However, almost a 

century of living under one rule has dispersed people of all ethnic and 

religious groups throughout all parts of Nigeria. While this dispersion 

has reduced the country's traditional and religious divide, it has 

produced interreligious and interethnic violence in some parts of the 

country, such as Kano, Bauchi, Kogi, Kaduna and Plateau states in the 

north, resulting in thousands of deaths.

3. Cultural Relativism and Cultural Pluralism in Traditional 

Methods of Dispute Resolution in Nigeria:

It must be noted from the unset that the traditional Nigerian society 

revolves around religious and political pivots. And culture has 

developed to be used as a tool for describing differences and similarities 

among groups of people. It has been described as the way of life of a 

people. It could also refer to as configuration of learned and shared 

patterns of behaviour and understanding concerning the meaning and 

values of things, ideas, emotions, and actions. Culture relates to the 

beliefs and values people have about societies, social change and the 

ideal society they seek. This is also the position of the National Cultural 
16Policy, when it provides that culture is;

19

16 Federal Military Government, Cultural Policy of Nigeria, Lagos, Government Printer, 1988, p. 5. See 
also Braimah, A., 'Culture and Tradition in Conflict Resolution' in Garuba, C.A. (Ed.), Capacity Building 
for Crisis Management in Africa, Abuja, National Defence College, 1998, p.153
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The totality of the way of life evolved by 

a people in their attempts to meet the 

challenge of living in their environment, 

which gives order and meaning to the 

social, political, economic, aesthetic and 

rel igious norms and modes of  

organization, thus distinguishing a 

people from their neighbours. 

Nigeria presents a combination of several cultures that make it difficult 

to find an overarching generalization on one particular culture to 

recommend as basis of theoretical discourse, especially in determining a 

generally acceptable indigenous conflict management scheme. This 

pluralistic character of Nigeria's culture does not only make the search of 

generalization cumbersome, but also reinvents the Herodotus argument 

on cultural preference. Yet, such cultural differences of a heterogeneous 

society like Nigeria could be harvested to create the robust and vibrant 

dispute resolution system for the country. There are indeed positive 

aspects of the different Nigerian cultures that inform the core value of its 

societies.

Be that as it may, the foundations of the various Nigeria's traditional or 

cultural norms are humanistic and communitarian. Nigerians place great 

emphasis on community, human welfare, and on the 'personhood' of 

individuals. It is this that fosters a strong sense of community and a spirit 

of collectiveness. This cultural norm emphasizes the interdependency 

and relationships among various individuals in the community. The 

notion that individuals must always seek communal rather than 

individual good encourages people to be each other's keepers. 

Therefore, conflicts are managed collectively as a community and not in 

a blame game manner where one party is a winner and another loser.
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This is the philosophy that informs the custom of holding land in trust for 

future generations rather than for individuals. This community spirit 

seeks the welfare of other disadvantaged members of society, and 

requires that stronger community members should provide for and uplift 

vulnerable members of the community. Yet the community is seen as a 

fundamental human good in an interdependent world. It constantly 

stresses harmony and cooperation and recognizes that actions of 

individuals affect the community as a whole. This means that 

individuals are considered as important community elements that have 

obligations to the community and should be protective by the 

community as well. Nigerian and indeed African morality promotes the 

wellbeing of individuals and emphasizes that attributes of a person are 

those things that bring about dignity, respect, contentment, prosperity 

and joy to the individual and the community at large. That being the case, 

individuals in the community do not live in isolation, but are embedded 

in the community.

The individual naturally relates to others and he is constituted to an 

appreciable extent by social relationships. The notion of 'personhood' 

which is defined as moral achievement explains the importance 

Nigerians attach to certain humanistic values. Personhood is attained in 

proportion to how one lives his life, and how one participates and 

discharges duties to the community. When an individual's conduct is 

consistently cruel, selfish and ungenerous, that individual is described as 

'not a person'. On the other hand, a person is that individual who has good 

character, generous, considerate, respectful to others, etc. Thus, being 

considered a person is a moral judgment that is based on assumptions 

that there are certain basic norms and ideals to which the individual 

should conform in order to be considered as a patriotic member of that 

community. This salient attributes are at the core of Nigeria's indigenous 

dispute resolution techniques, and as Jenkin noted:

21
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Cultural processes of resolving disputes have at 

their core four fundamental principles: 

cosmology (worldview), axiology (values), 

ontology (nature of people), and epistemology 

(source of knowledge). Afrocentric and 

Eurocentric processes differ in four fundamental 

principles. From the Eurocentric perspective, the 

dominant worldview focuses on control. Key 

values of the Eurocentric perspective include 

materialism and individualism. Under the 

Afrocentric perspective community rather than 

the individual is the primary focus. Under the 

Eurocentric approach, people are fundamentally 

competitive, operating in a “dog-eat-dog” world. 

Afrocentric theory emphasizes cooperation 

rather than competition. Finally, individuals 

using the Eurocentric perspective derive their 

knowledge through the scientific method. The 

Afrocentric perspective assumes that spirituality 
17provides a primary source of knowledge.

18This being the case, the notion of cultural relativism  is embedded in 

Nigeria's cultural traditions that emphasize dignity, respect, and 

contentment despite the challenge of cultural diversity. Why then are 

there prevalence of ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria that are rooted in 

identities and diversities? The next section of this paper seeks to provide 

explanations to the  nature of conflicts in Nigeria that are identity 

related.
17 Jenkins, M (2006) 'Gullah Island Dispute Resolution: An Example of Afrocentric Restorative Justice', 
Journal of Black Studies, vol. 37, no. 2 p.300
18 The tendency to view one's own culture as superior and apply one's own cultural values to judging the 
behavior and beliefs of people raised in other cultures.
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4. The Nature of Conflicts in Nigeria:

Scholars have put forward several thematic categories that should be 

addressed in understanding the nature of conflicts in Nigeria. There is 

neither unanimity on the number of categories nor on the emphasis to be 

placed on each. What is not in doubt, however, is the salience of each of 

the categories. Needless to say, the categories revolve around the 

viability and legitimacy of the state as against primordial identity loyalty 

or legitimacy. A critically important variable in the reformation of the 

Nigerian state is the relationship between state power and ethnic groups 

that constitute the state. The failure of a number of administrations has 

been occasioned by their inability to accommodate group identities and 

forge a common national identity. This is largely attributable to the 

failure of these administrations to devise a system of government that 

could adequately provide for the fruitful co-existence of its contending 

nationalities. This is basically a problem of balancing group rights with 

the interests of the state. It is more about forging a national character by 

absorbing these primordial identities into the state without establishing 

an informal hierarchy of ethnicities. To be sure, this may include systems 

of devolution at the local level, but within a unifying, accommodating, 

and inclusive central authority.

The other level is the tendency of messianic religions – Islam and 

Christianity – to either be a flashpoint of conflict or retard political 

discourse because of strict and textualist interpretations of religious 

doctrines. In several cases, religious and sectarian conflicts are sources 

of instability and dysfunction in the state. Among other factors, religious 

conflicts and intolerance have been responsible for the inability of the 

state to become viable and democratic. They have made it extremely 

difficult to tame political power and have wrecked havoc with institution 
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building. Even when not engaged in conflict with others, Islam and 

Christianity have tended to advocate public positions that either 

undermine or restrict the rights of women and girls. The potential for the 

use of religion to derail and subordinate the state to religious legitimacy 

in Nigeria cannot be overstated.

Therefore, the nature of conflicts in Nigeria is demonstrated in various 

but in the unique and peculiar forms or characters they take. Some of 

these unique characters are expressed before, during and after the 

occurrences of conflict situations. They include, but are not limited to 

emphasis on physical security than human security; influence of public 

perception; changing coloration or character; impact of rumors; divided 

cities/towns; insurgency and involvement of foreigners with terrorist 

intentions; massive availability and use of small arms and light 

weapons; and sustained culture of impunity. 

The Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution in the Strategic Conflict 

Assessment, 2003 notes that “[T]he usual response of the government in 

most conflicts is the deployment of the Police to the conflict zone, and 

the armed forces where it is obvious the former could not cope.” Indeed, 

post-cold war era witnessed substantial budget cuts for defence or 

military build-up and a redirection of national resources to more critical 
19social needs . The situation is not any different in Nigeria where prior 

annual national budgets are given more to defence and physical security 

than other social needs such as environment, health, agriculture, 

education and their likes. The argument here is that both in the 

prosecution and management of conflict and insecurity in Nigeria 

attention is placed on physical security than human security, and this 

character has not produced the required result. This is because with the 

large army of illiterate and underemployed, and unemployed 

population, the provision of a broad-based social security scheme is 

19

 Ibeanu, O., “Oil, Environment and Conflict in the Coastal Zone of West Africa” in Ibeanu, O. and Ibrahim,
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inevitable and a necessary tool for effective conflict management. 

However, we must not shy away from the fact that the increased 

involvement of the military in civil unrest which has often been 

criticized by some stakeholders is no doubt an imperative. It is 

imperative feature of conflicts in our polity because as defenders of the 

territorial integrity of the country they must respond to the new conflict 

dynamics in Nigeria which involve the increase use of sophisticated 

imported weapons and presence of mercenaries/foreigners in our 

domestic conflicts. The implications are that we may be having 

subversive elements in our country if the military were not to respond 

appropriately.

Secondly, the perception of most Nigerians to conflicts, insecurity, 

conflict management and administration strategies has been that of 

mixed feeling and distrust, which also determines the nature of conflicts 

and insecurity in Nigeria. This much is eloquently captured by Jega, that 

previous regimes are being repeatedly accused of committing a 

disproportionate amount of public resources, especially through extra-

budgetary spending, for the development of parts of Nigeria at the 

expense of other parts. Similarly, they have been accused of using their 

control of state power to promote one religious interest, at the expense of 

others, and to provide federal jobs and contracts to one section, at the 
20expense of other sections.

 J. (ed.), Beyond Resource Violence: Civil Society and the Challenges of Peace Building in West Africa, 
2009, Centre for Democracy and Development, pp. 3-4. In fact, he quoted Mary Kaldor (Beyond Militarism, 
Arm Races and Arms Control) to bring the issue properly thus:
“World military spending declined by one-third in the decade after 1989. American military spending also 
declined but by less than the global average and began to rise again after 1998. As of the year 200, American 
military spending in real terms is equivalent to its spending in 1980, just before the Regan military build-up. 
More importantly, what took place during the 1990s was a radical shift in the structure of the US military 
expenditure. Spending on military research and development declined less than overall military spending 
and has increased faster since 1998. As of 2000, US military R&D spending is 47% higher in real terms than 
in 1980. Instead of ushering in a period of downsizing, disarmament and conversion…the end of cold war led 
to a feverish technological effort to apply information technology to military purposes, known as the 
Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA).”

25

20Jega, A. (ed.), Identity Transformation and Identity Politics under Structural Adjustment in Nigeria, 
Stockholm: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet and Centre for Research and Documentation, 2000, p. 33
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The Niger Delta conflict and Boko Haram's activities are sustained by 
public perception. For instance, the criminal destruction of oil pipelines 
by the Niger Delta militants was because of their perception that the 
Federal Government of Nigeria has not transparently, prudently and 
effectively managed the proceeds from years of oil exploration to better 

 
21the lives of people from the area. In fact, Imobighe  has argued that, 

'They see the wealth generated in their area being used to build 
unnecessary “fly-over” structures in other cities while nothing is being 
done in their area where such structures are most needed to connect the 
various communities.' Similar grievances was extended to other 
stakeholders as victims in the area, such as the kidnapping of foreigners 
and families of elites, are all demonstrations that they perceived them as 
benefitting wrongly from oil explorations meant for those communities. 
This disposition of conflict and insecurity incidences in the country is 
also witness in the debate raging among scholars and public 
commentators over the root cause(s) of the Boko Haram's activities in 
some states in northern Nigeria. Thus insurgency has assumed mainly 
religious character to achievement its objectives. But the point must be 
underscored that these are not the only reasons why the conflicts 

22persists, other reasons as rightly noted   are for both political bargaining 
and other economic considerations. And as would be discussed shortly, 
the November, 2008 Local Government Council election in Jos-North 

23
 experience has shown this disposition as was observed by Ostein ; 

'Many Jasawa are convinced that the crisis was part of a deliberate ethnic 
cleansing agenda by the state government to exterminate specific tribes 
and creeds in Jos [i.e. the Hausas, the Muslims], using politics as an 
apparatus.’

Thirdly, incidences of conflicts in the country find expressions in 

religion, ethnicity, communal, and resource-based, identity-based, 
21

Producing Countries” in Traub-Merz, R. and Yates, D. (ed), Oil Policy in the Gulf of Guinea: Security and 
Conflict, Economic Growth, Social Development, 2004, Germany: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung
22Hazen, J. and Horner, J., Small Arms, Armed Violence, and Insecurity in Nigeria: The Niger Delta in 
Perspective, 2007, Geneva: Small Arms Survey, Graduate Institute of International Studies, An Occasional 
Paper of the Small Arms Survey
23 Ostein, P., “Jonah Jang and the Jasawa: Ethno-Religious Conflict in Jos, Nigeria, see: www.sharia-in- 

africa.net/pages/publications.php

 Imobighe, T., “Conflict in Niger Delta: A Unique Case or a 'Model' for Future Conflicts in other Oil-
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political/electoral manipulations etc, yet these may not necessarily be 

the actual reasons, for none of the identity source is standing alone can 
24just constitute conflict if not manipulated.  Thus must conflict 

25situations in Nigeria, as has been observed elsewhere,  settler-

ship/indigeneship sentiments, socio-political, and economic 

contestations which easily assume religious coloration especially in the 

North, even when the initial cause may have no religious bearing.' This 

particular nature or character of conflict and insecurity has been 

witnessed across the country, especially the transformation of political 

thugs into Niger Delta militants, Boko Haram Islamic Fundamentalists 

and or ethnic militias. A case in point is the 27 November, 2008 post local 

government election violent conflict in Jos-North Local Government 

Area of Plateau State, where political contests between PDP and ANPP 

degenerated into violent clash that was executed along ethnic and 

religious fault lines, leaving about 400 – 600 people dead (some 
26estimates are even higher).  Another example is the Post 2011 

Presidential election violence that erupted following the conduct of the 

elections in some states in northern Nigeria. As aptly observed by Forest, 
27…the violence soon acquired a religious and ethnic dimension, with 

churches and mosques set ablaze, prompting Muslims to attack 

Christians and vice versa in a downward cycle of revenge killings.' 

Indeed, the speed with which the dastardly act of killings, maiming and 

destructions of property took place shows the sophistry and lethality that 

conflicts and insecurity have assumed. Also, it is a demonstration of the 

effect or impact of small arms and light weapons in the prosecution of 

these incidences in the country.

24

Crises in Nigeria” in Golwa, Joseph H.P. and Ojiji, O. (eds) Dialogue On Citizenship in Nigeria, Abuja: 
Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution, 2008, p. 140
 25 Ibid. p. 140

 Golwa, Joseph H.P., 'Looking into the Crystal Ball: Lessons Learnt, and Way Forward into Citizenship 

 

27

 Ibid, footnote 23, p. 1
27 Forest, J.J.F., Report of the Joint Special Operations  

University, May, 2012, Florida: The JSOU Press, p. 28
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Fourthly, and flowing from above is the unpalatable menace of the ready 

availability of small and arms and light weapons in the prosecution of 

conflict and insecurity in Nigeria, especially that these arms have the 

tendency of increasing the intensity and casualty in the conflict 

incidences. The situation is further compounded by the porous nature of 

the country's international borders (with about 2000 border 

communities) and ill-equipped and low morale border security 

personnel. Indeed, the superior arms that are being deployed by some of 

the conflict actors and criminals in the execution of conflicts and 

insecurity in the country shows that a lot needs to be done to stem the 

dangerous tide blowing across the Nigerian landscape.

 Fifthly, the worrisome, destructive and deadly patterns with which these 

conflict situations took in recent times has resulted in the emergence of 

divided cities along religious or ethnic lines. This has been the case in 

Kaduna and Jos-Plateau where Muslims and Christians reside in 

different settlements within the same cities because of fears and threats 

of attacks and counterattacks from either side. This is dangerous for 

peaceful coexistence in any city. The implication of this phenomenon is 

that the processes of reconciliation and recovery become complicated 

and made extremely difficult. In most cases, because of the close nature 

of these settlements, they are not accessible to other Nigerians of 

different ethnic and religious background.

The sixth visible character of contemporary conflict and atmosphere of 
28insecurity in Nigeria is the involvement of foreigners  in its prosecution. 

Recently, there had been reports of the involvement of foreigners among 

members of the Boko Haram sect arrested in the North East and group of 

persons perpetuating the nocturnal attacks on villages also in some parts 

of Plateau, Bauchi and Kaduna States.

The seventh disposition of conflict is demonstrated by conflict actors 

and entrepreneurs who persistently contest virtually all conflict 

28

28
 GNS Pwajok, The Challenges of Security Management in Nigeria: The Plateau Experience. P. 20, where
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management methods being initiated to address the situation. One of the 

methods that have been subject to intense criticisms because it has not 

been brought to good use is the setting-up of Panels or commissions of 

Inquiries into these disturbances. Again, the setting-up of Panels of 

Inquiry into Plateau, Kaduna and others have been seriously contested, 
29criticized and sometimes rejected  by some of the parties to the conflicts. 

The fact that the recommendations of these reports are not implemented 

brings the authorities under criticism for condoning impunity and where 

impunity is not punished injustice will thrive and conflicts are sustained. 

This criticism gets heightened to a worrisome level when perpetrators 

and sponsors of conflicts are not prosecuted and allowed to walk the 

streets of Nigeria with impunity or even patronized with political 

appointments.

The eighth conflict character in Nigeria is the emerging trend in violence 

associated with sectarianism. Indeed, the cycle of violence the type 

experienced in Nigeria easily provide ground for miscreants and other 

criminals to thrive. This explains the introduction (with intensity) of 

Improved Explosive Devices to bomb target institutions/places in a 

terrorist fashion. The fast changing dynamics of these violent blasts has 

now assumed a new dimension of suicide bombings. This again destroys 

the popular belief that Nigerians love themselves so much that would not 

be involved in suicide bombings as was experienced in Iraq and 

Afghanistan crises. But this itself poses problems for potential peace and 
the writer, as Director General, Research and Planning, Governor's Office, Jos, Plateau State cited the letter 
sent to the President of Nigeria highlighting some of the issues on the Jos-Plateau crises to include; - Attacks 
directed at religious institutions to give a religious coloration to the crises; foreigners from Niger Republic 
and Chad were among those arrested; and the use of military uniforms by some of the people caught-shows 
premeditation. By foreigners here, we are referring to non-Nigerians, mainly from Republics of Chad and 
Niger. However, in some conflicts in Nigeria, foreigner could be Nigerians that are not indigenous to that 
particular community. There are several derogatory word for the latter category, which Danfulani, Habila 
Umar Dadem (The Jos Peace Conference and the Indigene/Settler Question in Nigerian Politics)observed 
thus: Labels such as 'settler' 'native' 'non-native' 'host-community' 'foreign' 'native foreign' 'stranger 
elements' 'squatter' 'non squatter' immigrant' migrant' 'indigene' 'no-indigene' 'Mbak' 'Gambari' 'Hausa-
Fulani' 'Nyamiri' 'nasara' 'ngwa' 'arna' 'kirdi' and 'baro' among many others are used to stigmatized or 
stereotype the 'other' as a category who does not belong.

29

29 
For instance, on 27 November, 2008 Jos North Local Government elections, Plateau State Government
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conflict management in Nigeria in the sense of having to contain with the 

post sectarian/Boko Haram challenges that stares Nigeria in the face. 

The complicated nature of these conflicts occurring in a society like ours 

that is constantly shaped by technology certainly poses a challenge to the 

nature of response of traditional methods. How will established 

traditional methods of conflict management response? Will they 

compete or be subsumed by modern methods or craft a balance in mutual 

complementarity. This is the focus of the next section.

30

5.       The Traditional  Methods of Dispute Resolution in Nigeria:

Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution are those methods practiced 

for an extended period and have evolved within Nigerian societies rather 
31than being the product of external transplantation .  To the extent that 

there are similarities and differences in the congeries of these methods 

defined as such by those who see themselves as Nigerians or Africans, 

there is a sense in which we can think and talk of Traditional Methods of 

Dispute Resolution. They are developed around specific conditions of 

populations and communities indigenous to a particular geographic 

area, and in this context within the Nigerian society. For the reasons of 

the unique historical evolution and experience of each of the diverse 

Nigerian community or ethnic groups, there is no one particular 

traditional method that is dominant for national application.

Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution are structured political, 

judicial and arbitration mechanism. Traditional leaders play a vital role 

in local and grassroots communities in relation to socio-economic 

inaugurated the Justice Bola Ajibola Commission, whereas the Federal Government constituted the 
Emmanuel Abisoye Presidential Panel and the Chief Solomon Lar Presidential Advisory Committee. See 
Emelonye, U. (ed.), Nigeria: Peace Building Through Integration and Citizenship, 2011, Rome: 
International Development Law Organisation

30 Traditional is used in this sense to refer to also indigenous, cultural, African, Nigerian, local, native or 
endogenous. Braimah [Braimah, A., 'Culture and Tradition in Conflict Resolution' op.cit, p. 154] sees 
tradition as a long established and accepted customs or methods of procedure, something or some acts, which 
have become of an immemorial usage.
31 Zartman, W (2000) 'Introduction: African Traditional Conflict “Medicine”', in William Zartman, eds., 
Traditional Cures for Modern Conflicts. London: Lynne Rienner.

30

Perspectives on Traditional African & Chines Methods of Conflict Resolution



development and the resolution of conflict in modern political system. 

This is part of the cultural heritage of the people. The institution of 

traditional leadership plays critical roles in promoting and sustaining 

social cohesion, peace and order in most Nigerian societies. Traditional 

institutions play two important roles: a proactive role to promote social 

cohesion, peace, harmony, coexistence; and a reactive role in resolving 

disputes which have already occurred.

Nigeria's Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution recognizes the 

unique place of women in conflict management as demonstrated in the 

concept of 'Nneka' (an Igbo word meaning mother is supreme), which is 

a belief in the traditional Igbo society in Eastern Nigeria which refers to 

women as sustainers and healers of human relationships. Achebe in his 

well-known novel “Things Fall Apart” explains that:

“.. when a father beats his child, it seeks sympathy in its mother's 

hut. A man belongs to his father when things are good and life is 

sweet. But when there is sorrow and bitterness, he finds refuge in 
 32his motherland. Your mother is there to protect you.”

Many Nigerian ethnic groups have their traditional methods that 

are very unique to them.

6. Features of Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution in Nigeria:
The Nigerian Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution are a well-
structured, time-proven social system geared towards reconciliation, 
maintenance and improvement of social relationships. The methods are 
deeply founded in the customs and traditions of peoples that have 
gradually developed over a long period of time. The importance and 
utility of these methods lie in the fact that they strive “to restore a 

32
 Achebe, C, Things Fall Apart, 1970, London: Heineman. A similar tradition is found amongst the Luo in 

Kenya, where the Luo women of Kenya were at the forefront in the various stages of peace processes like 
preventive diplomacy, peacemaking, peacekeeping and post conflict peace building. They used methods like 
direct or indirect interventions through elders and women's networks that existed within warring parties. 
When a conflict was perceived through preparation for war or actual outbreak of war, women got together 
and discussed the issue among themselves. Then they asked the elders in their clan or community to arrange 
for a dialogue with those of the opposing clan or community. If the elders refused them, the women from one 
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33balance, to settle conflict and eliminate disputes” .
Traditional methods are relatively informal and thus, less intimidating. 
Those who use them are also more at ease in a familiar environment. The 
role of chiefs, elders, family heads, peer groups and others is not only to 
resolve conflicts but also to anticipate and stop/or intercept conflicts. 
Group relationships and rights are as important as individual ones as 

 34emphasis is on restoring relationships and reconciling groups.
Nigerian traditional societies have always resolved conflicts through 
internal and external social controls. The internal social controls use 
processes of deterrence such as personal shame and fear of supernatural 
powers. External controls rely on sanctions associated with actions 
taken by others in relation to behaviors that may be approved or 

 35disapproved.
In fact, the traditional methods of dispute resolution, as noted by the 

community arranged to visit their counterparts in the enemy camp and built alliances as a strategy for 
convincing the elders in both camps to resolve their conflicts in nonviolent ways. This strategy used in 
conflict solution is one of the three characteristics of women's peace-making. Bob-Manuel, Ineba, 'A 
Cultural Approach to Conflict Transformation: An African Traditional Experience. Term Paper, Written for 
the course: “Culture of Peace and Education” taught at the European Peace University Stadtschlaining 
Austria, Fall Semester 2000. See also Rapu, J.F., 'Alternative Dispute Resolution of Indigenous African 
Disputes: An Irrelevant Myth or Catalyst for Modern Global Relations' op.cit. p. 310-311 ; Ineba Bob-
Manuel, 'Culture of Peace and Education' www.docstoc.com assessed 7/11/2013; In a study conducted by 
M.J. Mathey et al, they observed that If war broke out among the Zande, the oldest women of the clan would 
go to meet the opposing clan, and to interpose themselves between the fighters in order to make them see 
reason. When words proved fruitless, the women would threaten to expose their nakedness or to go down on 
their knees. In either case, the gesture signified a curse for those who bore the responsibility for such grave 
acts. Because of the respect which the enemy soldiers had for the women, they would usually put down their 
weapons before the fateful acts were accomplished. If there was no laying down of arms, the old women, 
naked and on their knees, would crawl towards the foolhardy combatants and say to them:
We are your mothers,
We do not want war,
We do not want bloodshed.
Do not fight with your brothers.
They have sent us to sue for peace.
If the assailants still refused to see reason and marched on the village, they suffered the ultimate punishment 
for having disobeyed and obliged their 'grandmothers' to expose their nakedness. See M.J. Mathey et al, 'The 
role played by women of the Central African Republic in the prevention and resolution of conflicts' in 
UNESCO (Ed.), Women and Peace in Africa: Case Studies on Traditional Conflict Resolution Practices, 
Paris, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2003, pp. 41-42 
33
 Choudree, R. B. G., “Traditions of Conflict Resolution in South Africa”, in African Journal on Conflict 
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Resolution, http://www.accord.org.sa/publications/;/choudree.htm1, 1999
34 Ibid
35 Okrah, Kwadwo Asafo-Agyei (2003) “Toward Global Conflict Resolution. Lessons from the Akan 
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36Penal of Reform International,  especially those of Nigerian 
communities, have shown features such as:

i. The problem is viewed as that of the whole community or group;

ii. An emphasis on reconciliation and restoring social harmony;

iii. Traditional arbitrators are appointed from within the community 

on the basis of status or linage;

iv. A high degree of public participation;

v. Customary law is merely one factor considered in reaching a 

compromise; 
 37vi. There is no professional legal representation

  vii. The process is voluntary and the decision is based on agreement;

     viii. Emphasis is on restorative penalties;

ix. Enforcement of decisions is secured through social pressure;

x. The decision is confirmed through rituals aiming at 

reintegration;

xi. Like case need not be treated alike.

The immediate objective of traditional methods of dispute resolution is 

to mend the broken or damaged relationship, rectify wrongs, and restore 

justice. The basic main ingredients therefore include: 

i. That it is grounded on the belief that punishment hurts 

relationships, the victim(s) and the offender(s);

 T r a d i t i o n a l  J u d i c i a l  S y s t e m ” ,  J o u r n a l  o f  S o c i a l  S t u d i e s  R e s e a r c h ,  f a l l  
http:www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3823/is_200310/ai_nq304242 Accessed 7th November, 2013
36 Penal reform International (PRI), Access to Justice in Sub-Saharan Africa: The Role of Traditional and 
Informal Justice System, London, November, 2000, p. 22
37 This position seems to be contested by other African writers who argued that the fact that clan heads, or 
family heads or eloquent members of the community make presentations on behalf of a complaint in a 
council of elders gathered to resolve disagreements is indicative of legal representative in traditional dispute 
resolution system. But in arguing this position, Fagbohun [Faghohun, O., 'The Structure of African Judicial 
Authority' in Azinge, E. and Awah, A. (Eds.), Legal Plurlaism in Africa: A compendium on African 
Customary Law, op.cit., p. 528] citing the cases of Bangindawo &ors v Head of Nyanda Regional Authority 
& ors (1998) 3 SA 262 (TK), where both sets of applicants challenged the constitutionality of various 
sections of Transkei's Regional Authority Courts Act 13 of 1982. Among the grounds of the challenge were 
that the courts did not allow legal representation; that the President Officers were not legally trained; that the 
court follows a truncated procedure; and that their judicial independence and impartiality are compromised 
because of the absence of notion of separation of powers in the African chieftainship. Madlanga J. dismissed 
of the arguments as unhelpful. According to His Lordship it makes little sense to judge customary courts 
predicted on a different value system and seeking to achieve a different result, by the standards of magistrate 
courts.
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ii. That crime is viewed as wrong and after it occurs, there exist 

dangers and opportunities;

iii. The believes that crime should be addressed as soon as possible 

to make things right again;

iv. The inclusion of the victim and their friends, family, etc. into the 

process of justice;

v. The believe that, after everyone is safe, the event should be made 

a teachable moment and to have the offender learn new ways of 

acting in the community;

vi. The promotion of volunteer involvement in the justice process 

and not coercive measures;

vii. The promotion of a collaborative and cooperative process;

viii. The recognition that not all offenders are willing to cooperate; 

therefore, there is a need for outside authority to decide for the 

offender in a coercive manner;

ix. The consideration that, while prison should not be used as a 

result of the process, prison might need to be used in situations 

where the offender is a risk to him/herself and/or others until the 

time comes where s/he is willing to voluntarily meet with the 

victim(s);

x. The emphasis on following up with those involved in the crime 

in order to know if all parties are holding to their agreements;
xi. The emphasis on the role of religious institutions in aiding in 

justice among people and to promote moral and ethical 
 38values within communities.

Traditional methods are less costly and more effective in the sense that 

they do not involve the presence of conventional legal representations, 

filing fees and so on. However, as Rapu noted, traditional methods of 

dispute resolution equally have a way of navigating round issues of legal 

representation and judgment enforcement. For instance, apart from the 
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fact that heads of families or clans can present complaints to elders in 

council for determination, notable persons in the community with 

oratory prowess are allowed to speak for parties to the conflicts in the 

settlement arena. Likewise, enforcement of decisions are normally 

carried out by powerful cult like the Ogboni or the use of town criers to 

summon disputants or legal fees is usually in form of small amount of 

money, kola nuts, palm wine. Equally critical is the place of the 
39

supernatural  in guiding the entire proceeding. 

Traditional methods of dispute resolution are aimed at ensuring the full 

integration of parties into their societies again, and to adopt the mood of 

co-operation. The objective of these methods, therefore, is to move away 

from accusations and counter accusations, to settle hurt feelings and to 

reach a compromise that may help improve future relationships. The 

effectiveness of the process and sustainability of the outcomes, 

generally, are attributed to such factors as simplicity, participatory 

nature,  adaptable f lexibil i ty,  complete relevance,  and 
4140comprehensiveness.  As Gluckman  notes:

If African customary Laws and systems remain 

vigorous in the life of the people and if it is 

flexible enough to adapt to new circumstances, 

then the architects of the new national legal 

systems may prefer to seek means of 

incorporating it and equipping it with the tools 

for further evolution, rather than sweeping it 

away in a burst of legislative enthusiasm.  
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oath taking of the methods of establishment the truth of a matter and is known in indigenous systems.
40 Brock-Utne, Brigit (2001) “Indigenous Conflict Resolution in Africa”. A draft presented to week-end 
seminar on Indigenous Solutions to Conflicts held at the University of Oslo, Institute of Educational 
Research, 23 – 24 of February 2001
41 Gluckman, M., Order and Rebellion in Tribal Africa, London: Cohen and West, 1963

In the case of Monvenge& ors. V Ebere & ors. The Nigerian Supreme Court lent support to the notion of 
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7. Operations of Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution in 

Nigeria:
By way of recasting the arguments and the position adumbrated above 
by Gluckman, suffices it to state here that were dispute resolution 
techniques that are suitable to our cultural norms vigorous pursued, 
some of the deep seated acrimonies that characterized our social lives 
would have been resolved. To be sure, section 21 of the 1999 
Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria provides for the 
protection, preservation and promotion of Nigeria's culture which 
enhances human dignity and is consistent with the fundamental 
objectives as provided in chapter II. It also encourages the development 
of technological and scientific studies which enhances cultural values. 
This being the case, traditional methods of dispute resolution that meet 
up the requirements of the law is encouraged by the government. In fact, 
as an existing mechanism in the federation, traditional methods of 
dispute resolution are also recognized under section 315 (3) (4) (b) of the 

4342constitution  In Nigerian Supreme Court,  per Nnaemeka-Agu, JSC .
notes inter alia;

I believe that the law is that if it was a customary 

arbitration and was pleaded and proved as such, it 

was binding upon the parties and capable of 

constituting an estoppel…But where the 

intervention was merely an attempt at settlement 

of the dispute between the parties, no such 

consequence follows. These principles are based 

on the fact that under section 6 of the constitution 

of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1979, it is to 

courts and not to non-judicial bodies that judicial 

power of the Federal republic of Nigeria are 

vested. So, the courts take the view that it is open 
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to the parties to choose whether to follow the 

normal channel for determination of controversy 

through the machinery of the courts or to submit 

the matter voluntarily to the non-judicial body 

for a decision. If they choose the former, the 

decision of a court of competent jurisdiction on 

such a matter would constitute an estoppel per 

rem judicata. Where they choose the latter and 

there was an intervention by a non-judicial body, 

then the court ought to be satisfied that a number 

of conditions precedent were satisfied before it 

could hold that the decision constitutes 

estoppels. Those conditions are:

(i) There must have been a voluntary submission of the dispute by 

the parties to the non-judicial body;

(ii) The parties must have agreed to be bound by the decision of non-

judicial body as final;

(iii)That the decision was in accordance with custom of the people or 

of their trade or business; and 

(iv)That the arbitrators reached a decision and published award.

8 Mainstreaming Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution 
in Nigeria's Peacebuilding Architecture:

The increasing challenges of combating contemporary peace and 

security issues require an inclusive peacebuilding framework that is 

structured in a way and manner that allows traditional methods of 

dispute resolution to play critical complementary role to received 

conflict management framework. Mainstreaming traditional methods of 

dispute resolution into Nigeria's peacebuilding architecture will require 
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patience and understanding in the fusion of the two systems – traditional 

and external and received dispute resolution - through mutually 

reinforcing arrangements that would guarantee the smooth operations of 

the two dispute resolution orders simultaneously. This will equally 

require mainstreaming the roles of women, traditional and community 

leaders, religious leaders, and the civil society organization in the entire 

process.

In mainstreaming the role of women in this fussed and inclusive 

peacebuilding architecture, notice would be taken of their critical 

responsibility in traditional communities as caregivers and educators, 

mediators in home, family, community, village disputes, regulators and 

consolidators.

There is increasing calls for the constitutional involvement of traditional 

rulers in the administrative system of the country by apportioning 

clearly provided functions to them in the constitution. By 

mainstreaming their traditional roles of dispute resolution, it would have 

achieved the goal of fussing the two orders into our peacebuilding 

architecture. Similarly, we have noted that traditional African dispute 

resolution order revolve on political and religious pivots, therefore, 

there is need to mainstreaming the role of religious leaders in our conflict 

management architecture also. To facilitate this initiative, the civil 

society organizations are critical.

Apart from the legal requirements for fussing the traditional methods of 

dispute resolution into Nigeria's peace and security architecture, a 

reformed educational policy and programs that incorporates peace 

education tools from formative, primary, secondary to tertiary levels is 

required.
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9. Conclusion:

This paper reviews Nigeria's traditional methods of dispute resolution 

from the critical prism of appreciating endogenous order as the driving 

force in the promotion of harmonious coexistence in the society. Since 

these methods evolve over long period of time to serve as tool for social 

reengineering, traditional methods of dispute resolution have the 

potentials of addressing and or responding to new and emerging peace 

and security challenges. We have tried to demonstrate that in order to 

effectively fuss the traditional methods of dispute resolution into 

Nigeria's peacebuilding architecture, critical stakeholders should be 

involved in this regards. Therefore, we are in support of the call for 

involvement of traditional and community leaders in formal conflict 

management efforts in Nigeria, while religious leaders are also 

recognized and integrated into the mainstream of conflict management.

The truth remains that traditional methods of conflict resolution in 

Nigeria are as diverse as the cultural and ethnic diversities that exist in 

the country, with each community having their unique approaches based 

on their cultures and customs. With modernity driven by forces of 

globalization these unique traditional approaches can still be explored 

for peace in the communities with conscious efforts to study them.
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OVERVIEW OF TRADITIONAL METHODS OF DISPUTE 
RESOLUTION (TMDR) IN NIGERIA

COMMENTARY

Barrister Andrew Bogoro

Introduction

According to Albert Einstein, “Peace cannot be kept by force, it can only 

be achieved by understanding“. Therefore, efficient and effective 

resolution of disputes is fundamental to the development of any society, 

but the current situation in Nigeria is the opposite, as violent 

contestations persist in virtually all states of the federation. The 1914 

amalgamation of diverse groups in the country is partly blamed for this 

unfortunate scenario especially in the face of increasing disagreement 

amongst these groups. However, cardinal to the underlying causes of 

violent conflicts in the country is the deliberate undermining of the 

powers of traditional institutions by the colonialists.

This commentary on the paper delivered by Dr. Joseph Golwa is not a 

total departure from the analysis made therein, but an attempt to give 

further clarification on that erudite perspective.

It must be acknowledged early that consideration should be given to 

integrating traditional methods of dispute resolution. The Black's Social 

Control Theory and Thomas-Kilmann's Model of Conflict Management 

provide for robust explanations of processes involved in peace-building. 

Specifically, the Black's Social Control Theory proposes the conditions 

that predict the use of one of five forms of social control (self-help, 

avoidance, negotiation, settlement and tolerance) in the relationship 

between individuals, groups and organizations. On the other hand, 
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Thomas-Kilmann's Model of Conflict Management initiates strategies 

organized around the two factors of assertiveness and cooperativeness. 

These further jointly produce five conflict management styles that 

include: avoidance, accommodation, competition, compromise and 

collaboration.

Consequently, the modalities for integrating the traditional and 

conventional conflict resolution mechanisms would ordinarily require:

1. Proper identification and elimination of shortcomings in the 

extant conflict resolution strategies;

2. Resuscitation of useful traditional values that have been 

jettisoned; and 

3. Establishment of a national security policy based on a synergy of 

the revised traditional and modern strategies. 

It must be noted that many traditional institutions have jettisoned their 

concomitant beliefs and values without adequately evaluating their 

conflict management value in the face of existing and emerging conflict 

dynamics.

Dr. Joseph Golwa has premised his argument on the 2002 Afrobarometer 

Survey that found that more than 50 percent of Nigerian respondents 

preferred traditional methods of dispute to conventional or received 

conflict resolution techniques. This disposition should be encouraged, 

especially in the face of the provision of Section 19 (d) of the 1999 

Constitution, which promotes the settlement of disputes by parties 

concerned. In fact, the constitution further enjoins the government to 

establish and maintain legal systems that will ensure justice so as to 

enable citizens and other residents carry on their legitimate daily pursuit.

Together, the constitution, the individual legal system of Nigeria's 36 

states-coupled with laws made by the federal legislature for the entire 
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nation or Federal Capital Territory as well as Nigeria's treaty obligations, 

made up the Nigeria's legal complex. The supreme judicial powers of 

Nigeria are vested in Nigeria's judicature comprising of tribunals 

established under the nation's constitution and other laws made pursuant 

to the constitution. At the top of the hierarchy of Nigeria's judicature is 

the Supreme Court. Second to it is the Appeal court. The original 

jurisdictions are provided for in the 1999 Constitution as amended. 

Except where otherwise clearly provided, any appeal originating from 

any court or tribunal in Nigeria flows through the court of Appeal and 

then there, it may move to the Supreme Court, which decisions is final. 

The Practice of the Accusatorial System:

The Nigerian legal process, especially at the level of recognized courts 

of records, is accusatorial in nature. It is a failure that diminishes as one 

goes towards the more informal tribunals, especially Customary Courts. 

However, in recent years, the practice of Multi-door System that allows 

for the formal integration of Alternative Dispute Resolution processes 

and litigious ones is fast gaining acceptability. 

Gaps in the Modern System of Dispute Resolution:

i. Western methods have not been able to effectively address all 

cases of conflict;

ii. Modern methods sometimes contradict cultural values and 

priorities in Nigeria;

iii. Inadequate resources and capacity by modern conflict 

resolution;

iv. Difficulties when precedent is absent;

v. Perpetual of bad decisions among others.

The Cameroon vs. Nigeria on Bakassi-Peninsula: Many conflict experts 

and Legal Practitioners in Nigeria were of the opinion that the matter 
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ought not to have been heard at International Court of Justice. To this 

therefore, many ADR practitioners were of the view that the matter 

could have been handled through Alternative Dispute Resolution 

processes without telling the world about our differences with 

Cameroon.

The paper's position on cultural relativism and pluralism in the 

traditional methods of dispute resolution in Nigeria is not different from 

those of Dr. Joseph Golwa, rather, it is gleaned from other schools of 

thought that share similar prepositions. The advent of colonialism has 

indeed brought about the disorganization and debasement of our sense of 

purpose and integrity, and the resultant effect is the evolution and 

clinging to ethnic and cultural identities which are dangerous for co-

habitation because colonialism was premised on the cultural inferiority 

of the colonized (Ake 1984). According to Edoh (2001), the fact is, 

Nigeria is a complex and plural society with over 350 ethnic groups 

whose components and social aggregates remain sharply divided. The 

fact stemmed from two major defects bequeathed to the country to her 

colonial master. Firstly, is the unbalanced nature in the size, shape and 

structure of federation adopted for the country which was a contract to 

the postulate of the laws of a competitive situation, and where available 

resources are scarce in relation to the interests that grow around them 

(Nnodi 1989). 

Some Cases of Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution in Nigeria

In taking a different approach and complementing Dr. Joseph Golwa's 

analysis, this commentary further discusses the following: 
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i. The Case Study of Fulani People in Adamawa State of Nigeria:

 The Fulani or Fulbe is categorized into three which include: (a) Fulbe 

nai (Mbororo'en; (b) Fulbe Wuro (Town Fulani) and (c) Fulbe Ladde 

(Semi-settled Fulani). The Fulani men settles their conflicts through 

inter and intra methods of dispute resolution.

These are some of the methods of Dispute Resolution among the Fulanis

a) Pulaaku (Fulbe-ness)

b) Eggol (Avoidance/Migration)

c) Kombol (Sanctioning)

d) Sulhotira (Arbitration/Mediation)

e) Lamlambe (Community Leaders)

f) Mawbe (Leaders)

g) Kunnol (oath-taking)

h) Soro (Beating game)

i) Feuding and

j) Aiding

The Fulani's are always conscious of the fact that they are a minority and 

their host community could be antagonistic towards them at any point in 

time. These are experiences they had carried all along in their life as a 

survival strategy. Their main concern is to keep their cattle in good 

pleasure no matter how vulnerable they may be. The cattle Fulani is by 

no means a colonizer, but a servant of his cattle. He would always be 

hostile to anybody who wants to deny his cattle good pasture. His worst 

enemy is the environment that is not favorable to his cattle.

If a conflict occurs, the Fulani would prefer to look the other way in 

consonance with the pulaaku tenets of reserveness, patience and 

endurance. The Fulani consider the ability to suppress provocation as an 

epitome of Pulaaku (Fulbe-ness). It is important therefore, to emphasize 
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that Pulaaku has remained a useful mechanism in managing and 

resolving inter-groups conflict in the community. If the conflict 

generating activity persists and seems to be non-resolvable, a second 

method of resolution is adopted. This is through withdrawing from the 

area of conflict to avoid the situation. It is known as Eggudu (Shifting). 

This is not very difficult at all because their attachment to a place 

depends on the hospitability of the inhabitants and the availability of 

pasture to the animals. More so, they have no permanent structures that 

can be a burden whenever they intend to move, consequently, to avoid 

crisis, they simply shift to a peaceful location where their cattle can 

pasture well.

Whenever the conflict has resulted into skirmishes, or might result into 

skirmishes, the Fulani will have no choice than to move far away from 

the scene of events for the safety of their life and that of their cattle. For 

instance, Fulani in Adamawa who experience conflict in northern part of 

the state, migrate to the southern part and vice versa. But such an act 

should not be misconstrued to mean fear or weakness, rather it is rooted 

in the Fulani belief that Lesdi Allah dundi (the land of Allah is vast). For 

them, land should not be seen as a property that they have to die for in the 

first instance. The Fulani being Muslims mostly never deviate from the 

antecedents of history like the migration of the Prophet from Mecca to 

Media.

Another method of dispute Resolution by the Fulani through a form 

known as Sulhotira (mediation) involving community elders, ward 

heads, district heads and sometimes up to the emir. Unless a case 

becomes very serious and protracted, it is handled by the elders or ward 

heads or district head. But, for a conflict that involves a sanction, the 

Emir would have to adjudicate knowing the possible consequences on 
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the disputants. The Emir will adjudicate and issue strong warnings to the 

elders and clan heads to avoid reoccurrence. Each action taken by the 

Fulani as a means of resolving conflict is decided by the reasons that 

have triggered the conflict.

Modern Approaches

Modern trends have affected the traditional conflict mechanisms among 

the Fulani's. The Fulani, though considered generally conservative are 

still significantly affected by historical, political religious, social, 

geographical and economic changes in society.

The institutionalization of formal authority (Hukuma) symbolized by 

the court and police systems have brought a new dimension in the 

resolution in interpersonal and intergroup conflicts. Hukuma is more 

reliable than some of the traditional methods.

Nowadays, disputes are often referred to the Hukuma for settlement. But 

it must be emphasized that the Pullo would prefer the option of resolving 

his dispute without resorting to the court because of their view of the 

police as “expensive, degrading, alien, slow, time consuming--- 

(Felstinger, 1974; 80)

It is in this regard that the Fulani men in Nigeria need to learn a lesson 

from the Karamoja and the Dodos of Uganda known to be prominent 

notorious cattle rustlers who have from time immemorial been resolving 

their conflicts internally without government  or NGOs interference.

ii. How Dispute Resolution is Settled among the Igbo 

Community in Ihiagwa in Imo State, Owerri, Nigeria

a) Dispute between a Husband and Wife:

If a man and his wife cannot settle their disputes, the man's parents are 

invited. If the wife still disagrees with their advice, a message is sent to 

her parents to come. Usually, they will arrive very early morning, and the 
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parties---the man with his parents and their confident----consider the 

issue. For instance, if the woman is found guilty, she is requested to 

apologies to her husband. She may be urged to cook a delicious meal to 

her husband to beg for pardon. Thereafter, her parents will invite her to 

change her behavior. Conversely, if the man is at fault, he will advice to 

apologies to her though not in the public, but rather do so when they are 

alone possibly buy her a gift.

b) Conflict Involving Two Families over a Land:

For instance, if two families are having dispute over a piece of land, 

either of them can report to the elders of the village or villagers who will 

try to settle it, whereby they fail, the case is reported to the central Ikoro-

oho comprising elders from all the villages in the town. Where the case 

defies their settlement, it is returned to some of the priest of our deities 

called “Ndi-ishi-Agbara” meaning head of idols. These men were feared 

by everyone in the ihiagwa society because of the powers of their Gods, 

and their decisions were taken seriously.

c) Procedure

Members of the two disputants will sit together. Usually, each party 

produces a spokesman, who is likely to be the eldest among them who 

must be fluent and verse in anecdotes and figurative language. Usually, 

fees are charged once found guilty and appeal is allowed where a 

disputant is not satisfied with decisions taken.

iii. Disputes Over Inheritance In The Yoruba Community In 

Ibadan, Oyo State, Nigeria

Another area where conflicts often occur concerns inheritance. 

According to Yoruba traditions, the property of a deceased person is 

shared among his or her heirs shortly after his or her death. Writing a Will 

is an alien concept to the Yoruba people. Infarct, the legal fees are likely 
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to deter ordinary person from writing a Will is more common among the 

educated and the rich.

Ibadan indigenes, like other Yoruba have an established cultural process 

by which properties are inherited. The most dominant principles 

followed in sharing the property of a dead person are oriojori and Idi-igi. 

The oriojori principles followed in sharing the property to give some part 

of the inheritable property to every child of the deceased, irrespective of 

age or sex. The idi-igi on the other hand, makes it mandatory for the 

property to be shared according to the number of wives the deceased 

had, irrespective to the number of the children each woman delivered.

Deciding which principle should be used can lead to conflict. A woman 

with many children will favor the Oriojori principles which enable each 

of her children to have his or her own inheritance. On the other hand, a 

woman with few children will favor the idi-igi system which will enable 

her to have enough for her children and by implication enough for 

herself. It is the responsibility of the elders or Mogaji in the family to 

convince all the wives of the deceased to adopt the most appropriate 

system for sharing the property. 

iv. Resolving Dispute among the Hausa Community in 

Northern Nigeria:

Whenever the Hausa migrate, they always appoint from among 

themselves a leader called the Sarkin Hausawa, (ruler of the Hausa 

people) who normally function as the official intermediary between the 

Hausa migrants and their host community. The Sarki also settle disputes 

among the immigrants.

The Sarki has ward heads named the Mai ungwa (owner of the ward). 

The later resolves conflicts at ward level within Sabon-gari, where the 

immigrants settle. Conflicts that cannot be resolved at the ward level are 
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refered to the Sarkin Hausawa's Court. When resolving such a conflict, 

the sarkin usually summons his chiefs and a committee of elders called 

Uban gari. The disputants sit on a mat in front of the Sarki and the elders. 

The case is carefully listened to and resolve as dictated by Islamic law. 

The judgment of the Sarki is highly respected by the Hausa immigrants, 

no matter how hash it may be. His subjects do not only see him as a 

political leader but also as a religious leader whose decisions are 

divined. Cases brought to the sarki are commonly physical assault, petty 

thefts, divorce and sharing the property of the deceased.

 Mainstreaming the traditional methods of dispute resolution in Nigeria 

should be a collective responsibility by all and sundry. The religious 

leaders in our various communities ought to play significant roles in 

conflict management and resolution. Therefore, their roles should not be 

undermined in anyway by government or institution or otherwise. The 

stakeholders need to also play a role in managing conflicts, and in fact 

serve as a role model for peace initiators in other to promote peace in the 

community.
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CHAPTER 2

TRADITIONAL METHODS OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION 
(TMDR) IN CHINA

-- A Case Study of Declaring Justice Pavilion

Li Xinfeng

In the history of human society, war and peace, the seizure and 

consolidation of political power, are like a pair of twin sisters. The 

preface of the Chinese classic novel Three Kingdoms reads: "It's a 

general rule that the world features separation and unification 

alternately.”

From this perspective, the history of China is the history of division and 

unification. The supersession of dynasties is achieved basically through 

war. Unification was achieved along the Yellow River in Xia Dynasty, 

and the situation was maintained in Shang and Zhou Dynasty. However, 

by the end of Zhou Dynasty “division” had appeared, and the Spring and 

Autumn Period and the Warring States period got on the stage of China's 

history. But with the development of productive forces and people's 

desire for a better life, the trend for unification was destined. In the 

Spring and Autumn Period, Chinese society transformed from the slave 

society to the feudal society. In the Warring States, the separatist war 

caused tremendous loss of lives, and people lived in great pains. It is at 

this point that Qin Empire allowed its politician, Shang Yang, to lead the 

political and social reform, and achieved national prosperity, further 

strengthening its determination to unify China. After tactful lobbying 

and skillful fight against the other six states, Qin Emperor Ying Zheng 
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achieved the great unification of China, established the first central 

monarchy. But not long after, the emperor's tyranny caused the uprising 

of peasants, which eventually lead to the perdition of Qin. After Qin 

dynasty, Chu and Han contended for hegemony. Liu Bang, the founder 

of Han Dynasty, finally won and unified China. Han Dynasty inherited 

the old institution from Qin, with some malpractice also continued, 

leaving eunuchs monopolizing the power. Finally the country was 

divided into three kingdoms.

After the Three Kingdoms period, Chinese feudal society lasted for 

nearly two thousand years, "division" and "unification" taking turns to 

appear on the stage, but the peaceful development remains the general 

trend and theme of China's feudal society. This feature is particularly 

prominent in the late feudal dynasties. For example, Tang Dynasty（AD 

618 to 907） lasted for 289 years; Northern Song Dynasty (AD 960 to 

1127) lasted for 167 years; Yuan Dynasty (AD 1271 to 1368) lasted 97 

years. Ming Dynasty (1368 - 1644), whose GDP topped world at the 

time, survived for 276 years and Qing Dynasty lasted for more than 267 

years. The reason for this stability might be that after hundreds of years' 

development, the feudal institution, including the establishment of laws 

and regulations, is much more developed and the methods and measures 

of ruling became more effective. 

Why China's feudal dynasties could realize long-term sustainability and 

economic development. The reasons may vary. However, one of the 

most important reasons lies in the fact that China's feudal system 

attaches much importance to resolving social conflicts and advocating 

justice by means of absorbing public opinions, guiding people to respect 

mainstream values, and educating the public to comply with the state 

laws. 

56

Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution (TMDR) in China



In this paper, I will take Declaring Justice Pavilion, an institution 

established by Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang in early Ming Dynasty to 

mediate social disputes, as an example to analyze China's traditional 

methods of dispute resolution and its significance for today's reference. 

The Establishment And Functions Of Declaring Justice Pavilion:

1. The Establishment of Declaring Justice Pavilion:

Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang (the first emperor of Ming Dynasty) attributed 

the demise of Yuan Dynasty to lack of regulations and weaknesses of the 

nation's legal system. He thus laid much emphasis on building and 

restoring ritual and moral order. Declaring Justice Pavilion was 

established in Hongwu Five years (1372) for people to read laws, to tell 

black from white, and to punish the criminal. Where there was Declaring 

Justice Pavilion, there would also be Jingshan Pavilion, where both good 

and evil things would be recorded. The two pavilions were set up in both 

urban and rural areas, and were in the charge of an elderly person with a 

high reputation. 

In short, Declaring Justice Pavilion is a place to publicize the rules of law 

and the political decree of the central government, and an institution to 

mediate civil disputes. Declaring Justice Pavilion is a non-government 

organization, rather than a specialized judiciary organization. In early 

Ming Dynasty, "Declaring Justice Pavilion” was set up all around the 

nation. The locals recommended elderly people of morals to take care of 

the institution and the government kept record of those in charge of the 

Pavilion. Minor disputes were mediated in the Pavilion. Only when 

conflicts went beyond its control, would people then file lawsuit to the 

local government. Declaring Justice Pavilion offered a relatively wide 

range of mediation, including civil and minor criminal cases. Besides, as 

it is established below the state and county level, there are a vast number 
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of them. Historical analysis shows, the function of Declaring Justice 

Pavilion is very similar to the pre-court agencies, but its number is far 

greater than that of the court we have today.

2. The Functions of the Declaring Justice Pavilion:

The elderly man who presided over the Declaring Justice Pavilion 

played the role of an official in charge of social edification. He regularly 

explained to the civilians the laws and regulations of the central 

government, so as to make sure that every family knows laws and would 

not dare to break laws. Meanwhile, the old man would also advocate 

good moral principles such as filial piety to parents, respect for the 

elders, establishing a harmonious relationship with neighbors, etc. As a 

tradition of the Ming dynasty, a message from the emperor would be 

received and spread through the Pavilion the first morning of every 

month. People would be told what they should do during this month. In 

addition to social edification, the elderly also mediated social conflicts. 

The laws of Ming Dynasty stipulate that minor disputes should not be 

filed to the governmental organizations before they had been judged by 

the elders in the Pavilion. Otherwise, the prosecutor would be severely 

punished and the case would still be taken back to the Pavilion. Because 

of the sacred mission of the elders, they were held in high positions by 

local people, even those officials. 

According to historical record, if someone in the village did evil things, 

villagers would write down his wrong doings, posting it in the pavilion, 

as a kind of punishment and deterrent. In ancient times, there were a lot 

of village regulations, which the villagers were generally able to abide 

by. But with a large population, disputes were almost inevitable. When 

families were in disputes, the Declaring Justice Pavilion would convene 

a meeting, in which every villager could participate in the debate and 
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voice his or her opinion. Besides, the pavilion was also a public meeting 

place.

3. The Features of Declaring Justice Pavilion:

Different from court or private mediation, Declaring Justice Pavilion 

Mediation has a unique advantage. It has a sense of authority and 

credibility. 

The main features are listed as follows:

i. The Mediators are Familiar with the Situation: The elders are 

very familiar with the local customs, rules and regulations. They 

know almost every household in the village. It is easy for them to 

understand the cases.

ii. The Ways of Mediation are Acceptable to Local People: In the 

first place, "Declaring Justice Pavilion" is a fixed place and there 

are a large number of them. It is mostly located in the center of 

the village, where it is easy for everyone to go and participate in 

the discussion. More importantly, considering the fact that many 

of farmers in ancient China could not read or write, the national 

laws were not easily understood, while local conventions and 

regulations were better known. That tells why the locals would 

bring their cases to the Pavilion.

iii. The Ways of Mediation are more Flexible: While some trivial 

matters cannot be handled by national laws and thus not 

necessary to bring them to court, the Pavilion would be a better 

place to solve the disputes, for it can handle trivial cases more 

flexibly. 

iv. It is easier for the two parties to reach an agreement and act 

accordingly: First, the mediator in the local community is of high 

prestige, so their judgment is recognized as most impartial and 
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creditable; besides, two parties are willing to accept the 

mediation as well as the results. Then, for the rest of the 

community, it is an opportunity of education and supervision.

v. It can avoid the Sequelae of going to Court: If people go to court 

for trivial matters, it would cost them a large amount of time, 

energy and money. Moreover, hatred would probably be built up 

between the two parties involved, and persists for generations.

The People's Mediation System of the People's Republic of China

1. The Origin of the People's Mediation System:

People's Mediation System of PRC is created by the Chinese 

Communist Party in the revolutionary base areas in 1920's. It mainly 

relies on the masses to solve the civil disputes and it is a necessary 

complement to the nation's judicial system. Modern people's mediation 

system germinated in the Agrarian Revolutionary War period. The basic 

mediation organizations were established to mediate disputes between 

farmers, and were affiliated to the regional political organizations and 

farmers' organizations under the leadership of the Communist Party. 

2. The Nature of People's Mediation System: 

People's mediation system, just like the civil litigation system and the 

arbitration system, is an important component in the legal system of civil 

procedure of our country and plays an important role in our social 

activities esp. in the judicial ones. In our "Constitution", "Civil Law", 

"Village Committee Organization Law," “Residents Committee 

Organization Law," " Law of Succession ",” Law of Marriage”, 

“People's Mediation Committee Organization Regulations" and other 

laws and regulations, the terms on people's mediation are clearly 

defined. Thus people's mediation system enjoys a higher legal status, 
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and becomes a unique part of socialist democratic legal system with 

Chinese characteristics.

3. Three Categories of the People's Mediation: 

In terms of people's mediation, it could probably be divided into two 

categories: 

A. Government-Oriented Meditation:

i. People's conciliation committee established in the town or the 

community in the city

ii. “Joint Conciliation Committee" established on the edge strip of 

the administrative divisions

iii. "special conciliation committee" established at tourist 

destination, commodity distribution center and other special area 

Above are the main parts of the People's Mediation System

B. Civil mediation as a complement:

This category is divided into two, namely "clan mediation " and " 

neighborhood or friends conciliation ," which is a spontaneous form of 

mass mediation . 

C. Industry and social group mediation 

i. Mediation of a variety of industry associations, chambers of 

commerce, such as light industry associations , textile 

associations, individual associations.

ii. Mediation of a variety of mass organizations such as trade 

unions, women's federations, the Communist Youth League

iii. Mediation of various consumer associations

Industry and group mediation is similar to people's mediation, or it uses 

people's mediation theory and method, or it is under the impact of 

people's mediation system. Speaking from a wider view of point, they all 

belong to the category of people's mediation.
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Conclusion:

1. Declaring Justice Pavilion not only made a special contribution 

to the stability and unity of the Ming dynasty, but also had a 

positive impact on future generations. Declaring Justice 

Pavilion" had an impact on the Qing Dynasty. Qing also 

established the "Declaring Justice Pavilion" at the state and 

county level, where it played an important the role of promoting 

local harmony. In the revolutionary base period, Chinese 

Communist Party, denied traditional civil mediation mechanism 

and created the people's mediation system, which has been 

preserved until today.

2. The Declaring Justice Pavilion mediation system is a product of 

Chinese culture. The establishment of "Declaring Justice 

Pavilion" is at the demand of the building of the agricultural 

society, which was required to meet the needs of social stability 

and security. In such a society, people were engaged in 

agricultural production and lived very closely to each other. The 

harmony and stability of the village are heavily depended on the 

mediation system. Confucius advocated the “no litigation” 

thinking, which was profoundly printed in the minds of Chinese 

people, even in today. Under this guidance, people always tried 

hard to avoid litigation. This cultural tradition had become a 

stimulating factor for the establishment of the "Declaring Justice 

Pavilion".

3. Nip the troubles in the bud. The Declaring Justice Pavilion 

mediation system attached great importance to both prevention 

and punishment, which left us a valuable experience. Today, 

people's meditation system plays an active role in building a 
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harmonious society and achieving the “Chinese Dream”. 

People's mediation is a simple and humane way for resolving 

civil disputes. It has been integrated into our nation's political 

life, philosophy, religion, ethics, morals, etc. in 5000 years 

development of Chinese history and culture. It is also built of 

justice, respect for others, social stability and generosity. Thus, it 

becomes the spiritual wealth and fine tradition of the Chinese 

nation that we Chinese all have a duty to defend.
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TRADITIONAL METHODS OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION 

(TMDR) IN CHINA: THE CASE STUDY OF DECLARING 

JUSTICE PAVILION

Commentary

Dr. Bosede Awodola

In the paper, Traditional Methods of Dispute Resolution (TMDR) in 

China: The Case Study of Declaring Justice Pavilion, the author traced 

the history of China that was rooted in the suppression of dynasties 

which were achieved basically through war. In this instance, she gave an 

account of how the first Emperor of Ming Dynasty, Emperor Zhu 

Yuanzhang, attributed the demise of Yuan Dynasty to lack of regulations 

and weaknesses of the nation's legal system. Thus, Emperor Zhu laid 

emphasis on building and restoring ritual and moral order. In achieving 

these objectives, Declaring Justice Pavilion was established in Hongwu 

(1372) for people to read laws, to tell black from white, and to punish the 

criminal. In addition to Declaring Justice Pavilion was Jingshan 

Pavilion where both good and evil things were recorded. The two 

pavilions were found both in urban and rural areas, with elderly persons 

of high reputation in charge. In essence, Justice Pavilion and Jingshan 

Pavilion were traditional mechanisms of promoting peace and dispute 

resolution in China.

The function of the Declaring Justice Pavilion was further elucidated by 

the presenter, to include publicizing the rules of law and the political 

decree of the central government as well as mediate minor civil disputes 

through the elderly men, who played the role of an official in charge of 

social edification. The paper emphasized the role of the elders which is 

to regularly sensitize the civilians, the laws and regulations of the central 

government so that the citizen understands the law and would not go 
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against the laws. Responsibilities are also bestowed on the elderly men 

to advocate good moral principles, respect for the elders and establishing 

a harmonious relationship with neighbors. In terms of structure, the 

presenter pointed out that, Declaring Justice Pavilion has a sense of 

authority and credibility, the ways of mediation are acceptable to local 

people and the ways of mediation were more flexible; and easier for the 

two parties to reach an agreement and act accordingly in order to avoid 

the problems of going to court.

In conclusion, she stressed that Declaring Justice Pavilion made special 

contribution to the stability and unity of the Ming dynasty and also had a 

positive impact on future generations. It also played an important role of 

promoting local harmony. She noted that in the revolutionary base 

period, Chinese Communist Party, created the people's mediation 

system, which has been preserved until today. People's mediation is a 

simple and humane way for resolving civil disputes which has been 

integrated into the nation's political life, philosophy, religion, ethics, and 

morals in 5000 years development of Chinese history and culture. It is 

also built on justice, respect for others, social stability and generosity. 

Thus, it becomes the spiritual wealth and fine tradition of the Chinese 

nation that the Chinese all have a duty to defend. Similarly, Confucius a 

major philosophical tradition in China also advocated the “no litigation” 

thinking, which has been profoundly imprinted in the minds of Chinese 

people. Under this guidance, people always tried hard to avoid litigation.

From the account of the Declaring Justice Pavilion in China traditional 

methods of dispute resolution, it does share certain similarities with 

Nigeria's experience. Olaoba (2001) explained that Nigeria tradition has 

thrived and endured for a very long time before the introduction of 

western legal system.  He gave this instance in the case of pre-colonial 
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Yoruba society, where peace and order reign supreme. This position was 

further reinforced by Oguntomisin (2004), who noted that different 

communities in pre-colonial Nigeria had varying conventions 

concerning individual behavior so as to mitigate intra-human, inter-

human and domestic conflicts. He explicate that, a breach of 

conventions was regarded as a 'crime, therefore, composition of 

sanctions on individuals or a group of deviants was a justifiable means of 

the traditional device for crime prevention, deterrence of deviant 

behavior and dispute resolution.

One striking similarity in the traditional methods of dispute resolution in 

Yoruba Land and Declaring Justice Pavilion as practiced in China is the 

hierarchical structure of the traditional dispute resolution setting. The 

elders were saddled with the responsibility to maintain law and order 

through conflict prevention and resolution. A comprehensive analysis of 

the processes of peacemaking and peacemaking in pre-colonial Nigeria 

by Oguntomisin (2004:10) indicated that Yoruba communities have 

different levels of courts (traditional courts) to maintain peace and order 

as well as to mitigate conflicts. The first was the compound court (ile ejo 

agbo ile). This was explained as an informal court whose main function 

was to ensure harmony by settling disputes amicably among the 

members of the families' living in the compound, usually headed by the 

eldest person in the compound. However, appeals could be made from 

the first court to the second court which was the court of the ward-chief 

(ile ejo ijoye adugbo). These courts are limited to tried minor civil cases 

just like Declaring Justice Pavilion. Nevertheless, the court of the ward-

chief could impose fines on guilty persons. It also has the authority to 

conduct preliminary investigation into criminal cases before 

transferring them to the court of the king (ile ejo oba). The court of the 
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king was the highest court as it was the last court to which appeals could 

be made. 

The Yoruba traditional dispute method elaborates that where there are no 

kings, the peacemaking process and dispute resolution would start in the 

respective households. The head of the each household, who is usually 

the family head kept peace within the members of his family. Also, 

quarrels between individuals from different households or families were 

settled by the ward elders. A ward consisted of many households. The 

heads of each household was present at the meeting of the ward elders 

both as a ward elders and a representative of his household. Cases of 

criminal nature as well as those involving people from different wards 

were settled at the council of elders of the village. A man could appeal 

against the decision of the ward elders to the council of elders of the 

village. Inter-village complaints or conflicts were resolved at the council 

of the village group. The council consisted of all the elders of the villages 

concerned (Oguntomisin, 2004:10 )

In a similar manner, the role of elders was also reiterated in Igboland in 

Nigeria, with the council of elders known as Amaala. Any case before 

the Amaala were usually considered and decisions on matters before 

them or the village council were reached unanimously. Sometimes, 

when unanimous decisions could not be reached, the matter was referred 

to the oracles which were an outsider impartial agency which is one of 

the important aspects of peacemaking and resolving conflict in pre-

colonial communities. It was a common practice among the Igbo for two 

villages or clans in dispute to call on the elders of a neighboring villages 

or groups to hear their cases as independent judges. Elders occupying 

these positions must be credible and knowledgeable in custom and 

culture of the environment. This is because, they are the guardian of 
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traditional norms that are respected in particular communities 

(Senyonjo, 2002). These norms could be an outlook on life, ways of 

relating or resolving disputes, and so on. Though they are individuals, 

traditional elders yet exemplify an institution through which important 

social and cultural change can be realized. They themselves see common 

aspiration for peace and security as a basis of the social contract that 

brought people together to form a state or nation (Ololajulo and 

Awodola, 2010).

However, in the course of the discussion, the role of elders became 

contentious especially in contemporary Nigeria. This is owing to the fact 

that the traditional elders are losing their authority and credibility due to 

many factors ranging from religion, western culture and controversies 

surrounding some of them.  Ololajulo and Awodola (2010:355) point out 

that the continued survival of the traditional institution even amidst a 

sweeping modernization of African cultural system could also have 

informed the above line of thought. Meanwhile, whereas the principles 

and values guiding conflict resolution in traditional African societies 

remain a veritable model for sustainable conflict management, the 

ability of modern-day traditional rulers/elders to typify and apply these 

principles in the very pure form is a subject of scholarly discourse.

In conclusion, the lesson from the traditional dispute resolution for both 

China and Nigeria are many. One is that it provides opportunity for 

amicable settlement of conflict without resulting to litigation which is 

more expensive and time consuming. The methods equally provided 

greater peace, stability and local harmony at the grassroots level. It also 

emphasis on peacemaking at all levels of the society, and especially at 

the local levels using traditional agencies to minimize criminality and 

conflict; promotion of good inter-ethnic and inter-community relations.  
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However, the vexed issues around this discourse are centred on the 

practicability of these traditional methods in both contemporary China 

and Nigeria society. Considering the complexity of increasing 

industrialization, urbanization and advancement in Information 

Communication Technology in both countries, reviving these traditional 

methods in their original state would be very difficult, perhaps, a gradual 

and incremental integration of these methods into modern community 

policing and community governance system would be recommended for 

both countries.
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CHAPTER 3

CONTEXTUALISING CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN AFRICA: 
CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS

Dr. Bakut Tswah Bakut

 Introduction:  Universalization Of Conflict Resolution

The term conflict resolution appeared in the mid-1950s with theories 

and academic work coming mainly from North America and Europe.  

The University of Michigan arguably contributed immensely in the 

evolution and spread of the concept of conflict resolution through the 

Journal of Conflict Resolution which started in 1957 and the Centre for 

Research on Conflict Resolution founded in 1959.  Subsequently, many 

other Institutions both in Europe and North America began to entrench 

the concept and theories through various literatures.  By the 1980s, when 

mediation and negotiation became the prime methods of resolving 

conflicts, the field began to grow rapidly, drawing from domestic 

experiences with government mediation, collective bargaining, 

international diplomacy and et cetera (Kriesberg, 2007: 456-61).  It is 

instructive to note that when the field first emerging, conflict resolution 

methods came out of a domestically-based background and originated to 

a great extent, out of how Western scholars viewed and dealt with 

conflict.  With this bias in approach, the concept and practices, although 

western, became universalised, thus, modern conflict resolution 

approaches, methods and styles while Western, are seemingly 

considered the 'norm' to the exclusion of non-Western methods, 

approaches and styles.   

The universalization led to the fallacy that present the Western ways as 
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'culturally neutral', when in reality, they actually include implicit 

cultural assumptions.  This assumption of universality has serious 

consequences for conflict resolution working in non-Western societies.  

When peace practitioners fail to understand the subjectivity of cultures 

in conflict resolution, they risk alienating the groups they work with and 

at the very least, they often fail to find solutions that are acceptable to the 

parties in the conflict.     

Whereas the Western approaches, methods and styles do not focus on the 

emotion and relationship of actors and factors in conflicts, the African 

approaches, methods and styles are built on those factors precisely and 

are also so deeply rooted on the spirituality of the people.   For the 

Western ways, emotions are something to “get past” arising from the 

American idea of what is appropriate in negotiation situations (Avruch et 

al, 1991, 7) which is in contrast to what is expected or encouraged in 

non-Western cultures.  Walker (2004) writes that, within indigenous 

cultures such as that of the Native Americans … “emotional expression 

is encouraged as an integral part of the [conflict resolution] process” 

(541).  In a similar vein, Galtung (1980) described Western approaches 

as “analytic” and the non-Western approaches as “holistic” (313).  

Quinney (2002) has also observed that Western approaches to conflict 

resolution are very much result oriented and the resolution process is 

seen as linear; the focus however, is not on building relationships but 

agreement.   On his part, Walker (2004) sums the divergence between 

the Western and non-Western approaches thus: 

… Indigenous approaches to addressing 

conflicts are accurately described as 

conflict transformation in that they seek 

to address the conflict in ways that heal 
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relationships and restore harmony to the 

group.  In contrast, Western conflict 

resolution methods prioritise reaching an 

agreement between individual parties 

over mending relationships that have 

been damage by the conflict (528)  

In essence, ignoring the specific needs of certain cultures to address 

relationship issues could have serious problems in the long-term peace 

process therefore the peace practitioner must acknowledged the 

existence of these basic difference and to be aware of cultural 

assumptions to avoid stalking the resolution process.

 Cultural Subjectivitiy Of The Concept And Practices

The conception of Conflict Resolution, precisely because of its origin 

and emergence has been located within Western culture and has become, 

seemingly, a given.  Thus, both the literature and practices of conflict 

resolution dealing with negotiation and mediation are prescriptive and 

have assumed a universality which comes with challenges to such 

assumption.  Perhaps, the work of John Paul Lederach; Preparing for 

Peace: Conflict Transformation across Cultures (1995) which looks at 

how conflict resolution training has involved and been conducted drew 

the conclusion on how the western culture has dominated the concept 

and practice of conflict resolution by practitioners.  Thus, he makes the 

case for learning from other cultures. In essence, conflict resolution has 

been inadvertently westernised in many instances.  Western dominance 

over other cultural view points of conflict resolution is a common theme 

– a position Kevin Avruch (2002) pointed out in his work.  Avruch's 

concern has been with how a culture determines peoples' action on a 

subconscious level, thus, Western culture has unintentionally come to 
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dominate conflict resolution methods through the glorification of its 

methods and practices.  Louis Kriesberg in his Constructive Conflicts: 

From Escalation to Resolution (2003) took a broader view of the impact 

of cultural systems in styles of resolving conflicts.  Kriesberg looked at 

the macro-based cultural systems and how they influence one's style of 

resolving conflicts.  He observed that social systems help in determining 

how people react to certain situations, thus, culture plays a very 

prominent role on decision-making in general and in conflict resolution 

in particular.  In view of the Western biased origin, development and 

practice of conflict resolution, one tend to see the need and urgency of 

why modern-day methodologies of conflict resolution must take into 

consideration the different cultural views of conflicts which did not 

initially figure prominently into much of the research and theorizing in 

the development of conflict resolution. 

To examine the potentials of different cultural styles in understanding 

how cultures approach conflicts and hence its resolution therefore, we 

must attempt at understanding firstly, the differences between Western 

and non-Western ways of dealing with conflict.  Polly O. Walker's 

“Decolonizing Conflict Resolution: Addressing the Ontological 

Violence of Westernizations” (2004) argues in favour of the necessity of 

being open to indigenous methods of conflict resolution.  Walker's 

exploration of the differences between how Western and non-Western 

cultures view and deal with conflicts is similar to other scholars' position 

such as Kevin Avruch, Peter W. Black, and Joseph A. Scimecca in their 

work – Conflict Resolution: Cross –Cultural Perspectives (1991) and 

Johan Galtung's “International Development in Human Perspectives” 

(1980).  These works provide a foundation from which to discuss the 

basic difference in resolution styles and the gaps that need to be 
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addressed through the use of alternative approaches.  Culture, according 

to Avruch (2002: 36) is a collection of 'socially transmitted or learned 

solutions to life's problems' which however, is not a straightforward 

system of reasoning.  And because one is not often aware of this process 

taking place, cultural decision-making is more of an internal “recipe of 

behaviour” that has been embedded in ones' everyday activities, 

decision-making, and approaches to nearly everything.  Thus, culture 

dictates the way we do things in almost every aspect of our lives.  As 

such, culture will rear itself out during conflict resolution even if 

unintentional.   In essence, culture is inevitable in the way conflicts are 

resolved.

A central aspect of the subjectivity of cultures in conflict resolution and 

reconciliation has been articulated by Lederach and Kreisberg.  

Lederach (1995) posited that 'people from different cultural settings 

have developed many ways of creating and expressing as well as 

interpreting and handling conflict' (10) while Kriesberg (2003) asserts 

that 'all or many of the members of a social system' share similar 

approaches to 'pursuing and settling conflicts' (149).  The shared 

methods for approaching conflict arises from the cultural 'recipe for 

behaviour' described by Avruch (2002).  These ideas coming from 

Lederach and Kriesberg implicitly indicate that the different approaches 

to conflict resolution may not be complementary.  Consequently, the 

Western ways of looking at and dealing with conflicts may not be the 

same as many other cultural contexts and may actually be incompatible 

with some cultures' approaches to conflict.  Problem will therefore arise 

when peace practitioners see the Western methods as universal and do 

not see culture “as embedded in the model presented” (Lederach, 

1995:51).  It is based on these observations that we take a look at conflict 

resolution as it conceived and practice in Africa.
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African Conflict Resolution – The Concept And Philosophy

African conflict resolution deals with the settlement of conflicts that 

already exist.  As a mechanism, it is a social capital, defined as the 

“capability of social norms and customs to hold members of a group 

together by effectively setting and facilitating the terms of their 

relationship… sustainability and facilitating collective actions for 

achieving mutually beneficial ends” (Fred-Mensah, 2005:1).  Conflict 

resolution comprises a complex network of forces surrounding the 

parties in the conflict.  It is a healing process in which all individuals 

contribute positive energy with the sole objective of re-establishing the 

energy flow within individuals, families and communities so as to re-

build social harmony.  Therefore, symbolic gestures are associated to the 

rituals including the exchange of gifts, slaughter of animals (chicken, 

goats, cows, and sheep) (Ndumbe III, 2001).  The African conception 

and philosophy of conflict resolution entails a spiritual dimension which 

refers to creating and restoring impaired relationship with God, the 

spirits, ancestors, family and neighbours as the case might be (Mbiti, 

1991) which is very critical in restoring other relationships at the 

physical levels.  The rituals in the resolution process serves as the link 

between the people with the past, present and future.

Conflicts are understood in their social context involving “values and 

beliefs, fears and suspicions, interest and needs, attitudes and actions, 

relationships and networks” (Brock-Utne, 2001), hence the root causes 

are explored to emphasize shared understanding of the past and present 

with the immediate objective of mending the broken relationship, 

rectifying wrongs and restoring justice (6, 9).  The aim is to ensure the 

full integration of parties into the society again and to adopt the mood of 

co-operation. Therefore, the objective of African conflict resolution is 

not merely to reach agreements, but to move away from accusations and 
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counter accusations, to settle hurt feelings and reach a compromise that 

will help improve relationships.  African societies resolve conflicts 

through the internal and external social controls.  The internal social 

control uses deterrence such as personal shame and fear of supernatural 

powers while the external control rely on sanctions associated with 

actions taken by others in relation to behaviour that may be approved or 

disapproved. Thus, the resolution mechanism focuses on the principles 

of empathy, sharing and cooperation in dealing with common problems 

which underline the essence of humanity (Murithi, 2006).  Therefore, 

African cultural approaches to resolving and managing disputes plays 

vital roles in promoting peace and social order in African communities.

African cultural principles relate to the very essence of existence and 

being human and how humanity is inextricably related.  These cultural 

values and attitudes provide the basis for interaction and the norms by 

which individuals and communities live as well as promote the sharing 

and equitable distribution of resources, thus promoting peace.  

Consequently, African conflict resolution is underscored by the 

principles of reciprocity, inclusiveness and a sense of shared destiny 

between people and provides the value system for giving and receiving 

forgiveness precisely because the African society places emphasis on 

communal life.                 

The philosophy of African conflict resolution seeks to find a balance 

between self and other, the destructive and the creative, the good and 

bad.  It moves away from the thinking of social relations in dualistic 

oppositions, that is and either/or situation, good versus bad, black versus 

white, self versus the other in seeking to resolve conflicts.  The purpose 

is to work toward a situation that acknowledges a mutually beneficial 

condition.  Its emphasis is on co-operation with one another for the 

common good as opposed to competition that could lead to grave 
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instability within any community.  It emphasizes the whole not part(s) 

and describes the feelings of the worth of the community and a shared 

fellowship of men and women (Masina, 2000).  This is precisely 

because Africans, unlike Europeans, believe that 'we are human beings 

because we belong, share and participate'.  Therefore, the approach is 

holistic and aimed at rebuilding broken relationship and restoring the 

community.   

Four Examples Of African Continental Practices And Methods

There are various methods and practices of conflict resolutions all over 

the continent but central to these is the conception of peace as healthy, 

wholeness, wealth and harmony with the physical and spiritual levels.  

Thus, while the method may defer and styles varied, there appears to be a 

continental understanding in terms of the philosophy, hence the methods 

and practices are built on that.  For the purpose of clarity, this paper 

dwells on the structures of Oromo societies of Ethiopia, Acholi of 

Uganda, Tswana of Bostwana and Akan of Ghana to explain the methods 

and practices in some details while locating the central philosophy of 

such practices and methods.  However, before dwelling on these, it is 

pertinent to note that all over Africa, particularly in Kenya, Somalia, 

Tanzania, Uganda, Ghana, Nigeria and et cetera, women play very vital 

role in the conflict resolution and reconciliation processes.   

The Oromo of Ethiopia:

The Oromo people of Ethiopia have the Gadaa system which is hinged 

on conflict resolution among individuals and communities.  The Gadaa 

system is a customary mechanism uniquely democratic political and 

social institution based on an five age-grade cycle that succeed each 

other every eight (8) years in assuming economic, political and social 

responsibilities.  The Gadaa system is graded as below:
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Different Gadaa grade with their corresponding roles

Source:  Dasalegn et al (2005) “Indigenous systems of Conflict 

resolution in Oromia, Ethiopia

Elders' forum forms a dominant component of the customary 

mechanism of the Oromiya and Borana people in the Awash River Basin 

and Borana of Ethiopia and is directly related to the socio-political 

functions of the Gadaa system (Desalgn et al., 2004; Watson, 2001).  A 

complete Gadaa system consists of five age-grades and the authority 

held by the elders is derived from their position in the system.   Oromo 
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Stage Designation Age 

limit

Remark Specific role in Society

1 Dabballee 0-8 Child is born None, sons of Gadaa but symbolic as 
mediator between God and humans

2 Foollee 9-16

 

Naming ceremony at home 
or shrine

 

Begin looking after small stock of 
cattle near home environment

3 Qondaala 17-24

 

Intensification of the 2nd

 

stage

 

Takes livestock further away from 
home environment and begin drawing 
water from streams and rivers

4 Kuusaa 25-32

 

Politically significant

 

Luba

 

(grade) Elects its leader and the 
grade is named after the leader with 
the Council emerging

 

5 Raabaa 
Doorii

33-40

 

This and the Kuusaa grade 
constitute a period of 
preparation for the 
assumption of full authority  

Important military wing of the Gadaa
system –

 

protects the territory and its 
resources 

 

6 Gadaa 
(Luba)

41-48
 

Politically the most active
 

Leadership grade –
 

the most 
important of all the stages and assume 
power/office and responsible for 
settling all serious disputes and 
convening assemblies

 

7 Yubaa I 49-56

 

Retirement age

 

Advisory role in the society and 
receive great deal of respect as wise 
experienced authorities and 
repositories of law

 

8 Yubaa II 57-64

 

Retirement age

 

Same as Yubaa I

 

9 Yubaa III 65-72 Retirement age Same as Yubaa II and II

10 Gadaamojjii 73-80 Marked by rites at different 
sites

Senior advisor

11 Jaarsa Above 
80

Stage of old age Stage to be cared for
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public life was administered through the Gadaa system and to deal with 

the system, one need to see its arrangement in a holistic manner because 

each part relates to the whole.  In essence, each man born or adopted by 

Oromo parents was automatically placed for life into a ready-made 

pattern of positions and moved through it performing various services 

for the public good and also for receiving certain privileges.

The Gadaa leaders play important roles in natural resources 

management and all rules and regulations laid down by the system must 

be respected by all council elders.  Any problem regarding resources use 

which could not be solved by these elders would be handled by the 

higher Gadaa leaders.  Despite the collapsed of most of the indigenous 

institutions in Borana, the management of water through the Gadaa 

system remains relatively intact to date.

The Acholi of Uganda:

The Acholi people occupy the Northern region of Uganda and are 

located in both Gulu and Kitgum Districts where war has been raging for 

many years.  The Acholi have detailed rituals for resolving conflicts.  

The most prominent and visible is the Mato Oput – approach of conflict 

resolution and reconciliation among the Acholi.  It is a detailed 

ceremony meant to reconcile conflicting parties.  Persons involved in 

the conflict appear before the council of elders who patiently listen to 

each party and cross-examine them in order to establish the root causes 

of the conflict and the guilty party.   After a time consuming scrutiny and 

the guilty party is established the council of elders will prescribed a 

therapy which will lead to harmony and peace.  An animal is sacrifice 

and the blood is sprinkled on the shrine of the God of truth and the 

reconciler, a process which is done by an officiating priestly order.  The 

parties involved in the conflict are then required to share meat and millet 

bread and eat from the same dish and drink some beer – a symbol of total 

reconciliation.
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Lanek (1999) described the”'Mato Oput' as the drinking of Bitter 

Herb” and contrast the Acholi indigenous approach to Western 

approach.  He observed that the Western approach, particularly, the legal 

approach of conflict resolution emphasises the establishment of guilt 

and executing retribution and punishment without reference to the 

victim or the wider families or future reincorporation of the offender into 

the community.  Thus, it employs physical and material penalties and 

use of force, including costly prisons with sanctions against offending.  

The Western legal approaches are adversarial and evidence must be 

direct and specific thereby effectively encouraging the accused to deny 

responsibility.  The Acholi approach however, is co-operative and can 

be indirect and circumstantial thereby effectively encourages the 

accused to admit guilt. 

The Acholi people believe in leadership by consensus, thus, the 'Mato 

Oput' approach allows everyone in their localised clans to have a voice 

while the traditional head of each clan rules by consent.  The traditional 

chief functions as the arbitrator and reconciler when disputes occur in 

order to restore peace and maintain harmonious relations between 

families and clans.  'Mato Oput' is not a happy ceremony; the mood of 

all those present at such ceremony often expresses the seriousness of the 

occasion.  The process can be detailed as follows:  

· The guilty acknowledges responsibility

· The guilty repents

· The guilty ask for forgiveness

· The guilty pays compensation

· The guilty is reconciled with the victim's family through the 

sharing of the 'Mato Oput' – Bitter Herb. 

The drinking of the 'Mato Oput' process covers offences across board 
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and symbolises the psychological bitterness that must prevail in the 

minds of the parties in the conflict.  It has medicinal effect.

The Tswana of Bostwana:

Tswana culture is built on consultation (therisanya) and resolution of 

conflicts through open discussion between the parties based on the 

Tswana belief that 'great battles are fought verbally' (Ngcongco, 1989).  

Botswana has a dual legal system based on state law and a customary law 

which reflects the customary norms and values of the local people.  The 

two system run parallel and once a case has been presented to the courts, 

the chiefs do not have authority to withdraw it for settlement at their own 

courts.  However, cases presented before the customary courts can be 

transferred to the magistrate's court if one party chooses (Otlhogile, 

1992).  My focus is on the customary process of conflict resolution 

based on the norms, practices and traditions of the Tswana societies.  

The actors in conflict resolution include the Kgosi-kgolo (equivalent of 

Paramount Chief – a term which was abolished by the Constitution in 

2000), a chief's representative/senior tribal authority, heademan, 

headmen of records and household leaders.  At the lowest level of the 

conflict resolution process is the Lolwapa (household. Failure to resolve 

disputes at this level will lead to the resolution process progressing to the 

next level and so the progression continues until it reaches the Kgosi-

kgolo .  

The conflict resolution institutions and the related process is described 

below:

· Lolwapa (household) consisting of several families with a head 

includes distant relatives are all involved in the dispute 

resolution.  The idea is to bring relatives who are familiar with 

custom of the specific extended families to help resolve the 
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issue, hence the focus is arbitration.  These family issues are 

usually resolved by paternal uncles, aunts and siblings.  In 

extreme cases, maternal uncles, aunts and their children may be 

brought in.  If there is no resolution between the parties, the 

matter is then transferred to the next higher level.

· Kgosana (Headman) leads a large number of villages which is 

usually divided into several ward (dikgotla) each being under a 

ward headman.  This is the final stage of arbitration upon 

which, if the matter remain unresolved, it is transferred to the 

main village kgotla for formal dispute resolution.

· Kgosi (chief) presides over the highest dispute resolution 

institution at the village level.  The proceedings are formalised 

and paid public officials used to guide them.  Both civil and 

criminal cases are heard at this level.  When any party is 

dissatisfied with the decision at this level, the matter may be 

referred to a senior chief resident in another village but within 

the same tribal region.

· Kgosi-kgolo (paramount chief) presides over all cases within a 

given tribal region and sits at the tribe's headquarters.  This is 

the highest level of conflict resolution within a region but the 

decision reached at this level can still be appealed to the 

Customary Court of Appeal.       

It is instructive to note that traditional healers, diviners, herbalist and 

spiritual leaders/seers also play an important role in conflict resolution at 

the individual, family and community levels.  They are mediums 

between the living, the ancestor and God (Farko, 1979).  Traditional 

healers may use herbs, animal sacrifices and water to perform rituals at 

resolving a conflict between the living, and between the living and their 
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ancestoral spirits.  The process could be strictly a private family affair or 

an open community function depending on the issue involved.  

However, the role of traditional healers in modern Botswana is 

prohibited by law, nevertheless, the practice continues in the remote 

villages.     

The Akan of Ghana:

The Akan of Ghana like the Tswana of Botswana live in countries with a 

dual legal system with a structured conflict resolution system which is 

political and judicial built on arbitration mechanism.  Traditional leader 

play a vital role in local and grass root communities which is part of the 

heritage of the people.  Traditional institutions play two important roles: 

a proactive role to promote social cohesion, peace, harmony, co-

existence; and a reactive role in resolving dispute which have already 

occurred. The Chieftaincy (chief) institution is the key institution for 

conflict resolution.  The hierarchy is thus:

· Omanhene – Paramount chief is the highest in the hierarchy 

· Ohene – Divisional chiefs are next in the hierarchy

· Apakanhene – Sub-Divisional Chiefs are next in the hierarchy

· Dwanetoa hene – Mediation Chiefs next in the hierarchy

· Odikro – from the Omanhene down to this level, the Queen 

Mother influences the conflict resolution process.

· Head of Clan – Abusua Panyin

· Head of Household/family – Ofiepanyin (Kendie and Guri, 

2006) 

At each clan and household levels there is a female head (obaa pinyin) 

and chiefs at all levels have council of elders which help in governance 

as part of the formal structure of chieftaincy.  Other actors may be drawn 

from across all section of society including clans, traditional, youth, 
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women, singing, and self help groups/associations as well as traditional 

priests/spirit mediums, herbalist and soothsayers as part of the council.  

The conflict resolution process follows the hierarchy from the 

household/family level until it reaches the Omanhene in a similar way to 

the Tswana of Botswana.  The Akan conflict resolution process is based 

on the notion that whatever decision is arrived at should improve the 

relationship between the parties and that the judgement should be wise 

and practical (Okrah, 2003). 

The process of Akan conflict resolutions includes the following:

1. Arbitration – The parties formally present their cases at the 

chief's court for determination.  The cases cover a wide range of 

complaints, particularly on land and property.  The chief is the 

custodian of land and its boundaries.  The cases submitted if not 

withdrawn by the parties, go through the formal process of 

conflict resolution at the chief's court. 

2.  Mediation – There are several ways of mediating over conflicts 

in Akan society of which is the Dwanetoa – running to the 

mediator to intervene on ones behalf.  Because of the importance 

of mediation in Akan society, there is a chief for mediation 

(dwanetoa hene).  Once a complainant runs to the mediator, the 

mediator goes to plead on behalf of the wrong doer.  The 

rationale of this process is to prevent the conflict from erupting, 

thus, it is an abating process.   Thus, a party may admit guilt and 

plead for mitigation and the mediator will plead on behalf of the 

offender or guilty person.  The elders and mediators may use 

pressure, persuasion, recommendation, suggestions and relevant 

norms, and rules to arrive at a solution.  A case also that is at the 

chief's court pending hearing can be withdrawn for 'settlement at 
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home' and the chief may also refer a chase to the clan head for 

resolution.  That way, the broken relationships are rebuilt and the 

community strengthened.  

Conflicts that have spiritual dimensions involving incantations, curses, 

witchcraft and oath-taking among others are brought before the 

traditional and spiritual leaders including the Traditional priest, 

custodian of deities, herbalist and soothsayers.  A litigant may swear an 

oath to support his/her claim and when that happens, it is expected that 

the other party, if innocent will also swear an oath against that claim.  

Having sworn the oath the contending parties will go to the Omanhene, 

fetish, river etc to perform the necessary rituals and settle the disput.  But 

failure to respond to an oath is perceived to be admission of guilt until 

reversed by the custodian of the oath – the chief/traditional priest.     

CONCLUSION: FUSING MODERNITY AND AFRCAN 

METHODS AND PRACTICES

From the four cases viewed, the richness of the African conflict 

resolution and reconciliation has been revealed. It is therefore important 

to properly define peace within the context of African traditions if peace 

practitioners will surmount the challenges posed by the universalization 

of Western conception, methods and practices of conflict resolution.  

The African conception of peace is equivalent to health, well being and 

freshness, hence poverty, insecurity, unemployment, waywardness and 

various types of mysterious and man-made misfortunes are the opposite 

of peace and therefore, enemies of peace.  Enduring peace, based on 

African value system does not grow in a vacuum but feeds and grows on 

enduring human values, implanted in children at tender ages through 

story-telling, songs, proverbs and myths.  Therefore, meaningful peace 

cannot reign if those important cultural values are trampled upon.  The 
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family is the cradle of socialization and is the foundation of community 

peace. 

In old Africa albeit, still practices in remote Africa, women's role as 

mothers, wives and aunts were put to effective use in conflict resolution 

and peacebuilding.  They participated firmly in inculcating the culture 

of peace in children and in the practice of conflict mediation among 

warring factions within the family and the community, thus playing a 

very important role in the conflict resolution rituals as well as 

membership nof peace envoys.  These roles can still be revisited with the 

view of inclusion in modern conflict resolution strategies in Africa.  In 

essence, the African family is the crucible or the laboratory within a 

healthy child is born and bred and efforts should be made towards the 

strengthening, improving, and rejuvenating of the African family.  The 

first step towards achieving the objective is to correct the current 

negative attitude noted among the African youth, reflected in their 

tendency to underrate the importance of marriage and traditional family 

life in the modern world.         
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 CONTEXTUALISING CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN 
AFRICA: CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS

COMMENTARY

Acholonu Chidozie

This is a critical annotation of the paper, Contextualizing Conflict 

Resolution in Africa: Challenges and Prospects, by Bakut Bakut, which 

expounds the advantages of African traditional conflict resolution 

mechanisms. It posits that western approaches to conflict resolution face 

some serious challenges when applied to non-western societies. He 

further argues that, revisiting the African traditional approach to conflict 

resolution is the best option in managing and resolving certain conflicts.

A central aspect of African conflict resolution mechanism according to 

Bakut's paper is healing process in which all individuals contribute 

positive energy with the sole objective of re-establishing the energy flow 

within individuals, families and communities so as to rebuild social 

harmony (Bakut, 2013). The African conception and philosophy of 

conflict resolution entails a spiritual dimension which refers to creating 

and restoring impaired relationship with God, the spirits, ancestors, 

family and neighbours as the case may be which is very critical in 

restoring other relationships at the physical levels (Mbiti, 1991).

The root causes of conflicts are explored to emphasize shared 

understanding of the past and present with the immediate objective of 

mending the broken relationship, rectifying wrongs and restoring 

justice. The aim is to ensure the full integration of parties into society 

again and to adopt the mood of cooperation. Therefore, the argument 

goes, the objective of African conflict resolution is not merely to reach 
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agreements, but to move away from accusations and counter-

accusations, to settle hurt feelings and reach a compromise that will help 

improve relationships. 

There is also a lot of emphasis on touting the African cultural principle 

that relates to the very essence of existence and being human and how 

humanity is inextricably related.  He points out that cultural values and 

attitudes provide the basis for interaction and the norms by which 

individuals and communities live as well as promote the sharing and 

equitable distribution of resources to promote peace.  Consequently 

African conflict resolution is underscored by the principal of reciprocity, 

inclusiveness and sense of shared destiny between people and provides 

the value system for giving and receiving forgiveness precisely because 

the African society places emphasis on communal life.

He goes further to point out that Africa has a holistic approach aimed at 

rebuilding broken relationships and restoring community because 

Africans, unlike Europeans believe that 'we are human beings because 

we belong share and participate' (Bakut, 2013).

While I share and respect many of Bakut's views I disagree with the tone 

of the paper that somehow seems to suggest that the western approach 

dehumanizes and ignores culture and values in its approach to conflict 

resolution on the contrary the western approach to conflict resolution is 

ever evolving as it adapts to meet different challenges. 

The so called Western approach to conflict resolution has grown and 

evolved over the years to not just the Regular Dispute Resolution but to 

include Alternative Dispute Resolution. Regular Dispute Resolution 

(RDR) includes the regular system of reporting a case to the police, 

getting the offender prosecuted, convicted and sentenced. It also covers 

civil litigations. This is basically by litigation in court, that is, through 
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legal process. Under this system, the winner takes it all. There is always a 

winner/loser ending. Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) as its name 

implies, includes the methods that are alternative to the regular system. 

In this type of dispute resolution strategy, people are encouraged to go 

for a win-win solution (instead of a win-lose or lose-lose situation). 

There several types of ADR:

Arbitration:

The parties appoint a neutral person/body to adjudicate on their 

differences. The resolution (award) is enforceable by a court of law. 

However; the procedure is different from the usual court process.

Mediation:

The parties appoint a neutral person who will guide them in their 

resolution of the conflict. The mediator does not adjudicate or give 

judgment. Mediation is guided by negotiation. The mediator is not a 

party to the negotiation but a contributory observer. 

Negotiation:

The parties meet without a third party and work at resolving their 

conflict. One very popular negotiation strategy (especially at the 

international and diplomatic levels) is the Harvard Negotiation Project 

(Peters, 2006).

Reconciliation:

Another important element in Western conflict resolution is 

reconciliation, which is an activity within the practice of conflict 

resolution and focuses on transforming relationships at the personal 

level and therefore refers to reconciliation as a process. It is rooted in the 

theological tradition as well as psychological concepts of reconciliation 

but does not refer to specific programme activities. Reconciliation is 

highly regarded in Christianity, but it is also found in many other 
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religions and takes on different characteristics in different cultures. Co-

existing in a multi-cultural and multi-religious society like ours there is 

the need to explore some of the diverse approaches to reconciliation 

(Peters, 2006). This Christian trait of reconciliation and forgiveness is 

behind western concepts of human rights,

Freedom from persecution and liberty which is a major factor in western 

approaches to conflict resolution.

Postscript

People should appreciate that the western conflict resolution approach 

involves problem solving / collaboration (that is, looking for mutually 

satisfactory solution) but at the same time not ignoring victims who 

demand justice or letting perpetrators of the hook. This is as against 

African traditional conflict resolution approaches which can be 

perceived as withdrawal/avoidance (neutrality, avoiding the conflict), 

smoothing/accommodation (ignoring the conflict), compromising 

(which fails to satisfy either party). The African traditional approach to 

conflict resolution works exceptionally well in small scale conflicts of 

limited dimension, however when the conflict is armed conflict and 

multi dimensional its weakness is keenly exposed. However as Bakut 

observed in his paper, modernity and traditional approaches have to be 

fused so as to harness the strengths they bring to bear on the appropriate 

circumstance. 

I conclude with a note from Ifeanyi Peters that “conflicts destroy our 

present and our future. They are ill winds that do not blow anybody any 

good. And while conflicts are natural and even crisis to a lesser extent, 

we can minimize and manage conflicts and by so doing eliminate crisis / 

violence or reduce them to an insignificant minimum.”
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CHAPTER 4

TOWARDS COMPLEMENTARITY IN AFRICAN CONFLICT 
MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS

Prof. Muhammed Tawfiq Ladan (PhD)

INTRODUCTION 

The history of conflict is as old as human history. From the dawn 

of human history, communities have been competing for control of 

resources and for dominance. These competitions inevitably led 

individuals as well as social, political, economic and religious groups to 

conflicts. It is true that conflict has devastating effects and it is 

unwanted. It is also true that conflict is unavoidable and it continues to 

occur.

Since the causes of conflict are different, it would be better to use 

different mechanisms for the prevention and resolution of conflicts. By 

avoiding conflict, we avoid not only one of the hindrances of economic 

development but also foreign powers' intervention, which may 

exacerbate the domestic conflicts. Therefore, more than anybody else 

governments, whose main duty is maintenance of peace and security, are 

responsible for providing their respective peoples with alternative 

conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms, popular and widely 

used among these are the African Traditional mechanisms.

Contemporary Africa is faced with the reality of numerous 

evolving states that have to grapple with the inevitability of conflict. On 

their own, the fledgling institutions in these states cannot cope with the 

huge demands unleashed by everyday conflict. It is within this context 

that the complementarity between African traditional institutions for 
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conflict management and the modern state structures becomes not only 

observable but also imperative.

The continuing role and influence of traditional leadership in 

modern African is hard to miss. Nonetheless, the relationship between 

the state and traditional institutions should not be taken for granted for it 

is a contested terrain fraught with complexities. While traditional 

institutions are rooted in the culture and history of African societies, the 

modern state exerts a large amount of influence on these institutions. In 

some cases the traditional institutions are politicized and have become 

instruments of propagating state ideology. In other cases, especially 

where they express dissent with the state, these traditional institutions 

have often been undermined or usurped by the state.

However, the uniqueness of traditional institutions, by virtue of 

their endogeneity and use of local actors, cumulatively enables them to 

either resist or even sometimes subvert the state. These traditional 

institutions, also known as endogenous conflict resolution systems 

continue to demonstrate their relevance in post-conflict states. This is 

especially true in the context of weak states that are overwhelmed with 

ongoing state-building processes. There is no clear-cut formula 

regarding the interactions between the state and traditional institutions. 

A relationship definitely exists between the two and understanding this 

could be central in the promotion of sustainable peace in post-conflict 

Africa.

It is against this background that this paper seeks to achieve the 

following objectives: - 

i. To underscore the ultimate goal of the African 

Traditional conflict Management Mechanisms;

ii. To highlight both the justification and implication of 
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complementarity relationship between the African 

traditional conflict management mechanisms and the 

formal/modern state mechanisms on the restorative justice 

and reconciliation features of the African system.

iii. To illustrate with selected case studies across Africa; and

iv.  To conclude with some recommendations.

1. ATTAINING JUSTICE (RESTORATIVE) AND 
PROMOTING RECONCILIATION AS THE ULTIMATE 
GOAL OF THE AFRICAN TRADITIONAL CONFLICT 
MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS

44In reviewing the literature on African Traditional Conflict Management 
45Mechanisms, one pointer is clear: - attaining restorative justice   and 

promoting reconciliation and peace in a fragile or conflict-ridden society 
46based on the following salient features of traditional justice systems : - 

I. Traditional Justice systems tend to be located in face-to-face 

communities where the problem is viewed as not only that of 

the disputants or offender, but also that of the whole 

community: - Informal traditional systems tend to exist in face-

to-face communities where, what has been called, “multiplex 

relationships” exist. That is, relationships which are based on 
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Contemporary Africa: - Selected Essays (2007): - Ababa Press Ltd, Lagos, Nigeria; see also Penal Reform 

International/Joanna Stevens (1998): - A Review of Literature on Traditional Informal Justice Systems in 

Africa, South Asia and the Caribbean; Also see Huyse, Luc and Mark Salter (Eds). (2008): - Traditional 

Justice and Stockholm: - International Idea; United Nations (2004): - The Rule of Law and Transitional 

Justice in Conflict and Post-Conflict Societies. Report to the UN Secretary-General. UN Doc.S/2004/616.8. 

New York: UN.
 45 Restorative Justice Programmes are based on the belief that parties to a conflict ought to be actively 
involved in resolving it and mitigating its negative consequences. They are also based, in some instances, 

See generally, Adekanye, J. B., Linking Conflict Diagnosis Conflict Prevention and Management in 

on a will to return to local decision-making and community building. These approaches are also seen as 
means to encourage the peaceful expression of conflict, to promote tolerance and inclusiveness, build respect 
for diversity and promote responsible community practices. Quoted in UN Office on Drugs and Crime, 
Vienna/New York (2006). Handbook on Restorative Justice programmes at p.5; Also see Ladan M. T., 
(2011): - “Enhancing Access to Justice in Criminal Matters, in Nigerian Bar Journal, Nigerian Bar 
Association, Abuja, Vol. 7, No. 1, August 2011 at pp.31-64.

  46  See Penal Reform International (1998) supra note 1 at pp.6-15.
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past and future economic and social dependence, and cross-

cutting ties of kinship.

ii. The emphasis is on the restoration of social harmony rather 

the than the determination of guilt or innocence: - As Allott 

has observed in respect of traditional justice in Africa, the 

guiding objective of the traditional system is to restore peace 

and social harmony within the community by ensuring that 

disputants are reconciled: “At the heart of (traditional) African 

adjudication lies the notion of reconciliation or the restoration 

of harmony. The job of a court or an arbitrator is less to find the 

facts, state the rules of law, and apply them to the facts than to 

set right a wrong in such a way as to restore harmony within the 

disturbed community. Harmony will not be restored unless the 

parties are satisfied that justice has been done. The complainant 

will accordingly want to see that the legal rules, including those 

which specify the appropriate recompense for a given wrong, 

are applied by the court. But the party at fault must be brought to 

see how his behavior has fallen short of the standard set for his 

particular role as involved in the dispute, and he must come to 

accept that the decision of the court is a fair one. On his side he 

wants an assurance that once he has admitted his error and made 
47recompense for it he will be reintegrated into the community.”  

iii. The process involves a high degree of public participation: - 

As noted, under the traditional system a conflict between two 

members of a community is regarded as the problem which 

afflicts the entire community. In order to restore harmony, 

therefore, there must be general satisfaction among public, as 
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well as the disputants, with the procedure and the outcome of 

the case. Public consensus is, moreover, necessary to ensure 
48enforcement of the decision via social pressure. Allott   notes 

that other modes of reaching a solution are to be found in 

various African societies, but that reconciliation based on 

consensus is by far the most characteristic. A chief or head of an 

extended family may, for example, “decree” the way in which a 

breach of norm is to be rectified. It is to be noted, however, that 

the settling of disputes is a primary role of chief/elders and that 

a failure to carry out this task successfully would, over the long 

term, undermine their authority. A degree of deference must, 

therefore, be given to public opinion.

iv. Traditional arbitrators are usually chiefs, elders or influential 

persons from the community and know both parties to the dispute: - 

Customary arbitrators are usually of higher social status than the 

disputants. They hold their position by virtue of their age, inherited 

status, or influence within the community, and represent the community 
49in articulating the consensus on shared norms and values.  As they are 

not strangers to the disputants and cannot be said to be disinterested 

parties, traditional arbitrators cannot be regarded as “impartial” in the 

formal sense. Both Merry and Ibokwe contend, however, that their 

impartiality is secured by crosscutting ties which link them to both 
50parties.  Furthermore, as Bush argues, their personal knowledge of the 

community, the dispute, the nature of previous settlements, and the 
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48 Ibid p.146
49 Ibokwe, V. C. (1998): Socio-Cultural Dimensions of Dispute Resolution: Informational Justice Processes 
among the Ibo-Speaking Peoples of Eastern Nigeria and their Implications for Community/Neighbouring 
Justice System in North America. African Journal of International and Comparative Law, Vol. 10, at p.456; 
Also see, Merry, S. (1982): The Social Organisation of Mediation in Nonindustrialised Societies: 
Implications for Informal Community Justice in America, in Abel (ed), at p.34; See also, Bush, (1979): A 
Pluralistic Understanding of Access to Justice: Developments in Systems of Justice in African Nations, in 
Cappelletti & Garth at p.269.
50 Ibid, Merry, (1982) at p.31; Ibid, Ibokwe, (1998) at p. 456.
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disputants (including personal histories and reputations) is “vital to [the 

arbitrators'] ability to resolve the case and they are expected to use it in 

doing so.”

ii. A decision is more in the nature of a compromise 

which takes into account not only customary rules of 

law but also the underlying factors which led to the 

dispute and factors which may have a bearing on 

successful reconciliation: - In order to achieve lasting 

reconciliation, the traditional arbitrator may take many 

factors into account. The indirect or underlying causes of 

the conflict, and not merely the specific charge of the 

complainant, must inform any proposed solution.

iii. During the hearing of a dispute, traditional judges 

will not rule out testimony on the basis of strict rule of 

evidence. They do, nevertheless, distinguish sharply 

between primary and circumstantial evidence in 

reaching a decision.

iv. Professional legal representation is not a feature of 

the traditional justice system: - Professional legal 

representation is not a feature of the traditional justice 

system, nor can it be regarded as required. As noted 

above, the traditional arbitrator carries out the work 

normally performed by lawyers prior to a formal court 

hearing, “namely to listen to the whole story as it is 

poured out, to ignore what is irrelevant, and then to 

analyse the legal issues involved, and marshal the 
51evidence”. 
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v. The process is voluntary and the “decision” based on 

agreement: - For the effective restoration of social harmony, it 

is important that there is genuine acceptance of any ruling. Thus, 

both parties are asked to give their unqualified consent to any 

procedure before commencement. Customary arbitrators will 

not give a default judgment if the defendant fails to appear or 
52walks out. On the “very rare” occasion that either party 

disagrees with the final decision, “the meeting comes to an end 
53

and formal court adjudication will be the only available option”. 

ix. “Penalties” emphasise restoration as opposed to retribution: 

- As the main purpose of traditional arbitration is to restore social 

harmony and reconcile the parties, “penalties” usually focus on 

compensation or restitution in order to restore status quo, rather 
54than punishment.  It is, however, sometimes the practice of 

traditional courts to order the restitution of, for example, twice 

the number of the stolen goods to their owner, “especially when 

the offender has been caught in flagrante delicto” and fines may 
55

be levied. Imprisonment has never existed as a penalty for any 

offence but corporal punishment is or has been occasionally 

administered by a number of traditional systems – mainly on 
56juvenile offenders (but in Africa, never on females).   
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52 Johnston, (1978): Giriama Reconciliation. African Law Studies, No 16, at p.96.
53Supra note 6, Ibokwe, (1998) at p.459; See also Thacker, (1998): Traditional Justice Systems. Petty & 

Brown (eds). (1998), at p.89.
54  See Merry, Supra note 6, at p.20.
55  Elias, T. O (1969): Traditional Forms of Public Participation in Social Defence. International Review of 
Criminal Policy, No.27, at p.20; Also see, MINARS, (1998): Traditional Justice in Angola. Petty & Brown 
(eds), (1998), at p.94.
55 Elias, (1952): at p.288.
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x. Enforcement is secured through social pressure rather 

than physical coercion: - In stateless societies, 

“enforcement lies within the complex of relationships” 

which are based on reciprocal obligations through prior 
57cooperation and cross-cutting ties of kinship.  Thus, 

although under traditional systems, formal coercion (e.g., 

policing) is rarely resorted to; social pressure plays a 
58powerful role in achieving compliance.  Given the large 

degree of public participation in reaching a solution to the 

dispute, once a final ruling of the village head or council or 

elders is accepted by the disputants, disobedience is 

tantamount to disobeying the entire community and may 
59attract social ostracism.  This “most dreaded” sanction 

involves the withdrawal by other members of the community 
60 of both social contract and economic cooperation.

61According to Oputa,  to be adrift from ones group in 

traditional African society is a “living death”.

2. J U S T I F I C AT I O N  A N D  I M P L I C AT I O N  O F  

COMPLEMENTARITY RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 

T H E  A F R I C A N  T R A D I T I O N A L C O N F L I C T 

MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS AND THE MODERN / 

FORMAL STATE SYSTEM ON RESTORATIVE 

JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION FEATURES OF THE 

AFRICAN SYSTEM
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Law Studies, No. 17, at p.51.
58  See Ibokwe, Supra note 6, at p.469; Also see Merry, Supra note 6, at p.36.
59  Ibid, Ibokwe, at p.459.
60  Supra note 14, at pp.27, 39, 65
61 Oputa (1975): Crime and the Nigeria Society, in Elias, Nwabara & Akpamgbo at p.8.
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The concept of complementarity is not a priori hard to 

understand because it is basically about promoting interaction or 

co-existence of two or more equally authoritative conflict 
62management mechanism or systems of justice or legal regimes  

Infact, complementarity in practice, forces two or more legal 

regimes or justice systems or other mechanism for conflict 

management to engage with each other and appreciate each 

other's limited capacity (to investigate, prosecute cases and 

63administer justice or resolve conflicts etc). 

2.1 Justifying Complementarity

The analysis of African traditional methods of conflict 

management is not a new phenomenon. However, the extant 

literature on these institutions and processes is in-ward looking, 

presenting them as if they existed in a political and structural 

vacuum. The trend today by many African peace and security 

analysts and conflict management scholars is to transcend this 

approach, by focusing on the hybrid nature or complementarity 

of the relationships between state structures and traditional 
 64 institutions of governance, justice and conflict management.

62 See Ladan, M. T., (2010): - The Principle of Complementarity in Review: - (Darfur) Sudan, Uganda and 
Congolese crises. A paper presented at a one-day policy dialogue on the review of the Rome Statute of the 

thInternational Criminal Court. Organized by the Nigerian Institute of Advanced Legal Studies, Lagos, on 14  
April, 2010.
63 See Ifenu, E., (2012): - Who will save these Endangered Species? Evaluating the Implications of the 
Principle of Complementarity on the Traditional African Conflict Resolution Mechanisms, in African 
Journal of International and Comparative Law 20(1)(2012): - 22-41; See also Jenniffer, T., (2012): - 'Is 
Complementarity the Right Approach for the International Criminal Court's Crime of Aggression? 
Considering the Problem of Overzealous National Court Prosecutions', in Cornell International Law Journal 
Vol. 45 (2012)p. 569 – 601.
64 See Martha M, and Kwesi S.G., (2012): - Africa Dialogue Monograph Series No. 2/2012: - Integrating 
Traditional and Modern Conflict Resolution: - Experiences from selected Cases in Eastern and the Horn of 
Africa.

Also see Assefa, A., (2012): - Indigenous Mechanisms for the Prevention and Resolution of 
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Hence the focus is on analyzing the intricate patterns of 

interactions between state and local/traditional institutions of 

conflict management. Particular attention is given these days to 

the relevance of this interface in post-colonial states in the post-
65conflict phase. 

Evidence of literature abound on case studies in respect 
66 the new trend mentioned above. For example, Assefa Abebe's 

paper investigated how the Oromo people in Ethiopia, one of the 

largest ethnic group in the Horn of Africa, deal with conflict 

using indigenous mechanism for the prevention and resolution 

of conflict, and examined how effective these mechanisms are 

and how they work. The author drew the attention of 

governments of the Horn of Africa countries to streamline and 

use these indigenous mechanisms to make the region more stable 

and peaceful.
67 Also, Martha Mutisi and Kwesi's work comprising five 

chapters all focused on Eastern and the horn of Africa, the 

Contributions follow a case study approach to highlight the 

modern traditional connections. These case studies are: - Afar in 

Ethiopia, Darfur, Rwanda, Uganda and Sudan. Cumulatively, 

their work confirms that traditional institutions can play varied 

roles in preventing and resolving conflicts. The case studies vary 

in length, methodological; approaches and schools of thought, 

reflecting the styles of the various authors. Despite their 

diversity, some common themes, perspectives and observations 
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can be discerned. Those communities possess local capacities 

for promoting peaceful co-existence. The role of traditional 

institutions in conflict resolution continues to burgeon. This is 

because in many post-colonial and post-conflict African States, 

governmental capacities for managing conflicts are still weak or 

ineffective. State institutions are not sufficiently capacitated to 

undertake conflict management at all levels, due largely to 

bureaucratic tendencies, underfunding and under-staffing.

In Nigeria, the role of traditional political institutions in conflict 
 68management cannot be over-emphasised. According to Odumosu, the 

smallest political unit is the nuclear family, which in Nigeria is usually 

headed by a male head of household. The next political unit in terms of 

size is the extended family, which is usually headed by the eldest or most 

influential member of the family. In setting a case, each quarter or ward 

comprising many family compounds is headed by a chief, in the case of 

the Yoruba, chiefs are called Baale. The town or city comprising many 

quarters is headed by the traditional leader called Oba in the case of the 

Yoruba, Emir in the case of the Hausa, Obi or Eze in the case of the Igbo, 

etc. one of the major functions of these traditional political institutions is 

to resolve conflicts, whether a the urban, village, neighborhood, or 

household level.

Cases brought before the head of the household (i.e., in a 

nuclear family) usually include conflicts among co-wives, 

brothers and sisters, truancy, street fights, and general 

misbehavior involving his children and foster children. Cases 

that cannot be resolved at the interpersonal or family level are 
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usually taken to the head of the extended family or the ward 

chief. These cases include land disputes, disputes in the extended 

family, and disputes over inheritance. Such cases are usually 

given immediate attention to prevent any escalation into 

violence that threatens the survival of the entire lineage or ward.

The Oba and his council of chiefs comprise the highest 

traditional institutional for conflict resolution. Cases brought 

before the Oba-in-council usually pertain to land ownership and 

settlement of political rifts. The ultimate aim of the traditional 

judicial system is to restore peace by settling disputes amicably. 

In other words, restoration of harmony is what is paramount in 

the traditional system.

A special political unit found in most non-Hausa urban 

centres is the one headed by the Sarkin Hausawa. Whatever the 

Hausa migrate, they always appoint from among themselves a 

leader called the Sarkin Hausawa (ruler of the Hausa people) 

who normally functions as the official intermediary between the 

Hausa migrants and their host community. The sarkin also settles 

disputes among the immigrants. The sarkin also has ward heads 

called the miungwa (owner of the ward). The later resolve 

conflicts at ward level within the sabon gari where the 

immigrants settle. Conflicts that cannot be resolved at the ward 

level are referred to the sarkin Hausawa. When resolving a 

conflict, the sarkin, like the Oba-in-council, usually summons 

his chiefs and a committee of elders called ban gari. Cases 

brought to the sarkin within the sabon gari include physical 

assault, petty thefts, divorce and sharing of property of the 

deceased.
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 69According to Barkindo,  today, Emirates in Northern 

Nigeria engaged in dispute resolution that is not binding, as they 

have no coercive or custodial powers. As a result of that, and 

because of their closeness to the people and other factors, their 

capacity is built over this sector and they have excelled in 

disputes resolution which proved to be both effective and 

efficient. The following areas are much engaged at the emirate 

authorities amongst others:

a) Land disputes involving neighbours or general 

land disputes;

b) Family disputes, particularly over non justiciable 

issues;

c) Matrimonial issues;

d) General grievances ranging from poverty to 

socio-legal matters that need proactive rather 

than reactive approach for solutions.

To the knowledge of the writer, Emirate authorities at 

various levels are involved in Local Government Security 

meetings and some serve as ex-officio members of certain 

committees or Boards. The practice in many areas of Northern 

Nigeria is that in some places if the police go for an arrest, they 

first inform the ward head who sometimes directs them to the 

house of the offender or assists them in any way possible.

Practices may differ from one state to another, however, 

the Emirate system is indirectly incorporated into the 

government structures and on certain issues, they are the shadow 

government for the local populace.

69 See Alternative Dispute Resolution and Some Contemporary Issues: - Legal Essays in Honour of Justice 
I.T. Muhammad (2010): - (Eds.) I.A. Aliyu, et.al., M.O. Press, Kaduna, Nigeria, at pp.217-242.
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Kano Emirate as a Case Study:
Facts and figures on Justice delivery at Kano Emirate: - Currently, 
Kano Emirate is made up of the 44 Local Government Areas in the State, 
each LGA making up of a District (Gunduma) under a District Head 
(Hakimi). Grievances are heard by his Royal highness the Emir, 44 
District heads, 1,002 Village heads and 6,490 ward heads throughout the 
Emirate. The following chart describes it better:

As said earlier, at all levels of the Emirate, matters are handled by the 
personnel of the Emirate authority; some of these matters include 
dispute resolution.

Below is the statistics of the matters handled for three years by the Emir's 

court alone.

1. In the year 2003 – 2,961 matters were disposed.

2. In 2004 – 3,441 matters were disposed

3. 2005 – 2,874 matters were disposed.

In 2005 alone, the Emir's court heard 715 dispute resolution matters.
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2.2 The Purposes “Complementarity” Serves in International 
70 and National Criminal Justice Systems Debate

There are several explanations for why the Rome Statute 

adopted the complementarity approach. In contrast to the creation of the 

International criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY) and International 

Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), which required only that 

Security Council members endorse the tribunals' approach to 

jurisdiction, a significant number of the states present at the Rome 

Conference needed to agree to the International Criminal Court (ICC)'s 

approach. Thus, the differences in the creation of the ICTY and ICTR on 

the one hand, and the ICC on the other, partly explain the divergent 

approaches.

One main interest complementarity upholds “is the sovereignty both of 

State Parties and third states.” Complementarity thus is “designed to 

encourage states to exercise their jurisdiction” to prosecute ICC crimes. 

Further, complementarity “forces the ICC and national legal systems to 

engage with one another, at the judicial level.” Indeed, it is unlikely that 

states would have consented to the creation of an international criminal 

court “without the principle of complementarity… because the intrusion 

of the court on the exercise of their sovereign prerogatives would have 

been too much [to] bear.”

A second interest that complementarity serves “is the interest of the 

international community in the effective prosecution of international 

crimes, the endeavour to put an end to impunity, and the deterrence of the 

future commission of such crimes.” By working to define the 

interrelationship between the ICC and national courts in prosecuting the 

world's gravest crimes, complementarity is clearly trying to ensure that 
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prosecutions do occur, thereby furthering the fight against impunity. The 

Statute thus attempts to “strike an adequate balance between this interest 

[in ending impunity] and state sovereignty.” In other words, 

complementarity “balances [the ICC's] supranational power against the 

sovereign right of states to prosecute their own nationals without eternal 

interference.”

A third interest that complementarity serves has to do with 

capacity limitations. Namely, the ICC simply cannot prosecute all of 

the gravest instances of genocide, war crimes and crimes against 

humanity within its jurisdiction, and will therefore need to rely on 

national courts (and/or hybrid tribunals) to conduct additional 

prosecutions:

In the fight against impunity, the ICC will only be able to 

serve as a court of last resort where justice cannot be 

achieved on a national level. Besides, the complementarity 

principle pays tribute to the realization that national 

authorities are closer to evidence and that the crimes under 

the jurisdiction of the court are normally best prosecuted in 

the state where they have been committed. 

Complementarity therefore encourages national courts to 

conduct such prosecutions, only reserving them for the ICC when 

national courts are unwilling or unable to investigate and/or 

prosecute.

Thus, complementarity is “primarily designed to strike a 

delicate balance between state sovereignty to exercise jurisdiction 

and the realization that, for the effective prevention of [grace 

international] crimes and impunity, the international community has 

to step in to ensure these objectives….”
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2.3 THE IMPLICATION OF COMPLEMENTARITY 

RELATIONSHIP ON AFRICAN TRADITIONAL 
71 CONFLICT MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS

The use of Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 

(TRCs) for post-conflict resolutions is undoubtedly not 

autochthonous to the African region; however, the model 

adopted by the South African government to address gross 

violations of human rights during the apartheid era was clearly 

built on the template of traditional African conflict resolution.

The South African TRC was clearly an archetype of 

African conflict resolution mechanism. Apart from its broad 

outreach involving participation in the process by individuals, 

groups and communities, it also successfully blended the 

demand for justice with the need to ensure reconciliation. The 

success of the South African Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission was so profound that, 'of the many truth 

commissions to date, this has been the one that has most 

effectively captured public attention throughout the world and 

provided the model for succeeding truth commissions' as an 

alternative to criminal prosecution, as opposed to others that are 

complementary to it. It has even stimulated the idea of a 

permanent Court of Arbitration in the African region. Some 

international lawyers criticized the TRC, however, arguing that 

by granting amnesty to perpetrators of international crimes, it 

travestied justice and encouraged impunity.

Like other African conflict resolution mechanism previously 

discussed, the South African TRC model has caved in to the 'pressures of 

 71 See Ifeonu, supra note 20, at pp.34-39.
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the internal legal paradigm', with Sierra Leone's Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (SLTRC) as a classic example. As part of a 

negotiated peace deal between the government of Sierra Leone and the 

rebel Revolutionary United Front, the SLTRC was established, modeled 

on the South African TRC. Accordingly, the Commission was presented 

as an alternative to prosecutions, not a complement to them. 

The establishment of the Special Court for Sierra Leone 

(SCSL) in 2000 to prosecute persons who bear the greatest 

responsibility for the Sierra Leonean armed conflict changed the 

complexion of the SLTRC. Apart from the TRC being stripped of 

its power to grant amnesty particularly in respect of persons 

falling within the jurisdiction of the Court, its status changed 

from that of offering an alternative to prosecution to having a 

complementary relationship with it. In a letter to the United 

Nations Security Council, the Secretary-General stated that 'care 

must be taken to ensure that the Special Court for Sierra Leone 

and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission will operate in a 

“complementary” and mutually supportive manner'.

As eventually became evident, the complementary role 

that the SLTRC was mandated to play divested it of its 

'Africanness' and affected its ability to function effectively, as an 

instrument of reconciliation in post-conflict Sierra Leone, unlike 

its South African counterpart. Rather than the traditional 

atmosphere of contrition, penitence and reconciliation, the 

SLTRC's relationship 'complementary' with the SCSL created 

what was regarded as a quasi-judicial setting. As will be shown 

shortly, this did not help it in its assignment of enhancing 

reconciliation in post-conflict Sierra Leone.
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The emerging transformation of African conflict 

resolution mechanisms is not without some serious implications. 

The use of these traditional mechanisms for the 'neotraditional' is 

not only troubling from the perspective of protecting 

fundamental human rights, but could extinguish the last flames 

of hope for reconciliation in post-conflict Africa.

The greatest implication of the ongoing transformation 

of African conflict resolution mechanisms is the creation of a 

new paradigm of conflict management in the region. This is 

coming about through the systemic substitution of the region's 

preference for restorative approaches with the Western 

retributive form of punishment for crime. For a region in search 

of peace and reconciliation in the face of escalating armed 

conflicts, an emphasis on retributive justice, is evident in the 

emerging transformation of traditional reconciliatory 

mechanisms, is not an attractive development. Speaking about 

the gacaca courts, one commentator argued that: 

Gacaca as presently envisioned has only limited 

ability to promote reconciliation. Although 

gacaca has the potential to rebuild communities, 

it does so under a cloud of punishment and 

retribution. These values are not necessarily 

conductive to building a new peaceful Rwanda. 

While gacaca does not necessarily exacerbate 

these problems, Rwanda's reliance on gacaca as 

presently envisioned constitute a wasted 

opportunity to promote values of reconciliation 

and reconstruction.
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The establishment of the SLTRC at the end of the armed 

conflict in Sierra Leone initially modeled on the South African 

TRC, was viewed as a panacea to future conflicts in the state; 

however, the effectiveness of the SLTRC in delivering on its 

mandate of reconciliation was hampered by its strange 

'complementary' relationship with the SCSL. For instance, 

concern by perpetrators of gross violations of human rights that 

their testimonies before the SLTRC could be used for criminal 

prosecution by the Court discouraged them from testifying. 

Furthermore, even the request of a prisoner in the custody of the 

Court to testify in public before the SLTRC was refused by the 

Court in a ruling in which its described the exercise as a 

'spectacle' and 'broadcast'.

As has been demonstrated above, the ongoing 

transformation of traditional African conflict resolution 

mechanism is damaging on two important fronts. First, from the 

perspective of due process and as shown by the gacaca courts, 

there is little guarantee of the right of accused persons to fair 

trial, more so when it is not clear whether such consideration is 

relevant for the purposes of admissibility under Article 17 of the 

Rome Statute of the ICC; and second, and more importantly, it 

compromises the chances of post-conflict reconciliation in the 

affected states.

2.4 AFRICAN REGIONAL FRAMEWORKS ON CONFLICT 

PREVENTION, MANAGEMENT AND RESOLUTION

Understanding the devastating effects of poor conflict 

management regime in Africa on the people, economies and 

national and regional security as well as sustainable 
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development in Africa, the Assembly of African Heads of State 
72 and Government adopted  a Declaration on the Establishment 

within the African Continent of a Mechanism for Conflict 

Prevention, Management and Resolution, 1993. The Assembly 

declared, among others, the following: - 

a) No single internal factor has contributed more to 

the present socio-economic problems in the 

Continent than the scourge of conflicts in and among 

our countries. They have brought about death and 

human suffering, engendered hate and divided 

nations and families. Conflicts have forced millions 

of our people into a drifting life as refugees and 

displaced persons, deprived of their means of 

livelihood, human dignity and hope. Conflicts have 

gobbled-up scarce resources, and undermined the 

ability of our countries to address the many 

compelling needs of our people.

b) We saw in the establishment of such a 

mechanism the opportunity to bring to the process of 

dealing with conflicts in our continent a new 

institutional dynamism, enabling speedy action to 

prevent or manage and ultimately resolve conflicts 

when and where they occur.

c) The Mechanism will have a primary objective, the anticipation 

and prevention of conflicts. In circumstances where conflicts have 

occurred, it will be its responsibility to undertake peace-making and 
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peace-building functions in order to facilitate the resolution of these 

conflicts. In this respect, civilian and military missions of observation 

and monitoring of limited scope and duration may be mounted and 

deployed. In setting these objectives, e are fully instance, prevent the 

emergence of conflicts, and where they do inevitably occur, stop them 

from degenerating into intense or generalized conflicts. Emphasis on 

anticipatory and preventive measures, and concerted action in peace-

making and peace-building will obviate the need to resort to the complex 

and a) resource-demanding peace-keeping operations, which our 

countries will find difficult to finance.

c) Within the context of the Mechanism for Conflict 

Prevention, Management and Resolution, the OAU 

shall closely co-ordinate its activities with the 

African regional and sub-regional organisations and 

shall co-operate as appropriate with the 

neighbouring countries with respect to conflicts 

which may arise in the different sub-regions of the 

Continent.

Also, on July 9, 2002, the Heads of State and 

Government of the African Union Member States adopted in 
73

Durban, South Africa, the Protocol  Relating to the 

Establishment of the Peace and Security Council of the Union, 

which was launched in May 2004. The Council was created to 

promote peace, security and stability in Africa, and serves as the 

standing decision-making organ of the Union for the prevention, 

management and resolution of conflicts. The organs of the 
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council include the AU Commission, the Continental Early 

Warning System, the Panel of the Wise, the Peace Fund and the 

African Standby Force. Article 16 of this Protocol provides for 

relationship with the Regional Mechanisms for Conflict 

Prevention, Management and Resolution, which are part of the 

overall security architecture of the African union, which has the 

primary responsibility for promoting peace, security 

architecture of the African Union, which has the primary 

responsibility for promoting peace, security and stability in 
74Africa.

3. CONCLUSION 

It is evident from the above discussion that given the increasing search 

for alternatives and answer to the African problematique, a critical 

review of the desirability or otherwise of the move towards 

complementarity relationship between African Traditional Conflict 

Management Mechanisms and Formal State Conflict Management 

Institutions and processes as well as international justice system in order 

to resolve the challenges posed by conflicts in the continent is both 

timely and responsive. The pointers from the summary of the few 

selected case studies referred to, revealed that Traditional Mechanisms 

of conflict management in Africa are also relevant in building a sense of 

community and facilitating ownership of peace processes by 

communities.

Further revealed is the fact that traditional institutions are more 

restorative and conciliatory than the formal/modern state mechanisms, 
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which emphasise the establishment of guilt and execution of retribution.

Hence, the ultimate need for an effective, integrated formal state-

traditional mechanism for conflict management in order to promote the 

larger agenda for peace and security in African societies.

There is however, the ultimate need for ensuring a 

delicate balance in building complementarity relationship 

between the African Traditional Conflict Management 

Mechanisms and Modern State Mechanisms, such that the 

integrity is preserved of the traditional mechanism as restorative 

and reconciliatory tools for post-conflict promotion of peace and 

justice. 
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TOWARDS COMPLEMENTARITY IN AFRICAN CONFLICT 

MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS

COMMENTARY

Adejoh Anthony Haruna

Conflicts are intrinsic in human history and inevitable aspects of social 

relationships however the resolution management and transformation of 

these conflicts vary within history and societies. Africa has undoubtedly 

been plagued by destructive responses to conflicts that have been the 

bane of development and source of insecurity. Nigeria being a sub 

regional power in keeping with her responsibilities not only to protect 

her citizens but ensure the stability and development of the sub region 

and Africa , continues to explore relevant and practical options for the 

resolution management and transformation of conflicts  It is against this 

backdrop that the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution (IPCR) 

being the Federal Government of Nigeria's lead agency in conflict and 

peace issues continues to explore practical options and initiatives in 

keeping with its research and interventionist mandates  The 

consideration of traditional conflict resolution mechanisms from the 

Chinese and Nigerian perspectives at a one day international conference 

hosted by the IPCR in collaboration with the Embassy of the Peoples 

Republic of China in Nigeria , reflects an attempt at innovation and also 

adaptability in seeking responses to contemporary challenges especially 

the recent surge in resource and ethno religious conflicts with the 

attendant destruction of lives and property and threats to national 

stability in Nigeria. These threats to national stability and “harmony” are 
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excercebated by a contracting of the space for tolerance and a growing 

recourse to prebendal politics (SCA 2012 p 9) that generates unhealthy 

tensions which are counterproductive and hamper development.  

Tensions arising from transactional competitive processes of conflict 

resolution are very costly indeed with evident consequences on practice 

and policy. 

Like the notion of tension, that of 'complementarity' is deceptively 

simple: it is just as unquestioningly embraced in some contexts as it is 

rejected in others. This is pointed out in the different levels of success 

achieved by the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

and the Sierra Leone variant outlined in the presentation by professor 

Ladan which will closely be examined in the course of this discussion. 

The divergent attitudes and perspectives towards complementarity have 

much to do with different ways in which this notion conjures up the 

figure of a whole and specifies the relationship between parts. (ICI 2013)  

The quest for complimentarity and by extension the discussion allows 

for significant creativity and innovation thus aligning with a holistic 

problem solving approach rather than a critical fault finding approach 

which this discussion discourages.

Analysts and commentators have severally called for complementarity 

in approaches to the management of the myriads of conflicts in Nigeria, 

the incidences of inter agency rivalry and trends in conflict resolution 

that tends towards holistic problem solving approaches necessitates 

enquiry into complementarity practically, conceptually and 

contextually.

Professor Muhammed Tawfiq Ladan of the Department of Public law at 

the Faculty of Law Ahmadu Bello University Zaria presented a paper 
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titled “Towards Complementarity in African Conflict Management 

Mechanism” at the one day international conference which I now 

discuss.

The thrust of the paper was aptly modeled on seeking complementarity 

between restorative justice and retributive justice with attempts to adapt 

this to African  traditional institutions for conflict management and the 

modern state structure from which he sets out four broad objectives 

namely to:

Underscore the ultimate goal of the African traditional conflict 

management mechanisms

To highlight both the justification and implication of complementarity 

relationship between the African traditional conflict management 

mechanisms and the formal/modern state mechanisms on the restorative 

justice and reconciliation features of the African system

To illustrate with selected case studies across Africa

To conclude with recommendations.

The Introduction attempts to Identify two variables namely the modern 

state and the African Traditional Institution with a bid to determining the 

existence or otherwise of a relationship which hopefully would be the 

basis for complementarity. It is also clear from the introduction that the 

African Traditional conflict resolution mechanism precedes the modern 

state mechanism thus ab-initio a historical asymmetry has been created 

setting the argument for complementarity within pragmatic and 

practical context rather than historical or developmental context.  

Pragmatism as noted by Ryan may lead to conceptual blur (Ryan 1998 

p46  )  Complementarity could be possible not only in practice but also 

conceptually and contextually as well.  The emphasis on 

complementarity in practice of conflict management is sufficiently 
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addressed by the paper and properly illustrated by examination of the 

African traditional method of conflict management practiced in the 

Kano Emirate council.

Pragmatism and its attendant ethic of the end justifying the means tends 

to be implied in the objective of the paper which highlights the ultimate 

goal of African Traditional Conflict management mechanism and 

implying this goal to be restorative justice and hence the hope for 

complementarity.  This “ends” based logic has significant value in Peace 

practice as a result of the normative nature of peace studies.  However 

the “means” based logic relevant for empirical objective assessment of 

the effectiveness of African traditional conflict management 

mechanisms is less emphasized in the paper . This presents us with the 

dilemma of measuring the effectiveness of African Traditional Conflict 

Management mechanisms for the purpose of standards, benchmarking 

and adherence to current best practices.  The need for conceptual 

complementarity cannot be overemphasized if empirical objectivity is to 

be attained in conflict management especially considering the 

contributions and value of African traditional methods of conflict 

management.  The conceptual blur sometimes created by pragmatism 

has implications for policy as such if traditional mechanisms of conflict 

management must be effective within a complementarity model with the 

formal state mechanisms of conflict management it should at a 

minimum be conceptually complementary to justify the reliability and 

validity requirements of state policies .

 The conceptualization of peace within both mechanisms could be a 

relevant basis for exploring conceptual complementarity. The formal 

state mechanism for conflict management tends to adopt an 

instrumentalist concept of Peace ( Best eds 2005)  Writing in the Peace 
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and conflict studies in West Africa reader, Professor Oke Ibeanu 

emphasized the instrumentalist concept of peace portrayed in the 

hypothesis of the state as an agency of conflict prevention. He opines 

that “in the instrumentalist conception Peace is a means to an end”   

Although somewhat simplistic in its assumption the point here is that 

this forms a logical baseline for policy formulation.  The African 

traditional method of conflict management requires a complimentary 

logical baseline so as to attain conceptual complementarity with the 

formal state mechanism for conflict management.  Like the debate on 

considering traditional alternatives in healthcare, the burden of proof for 

objectivity and conformity to empirical standards often lie on the 

traditional methods and in the quest for complementarity the deficiency 

of this proof bears addressing as well thus the examination of conceptual 

complementarity cannot be overemphasized.

Elements within both systems or mechanisms such as the role of power 

and authority figures in the resolution of disputes within both 

mechanism may be explored for contextual complementarity as this is a 

cross cutting theme. There is a realistic quest for complementarity that 

differs from an idealist notion howbeit a utopian quest for compatibility. 

Although elements of power and authority exist within the African 

traditional mechanism of conflict management and the formal state 

mechanism, their nature could fit complementarity within the “hard” 

and “soft” power dichotomy without necessarily resorting to the which 

is “stronger” or more effective demand of compatibility. Soft power 

which is persuasive in nature and a significant feature of the authority 

within the traditional mechanism of conflict management  compliments 

but is not necessarily compatible to hard power which is equally a 

significant feature of authority in the formal state mechanism of conflict 
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resolution. This contextual complementarity requires emphasis as it is 

implied in the reference to the African Union's Mechanism for Peace and 

security that finds a complimentary role for the “council of the wise” and 

other instruments of the formal state in conflict management as pointed 

out in Professor Ladan's paper.

The prescriptive nature of the discourse is hard to miss as in “ justifying 

complementarity”  “the author drew the attention of governments of the 

horn of Africa countries  to streamline and use these indigenous 

mechanisms to make the region more peaceful “ (Ladan 2013, p6) Also 

the call for a substitution of “western” retributive justice with “African” 

restorative justice tends to display a prescriptive preference  The 

prescriptive preference for these indigenous mechanisms supports the 

asymmetry that exist ab-initio as earlier pointed out and could negate the 

quest for complementarity which requires the eliciting of cross cutting 

themes such as the role of power and authority within the modern state 

and African traditional conflict management mechanisms. The quest for 

complementarity should necessarily require an elicitive rather than a 

prescriptive approach so as to check conceptual and practical 

asymmetry as evident in the rampant cases of inter-agency rivalry in 

various sectors especially in peace and security in Nigeria.

A sound proposition is made in assessing the implication of 

complementarity relationship in African traditional conflict resolution 

mechanism being the creation of a new paradigm of conflict 

management in the region which emphasizes restorative justice with a 

notable example being the South African Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission.  However as noted in the paper other attempts at 

replicating this feat elsewhere was not that successful as evident in the 

Sierra Leone case. Complementarity along practical conceptual and 
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contextual themes may significantly reduce the tendency of failure in 

adapting this model to other African states.

Conflicts basically assume a notion of incompatibility and in the same 

vein the resolution management and transformation of these conflicts 

should necessarily propose a complementary approach which tends 

towards transformative problem solving processes for achieving peace 

“harmony” and the desired unity in a federalist state like Nigeria. 

Professor Muhammed Tawfiq Ladan has further brought a refreshing 

perspective to the quest for innovation and best practice by his 

presentation of the African Traditional Conflict management 

mechanism and the formal state mechanism of conflict resolution within 

a complementary model aptly illustrated by the Kano Emirate Council.  

The pragmatic value of his proposal cannot be overemphasized and 

comes in very handy at this critical juncture of our history as a nation 

where the challenges confronting us requires urgent action in 

conformity to global standards and best practices.   The paradigm shift 

towards restorative justice emphasized by the paper is valuable for 

development as it enhances harmony with its consideration of victims 

and by extension the consequences of disputes on the community and 

nation in general.  This shift is significant and consistent with the trend 

towards human security and its complementarity to national security 

which is gradually becoming a feature of contemporary discourse in 

Conflict management and peacebuilding. (Schrich 2013 p11) 
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CHAPTER 5

SOLVING CONFLICT THROUGH CHINESE CULTURE

Prof. Zhen Qian

Conflict is common throughout history. It exists in all human societies. 

Each society has developed its own way to resolve conflict. China is a 

country with more than five thousand years of history. Chinese 
 75civilization is seen as one of the eight 'great cultures' . Therefore, it is 

significant to review Chinese tradition and try to apply its wisdom to 

resolve current conflicts.

Yin and Yang

As early as 3000 years ago, in the Zhou dynasty, the theory of Yin and 

Yang was invented. According to this theory, everything in the world can 

be classified as Yin or as Yang. They represent a wider range of opposite 

properties in the universe. Yin represents form, growth, substance, 

matter, contraction, descending, below and that kind of thing. Yang 

represents energy, generation, the non-substantial, expansion, rising, 

and above. 

Yin and Yang are so opposite that it would seem that conflict between 

them would be inevitable. However, according to Yin-Yang theory, the 

opposition between Yin and Yang is relative. They are interdependent: 

No Yin without Yang and no Yang without Yin. Yin and Yang are 

mutually inclusive. Yin contains the seeds of Yang and Yang contains the 

seeds of Yin. Just as a state of total Yin is reached, Yang begins to grow. 

Yin and Yang are mutually transformational, constantly becoming each 

other. 
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Yin-Yang symbol

Yin-Yang and conflict

What are the implications of the Yin-Yang theory for conflict? 

First, as Yin and Yang, which constitute everything in the world, are 
opposite and conflicting, conflict is a natural and common  state. We 
cannot live without conflict. 

Second, as Yin and Yang are mutually containing, conflict resolution is 
not only a matter of dealing with the other side, it is also a matter of 
dealing with oneself. 

Third, as neither Yin nor Yang can exist without the existence of the 
other, conflict cannot be resolved by eliminating the other side.

Fourth, as Yin and Yang are mutually convertible, to resolve conflict it is 
not necessary to eliminate the other side.

76
The theory of Yin and Yang is expressed in the I-Ching ( Yijing ) , one of 
the Five Classics that form the core of Chinese culture. (The other four 
are the Classic of Poetry, the Book of Documents, the Book of Rites, and 
the Spring and Autumn Annals.) The I-Ching helped form the Chinese 
way of thinking and behaving. That way is different from Western 
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culture, which emphasizes dual opposition and an either-or way of 
thinking. These are expressed in the absolute rivalry between heaven 
and hell, good and evil,  God and Satan, Christian and pagan. China 
provides an alternative way to understand the nature of conflict and how 
to resolve it in  contemporary society.

Confucianism

Chinese culture did not stop at the Zhou dynasty. About 2500 years ago, 
China's great thinker Confucius summed up the practice of the Zhou 
dynasty and created a systematic theory. The philosophy of Confucius 
emphasized personal and governmental morality, correctness of social 
relationships, justice, and sincerity.  

The thought of Confucius was developed into a system known as 
Confucianism. It became the mainstream of Chinese culture thereafter. 
The key concepts of Confucianism include Harmony and Benevolence. 
Both of these concepts are closely related with conflict and its 
resolution.

Confucianism:  Harmony

 Confucius lived during the turmoil of the Spring- and-Autumn period, 
when people were suffering from social unrest. So he stressed the 
importance of harmony (he). In the various values of human society – 
such as competition, wealth, freedom and others –  Confucius thought 

 77"harmony" the most important. He said: “Harmony is most precious.”  

Harmony contrasts with conflict. By emphasizing harmony, Confucius 
expressed his urgent concern about conflict. Conflict should not be 
resolved by annihilating differences, but instead by accepting the 
existence of differences The ideal state is “harmony without 

78uniformity.”   “The virtuous man pursues harmony while insisting on 
79diversity, the villain pursues uniformity at the sacrifice of harmony.” 
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Confucianism:  Benevolence

Thus Confucianism stressed the importance of  preventing conflict and 

warned that conflict should not be resolved by wiping out difference. 

However, Confucianism also probed into the causes of conflict and 

proposed methods to prevent conflict. This is reflected in a core value of 

Confucianism, "benevolence" ( ren ).

Benevolence focuses on interpersonal relationships. To be benevolent, 

you should notice the presence of others, love and respect others, and be 
 80considerate of others. “The benevolent loves others .”

Starting from the concept of benevolence, Confucianism derived the 

ethical principle : “Do not do to others what you do not want done to 
81yourself .”  That idea has won the acceptance of people around the 

world. That principle – known as the Golden Rule – has been identified 

as the basic principle of universal ethics (for example, at the second 

annual Conference of Religions of the World held in Chicago in 1993). 

 Benevolence: Self-cultivation 

For Confucianism, the root of conflict is lack of benevolence. Therefore, 

the fundamental way to prevent conflict is to cultivate benevolence. “ 
 82The benevolent has no enemy.”

Is it possible to become benevolent through self-cultivation? A famous 

figure of Confucianism called Mencius said yes. For him, in human 

nature there is the potential to be good, including the sense of 
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compassion, the paying of homage, the sense of right and wrong, and 

being ashamed of evil deeds. Therefore, it is possible to become 

benevolent through  self-cultivation.

Although being good can get support from human nature, temptation – 

coming from the ears, eyes and other Sensory organs – can still pollute 

human beings.  Benevolence is not a given. It must be deduced, educated 

and cultivated. “Pursuing it , you get it; abandoning the pursuit,  you lose 
83 it.”  Therefore becoming benevolent requires self-cultivation.

Benevolence and conflict

What is the consequence of not being benevolent? First, it will destroy 
the interpersonal relations within a society and make the society full of 
disputes. Also, people without benevolence will seek their own interests 
regardless of others' feelings, leading to conflict, including in 
international society.

Therefore, conflict is rooted in the lack of benevolence. The 
fundamental way to prevent conflict is to be benevolent. This is the way 
of introspection.

Western thinkers tend to emphasize  resolving conflict through external 
means, either by using force to wipe out the opponent or to formulate and 
implement legal norms to restrict human beings' behavior. This  
approach is really effective. However, it can not eliminate the sources of 
conflict. The fundamental method to do so is to upgrade virtue and 
cultivate the sense of benevolence.

Benevolence is not unique to Confucianism, we can find similar ideas of 
love in Christianity, compassion in Buddhism, and ubuntu among the 
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Hausa. Unfortunately, these kinds of ideas are neglected by human 
beings to a great extent. 

China's Practice

To revive traditional wisdom and apply it to solving all kinds of conflict 
accompanying modernization is not only necessary, but also possible. 
For example, the diplomatic ideas and practices of  the Chinese 
government are influenced by Chinese traditional culture, including its 
emphasis on harmony and benevolence. 

thIn the 5  , when Zheng He sailed to the outside world, no conquering, 
exploiting or colonizing went along with him. In 1953, China and India 
put forward the Five Principles of state-to-state relations, which stress 
peaceful coexistence. All of these followed the traditional culture 
mention above.
Current Chinese leaders still follow this way.  In 2005, China's president 
Hu Jintao gave a speech at the United Nations, initiating the idea to build 

84a harmonious world.  In 2013, when Premier Li Keqiang elaborated 
China's foreign policy , he cited Confucius' old saying “do not do to 

85 others what you do not want done to yourself."

Conclusion

Resolving conflict is the major issue facing human society. China and 
Africa have suffered from the invasion of Western powers. We also sense 
the importance of avoiding and resolving internal conflicts in the 
process of fighting against outside intervention and promoting social 
and economic development.  

On the other hand, both of us have accumulated rich experience in 
conflict resolution. Therefore, it is both necessary and possible to 
cooperate hand in hand to learn from history and exchange our valuable 
experiences.
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SOLVING CONFLICT BY MEANS OF CHINA'S
 TRADITIONAL CULTURE

COMMENTARY

Amina Zemo

The Chinese culture dates back over 5,000 years. This on the face of it 

should serve as evidence that to a certain level the Chinese have been 

able to develop effective means of dispute resolution. For a civilization 

that dates so far back what are the means and framework by which this 

has been achieved?

The papers tittle  “Cosmology of Yin and Yang to (sic) Harmonious 

World: Revelations of Chinese Traditional Resolutions for the 

Conflicts” sought to answer this question by showing us that the solution 

is rooted in Chinese history, their culture and tradition which have been 

strongly influenced by the teachings of Confucius.  These teachings 

have the underlying principle for dispute resolution to be the 

achievement of harmony.  The concept of harmony is hinged on the 

Chinese philosophy of yin and yang. Yin and yang represent two forces 

that are complementary but inter-related. The aim is to achieve a balance 

between the two forces and not view them as opposing each other but 

rather as both having a part to play to achieve harmony. 

These principles are esteemed and to a large extent reflect Nigerian 

traditional values of respect for elders, love for one another, community, 

consultation, morality and a sense of justice, etc.

Most worthy of note is that the Chinese believe that there are five root 

causes of conflict. Of these five the most basic are poverty and 
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underdevelopment. The teachings of Confucius were based on justice 

and equity. This is in line with our traditional Nigerian values which are 

based on fairness and equitable distribution of resources. 

It is the fact that in modern Nigeria there has been a shift from these 

values and that is the genesis of so many of the problems we are facing 

presently.  To make great strides in the area of achieving peace we must 

first tackle head on the issue of equitable distribution of resources in the 

country. The fair distribution of resources must go sine qua non with the 

eradication of corruption. Corruption is the culprit that does not allow 

for the fair distribution of resources.

This responsibility falls squarely on the shoulders of government and 

from the presentation the Professor laid bare for us the formula that 

emanated from traditional China and they have thus come to form their 

current framework to improve government and public administration in 

China. These principles are brought out below. 

 The government has developed mutual respect for its people

 It allows no room for injustice or corruption

It provides the necessary infrastructure to encourage the people to be 

hardworking

It mobilizes resources for the people

The government must be honest and leave no room for cheating or lying. 

These conditions to me translate to mean “transparency” is what is 

required from the government and these conditions rest heavily on the 

government. If the government lays bare these principles for all to see 

the populace cannot but respond positively to this overture.

Another traditional solution which is very relevant now is the need to 

“nip in the bud” conflicts. As the erudite Professor succinctly noted there 

135

Solving Conflict Through Chinese Culture



are two aspects of disputes namely the negative and the positive.  The 

positive aspect of conflict encourages diversity and diversity 

development but the negative aspect of conflict for instance senseless 

killings, lawlessness, and corruption and the like should be tackled head 

on and uprooted. 

 The presenter having distinguished between good and evil conflict said 

that in the case of evil conflict the traditional Chinese way is to “Fight 

back with strong hand” that is to tackle it head on and give no quarter. In 

the current system in Nigeria we have seen too often when there are 

issues they are swept under the carpet. Various panels of inquiries are set 

up or committees are inaugurated and in the long run liabilities are not 

apportioned or people made to face the book. Examples are the various 

airplane crashes, Uwais's Report on Electoral Reforms, etc. rather, the 

issues are left to foment. This only allows for these issues to be potential 

time bombs. Once the slightest trigger is set off and resultant unrest 

arises.

I do however take case with his pursuit of balance in the philosophy of 

yin and yang. Yin and yang also has two other components. While 

harmony can be seen as the axle “guanxi” and “mientze” (mianzi) can be 

seen as the wings used to achieve this balance.1 Of the two faces of yin 

and yang one might be more apparent at a given phase than another but 

they interact in such a way as to give the full picture of a situation.

Guanxi relates to interpersonal relationships while mianzi relates to 

“face.” While disputes must be resolved this must be in such a way so 

that all parties go away with their dignity intact.  So as a whole, the 

Chinese see conflict as a good thing and in achieving justice the common 

good overrides the notion of right.

Where there is conflict it is sometimes necessary to hold one party or the 
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other responsible and mete out the appropriate sanction. It may not be 

with a view to punishment but sometimes there is a need to let each party 

know what role it played in the dispute to prevent future occurrence or to 

teach an alternative and more positive response. So while the concept of 

saving face is understandable it must not be at too severe a cost to the 

generality.

The traditional Chinese approach to settlement of justice also laid less 

emphasis on professional representation but rather parties pleaded their 

own cases. This is more in consonance with the African system of 

adjudication. The Western legal system which is what Nigeria has 

adapted and is in use has the litigants as spectators in their causes. This 

leaves the litigants bereft of a sense of ownership of the process and 

consequently the outcome of the said process. It is not new in this 

country to see court orders and judgments being flouted or going 

unenforced.  Thus impunity has become the order of the day. 

Access to justice when approached in this manner is expensive. The 

traditional system both in China and Nigeria started from smaller units 

more aligned with the grassroots. They were also more informal. The 

absence of these smaller and more accessible avenues for minor 

disagreements denies a more structured venting arena for disputes. 

Those feeling aggrieved can let off steam and avoid future negative 

expressions of pent up frustrations. As posited by the Speaker, dispute 

can lead to progress and when tapered in this manner can actually bring 

about gains in the area of the outcome of such positive discourse.

I also found it quite interesting that in the area of foreign policy the 

presenters emphasized how China does not interfere in the internal 

affairs of host countries. This is in line with China's traditional thought of 

maintaining harmonious relationships. 
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A deficiency in the paper is that it looked at conflict only from an internal 

perspective. One of the papers mentioned that unification of the 

dynasties was through war. Was this as a last resort? What attempts were 

there at dispute resolution? Again, being that many of us have not been to 

China, I would have liked practical illustrations of the different instances 

and application of dispute resolution mechanisms and their outcome. 

There should be a conscious effort to introduce an attitudinal change in 

the National consciousness. While our African values were strong and 

cut across all our various nationalities these values have been eroded by 

a failure to inculcate them in the younger generation of Nigerians and the 

introduction of Western culture. Just as the Chinese have a national 

philosophy a basic shift in the Nigerian psyche is advocated, all the good 

from the different Nigerian cultures should be formed into a national 

philosophy and taught to the people in a way that it is entrenched deeply 

in the Nigerian psyche. 

Conclusion:

The Professor asked a question, “Can all traditional methods be applied 

today in a modern society?” It might not be possible. The Chinese view 

yin and yang as diversity and they are not adverse to diversity. To the 

Chinese diversity promotes progress. We should learn tolerance and 

strive to achieve peace in whatever way possible as it was re-echoed 

throughout the presentation that there can be no development without 

peace.
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CHAPTER 6

DEVELOPMENTAL PEACE: UNDERSTANDING CHINA'S 
POLICY TOWARDS AFRICA IN PEACE AND SECURITY

Professor Wang Xuejun

In recent years, the change of China's policy towards African peace and 

security and its implications has become an emerging topic in academic 
86and policy circle that focus on Sino-African relations. A fundamental 

concern of the current discussion is the emerging changes of China's 

policy towards Africa in peace and security. These changes are reflected 

in four aspects. The first change is the expanding of activity fields which 

ranged from peacekeeping to peace building in Africa; secondly, as far 

as the actor identity is concerned, China is becoming a norm-maker 

rather than norm-conformer; Thirdly, actors which are involved in 

policy discussion are getting diversified from the national leaders to 

enterprises and other civil society organizations; fourthly, it is mainly 

through multilateralism that China participates in peace and security 

affairs in Africa. However, China also starts to employ bilateral relations 

with some African countries to influence their position towards 

international and regional peacekeeping. 

At the same time, another important aspect of current concern is 

influence of China's increasing presence in African peace and security 
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affairs on security situation of African continent. In July 2012, the Fifth 

Ministerial Meeting of Forum of China Africa Cooperation was held in 

Beijing. In this meeting China proposed to launch a “China-Africa peace 

and security cooperation partnership Initiative" to further strengthen 

China's cooperation with Africa in the areas of peace and security. This 

new initiative plus high expectations of international society towards 

China's role in Africa's peace and security affairs made the trend of 

Chinese policy towards Africa's peace and security in the future become 

a new topic. There are two kinds of representative opinion among 

scholars to response to the topic. The one is that China will maintain a 

conservative stance in African security affairs and will largely adapt to 
87unstable situation in Africa rather than trying to reshape it.  The other 

one is that China will construct a new paradigm of peace building and 
88play an increasingly active role in peace and security affairs in Africa.   

In the view of the author of this paper, in order to grasp the trend of 

China's policy towards African peace and security affairs, it is necessary 

to understand the structural logic of China policy. The author proposes 

domestic perspective of understanding foreign policy to understand and 

analyze China's African policy in peace and security. China's basic 

experience of maintaining internal stability is putting development 

priority, so China's idea on attaining peace can be summarized as 

"developmental peace", which is different from liberal peace idea based 

on western countries' experience. Influenced by this concept, China's 

policy towards Africa in peace and security assume some distinctive 

features, which can be termed as "sovereignty plus development” 

model. The trend of China's policy towards African peace and security is 

expanding and deepening the cooperation fields and space under the 
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structure of this mode. This paper is divided into three sections. The first 

section will review and summarize China's experiences in maintaining 

the internal order and stability of society, then put forward the concept of 

developmental peace to condense these experiences. The second section 

will analyze the nature and characteristics of China's African policy in 

peace and security guided by "developmental peace" thesis. The third 

section will discuss the future trend of China's policy.

The Experiences of Achieving Internal Order and Stability in China 

The basic premise of understanding China's role in Africa's peace and 

security affairs from the domestic perspective is that one country's 

international peace intervention policy is a kind of projection of 

domestic peace experience onto foreign countries. Based on this 

assumption, not only can we explain and understand Chinese policy 

towards Africa in security and peace, but we can also better understand 

international peace intervention policy leaded by the western and the 

differences between China and the west in peace intervention policies. 

Obviously, according to this perspective plus other interactive factors in 

Sino-African relationship, we can also make reasonable analysis and 

forecast about recent trend of Chinese policy. This section discusses 

China's experiences in achieving society stability since the founding of 

the People's Republic of China, especially since the starting of political 

and economic reform and door-opening policy. There are at least four 

pieces of experiences. 

The first one is promoting stability through development. In the era of 

Mao Zedong, although the new China established the independent 

national economic system, the national economic development has been 

interfered by the political factors. The politicization of national 

development, from the "counter-insurgency " campaign(Su Fan Yun 

Dong) to the anti rightist movement(Fan You Yun Dong) initiated by 
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Mount Lu meeting and ten-years-long "Cultural Revolution”(Wen Hua 

Da Ge Ming), has seriously impeded China's national economy 

development process, resulting in unfavorable situation that the country 

was in the predicament and crisis. Deng Xiaoping initiated the new era 

of China's reform and opening up, established the basic route of the party 

that taking economic construction as the center of Communist Party of 

China's (CPC) work, beginning to shift the focus of CCP onto economic 

development. Consequently, China began gradually to step onto the 

track of fast development. After that China continued political heritage 

of Deng Xiaoping era that taking development as the most important 

task. In Jiang Zemin era, development is regarded as the key to solve all 

problems in china, was designated as the first important task of the 

Communist Party. In Hu Jintao era, he invented the scientific 

development concept, which stressed development is still the most 
89 important task of China.  "Chinese dream" proposed by Xi Jinping is 

actually a rich, strong and prosperous blueprint, which insist taking 

economic development as the core task. Reviewing from the founding of 

new China to the era of reform and  opening up, and still to today, both 

the positive facts and the negative ones present China a piece of 

fundamental experience that development is  the most important 

principle  and development can bring about peace and stability. Since 

the political reform such as the democratic process and so on made 

relatively little progress, the development has become the most basic 

means to maintain and consolidate the regime legitimacy of the 

Communist Party of China. The second experience of China to achieve 

security and stability is subordinating the political democratic reform to 
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national stability. China believes that hasty democratization, 

particularly radical west-style democracy, is not suitable for China 

because it could produce a destructive effect on peace and stability in 

China. This experience is mainly from the in domestic and international 

experience in the early 1990. China believes that, the reason why he can 

largely maintain domestic political stability in post-cold war is that he 

stood upright in the third democratization wave impelled by the western 

immediately after cold war. On the contrary, due to the new thinking of 

liberalism Soviet Union and Eastern Europe countries' Communist 

regimes collapsed. Consequently, these countries fell into tough 

situation of political turmoil and economic difficulties which lasted 

more than 10-years. Based on the experience of the two sides, China 

insists that democracy should be a kind of gradual process while radical 

democracy is likely to lead China into unpredictable turmoil. Based on 

aforementioned perceptions, China adopted a gradual and conservative 

political reform measures, including inner-party democracy, political 

decentralization, and rule of law, etc. Among them, the most important 

policy measure is absorbing the emerging economic and intellectual 

elites into government decision-making system. Some scholars 

summarized political reform in China as “democracy of governance 
90 "(ZHI DAO MING ZHU),  some scholars summarized 

China's experiences of political development ever since Deng Xiaoping 

era as “administrative arrangement instead of political reform"(Xing 

Zheng XI NA ZHENG ZHI) or " administranization of politics ", 

thinking that it is a set of deliberate system arrangement in which the 

increasing need of new elites is met while necessary consideration is pay 

techniques
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91 to vulnerable groups . At least until now, China's gradual reform of 

authoritarian political system has achieved considerable success, which 

not only consolidated the state power, but also generally maintained the 

peace and stability of the society.

The third important experience is strengthening the power of the state 

while weakening social forces. Since 1980s, the basic line of 

Communist Party of China is usually summarized as "one center plus 

two basic points". Among them, one very important point is to uphold 

and strengthen the leadership of Communist party of China. Chinese 

government under the leadership of the CPC controls huge political and 

economical resources and has strong capacity for action. Meanwhile, the 

strategy of Chinese government to treat social group is rigid control. 

Under this kind of control, dependent non-government organization are 

permitted to exist and develop, while all independent NGOs are not 

permitted to grow freely no matter whether they has assumed the 

tendency of rebellion against government or whether they has 

committed the act of rebellion. In this environment, the social forces 
 92absolutely independent of government do not exist. This ruling 

strategy cast the state-society relationship in China into a kind of "strong 

state-weak society “model. 

China's the fourth experience in maintaining prosperity and stability is to 

uphold sovereignty and in the process of national development. This 

point is reflected in China's strong sense of sovereignty and principle on 

safeguarding sovereignty and being self-reliant. In the early years of 
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new China, China follow two basic principles, including "constructing a 

new kitchen"(Ling Qi Lu Zhao), "cleaning the room before treating 

guests" to established new diplomatic relations, which are intended to 

eliminate the legacy of imperialism and establish and develop new 

diplomatic relations with other countries on the basis of sovereignty 

principle. In Mao Zedong era Chinese diplomacy insist on maintaining 

the autonomy and avoiding to be dominated by two external powers 

including US and the former Soviet Union regardless of the cost of 

“striking two enemies with two fists “(Liang Ge Quan Tou Da Ren). 

After the reform and opening up, China began to integrate into the 

international system in the process of modernization, China always 
93adheres to national autonomy.  In the process of reform and opening, 

state sovereignty and security are always put in the first place and 

become one important precondition of all other reform measures.

Developmental Peace Thesis and China's Policy towards Africa in 

Peace and Security 

Based on the experiences in maintaining social order and domestic 

stability in the past sixty years, especially during the past 35 years 

implementing reform and open-door policy, China constructs its own 

perception of domestic peace, which is different from liberal peace 

thesis. It can be termed as developmental peace or peace through 

development. As a kind of distinctive idea, Developmental peace thesis 

believes that social and economic development is fundamental way to 

peace. Meanwhile, it also places emphasis on 

gradual political and social reform and strengthening of national 

sovereignty in the process of advancing political and economic 

development. China's developmental peace idea is different from liberal 

peace thesis based on the Western experiences. Western countries 

sustainable domestic 
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experiences in attaining internal peace and stability are generally 

summarized as liberal model which including two central things, 

democratization plus marketization. In international peace intervention 

operations, the West usually extends their experiences into those African 

countries emerging from internal conflict and war. As a consequence, the 

West's peace intervention policy always emphasizes immediate 

democratization and institution-building in post-conflict environment. 

However, directed by developmental peace idea, China's policy towards 

Africa in peace and security is very different from the west's policy. It put 

special emphasis on effect of autonomy and social economy 

development on conflict resolutions and post-conflict reconstruction, so 

it can be termed as sovereignty plus development model. This kind of 

policy model has some distinctive features. 

First, it highlights African ownership and sovereignty in conflict 

management and post-conflict reconstructions on the continent. Not 

only is this point embodied in China's policy discourse in many 

international multilateral conferences and forums, but it is also reflected 

in China's practice of participating in peacekeeping and post-conflict 

reconstruction in Africa. On April 26 2013, Li Baodong, China's 

permanent representative to the UN, made the remarks at a thematic 

debate of the UN General Assembly entitled "the peaceful resolution of 

conflicts in Africa” to urge active support for Africa's peace endeavor. 

He stated that “African people understand more deeply the issues 

existing on their own continent， African parties involved in local 

conflict are inclined to accept mediation and peace proposal conducted 

by the mediators from their own continent. The international community 

should have faith in the wisdom and experience of the African people, 

fully listen to their voices, respect Africa's will and comprehensively and 

actively support African's endeavor to resolve the African problems in 
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the African way".  In the practice of participating in peacekeeping in 

Africa, China stays the position of insisting on sovereignty and non-

intervention principle. However, this seemingly conservative position 

doesn't mean that China never engages with African countries or other 

actors in internal peace and conflicts issues in Africa. On the contrary, 

China often participates in peace operations on the continent including 

peacekeeping and peace building leaded by African Union or United 

Nations. Furthermore, with the expanding interests in recent years, it is 
95playing increasing role in African conflict management.  Admittedly, 

while taking part in peace operation in Africa, China pursues multi-

literalism principle in most of peace-support operations, which is 

reflected in the attitude of respecting AU's position. Sometimes, China 

also pursues bilateralism principle to exert influence on some African 

countries' domestic politics. China's role in Darfur conflict resolution in 

early ten years of new century is a case in point. Either in the former 

situation or later, China always holds a consistent attitude of mutual 

equality and respect towards African countries or regional 

organizations. 

Secondly, China highlights the concept of peace through development, 

while holding prudent position towards institute-building and hasty 

democratic election in post-conflict countries in Africa. China's 

developmental peace thesis insists that social economic development is 

the most important precondition of sustainable internal peace, so it 

prefers helping African countries with national development rather than 

hasty democratization so as to build the basis of long and stable peace. 

The distinctiveness of “peace through development” strategy is not only 
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embodied in that China places development cooperation at the heart of 

its strategy towards Africa, but it is also reflected in that it focuses most 

of its resources on basic areas in the activities of peacekeeping and 

peacebuilding in Africa, which is termed as infrastructure-constructing 

model. This model invests most of political and economic resource in 

building road, bridge and hospital while channel few resource to 

superstructure area such as institution-building, urging hurried 
96  democratic election, etc.

Thirdly, as far as conflict resolution approach is concerned, China insists 

on maintaining national unity and territorial integrity, highlights equal 

negotiation to resolve conflict peacefully, opposes the use of coercive 

means and making prescription from outside to settle dispute and build 

peace in conflict-suffering African countries. On the contrary, western 

countries, dominating by liberal peace thesis, are inclined to coercive 

and divisive means to contain violence and make peace. Those 

differences are reflected in many cases including Eritrea issue, Kosovo 

issue and South Sudan issue. Currently, the West also suggests divisive 

policy to resolve conflict in Democratic Republic of Congo.

Fourthly, China places emphasis on cooperation with host government 

of African countries and African Union, while relatively neglecting 

interaction with Civil Society Organizations. This point is a kind of 

projection of China's traditional thinking model based on the reality of 

strong state-wake society in China onto African continent. By doing so, 

China expects that this kind of cooperation between Chinese 

government and African authority agents can bring peace to the 

continent. However, notably, the state-society relations in most of 

African countries are very different from the ones in China. Strong 
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society-weak state model features most of African countries. Many 

societal organizations including non-governmental organizations, trade 

unions, tribe groups, even anti-government forces, are the same 

important actors as government which can shape the situation of peace 

or conflict in relevant African countries. Therefore, China's 

government-to-government cooperation model is not well-suited to the 
97 local environment in African countries.

“Developmental Peace” and the trend of China's Security Policy 

towards Africa

Obviously, there is a big difference between China's security policy 

towards Africa under the guidance of the developmental peace concept 

and the West's peace intervention policy in Africa under the guidance of 

liberal peace concept. Currently, liberal peace thesis based on western 

countries' experience largely dominated the international peace 

intervention practices including preventive diplomacy, peacekeeping 

and peace building in Africa. Despite the dominative influence of 

Western liberal peace thesis, China's increasing involvement in African 

peace and security affairs begins to make some difference. Some 

scholars suggest that China is starting to construct a new paradigm for 
98international peace intervention practices in Africa.  In fact, the two 

peace intervention paradigms have already begun to interact and make 

influence on each other. More importantly, because of poor performance 

of international peace building dominated by liberal peace thesis in 

Africa, the international community and Africa begin to emphasize the 

autonomy of Africa and African indigenous tradition and resource of 
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conflict management. The trend of China's policy towards Africa in 

peace and security in future is an important issue needing to be 

considered against the background of multiple interactions between the 

internal factor of the continent and the external factor, between the West 

and China. The West expects China to be more deeply involved in 

African conflict management including conflict mediation, 

peacekeeping and peace building, to play a greater role in African peace 

and security affairs on the premise of accepting Western norms. Africa 

appreciates China's security policy for its respecting African autonomy 

and ownership in conflict resolution operations; meanwhile they also 

hope China to more deeply participate in the internal affairs of African 

continent and provide more constructive assistance to promote peace, 

development, good governance in Africa. Under the pressure of two 

kind of expectation, what is the trend of China's peace and security 

policy towards Africa?

This paper argues that the trend of China's policy towards Africa in peace 

and security are primarily shaped by China's developmental peace 

concept, China's expanding and deepening interests in Africa, and the 

complicated interaction between the three sides including the West, 

Africa and China. First, in order to protect expanding interest in Africa, 

China will be more widely and deeply involved in African continent in 

peace and security affairs. In addition to participation in peacekeeping 

operations in Africa , China will more often and more extensively 

engage in conflict mediation, conflict resolution, and post-conflict 

reconstruction, for currently African countries' internal conflict , coups 

or civil war has tied tightly up with Chinese economic security and 

personnel security. Just as Chen Jian, the former Chinese Ambassador to 

UN , said,“In the past, unrest, civil war, military coups and so on, which 

took place far in the other side of the earth, have no direct association 

with Chinese interest, China can hold detached attitude towards them. 
99However, from now on, the situation has changed greatly”.  In the end 
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of 2008, China actively pushed the Democratic Republic of Congo and 

Rwanda to resolve the conflict in eastern Democratic Republic of the 
100Congo.  Two Chinese Special Representative for African Affairs, Liu 

Guijin and Zhong Jianhua, respectively conduct fruitful mediation in the  

former Darfur issue and current two Sudanese relations issue. Those 

reflect that China has begun to play an active and constructive role in 

African conflict prevention and mediation. China's successful 

experience in those areas will encourage China continue to play more 

constructive role in African conflict prevention and mediation by the 

means of special envoy diplomacy or other thing like this. In the area of 

peace building, China will expand the scope of participation, go beyond 

the previous " road construction,hospital and bridges building " mode, 

participate in more extensive activities such as peace and security 

professionals training , youth profession training, helping repatriate 

combatants, providing opportunities of employment, etc. For China, 

these activities are feasible for China's capability and resource. 

Meanwhile, those social works are in domain of low politics so they will 

not risk breaking the principle of non-intervention to sovereignty of 

African countries. It should be noted that some Western scholars argue 

that China holds a completely detached attitude towards military coups 

and conflict in Africa, regards military coup as a normal phenomenon of 

African politics and try to accept and adapt to it rather than strive to 

create African political stability. This opinion, if not completely wrong, 

is at least partly wrong. In fact, China has begun to take coping with 

African countries' internal political instability into consideration in 

recent years.
As far as peace concept is concerned, China's policy towards African 
peace and security affairs will still be subject to developmental peace 
concept. On the other side， since peacekeeping and peace building 
operation in African continent, which is dominated by Western liberal 
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peace concept, contribute not too much to conflict resolution in Africa, 
so China will not simply and blindly engagement in those kinds of 
international peace operations which prioritize liberal project, but 
continue to focus on the part of economic and social development 
projects in peacekeeping and peace building industry. China will 
continue holding cautious attitude to institution building, legality 
construction and democratic elections in emerging post-conflict 
countries. In other words, China will not abandon the philosophy of 
? ? its own characteristics to accept the Western concept of liberal 
peace. It means that the principle of non-intervention will be retained in 
China's policy towards Africa, meanwhile China's attitude towards 
African peace and security affairs will be more positive; its policy will 

101be more flexible, assuming initiative, creativity and constructiveness.  
in the year of 2012, Chinese government cooperated with Angola police 
to jointly crack down Chinese criminal gangs in Angola, which created a 
new mode of cooperation in domestic security affairs. However, it is 
nearly unimaginable that China sets up military bases in Africa or 
conduct unilateral military interference with African countries. 

From the perspective of the interaction between China, Africa and the 

West, China will be more respectful of African ownership and 

indigenous culture of conflict management, rather than simply accept or 

reject to the liberal peace concept of Western countries and international 

institutions. In this respect, China seems to be like a materialist or realist, 

the West seems to be like arrogant idealist, while Africa is like a 

pragmatist. The future of peace in Africa will be a result of interaction of 

all variety of external forces. In the light of the strength of the Western 

hegemony, it is difficult for China to replace the liberal peace thesis with 

the developmental peace concept to dominant African conflict 

management process, while the proportion of development factor in 

African conflict management will increase in the future.
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DEVELOPMENTAL PEACE: UNDERSTANDING CHINA'S 

POLICY TOWARDS AFRICA IN PEACE AND SECURITY

Reflections on Determinants of Foreign Policy

COMMENTARY

Paul Andrew Gwaza

Professor Wang Xuejun's excellent reflections on Developmental Peace 
102 present a synopsis of the foreign policy philosophy of the People's 
Republic of China, with particular reference to its engagements in 
Africa's peace and security processes. Therefore, this contribution will 
attempt a commentary of the work from an African periscope by 
demonstrating the obvious and intrinsic interconnectedness between 
development and peace, especially from the work's articulation of the 
foreign policy thrust of the People's Republic of China. It must be borne 
in mind that the paper sets out to construct the Chinese foreign policy 
praxis with an apologia of the nature and feature of their engagements 
with other members of the international community, especially the 
global south and in this respect Africa's peace and security. In taking this 
position, China is not unmindful of the debate among critical 
international scholars for or against the dialectics of such international 
engagements vis-à-vis the peace and development negations in global 
south. Again, this assertion is familiar with the ruffled feathers that 
China's economic activities and its geo-strategic positioning have 
caused in the global north, especially that the Chinese Yuan is 
accelerating its battle against the US Dollar not only as the preferred 
means of international transaction but in terms of credit value. The 
feather ruffling in the global north in fact persist with China's territorial 
exactions as they affects some strategic western allies in Asia, especially 
Japan.
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It must be admitted before proceeding that Professor Xuejun's insightful 
articulation of the evolution of the central theme of his thesis, especially 
in the face of obvious controvertible conceptions such as in carefully 
weaving the dangers in hasty democratization as seen in Russia and 
Eastern European countries, while finding explanations for the Cultural 
Revolution of the legendary Mao Zedong's era is vintage and expected. 
This is because China's Cultural Revolution as pointed out by Professor 
Xuejun 'seriously impeded China's national economy development 
process' (sic). But again, this has strategically shown the ability of the 
writer to properly interpret historical events and present them in such a 
manner as to mean the deliberate design of leaders to achieve some set 
future goals. By bringing this skill to bear in the work, and presenting 
previous Chinese leaders as visionary, who had the capacity to perfectly 
project the future in an encyclopedic manner and thereby gauging 
Chinese future international engagements, especially the sufferings of 
past generations for the good of future generations, Professor Xuejun is 
therefore not only writing to an African audience but also to his fellow 
compatriots.
For proper articulation, Professor Xuejun's paper marshaled out 
convincing propositions and succinct projections of the Chinese foreign 
policy thrust in relation to Africa's peace and security. He insists that 
China cannot give what it does not have, and that China can only give the 
China's way, which is through developmental initiatives. The paper 
therefore cited instances where China has recorded successes or about to 
engage Africa in area such as “road construction, hospital and bridges 
building … peace and security professionals training, youth profession 
training, helping repatriate combatants, providing opportunities of 
employment,” etc.

Suffice it to state that the thoughts on Developmental Peace as presented 
here though seems uniquely and exclusively Chinese, they can be 
gleaned from the words of Karl Mark, when he observed that:

In the social production of their life, 
people enter into particular, necessary 
relations independently of their will, 
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relations of production which correspond 
to a particular stage of development of 
their material productive forces. These 
productive relations as a whole form the 
economic structure of society, the real 
[reale] base upon which a legal and 
political superstructure rises and to which 
particular forms of social consciousness 
correspond. The mode of production of 
material life conditions the social, 
political and mental life process in 
general. It is not the consciousness of 
men that determines their being but, on 
the contrary, their social being that 

 103determines their consciousness.

This understanding is important in the light of Chinese historical reality, 
contemporary international engagements and the contradictions that 
characterized post-cold war developmental processes in global south. 
The fact being made is that development, which is represented as 
'economic structure of society' in historical materialism is the 
foundation upon which the superstructure rest and in this light peace. 
This, Professor Xuejun notes, is prioritizing development in maintaining 
internal stability. On this note, McNamara argues that:

Development means economic, social, 
and political progress. It means a 
reasonable standard of living, and the 
word “reasonable” in this context 
requires continual redefinition. What is 
“reasonable” in an earlier stage of 
d e v e l o p m e n t  w i l l  b e c o m e  
“unreasonable” in a later stage.

He further posits in his well-known words that:
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Security is not military hardware, though it may include it. Security is 
not military force, though it may involve it. Security is not traditional 
military activity, though it may encompass it. Security is development. 
Without development, there can be no security. A developing nation that 
does not in fact develop simply cannot remain “secure.”

The Mainstreaming Peacebuilding in Development Programming in 
104 Nigeria: A framework succinctly underscores the perspective of the 

Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution with regards to the 
development and peace mantra, when it reasoned that:

Development is a conscious process of 
change intended to improve the overall 
enjoyment of human rights. However, its 
unintended outcome could also generate 
conflicts which can put development at 
risk. Similarly, the development choices 
we make as individuals, communities 
and as a country can generate new 
conflicts and/or deepen existing ones. 
When it contributes to a reduction in 
conflict, development can build peace 
and promote social integration.  

Therefore, the document calls for a 'Peace and Conflict Impact 
Assessment (PCIA)', which is the evaluation of the peace and conflict 
implications of completed development project, and anticipation of the 
impacts of proposed development projects on those structures and 
process which may either strengthen the prospects for peaceful co-
existence and decrease the probability of violent conflict, or increase the 

 105likelihood of responding to conflict through violent means.  
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Indeed, the situation in several communities in Nigeria before this 

Institute's project is such that developmental projects trigger conflicts 

because proper Peace and Conflict Impact Assessment were not 

conducted before implementation of developmental projects. For 

instance, in May, 2005 violence erupted between Guza and Mariri 

communities in Lere Local Government Area of Kaduna State, Nigeria 

over the appropriateness or otherwise of naming a Secondary School. 

Similarly, the November, 2008 Jos North Local Government Elections 

witnessed violent confrontations between the Hausa/Fulani Muslims 

and the Indigenous Christians because a proper Peace and Conflict 
 106Impact Assessment of the election was not conducted.

It is in this light that Professor Xuejun's comparison between the hasty 

and gradualist approach of the West and China respectively becomes 

relevant. The case of Jos North Local Government election require 

stakeholders not to be hasty in conducting elections in a very volatile 

environment as was the case in that area. But the twist is in appreciating 

the potentialities of democracy in providing the needed environment for 

full and effective participation of the citizens in the governance of their 

affairs, as opposed to a situation where elections are not conducted and 

authority is being imposed.

The understanding of the Institute, as can be gleaned from the document 

under review is that policy formulators and implementers must structure 

development to promote peace and not to generate conflicts. And as 

noted above, developmental initiatives such as road construction, 

housing, hospital and school projects, state and local government 

creation and other similar initiatives have previously generated violent 

conflicts amongst Nigerians. In this regards, development initiatives 

must be conscious of the fact that its ultimate goal is the attainment of 

peace and social integration.
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Wangari Maathai, the first African woman to receive the Nobel Peace 

Prize articulated Africa's viewpoint of development and peace thus: 

There can be no peace without equitable 
development; and there can be no 
development without sustainable 
management of the environment in a 
democratic and peaceful space.

There can be no peace without equitable development; and there can be 

no development without sustainable management of the environment in 

a democratic and peaceful space.

Another issue worth interrogating from Professor Xuejun's paper is the 

subject of determinants of Foreign Policy, when he takes a domestic 

perspective in understanding and analyzing China's foreign policy on 

Africa's peace and security. As Hoare-Vance notes, it is the domestic 

values a nation champions and identifies with that can influence foreign 
107 public opinion and affect the achievement of its international goals. 

He is of the opinion that China became acutely aware of the effect 

domestic policies can have on international public opinion, when its 

image went into freefall following the violent suppression of the pro-

democracy movement in 1989, international goodwill was harmed and 

economic development slowed as a result. The transformation of the 

Chinese economy is generating improved living standards for its 

population, and is a conspicuous example of success for many.

On the Nigerian front Gambari argues that indeed domestic 
 108considerations always determines a country's foreign policy. This 

 109much was the position of Akinyemi   when he observed thus:

Nigeria foreign policy, like any other country's foreign policy is to a 
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large extent a product of many domestic factors and forces. These factors 

and forces taken together not only place certain limits upon the actions 

and the choices of individual makers of Nigeria's foreign policy but also 

set the framework within which the domestic political contest over 

foreign policy issues must be fought.

The debate on the domestic determinants of Nigeria's foreign policy has 

been on since independence, especially with perspectives and 

categorizations coming from Gambari, Olusanya, Akinyemi, Olajide 
112 111Aluko,  Ogwu  etc. While undertaking a panoramic interrogation into 

this issue, Professor Ogwu articulated seven factors, which according to 

her includes political factor, issue of constitutional provision, 

bureaucracy and new frontier, domestic economy, military factor, 

domestic group interests, and other idiosyncratic factors. For want of 

space, this paper will not dwell on a detailed survey of each of these 

factors, but to reecho the point that indeed like in China, Nigeria's 

domestic happenings obviously determines its international 

engagements.

Overall, the paper's demonstrable engagement in presenting China's 

rendezvous into peace and security in Africa from developmental 

intercession is presented as a paradigm shift and should be welcomed. 

Secondly, it is obvious that the paper's acknowledgment and recognition 

of the sovereignties of African state through its non-interference policy 

will continue to occupy scholarly discourse, in the face of the increasing 

involvement of China in Africa, especially with new peace and security 

challenges confronting the continent. Lastly, as Africa grapples with 

these challenges by building peace, it must engage its development 

partners on areas requiring urgent attention to both lift the living 

standards of its teaming population in a peaceful and democratic 

environment and respond to issues of insecurity in the continent.
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CHAPTER 7

TRADITIONAL STYLES OF CONFLICT MANAGEMENT IN 
NIGERIA: ACCEPTABILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY

Gabriel Babalanle Jiya

1. INTRODUCTION:
113Nigeria is a country made up of over 300 ethnic groups  and therefore a 

multi-cultural society.  These ethnic nationalities could belong to the 

different religious groups represented in Nigeria as Islam, Christianity 

or African Traditional religions.  Impliedly therefore, within a family, it 

is possible to find adherents of Islamic, Christian and African religions 

co-habiting.  This is a clear indication that Nigeria is also a multi-

religious country with large number of followership of all these faiths, 

especially the two messianic traditions of Islam and Christianity.  

Religious pluralism therefore signifies the importance of recognizing 
114the existence of other faiths by the state and its peoples. 

It is necessary to observe that multi-ethnic and multi-religious societies 

are prone to conflicts because of contested interests of the distinct 

groupings. And in Nigeria, these have manifest because of the 
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demonstrable intolerance amongst diverse ethnic and religious groups in 

the country. Hence, relationship between these two dominant religions 
  115 in Nigeria has experienced devastative and violence contestations.

This is also because these faiths have continued to evolve different 

contestable interests, opinions and ideologies which may differ from one 

grouping. Incidentally too, the different ethnic groupings in the country 

have similarly represented politico-economically contestable interests 
116 

that are at variance with collective, national and general interest. 

These differences and seemingly irreconcilable interests are at the roots 

of most post-independence conflicts in Nigeria.  Having therefore 

shown that Nigeria's multiethnic and multireligious configuration has 

been a source of contestations, these diversities are equally source of 

unity, peace and togetherness. Nigeria has over the years pursue 

programmes and policies aimed at promoting unity in diversity, 

especially from the formative stage through socialization in schools, 

politics and other endeavours. However, the frequency of conflicts and 

their impacts on the socio-economic life of the Nigeria people have 

always challenged the government and have thus demanded for one 

form of resolution or management strategy or the other to put them under 

control. Therefore, ever since the Nigerian governments have been 

responding to the challenges posed by the various conflicts in the 

country, the various government responses to these conflicts have been 

ad-hoc and spasmodic . It has therefore been argued that the two main 
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conflict management strategies that have been employed in Nigeria to 

tackle the problem of conflicts each time they occur are the coercive and 

the judicial methods.

The contending issues relevant to the discourse of conflict in Nigeria 

includes chieftaincy related issues and political control, land matters, 

market locations and sittings, the citizenship question, economic 

inequality and the extreme poverty, state and local government creation 
117 and the sittings of their headquarters and political representation. 

These issues were responsible for the conflicts experiences in classical 
119118 cases such as in Ife/Modakeke conflicts , the Kafanchan Riots,   the 

121 120   Plateau cycle of intractable violent conflicts , the Shagamu conflicts

and so on.

2. Traditional Methods of Conflict Resolution: An Imperative for 

Sustainable Peace and Development: 

Nigeria, like other African countries has had its own share of conflicts 

from pre-colonial times. These conflicts often arise from petty 

communal inter personal relations like stealing of farm products, 

abduction of wives, encroachment into neighbouring community land, 

ponds and economic trees, etc. These conflict challenges were however 

taken care of by the urgent application of extant conflict resolution 
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instruments that has proven veritable in curtailing the tendencies 

towards extremism (in this case bloodshed) amongst communities. It is 

necessary to say that these methods vary from community to community 

and are found to be very effective in their objective of diffusing tension 

between dissimilar interests. The fundamental anchor upon which this 

method is premised is largely on the concept that defines every African 

society- the culture and tradition of the society as they form the 

superstructure of real national historical experiences. However, with the 

advent of colonialism and the evolution of the phenomenon that Makau 
122

 calls 'foreign' religion, the traditional methods of conflict resolution 

lost its grandiose place as the stabilizer of any tempest that may threaten 

African societal survival. In their place, new methods that were not 

previously known to the communities were introduced. Conflict 

Management initiatives from this period fell under the exclusive 

jurisdiction of the United Nations and their regional and sub-regional 

partners. Thus, the popular traditional approaches were 'conquered' and 

subdued in the process. Efforts by these bodies whose conflict 

management procedure rely on a variety of ad-hoc arrangements have 

been grossly inadequate.

123 
3. The Emergence of Modern Mechanism of Conflict 

Management:

As the world becomes increasingly internationalized, new styles of 

conflict management is equally taking the center stage. The seventh 
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124 Chapter of the UN Charter and specifically its Articles 39-50 makes 

provision for the maintenance of international peace and security. 

Further to this, Chapter Viii, Articles 52-54 equally provides for an 

arrangement within regional framework wherein regional organizations 

could mobilize troops and material resources for peacekeeping 
 125  operations. It is this mind-set that makes the existence of the OAU and 

now the African Union relevant as the challenges of regional peace and 

security is becoming increasingly overwhelming. This is appropriate 

when the fact is revealed to the effect that across the decades since the 

attainment of independence by many African states, war, bloodshed, 

refugee and IDPs challenges, the recent manifestations of 

terrorists/insurgent movements across Africa and the excruciating 

disease burden have tragically conspired to darken aspects of the 

continents history.  Africa thus stands out as that continent of violent 

politics, a geographical location where forces such as climate change 

issues and other forms of devastations make existence more demeaning 
 126than in other parts of the global space.  These are challenges that no 

other international actor is willing to contribute resources to their 

amelioration. If the UN exhibits the lack of capacity or what Boutros 

Boutros Ghali describes as the “lack of shared values and common 
127purpose characteristic of a global community”  he feels regional 

organizations of states with a common history, culture and shared 

interests could do better at tackling international challenges.

Unfortunately, Peacekeeping operations under the auspices of the UN, 
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which have been conducted in the last several decades have allowed for 
 128  the management of peaceful processes only in few countries.  Even 

the regional bodies' interventions have not fared better. Experiences of 

conflict management initiatives by the UN and even the regional 

organizations have recorded more abysmal failures than success as was 

the case in Somalia, Rwanda, Angola, the CAR. It is also important to 

note that from the Organization of American States (OAS) to the Arab 

League (AL), all have shown a character that tempts analyst to describe 

their efforts as a failed attempt at conflict resolution, peacemaking and 
 129peacekeeping. Haas  asserts that from the period marking the end of the 

second world war (in 1945) to the mid 1980's, out of the 319 recorded 

disputes, 86 (only 27 %) were referred to the organisation of American 

States (OAS), The Arab League or the Organisation of African Unity 

(OAU) “and the council of Europe for management, and the regional 

organizations failed to abate 44 percent and failed to settle 74 percent of 

these referrals” This is mostly because the political, military and 

sociological realities of these countries were not fully appreciated and 
 130

comprehended.

This is coherently established by Braimah after assessing the western 

models of conflict resolution thus: 

so far, these “inherited” western models of conflict 

management mediation, arbitration, negotiation, 

conciliation, peace keeping and peace 

enforcement have only succeeded in some areas, 

while in most areas where conflicts were partially 
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or not resolved, occasioning re-occurrence of the 
 131conflict with huge transaction costs…

Bringing this assertion nearer home to Nigeria, it is common knowledge 

that conflict management is presently done using the inherited western 

models in addition to the use of the Police - mobile and regular - and the 
132 133 military.  In addition, there are the usual Commissions of Inquiry  set 

up to look into the substance covering particular identified conflicts 
134whose reports are hardly implemented by the government.  Thus, over 

the years, the condition of violent conflicts in Nigeria is not showing any 

sign of abating with the gruesome implication that it has halted the drive 
135

towards national development. 
st

Consequent on this reality confronting us as a people in the 21  century, 

there is the urgent need to revisit the cultural and traditional methods of 
136  conflict resolution that is unique and best suited to this clime.  A 
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glimpse into the history of the pre-colonial era will readily avail us the 

facts that these methods served the ancients well as it engendered social 

harmony and lasting peace amongst both individuals and their various 
137  communities.  Today's conflicts are proving resistant to the normative 

variant of available conflict management tools.  What is needed is a 

range of flexible and adaptable instruments that can accommodate the 

more subjectively complex and traditionally deep-rooted needs and 

interests that underpin these conflicts.  To ensure that these methods fit 

into the African mold, efforts must be made to examine them with a view 

to having them refined and restructured for proper application. With 

regard the point at issue, it was opines that:

“Nigerians have a lot to learn from our traditional methods 

of conflict resolution as practiced in our various 

communities.  These methods, carefully put in place by our 

ancestors but disrupted by colonialism, have been greatly 

found to be effective, reconciliatory and consensual.  We 

need to look at these traditional methods again, and amend 

those that need amendment, and adopt them to our present 

circumstances for settling disputes and promoting social 

harmony.  We must be honest enough to admit that 

government laws and our legal system have not taken care 
138of our grassroots realities”. 

To underscore the importance and the need for traditional styles of 

dispute resolution, Nwolise observes that:
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It is not a misplaced statement emanating from the sad 

experience of African societies today, to say that the 

abandonment of utility-laden traditional methods of … 

conflict resolution for foreign models is largely responsible 

for the multiplicity of avoidable (violent) conflicts all over 
139.the continent

In the same vein, Adedeji, a renowned empiricist in the conflict 

resolution academic tradition reminds us that:

A society which neglects the instructive value(s) of its past 

for its present and future, cannot be self-confident and self-

reliant; and will therefore lack internally generated 
 140dynamism and stability.

4. A People's Classical Approach To Crime Prevention and the 

Attainment of  A Peaceful Polity:

In Africa and particularly Nigeria, every ethnic nationality has its own 

approach to conflict management and resolution.  Unlike under the 

modern conflict management mechanism where the Police act as the 

agency of crime detection and prevention, in the Nigerian traditional 

societies youth groups are used to curb criminal tendencies that pose any 

challenge to the community's stability.  These methods are still prevalent 

in many Nigerian societies. In the same vein, while the West and its 

civilizations places premium on the constitution, the court system 

presided over by lawyers and judges and commission of inquiry, 

Nigerians use council of elders – emirs, chiefs, the king's court and 
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people's assemblies for dispute resolution and justice dispensation 
141 accordingly.

In their quest for a peaceful polity, Nigerians have conceived of an 

elaborate mechanism for conflict prevention and resolution.  The 

government and its people have consciously, deliberately and 

determinedly resolved to direct their energies at maintaining peace and 

harmony at both the individual and groups levels within the different 

stratum of societal hierarchies.  Hence, where there is the potential for 

conflict between individuals and groups, the resolution was not limited 

to the individuals and groups concerned alone. In most cases it was also 

the business of the community at large to contribute to its prevention and 

management in the case it has already begun. In other words, conflict 

management initiatives from historical times were community based. 

This has given contextual meaning to the motivation of being one's 

brother's keeper. A situation that has brought about voluntary mediators 

and arbitrators in conflict scenario which in turn has ensured that there is 

peace and orderliness in society.

It is a known fact that in Nigeria, heads of family units within any 

community were leaders and were held responsible for the maintenance 

of peace in their respective extended family domains. This gives 

credence to the assumption that matters of peace are given priority in 

Nigeria. In the same vein, within Nigeria's rural milieu, once a visitor 

arrives any village community, he is immediately spotted and identified. 

This is because each resident is known by everyone. This strange is made 

to state his mission to the community elders and if he is accepted the 

community will allow him to stay, but if he is not accepted he will be 

compelled to proceed. This was the situation in Nigeria.
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5. An Evaluation of Nigeria's Traditional Methods of Conflict 

Resolution

By Traditional Methods of Conflict Resolution, we mean those 

community-based institutions and mechanisms deliberately fashioned 

for the resolution of communal conflicts which existed in practice before 

the advent of modern/western models. Some of these are still operational 

in Nigeria with a huge rate of success. They are approaches that draw 

their essence from the values of their host societies.  They are therefore 

home-grown, locally owned, historically and culturally embedded and 

socially and religiously practiced and observed.  They are founded on 

the people's history and culture going back to the very beginning of their 

evolution as a human stock.

As earlier noted, long before colonialism and the introduction of 

Western Model of Conflict Resolution, there were in place efficient and 

effective cultural mechanisms of resolving conflicts in most African 

societies. These methods varied from one community to the other as 

each community evolved strategies for dealing with conflict situation 

that was peculiar to its immediate environment. A basic feature of the 

traditional method is its objective, which is not to terminate conflict but 

to remove the fundamental cause(s) of these crises.  It is meant to 

remove those factors that actually caused the conflict to the satisfaction 

of the parties in the conflict in question.  Any conflict that is resolved in 

this manner also brings an end to the main issues fuelling them.  This is 

because, conflict resolution is not about having the right answer and 

convincing the parties, it is a cultural and political task of generating 

support of the parties in conflict to agree with one another and be 

satisfied with the outcomes reach on the course of dialogue.

To however secure the support of feuding parties, the methods to be used 
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in resolving the conflicts must appeal to their shared values, beliefs and 

customs.  Therefore, as Braimah notes elsewhere that;

They are motivated to reach settlement because of previous 

success in similar endeavour which now becomes a 

tradition and a precedent.  The next time conflict arises 

between them, they follow the same pattern of settling it.  

This in essence is the role of cultural and traditional 

 142approach to conflict resolution.

In considering these traditional styles of conflict resolution in Nigeria, it 

is important to note that some of these methods can be found in virtually 

all communities in Nigeria while others are uniquely specific to certain 

communities.  This paper pays more attention to those that have 

universal acceptability to majority of communities in Nigeria. 

First, the use of Elders in resolving conflicts is common to all 

communities in Nigeria, through the Elders Council made up of eminent 

members of the community who are regarded as respected traditional 

diplomats with tract records in peace making.  These elders are people 

who are well learned in the cultures and traditions of their peoples as 

transmitted through oral tradition.  It is this body of knowledge that is 

used in bringing feuding groups together for negotiations that could 

bring about an agreement.  The Elders' strategy of conflict resolution is 

immediate and usually, findings are absolute in the sense that they are 

binding on the parties.

In some communities, where there is an intra-family conflict, the elders 

in the family resolve the conflict.  When it is inter-family or inter-

community conflict, the elders in the feuding families or communities 
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resolve the conflict. In Northern Nigeria where community leaders are 

unable to bring parties to conflict into settlement, the case is taken before 

the District Head who resolves it. However, when he is unable to resolve 

the matter, the case in contention is presented before the Emir for hearing 

and possible determination. The Emir's decision(s) is final because the 

Emir's pronouncements are held in the highest esteem in this part of the 

country.

Symbolic Diplomacy.  In African societies, visits by elders of two 

communities in conflict serve as a symbolic turning point in the 

relationship between the parties.  In Nigeria, community leaders, Emirs 

and Obas have often met when there was conflict between their 

respective empires and kingdoms.  African traditional heads in general 

and Nigeria in particular still exchange visits and even meets to ensure 

that peace is sustained between communities.

Oath taking is a conflict resolution tool in Nigeria.  Where there is 

conflict between two parties and both parties maintain their innocence, 

they are taken before the community deity and oaths are administered.  

By so doing, the deity is being appealed/invoked upon to bear witness 

and eventually determine the truth with regards the matter in dispute.  It 

is believed that whoever swore falsely will face the wrath of the deity 

which may also affect his children and grand children.  In other words, 

the curses placed on the any guilty party to a conflict that depends on the 

deity for resolution may affect even the generations not directly involved 

with the subject in question. This transmitted tradition has served as a 

very effective way of settling disputes in Nigeria.  This is also applied in 

some courts in Nigeria where litigants prefer to swear either by the 

Koran or the Bible to settle whatever dispute.

Another dominant strategy adapted in Nigeria for the purpose of conflict 
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resolution is what is commonly termed the “Joking Relationship”.  This 

establishes the friendship relationship between ethnic groups passed on 

from generation to generation.  The relationship may arise as a result of 

lessons learnt from a previous conflict which has been settled.  There is 

then the claim of superiority between these parties.  In practice, one or 

the other of the parties in the relationship, sometimes both take 

advantage of the other and abuse him jocularly without offence taken. 
 143Sometimes, it takes the form of name calling or stereotyping.   This is a 

very effective method of conflict resolution as the ethnic groups in this 

relationship give a lot of respect to the tradition and avoid conflicts 

between them.  “Joking relationship therefore represents a permanent 

way of resolving conflict which lies under current”.  These relationships 

abound in Nigeria as we find between the Fulani and Tiv, between Nupe 

and the Katsinawa, between the Nupe and the Yoruba etcetera.

The relevance of joking relationship and its functions in former 

Northern Nigeria was described thus:

Stylized forms of joking relationships (abokan wasa) are 

very salient to easing inter-ethnic or inter-state rivalries or 

historical tensions.  A common meaning of abokan wasa 

which is still used is that the sons or daughters of a brother or 

sister… may become 'play friends' and such play friends can 

say humorous or funny things to each other, and 'abuse' each 

other in good humour.  A play friend may be told he doesn't 

eat well, or can't afford to feed his wives, or that he is 'bush' 

(i.e. 'not civilized'), or that he is descended from slaves, on 

his mother side…   This idea of play friend is carried over to 
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ethnic relations especially between the Fulani and the Tiv 

('munchi') and Bareberi.  Numerous 'jokes' are told to 

emphasize the 'bush' quality of the other group, which in 

turn, responds with its own 'bush' stories.  The effect seems 
144to be to ease tension, and provides a whole genre of humor. 

Blood pact between and within kinship is another efficient methods used 

in some communities in Nigeria.  This is usually done by two people 

sucking each other's blood usually through the thumb as an affirmation 

and a declaration of permanent friendship and peace.  It is believed that 

any party that breaks the bond receives instant judgment which in most 

cases results in death.

Yet another common method of conflict resolution in Nigeria is the 

invocation of God's intervention.  This is a method whereby one of the 

feuding parties gives up his claims and asks the Supreme Being to 

intervene for him.  It is believed that it is the weaker party who even if he 

is the rightful claimant in a dispute but perceiving that justice will not 

come his way gives up and asks God to take charge.  This method has 

saved situations including lives and it is still in practice all over the 

country. Furthermore, other traditional methods of conflict resolution 

that was practiced in Nigeria are Raiding, Blood Feuding and Warfare.  

All these are violent methods which are not currently operational in 

Nigeria.
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6. Features of Traditional Methods of Conflict Resolution

While it is true that traditional methods of conflict resolution predate 

colonialism, it is still practiced in Nigeria.  It is worthy of note too that 

traditional societies everywhere in the world have come under outside 

influences. Thus, they have not been left unchanged by the compelling 

pull of imperialism and globalization as important historical 
145 

developments. This has therefore almost completely altered the 

previously clear-cut boundaries between 'modern' and 'traditional' 

methods. What is now easily observable is a kind of blending and 

enmeshing of the previously distinct methods that is traditional that is 

increasingly metamorphosing into a modern phenomenon. In other 

words, it would be unthinkable to assume that customs are static and 

therefore unchangeable.  Customs change over time even though slowly 

and when it does, it adapts to new circumstances and gets exposed to 

external influences which may modernize it.  This fluidity of custom 

creates a problem of how the custom which is unwritten should be 

applied over time.  On the other hand however, this adaptability allows 

easy combination of traditional and modern approaches which brings 

out a new product which may not be customary in nature.

Another feature is that traditional methods vary from community to 

community which means that there can be as many methods as there are 

communities with specific history, specific culture and specific customs.  

This means that there is no one single generally accepted method even 

though similarities may be there.  This is where a remarkable difference 

between traditional and modern methods comes in.  While the modern 
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method aims at universal applicability, the traditional methods are 

specific to their communities and therefore not universally applicable.

Traditional methods being envisaged here are home grown and bound to 

the values of the communities where they exist as they evolve to take 

care of specific circumstances.  The Western models on the other hand 

are not bound to any particular community or society, as they are 

perceived as globally accepted as norm in the universal culture.

7. Strengths of Traditional Methods

i. Restorative Justice is Key: The Traditional Methods do not 

focus on the offender or the victim but ensures that reconciliation 

and restoration of relationships are achieved.

ii. Easy Process: Traditional Methods are not put in place by the 

state but the communities which makes them easy to operate and 

less time consuming as results are achieved faster than when 

Western models are applied.

iii. Inclusion and Participation: Traditional Methods provide for 

inclusion and participation of both parties in conflict and the 

community.  None of the methods earlier enumerated is applied 

in isolation.  In most cases, witnesses are from the community 

and where a deity is to be consulted, members of the community 

are usually present to witness the outcome.  pursuing an 

inclusive participatory approach in resolving conflict has greater 

chances of success than approaches that are confined to the 

'leaders' of the parties in conflict.

iv. Traditional Methods also take into account the spiritual 

dimension of conflicts between parties.  Peacebuilding is not 

only about negotiations, political solutions and material 

reconstruction but also about reconstruction and spiritual 
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healing.  In some cases spiritual purification and healing are 

carried out by customary healers, priests and other spiritual 

authorities for the mental and spiritual rehabilitation of victims 

and perpetrators of conflicts.  The mental healing of those people 

who were deeply traumatized by experiences of violent conflicts 

is an aspect of peacebuilding that is at least as important as 

material reconstruction.

8. Acceptability and Accessibility of Traditional Methods of 

Conflict Resolution in Nigeria

As stated earlier, Nigeria is made up of diverse ethnic and religious 

groups with various cultures and traditions.  Nigeria is a very rich 

country, culture-wise and every Nigerian is a product of one culture or 

the other.  Within every community in Nigeria, there are various ways 

and means of resolving conflicts traditionally, thus every Nigerian 

belonging to a community in Nigeria is a supposed beneficiary of the 

methods of resolving conflict.

Due to the constitutional arrangement  which makes every Nigerian 

attached to his community to enable him enjoy some political patronage 

as envisaged in Section 147(3) of the 1999 Constitution as amended, 

Nigerians do not jettison their local communities vis-à-vis their cultural 

and traditional values.  They fraternize with their kith and kins at every 

opportunity.  This may explain why most of them who reside outside 

their communities go back home during celebrations, Christmas and 

Sallah.  They also go back to take up chieftaincy titles.  All these show 

that they are close to their communities, aware of the culture and 

traditions, have access to them and accept them in all their ramifications.

We are aware that when democracy was again embraced in Nigeria, 

many of our politicians went back home to their communities to 
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reconcile with whom they had issues with in order to pave way for their 

ambitions.  These reconciliations were done traditionally.  Thus, one can 

confidently say that these methods are accessible to all Nigerians who 

wish to accept them.  Acceptability however varies from community to 

community.  The bottom line however is that these methods are still in 

existence in Nigerian communities, accessible to members of the 

communities and accepted by them.

9. CONCLUSION

We have made efforts to show that Nigeria had and till has Traditional 

Methods of conflict resolution which have proved to be very effective in 

its peacebuilding processes.  The methods discussed in this paper are not 

all that are found in Nigeria but those mentioned seem to have some 

general or similar application in most parts of the country.

Nigeria is a country with its own value systems which should serve as a 

viable means of resolving its conflicts today.  The gradual erosion of 

values that existed within the Nigerian societies and the displacement of 

these values by foreign models is responsible for the problems faced 

currently in the country.  It is therefore necessary to look at our 

traditional structures and see how they can be applied to the conflicts 

ravaging the country.  This was aptly captured by Otu Ubi when he 

observed that:

The traditional domestic methods are structures, which 

have been put in place locally for the resolution of conflict.  

These structures are the outcome of the wisdom of 

traditional African conflict management practices which 

even when examined in their own terms according to 

modern concepts of conflict management, they may tell 

more from their shortcomings from their successes.  African 
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communities have and do hold such conflict 

resolution/mechanisms secret and looked in their ways of 

life.  These structures had been formed from centuries of 

custom before the coming of colonialism and even when 

modernization has acculturated with such, it seems to have 

by passed some of such conflict resolution structures and so 
146is still effective and are still being used. 

Finally, I wish to demand in very strong terms that Nigerian leaders 

should without further delay fund in-depth researches into Nigeria's 

Traditional Methods of conflict monitoring, prevention, management 

and resolution.  Whatever was being used by our ancestors to achieve 

peace in Nigeria should be extracted from Traditional Methods and 

incorporated into the modern methods for a peaceful society which is the 

desire of all.
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TRADITIONAL STYLES OF CONFLICT MANAGEMENT IN 
NIGERIAN: ACCEPTABILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY

COMMENTARY

Mohammed Ndakogi

The paper titled, Traditional Styles of Conflict Management in Nigerian: 

Acceptability and Accessibility highlights both the plural and secular 

nature of Nigeria where it stated that there are more than 300 ethnic 

groups with different cultures and three religions (Christianity, Islam 

and Traditional religions), each with several sects that prophecies 

different ideologies, and all living together.  It interestingly shows that 

though societies with uncommon diversity can be wonderful source of 

peace, unity and togetherness they are prone to conflicts due to contested 

interests. I am absolutely in agreement with that. As a matter of fact “the 

conflict-free society has never existed and never will exist. 

Antagonisms, tensions, aggressions, stereotypes, negative attitudes and 

the frustrations of perceived conflicting needs will always be present 

wherever men are forced to live and work together (Pace, 1983)”. 

Be that as it may, the successful amalgamation of diverse groups as it 

were radically shifted from being a platform for peaceful coexistence to 

an arena of violent conflicts due to the matrix of social inequality and the 

state attempts to undermine the power of traditional social control 

systems. The police and military have been used to suspend several 

violent conflicts in Nigeria, but they have been unable to build peace 

despite their coercive power (Akinwale, 2010). 

The paper found multi-ethnic and multi-religion found to be 

significantly responsible for the irreconcilable interests that are at the 

roots of most of the post-independence conflicts. As a matter of fact, 
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most violent conflicts in Nigeria have been traced to contested bases of 

citizenship rights, greed, predatory rule, autocracy, and unresolved 

grievances. Several studies also attribute Nigeria's violent conflicts to 

the failure of its political elite to accept democratic principles of 

accountability, equity, justice and the rule of law (Bamgbose, 2009; 

Piiparinen, 2007; Abubakar, 2006; and Adejumobi, 2005). Prolonged 

military rule and centralization of power around Nigeria's remarkable 

resources aid rent seeking, thereby making it a qualified case for a 

'resource curse' thesis as shown in a previous study by Collier and 

Hoeffler (2005). 

In another development, different forces such as colonialism, neo-

colonialism, dictatorship, alienation, poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, 

infrastructural decay, ethnic rivalry and religious intolerance constitute 

the root causes of Nigeria's violent conflicts. The matrix of social 

inequality and the state attempts to undermine the power of traditional 

social control systems are also potent factors, but there is inadequate 

research on this subject matter. Effective and efficient management of 

conflicts is however fundamental to the development of any society, but 

the prevailing situations in Nigeria constitute a reversal of this reality 

(Akinwale, 2010).

By and large, definitions of major terms and concepts and what they 

would have been used to demonstrate or explain in the paper cannot be 

overemphasized. Definitions of conflict to begin with vary so much 

because attitudes toward conflict and images of conflict's role also vary 

widely. Hocker and Wilmot (1985) asked people to respond to the word 

"conflict" and were given the following responses: destruction, anger, 

disagreement, hostility, war, anxiety, tension, alienation, violence, 

competition, threat, heartache, pain, and hopelessness. Obviously, these 
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people viewed conflict as a concept which evoked negative images. 

Until the early 19601s, even scholars primarily portrayed conflict as an 

undesirable process to be avoided (Simons, 1972). Hocker and Wilmot 

(1985) offer a list of negative assumptions about conflict that are widely 

held: Harmony is normal and conflict is abnormal; Conflicts and 

disagreements are the same phenomena; Conflict is pathological; 

Conflict should be reduced or avoided, never escalated; Conflict can be 

the result of clashes of personality; Emotions are different from genuine 

conflict.

Deetz and Stevenson (1986) also list negative assumptions about 

conflict that are prevalent. They include: Conflict is an unnatural 

departure from human sociability; Conflict can and should be avoided in 

most situations; Conflict is largely a result of a communication failure --

conflicts arise mostly from misunderstandings.

Coser (1967, p. 8) says that conflict is "a struggle over values and claims 

to scarce status, power, and resources in which the aims of the opponents 

are to neutralize, injure, or eliminate the rivals." Deutsch (1973) states 

that conflict exists whenever incompatible activities occur ... An action 

which is incompatible with another action prevents, obstructs, interferes 

with, injures, or in some way makes it less likely or less effective (p. 

156). Schmidt and Kochan (1972) define conflict by saying that a 

perceived opportunity exists for interfering with the other's goal 

attainment. Finally, Hocker and Wilmot 1985, p. 23) define conflict 

(from a communication perspective) as "an expressed struggle between 

at least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, 

scarce rewards, and interference from the other party in achieving their 

goals."

Blake and Mouton (1961) list eight activities that constitute conflict 
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management: definition of the problem; review of the problem; 

development of the range of alternatives; debate of alternatives; 

reaching of solutions; explanation and evaluation of solutions; weighing 

alternative solutions; selection of the appropriate solution. In simpler 

terms, Huseman (1977) views conflict management as distinguishing 

between useful conflicts and conflicts that should be eliminated. Also, 

conflict management should involve the ability to develop individuals 

who can work under stress but continue to be productive. 

Conflict management however, must be viewed as a part of a larger 

process of ensuring that man lives in peace and in an orderly way, 

conflict should also be channeled towards positive effect in every human 

community. According to Onigu Otite and Albert (1999:11), 'it is more 

elaborate and wider in conception and application, when necessitated; it 

involves conflict resolution and transformation. It is more of a long-term 

arrangement involving institutionalized provisions and regulative 

procedures for dealing with conflicts wherever they occur.' This view of 

the comprehensiveness and institutionalization involved in conflict 

management is further stressed by Zartman (1989:8), when he wrote that 

'conflict management refers to the elimination, neutralization of conflict 

from erupting into crises or to cool a crisis in eruption'.

A conflict management style refers to the various manners in which 

individuals, especially leadership, handle conflicts within a relationship. 

According to Albert (1999:34), response to conflicts can come in three 

major ways: by avoidance, confrontation and problem solving. 

Avoidance - This refers to “a situation where a group alleging injustice or 

discrimination is literally ignored or denied recognition by those being 

accused and those who have the capacity for helping to redress the 

injustices done to the group”. Confrontation - This involves threats, 
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verbal aggression, litigation or physical violence from the “avoided”, 

ignored or “denied” party with the ultimate aim of getting a win-lose 

outcome. Problem – Solving - This refers to “the situation in which the 

parties to a conflict, either by themselves or through the assistance of a 

third party, find solutions to their problems in a cordial environment”. 

Problem-solving procedure is non-judgmental and highly participatory 

in character. It promotes cooperation between conflict parties who 

jointly analyze the structure of the conflict and carefully work out 

strategies for reconciling with each other. 

Peace and conflict scholars and practitioners consider problem solving 

the best method of dealing with conflict as its outcomes are usually self-

supporting in the sense that it is advantageous to all parties in the 

conflict. However, it is pertinent to state that as good and promising as 

problem- solving approach to conflict resolution is, always difficult for 

conflict parties to come together to negotiate or for a third party to bring 

them together for mediation processes. This is largely because of the 

polarization occasioned by the conflict. Therefore, a lot of time, 

resources (human and material) and planning is required see a successful 

mediation activity through. 

It is equally worthy of note that most conflicts that have escalated in 

Africa, the Liberian Civil war for instance, were confrontational. From 

another point of view, it can be said that conflict management strategy to 

be adopted in a given conflict situation is determined by first, the level of 

escalation at which the particular conflict is being managed. The level of 

escalation determines whether the intervener or peacemaker has come to 

make peace, keep peace or enforce peace. Secondly, conflict 

management can also be determined by the status of the participants 

involved in the bargaining process. A conflict could be managed through 
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“negotiation” in which case the conflict parties engage in a direct 

bargaining in a bid to resolve the conflict, “Mediation”- can also be used. 

This is conflict management with the help of a (neutral) third party.

According to Pace (1983), people handle conflict in habitual ways. They 

react this way because repetition is comfortable to them. In handling 

conflict, they see themselves and others as competing for a share of 

scarce resources. Conflict management styles, therefore, are a result of 

one's concern for accomplishing one's goals and one's concern about the 

other person's accomplishing his/her goals. Synthesizing the research of 

Hall (1969), Blake and Mouton (1970), and Kilmann and Thomas 

(1975), Pace (1983) generates five conflict management styles.

The first conflict management style is that of the competitor or tough 

battle. This style is exemplified by the person who ambitiously realizes 

his/her goals at the expense of others. To the competitor, losing indicates 

weakness, while winning is indicative of strength. Winning is the 

competitor's only goal. The second conflict management style is that of 

the collaborator or problem solver. This style de-emphasizes the 

significance of winning and losing. The collaborators goal is to help find 

mutually acceptable solutions to group members1 problems. The third 

conflict management style is that of the compromiser or maneuvering 

conciliator. This person works to help the group at the expense of the 

individual, as he/she sees everyone as standing to lose in a conflict.

A situation of "giving in" frequently evolves. The fourth conflict 

management style is called that of the accommodator or friendly helper. 

The possessor of this style is nonassertive. He/She neglects personal 

needs and goals to maintain an atmosphere of harmony within the group. 

Lastly, the fifth conflict management style is that of the avoider or 

impersonal complier. This person sees conflict as a totally negative 
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entity and, therefore, removes himself/herself from the conflict by 

refusing to become involved. Cragan and Wright (1986) also list these 

five conflict management styles in their discussion of managing conflict 

communication in groups.

In reference to conflict management style as a facet of managing 

conflict, their conclusion is to work toward a compromising or 

collaborating style because I1decision-making groups in organizations 

do not long tolerate a competing style of leadership unless it happens to 

be a powerful appointed leader1. Conversely, the accommodator and 

avoider get little or no respect from other group members. Cragan and 

Wright (1986) create an integrated model of group conflict in which 

conflict management styles are central, while types of conflict 

(ideational, role, CR, interpersonal) surround them.

Hall (1969) lists five conflict management styles. These styles are 

labeled in terms of the administrator's concern for the goals of the 

organization and/or the People in the organization. The first type 

exhibits concern both for goals and people. This is called the team 

management style. The second type is middle-of-the road management 

which is similar, but more moderate. The third style emphasizes goals at 

the expense of people- It is called the task management style. Fourthly, a 

style which emphasizes people to the detriment of goals is called the 

country club management style. Lastly, a manager whose style de-

emphasizes both goals and people is said to possess an impoverished 

management style. Hall (1969) says that when an organization is 

running well, the first two management styles are utilized by managers. 

However, managers use one of the unbalanced styles when they are 

under pressure. This conclusion seems to dispute the findings of Pace 

(1983), which express the idea that, in most situations, people habitually 
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use only one conflict management style.

Finally, conflict management styles seem to be important as a method 

used to generalize a certain view of conflict, but should not be used as a 

method to specify the "rightness” or "wrongness” of a conflict. Styles 

are important as guidelines. Specifically, most research focuses on 

classifying those in a conflict as having one of five styles: competitive, 

collaborative, compromising, avoiding, or accommodating.

The emergence of modern mechanism of conflict management can also 

be traced or linked to Black's Social Control Theory and Thomas-

Kilmann's Model of Conflict Management. Black's theory proposes the 

conditions that predict the use of one of five forms of social control (self-

help, avoidance, negotiation, settlement, and toleration) in the 

relationship between individuals, groups, and organizations, while 

Thomas- Kilmann's model explains strategic intentions that could be 

organized around the matrix of two factors (assertiveness and 

cooperativeness), which jointly produce five conflict management 

styles (avoidance, accommodation, competition, compromise and 

collaboration) (Volkema and Bergmann 1995; Borg 1992; Black 1990; 

Thomas 1992).

Considering the increase of violent conflicts and occasional state failure 

in the maintenance of peace and order in Nigeria, (The US Department 

of State 2008; Erinosho 2007; Falola 1998) concludes that the spate of 

insecurity and threats to lives and properties in Nigeria has reached 

alarming proportions despite the increasing visibility of the Nigerian 

state mobile police and military in the management of internal conflicts. 

The USAID's (2005) argument that the Nigerian government's 

capacities for managing conflicts are weak appears valid because the 

government has not fully considered the utility of every available 
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strategy for conflict management. 

When conflicts erupt, the inability of the Nigerian mobile police to 

manage them usually prompts the Nigerian government to deploy the 

Nigerian military to the scene of violence where the military are usually 

mandated to 'shoot on sight.' This situation sometimes leads to serious 

human rights violations and escalation of violence (Ibeanu 2006). The 

state's imposition of curfew and use of propaganda to douse public 

tension are part of the Nigerian government's regular strategies for 

conflict management in Nigeria. In view of the perceived inability of the 

Nigerian security forces to safeguard human lives in Nigeria, a 

considerable number of people in the country have however subscribed 

to unofficial strategies (vigilante, militias, charms, prayers, communal 

solidarity, etc) in their attempts to manage Nigeria's violent conflicts. 

Their conclusion in a way here juxtaposes the imperative of traditional 

methods of conflict resolution. 

There is a variety of African Traditional Methods of dispute 

management. This explores some these various traditional approaches 

to conflict resolutions that are consideration the unique African Culture. 

The major point about conflict management in Africa is the emphasis on 

resolving of conflicts amicably through elders, traditional leaders, 

healing and reconciliation rituals. There are so many traditional 

approaches of conflict management in Nigeria but the paper paid 

attention to those with universal acceptability to majority of 

communities in the country. It identified the use of elders, oath-taking, 

joking relationship, blood pact, and invocation of God's intervention. 

The methods according to Babalanle, were especially found to be very 

easy to operate and less time consuming; ensures that reconciliation and 

restoration of relationships are achieved; provides for inclusion and 

Traditional Styles of Conflict Management in Nigeria: Acceptability and Accessibility



participation of both parties, including witnesses in conflict and the 

community; and spiritual purification and healing.

Acceptability and Accessibility – As indicated in the presentation, the 

traditional methods of conflict resolution in Nigeria predates not only 

colonialism but are still in practice. A number of studies have affirmed 

the resiliency, legitimacy and relevance of African traditional 

institutions in the socio-cultural, economic and political lives of 

Africans, particularly in the rural areas. Nigeria as shown in 

Afrobarometer's (2002) survey involving 2,190 Nigerian men and 

women selected across 29 states within the six geo-political zones in 

August 2001. Nigerians prefer informal modes of conflict resolution. 

Considering preferences in the management of Nigeria's violent 

conflicts, most respondents offered up to three answers in their own 

words (n = 6305). Taken together, these indicate that Nigerians are twice 

as likely to prefer an informal process rather than an official intervention 

by the state government or the federal agency (54 versus 26 percent of all 

responses). At the community level, people are most likely to turn to 

chiefs, headmen or elders to mediate disputes (17 percent of all 

responses), especially in the parts of the country where traditional 

leaders continue to perform customary functions. Thereafter, people 

request resolution from religious leaders (14 percent) such as a pastor in 

a Christian church or an imam in an Islamic brotherhood. Interestingly, 

few people seek help from civic or non-governmental organizations (1 

percent).  

In the absence of organized channels, people commonly resort to self-

help, insisting that 'the people involved in the conflict' find a solution for 

themselves (8 percent) or they turn to 'family, friends and neighbors' (7 

percent). In the extreme, they may even enlist the help of vigilante 
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groups (2 percent). In practice, Nigerians see little use of government as 

an agent of conflict resolution. When they mention the central 

government at all, they call on its coercive agencies – the army and the 

police (16 percent of all responses) – rather than on its judicial branch (4 

percent).

Nor do they make use of local courts or local government administration 

(9 percent), perhaps because they do not expect fair or effective 

treatment. In keeping with their pride in Nigeria's status as an African 

superpower, even fewer Nigerians think that international agencies have 

a role in resolving internal conflicts. Predictably, rural dwellers strongly 

advocated for community-based solutions, while urban dwellers are 

more prone to turn to government. Southeasterners put most faith in 

community organizations (62 percent) as compared to Lagosians, one 

third of whom would seek out an agency of a local, state, or federal 

government (36 percent). 

Expectedly, persons who express a religious identity tend to prefer 

religious leaders to resolve conflicts. More interestingly, persons who 

define themselves in terms of their region of origin (e.g. Westerner, 

Easterner) are especially likely to enlist the assistance of a vigilante 

group. The survey by Afro-barometer (2002) resonates with Lauer's 

(2007:288) call for refutation of the notion that 'the global arena is 

dominated by the popular conviction that Africans require foreign 

direction in the socio-economic management of their own societies'. The 

relevance of Black's theory of social control and Thomas-Kilmann's 

model of conflict management also plays out in Afro-barometer's (2002) 

findings, which have several implications for security management, 

peace-building, and development in Nigeria. 

The extant conflict management strategies were equally found to be 
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defective; and because it is well established that no development can be 

achieved without peace and security, just as development thrives only in 

an atmosphere of social stability, it is important that both traditional and 

modern methods of conflict management be integrated.  Some African 

countries like Ghana have legislative and judicial decentralization 

programmes 'as a framework for integrating aspects of the existing 

conflict management methods and skills of the national government and 

the country's ethnic groups' (Fred-Mensah 1999:951). The modalities 

for integrating the traditional and the modern conflict management 

strategies in Nigeria require the following mechanisms: proper 

identification and elimination of shortcomings in the extant conflict 

management strategies, resuscitation of useful traditional values that 

have been jettisoned, and the establishment of a national security policy 

based on a synergy of the revised traditional and modern strategies. 

Many traditional institutions with their concomitant beliefs and values 

have been jettisoned without adequate evaluation. Examples of such 

institutions include the guilds and the guards, which safeguarded the 

political economy of traditional societies.

General beliefs and values involving sacredness of truth, providence, 

proverbs, idioms, oral histories, oral narratives and altruism are 

important elements of the political economy of traditional societies. 

These beliefs and values are usually applied to ensure economic 

prosperity and political stability. They can still contribute towards 

peace-building in the contemporary Nigerian society even if they are 

injected into the modern constitution. The Nigerian government and 

traditional institutions can jointly consider and approve the appointment 

of mediators for conflict management. Studies on peace agreements 

have shown the primacy of mediation in the outcome of conflict 

196

Perspectives on Traditional African & Chines Methods of Conflict Resolution



management (Svensson, 2009). 

Postscript

Long before the British colonial administration in Nigeria, traditional 

institutions of governance played very significant roles in conflict 

management and resolution as they wielded very strong political 

influences in their domains. The advent of colonialism and post-colonial 

state in Nigeria however politicized traditional institutions of 

governance, hence weakened them in living up to their traditional 

responsibilities of conflict management and peace-building. Though 

some of the traditional methods of conflict management are still in use 

and acceptable, it does appear that some have been discarded for one 

reason or the other. For example, the blood-pact style of conflict 

resolution is no longer in vogue for fear of contracting HIV/AIDS and 

other related diseases. Several concerns have also been expressed on the 

joking relationship style of conflict management, especially with 

respect to the use of derogatory or foul statements. To some, the use of 

foul language is unacceptable as it was going to do more harm than good. 

In mine opinion, the use of foul language in a joking relationship will in a 

way takes us to another level of conflict management style which is 

toleration (tolerance). Our major problem as a people is lack tolerance. If 

we can tolerate one another, no matter the circumstances – religious 

differences, ethnic affiliation, and/or political leaning, peace and 

stability will return and sustainable development will achieved. There is 

therefore the urgent need to re-invigorate and revitalize the traditional 

institutions of conflict resolution to work in synergy with other 

stakeholders such as the Nigerian state institutions and trans-national 

corporate actors in evolving processes that would lead to sustainable 

peace in the country.
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CHAPTER 8

TRADITIONAL METHOD OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION IN 
CHINA: A GENDER PERSPECTIVE

Shaoxue Zhou

Abstract:

From the 2nd century BC to the end of the 19th century (from the 

Western Han Dynasty to the end of Qing Dynasty), China had had almost 

2000 years of “HeQin” history. “HeQin” here refers to the marriage 

between daughters from Chinese imperial family and rulers of other 

nationalities in Chinese border areas.

When ancient China faced threats of violence by the border nations, 

“HeQin” had been a proposed option. In order to make peace, the ancient 

Chinese emperors sent daughters of the imperial family to the invading 

rulers of other nationalities. Generally, by “HeQin”, two opposing states 

could reach an agreement in a certain time. The ancient Chinese rulers 

always preferred peaceful measures or negotiations with the invaders 

when they faced conflicts. While “HeQin” has long been stamped out, it 

contained the diplomatic thoughts and political wisdom which still 

worth pondering over and learning from. 

From a dispute resolution perspective, “HeQin” was a “comedy”; yet, 

from a gender perspective, “HeQin”was a “tragedy”. As a diplomatic 

strategy, “HeQin” has been praised by most of the historians. The 

princesses, who were sent to the border areas as the gifts, had received 

few descriptions and records. For most of them, nobody knows how they 

lived in the unknown boarders, how many years had they lived, or where 
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had they been buried. Most of the princesses' destinies are passive and 

rough. Most of them had been forgotten forever.  

Conclusion:

The peaceful ideas included in ancient Chinese “HeQin” had the typical 

female characters of cooperation and negotiation. These thoughts are 

valuable and worth studying further. Whereas the concrete measure 

(take women as a tool) of it reflects the universal gender discrimination 

towards female throughout the human history. In today's world, if both 

female characters and female groups are appreciated and valued, a long-

term and non-zero-sum dispute resolution may be in operation.
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TRADITIONAL METHOD OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION IN 

CHINA: A GENDER PERSPECTIVE

COMMENTARY

Grace Atim

This commentary on the paper by Prof Shaoxue Zhou titled, Traditional 

method of dispute resolution in China:  A gender perspective was 

presented at the seminar on China-Nigeria Relation, with theme, 

traditional methods of dispute resolution : a Chinese and Nigeria 

perspective, organized by Embassy of the peoples' Republic of China in 

collaboration with the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution.

Conflict is an inevitable aspect of human interaction, an avoidable 

concomitant of choices and decisions which comes from an 
 1

incompatibility of goals and actions.

Conflicts have existed in all cultures, religions, and societies since time 

immemorial, as long as humans have walked the earth; in fact, they also 

exist in animal kingdom. Nations, groups, individuals have tried 

throughout history to manage conflicts. They are an integral part of 

human interaction, one must learn to manage them, to deal with them in a 

way so that will prevent escalation and destruction and come up with 

methods to resolve all forms of disputes.

This commentary on the paper by Shaoxue Zhou though not robust, x-
nd

rays the traditional method the Chinese used in the 2  century BC to the 
th

end of the 19  century ( from the western Han dynasty to the end of the 

Qing dynasty) to resolve conflicts/threats by border nations.

When ancient china faced threats of violence by the border nations, 
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'HeQin” had been the proposed option. In other to make peace, the 

ancient Chinese emperors sent their daughters of the imperial family to 

the invading rulers of other nationalities. By the “HeQin” two opposing 

states could reach an agreement in a certain time. The ancient Chinese 

rulers always preferred peaceful measures or negotiations with invaders 

when they are faced with conflicts. “HeQin” had the typical female 

characters of cooperation and negotiation.

Shaoxue Zhou's paper though very refreshing does not take other issues 

of traditional methods of dispute resolution, it reflects the universal 

gender discrimination towards female throughout the human history.

China is a masculine society that expects men to be ambitious, 

competitive and strive for material success while women care for 

children and strive for non-material quality of life. In china, the 

traditional method of dispute resolution is dominated by the men folk. 

Women were believed to be lower than men in hierarchical order of the 

universe. Women were not allowed to participate in government or 

community institutions.

Shaoxue's presentation centered on the “HeQin” as China's traditional 

method of dispute resolution though it has been stamped out, what roles 

did those women play? Did they act as mediators at all or just as “gifts” to 

hush the threatening region? What gender related disputes resolution 

methods exist in modern China?

Another traditional method of conflict resolution is “mediation”. The 

Chinese have very few court litigations, instead, they mediate. “All 

disputes there any and every one are mediated. This reflects state policy 

that discourages over conflict and ordinary citizens preference for 

“harmony” rather than conflict. China is said to be the “most heavily 
2mediated nation on earth” 
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While shaoxue concentrate here on the fact that from a dispute resolution 

perspective, “HeQin” was a “comedy” yet from a gender perspective 

“HeQin was a “tragedy”. As a diplomatic strategy, “HeQin” has been 

praised by historians.

From my opinion, looking at china through a lens, still there are 

problems associated with gender issues that need government and public 

attention and urgent solution. This is because even though the 

kaleidoscope of china states equality of sexes as follows;

“Following the founding of the People's Republic of China, the 

government formulated a constitution and system of laws and 

regulations that ensure equality of women, women now have equal 

rights in every area- political, economic, culture, education, social and 

domestic. Today women make up half china's workforce and their 
 3contribution in every field are equal to those of men”

The current situation of Chinese women reflects an uneven proportion of 

women officials remain in different regions and areas. While in some 

provinces, one hundred percent of the government agencies have 

women members, the figure is only 46.7 percent in other provinces. In 

prefectural governments, the highest figure is 88 percent and the lowest 

is only 10 percent. Uneven sex ratio in political parties and groups is also 

clear. The highest proportion of women members in the democratic 

parties is 25 percent, and the lowest is 15 percent. The proportion of 

women Communist Party members is 7 percent. 

Few women participate in high-level leadership and policy-making. Of 

more than 600 cities, only six have women mayors. Meanwhile, no 

women have ever been members of the top state leadership. 

There are many counter measures suggested to solve the existing 

problems hindering the development of Chinese women. First of all, the 
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number of women deputies to the NPC should be further increased. 

Statistics show that the proportion of Chinese NPC deputies is lower in 

comparison with the number of women parliamentary members in many 

other countries. In this sphere, China ranked 12th in the world in 1994, 

16th in 1997, and 20th in 2000. 

Next, efforts should be made to improve women's abilities to participate 

in policy-making and leadership. Since the Fourth UN World 

Conference on Women, a network for training women leaders has been 

formed nationwide. However, no such system has been established yet at 

the high-level government departments for training women leaders in 

China. In the Central Party School, the number of women attending 

courses is only one tenth that of men. This directly influences the 

choosing of high-level state leaders. 

Thirdly, related laws and regulations should be worked out to provide a 

good atmosphere for women's development. The peoples' congresses 

and governments at various levels should enact related laws clearly 

stipulating the number of women members to be elected to the National 
4People's Congress and local governments. 

Chinese Women's Rights: Confucian Ideas about Women

Confucian thoughts have greatly influenced the minds of China. During 

the Han dynasty, Confucianism became a part of the official education, 

which helped spread it across China. In later dynasties, male authority 

was enforced which brought a woman's status down. In the Confucian 

society, women were to hold a lower position than men. Women could 

only obtain power by becoming a mother. They had the task of producing 

son and it was frowned upon if they birthed girls. Their nature was 

expected to be passive and to revolve around their husbands and their 

family. Other Confucian ideas taught many that women were the cause 
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of disorder. It was also taught that women should not rule and that people 

were not to concern themselves with women's ideas. Many of these ideas 

still influence the way Chinese women are treated today. 

Discrimination in Education and Employment

Even though a law has been promoted to protect women's rights, women 

are still discriminated. It's hard for women to get jobs even if they have 

degrees. Most good jobs are open only to men. Women aren't offered 

many nice jobs that pay fair. Men and women work equally but women 

get paid 78% of the pay the men get. Chinese women make up one-third 

of workers in the fields of trade, industry, finance, and communication. 

They also make up almost half of the workers in education and health. 

Women's federations have created programs in rural areas to develop 

courtyard economies. Women work to weave household accessories out 

of maize husks. Young women get hired at embroidery factories so that 

they can continue to have babies but be able to work at home. Many rural 

girls aren't being sent to school. Many rural parents don't want to “waste” 

their money on a girl who will end up being married off to another 

family. Over 70% of school dropouts are girls and over 70% of about 220 

million who are semiliterate or illiterate in China are women. In 1990, 

about 200,000 women were university graduates. This made up about 

one-third of the college graduates in China. Another factor of why there 

are women enrolled in higher education is because some universities 

openly express the fact that they discriminate against girls. This happens 

even if girls score equally as high as or higher than boys in exams.

Women and the Government

The government made a gender equality law in 1949 but discrimination 

against women continues. In 2005, the Chinese government released a 

white paper to mark the 10th anniversary of the Fourth UN World 
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Conference on Women. This law promotes equality between women and 

men in nine aspects including politics and family life. The white paper 

points out that the government is doing what they can to eliminate 

discrimination in education. The white paper also acknowledges the fact 

that the gender equality problems have not been resolved. Not many 

women play an important part in the government. The Central 

Committee is the highest ring of the Communist party in China. Only 22 

members are women in the Central Committee of 192 people. Women's 

political influence has increased over the past 50 years but it still remains 

low. 

Violence against Women

It is very common in China for women to get abused. It is found 

acceptable in some parts of China for men to abuse their wives. There are 

not any laws to protect women from domestic abuse. Many authorities 

don't report abuse because they think that wife abuse is a family matter. 

Most domestic abuse is found in urban areas. Many women don't like to 

report abuse or get divorces because they are pressured to maintain a 

family. Women that suffer from abuse have no way of escaping because 

there aren't any shelters that they can go to.

Abduction and Trafficking of Women

Women have been the primary targets of abduction, illegal 

imprisonment, physical and sexual assault, and sale. This remains a 

serious problem in China. Mainly only rural parts of China conduct 

trafficking. There are women that are being sold as brides in the black 

market. Men who have purchased women don't get arrested meaning 

that the trade of women is still active. Usually when victims try to 

escape, they get brutally beaten, imprisoned, and possibly murdered. 

Even if a woman escapes, law enforcement officers recapture her. This 
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happens because some officials say that the man who purchased the 

woman is the owner. Many women that are bought are also given 

marriage licenses to prove that they are married to the buyer. As China's 

economy falls, more and more women are vulnerable. This happens 

because some of the women are being convinced by traders that if they 

are sold, they will get better opportunities. The government wants to stop 

the trade of women, but some officials are involved. Women can only be 

saved if they make a complaint or if their family makes a complaint. 

Protection of Chinese Women's Rights

Chinese women have trouble getting their laws enforced and many of 

them don't know their rights and need to be informed of them. There are 

many organizations that deal with these problems. Many Women 

Organizations report women's problems to authorities and suggest 

solutions. They also stress the fact that women want equality. Notices 

have been put up to stop trafficking women. Fudan University has a 

union that calls women (mainly women that work) to remind them of 

their rights. Notices have been put up to remind people of women's 

rights. China set up an All-China Women's Foundation to protect and 

preserve the rights of women. The Constitution also enforces rights of 
 5women in political, economic, cultural and family life.

China has been playing an active role in women organization, since 

1974. China was one of the first signatories to the convention on the 

Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

It was one of the countries that took part in formulating and examining 

the Nairobi Forward –Looking strategies for the Advancement of 
6

women to the year 2000. 

Since the abolition of the “HeQin” options as a means of traditional 

methods of dispute resolution, gender has been mainstreamed into all 
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aspects of Chinese government. China has adhered to the United Nations 

theme of equality, development and peace when taking part in 

international bilateral and multilateral women's activities, which is 

worth pondering over, emulation and learning from. In line with the 

United nations Security Council Resolution 2122 (2013) aiming to 

strengthening women rights/roles in all stages of conflict prevention 

resolution.

Shaoxue is more concerned about the peaceful ideas included in the 

ancient Chinese “HeQin” which had typical female characters of 

cooperation and negotiation. Whereas, the practice reflects universal 

gender discrimination towards women throughout the globe.

Whereas shaoxue call for gender inclusion of all sexes in today's world, 

mine would be a stronger NO to all forms of gender discrimination, 

abuse, exploitation, trafficking and abduction of women in the world to 

achieve a long term and non-zero-sum dispute resolution in order to 

achieve sustainable world peace.
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CHAPTER 9

TRADITIONAL METHODS OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION IN 
AFRICA - A GENDER PERSPECTIVE

Benedicta Daudu PhD

Introduction

Conflict is an inevitable aspect of human interaction, an 

unavoidable concomitant of choices and decisions which comes from an 
147incompatibility of goals and actions.   There is no society which does 

148not have conflict of one kind or another.   From these observations, it 

can be gleaned that conflict is embedded and part of human society. 

Conflict stems from the basic fact of human interdependency: for 

individuals to meet even their basic needs, they depend on the active 

participation of other individuals. Conflict arises from the interaction of 

individuals who have partly incompatible ends and is brought on by the 

presence of several actors and compounded by several choices. Conflict 

cannot be avoided. The fact that conflict is inevitable is captured thus: 

........it is not out of place for human 

societies to have conflictual relationship 

at one point or the other in the process of 

regular interactions. This is obvious 

because when people live together, they 

must of necessity interact as they try to 

avail themselves of the necessities of 

life....In the process of doing so, they are 
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bound to disagree and have clashes of 

interest from time to time as individual 

preferences play on their relationship and 

consequently, lead them to pursue 

incompatible goals or use incompatible 
149 means to pursue chosen goals.

The various sources of conflict in Africa range from ethnic, religious and 

regional rivalries to race and class conflict. In all these settings, however, 

conflict can be seen to centre on four related, yet conceptually distinct 

issue arenas: identity, participation, distribution and legitimacy. These 

arenas form the backdrop to Harrold Lasswell's famous definition of 
150 politics as the struggle over 'who gets what, when and how.' 

Conflict in Africa arises from problems of differences in 

identities, the differential distribution of resources and access to power, 

and competing definitions of what is right, fair and just. When 

individuals and groups turn to violence to solve such problems, conflict 

takes on a second dimension: security and survival. Conflict resolution 

becomes as multifaceted as conflict itself: solutions must therefore look 

not only to satisfy the hunger of individuals for justice but must also 

alley the fears of the participants because conflicts if not carefully 

handled and resolved can lead to unimaginable negative consequences. 

It is therefore imperative to understand the appropriate techniques of 

conflict resolution. 

The essence of conflict resolution in African societies are to 

remove the root causes of the conflict, to reconcile the conflicting 

parties, to ensure peace in the society, to set the right milieu for societal 
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production and development, and  to promote good governance, law and 

order, security of life and property, collective well-being and happiness 

of  the society.

The purpose of  this paper therefore, is to provide an 

understanding of the concept of traditional methods of conflict 

resolution, examine the nature of conflicts, reviews the traditional 

methods of conflict resolution in pre and post colonial Africa, 

illustrating the discourse with examples from Nigeria, and examine the 

participation and contributions of women  in the traditional processes of 

resolving conflicts, which is the thrust of this paper, observing that 

women's involvement in traditional conflict resolution remains almost 

insignificant. The paper notes the valuable role traditional methods play 

in resolving conflicts in Africa (depending on the type of conflict) and 

argues for its application as opposed to the euro-centric methods which 

is applied in handling the conflict challenges in African societies with 

little success.

The Concept of Tradition

The concept of tradition like culture, are unwritten rules, norms and 

practices of a particular group of people which is accepted as their way 

of life and transmitted from one generation to the next. Tradition can also 

be defined as a long established and accepted customs, ideas, principles, 
 151knowledge and usages handed over from one generation to the next. 

They include culture, norms, principles, values and beliefs. Traditions 

are dynamic and not static with the capacity for internal transformation 

which may be slow. In this regard, it has been stated that "traditions are 
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relatively more enduring and resistant to change rather than simply 
152  permanent and unchanging". In relating this concept of tradition to 

conflict resolution, Osaghae states: 

the search for traditional strategies of 

conflict management then looks for the 

past in the present-day social formations 

that can be applied to modern conflicts, 

and stresses the indigenous content. the 

essence of this is to separate practices and 

institutions that may have crept into the 

legacy of the past from external 

influences such as Islam, Christianity, 

capitalism, and other western influences 

from those left that are essentially 

autochthonous. Such indigenous 

formations, which can rarely be found in 

pure form, will as much as possible, be 

emphasized in characterizing the 
153'traditional'. 

It is logical therefore to talk of traditional conflict resolution 

practices in the sense that such practices exhibit variables that are used as 

references by people who identify with the norms and values of that 

particular society. Members of the community claim such practices 

which reflect the values and preferences of the society and draw 

inspiration from them. Therefore, traditional methods of conflict 
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resolution which are not based on a legal framework, takes place through 

existing traditional social institutions which are operated by local, 

traditional and political leaders.   

Nature of Conflicts

Conflicts take various forms and dimensions and are difficult to 

define from the perspective of the African societies. Conflicts are in the 

magnitude of rage, rift, misunderstanding, family squabbles, market 

brawls, skirmishes, public insurrection, chieftaincy, boundary disputes 

and wars. These forms of conflicts are widespread in Africa but the most 

endemic are wars, ethno-religious, inter-ethnic and intra-communal 

conflicts. Locating the factors responsible for the existence of conflicts 

in African societies is a herculean task. Conflict is a natural phenomenon 

which is present in all human societies. Some of the factors that cause 

disputes or conflicts are arbitrary use of power and authority, claims 

towards possessing rights and privileges, territorial encroachment and 

so on. Whatever the factors,  they are not beyond resolution so that 

reconciliation is available for implementation and execution.

It is significant to note that traditional methods of dispute 

resolution in Africa   took the form of peace talks, treaties and dialogue. 

These were resorted to whenever disputes or conflicts broke in African 

societies. This bid to formalize reconciliation distinguishes Africans 

from the rest of the world. For according to Braimah:

Before the advent of colonialism and the 

introduction of the Western models of 

conflict management, African had an 

efficient cultural mechanism by which 

conflicts between groups, communities, 
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or even states and kingdoms were 

settled....such mechanism is part of the 

culture of the social formations in which 

it was practiced. It flows from the 

accumulation of the people's experiences 

in fighting disorder in society through the 

ages, and have been transmitted from 

genera t ion  to  genera t ion ,  thus  

154constituting a tradition. 

Conflict resolution in African societies is never allowed to injure the 

serene feelings of the disputants.  Reconciliation is purposeful, 

functional and performable. The interveners, who are not lawyers or 

professional mediators, but members of the community, are guided by 

the notion of justice. They (the mediators and interveners) are expected 

to understand the beliefs and values of the community, have very good 

knowledge of the history, culture and belief systems of the community, 

should be people of proven integrity and character, truthful and 

transparent in their dealings and deliver their verdict devoid of bias, fear 

or favour.

 They intervene in the conflict in order to assuage injured 

feelings, to restore peace and to reach a compromise acceptable to both 
 

155 disputants. This is accompanied by a ceremony to serve as 

confirmatory test of the end of the conflict as well as ensure that each  
156party to the conflict "gives-a-little-gets-a-little,  suggesting that there 

exists no victor or vanquished in the process of reconciliation. What this 
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signifies is that the adoption of traditional methods of dispute resolution 

alienates bitterness and tension, gives a sense of belonging to others, 

eradicates fear, instability and disorder, generates security and makes 

peaceful co-existence possible between individuals and groups.

Traditional Methods of Conflict Resolution in Pre-Colonial Africa

In pre-colonial Africa, great emphasis was placed on peaceful 

resolution of disputes and the promotion of social harmony while 

upholding the principles of fairness, custom and tradition. The 

maintenance of peace within most African communities followed four 

principles. First, instead of the use of force, deliberation and discussion 

was used to resolve disputes. Secondly, compensation was used to 

correct wrong doing. Thirdly, there was the principle of adjudication and 

assessment by elders who were considered to be impartial. Lastly, there 

was the principle of fairness.

Before the arrival of the colonial forces and the Amalgamation of 

1914 in Nigeria for instance, social conflicts were monitored, prevented, 

managed and resolved through established mechanisms which were 

generally accepted by the communities and these included traditional 

institutions such as traditional rulers, council of elders, general assembly 

of the people, age - grade, chiefs, local deities and others.  Individual and 

group attitudes and behaviors were also controlled using these 
157mechanisms.  The principles and values guiding conflict resolution 

included impartiality, fairness, accommodation, reciprocity, 

moderation, compromise and reconciliation. This has to do with the 

related principle of accommodation, compromise and genuine 

reconciliation, as opposed to the principle of winner-takes-all. It would 

do no good if the parties to a conflict did not possess a spirit of tolerance 
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sufficient to encompass the opposition. There must be a willingness to 
158live and let live. 

Thus, before the advent of colonialism, African societies had 

already evolved and established elaborate mechanisms for conflict 

prevention, management and resolution and made efforts to maintain 

peace, and harmony between individuals and groups, before the western 

models of conflict resolution became prevalent. The reason for this has 

been suggested by Haruna that

..... from oral sources and some existing 

written accounts, it is clear that all 

African indigenous cultures, customs, 

traditions and civilizations had 

emphasized not only the value and 

significance of peace in society, but also 

the necessity of having to ensure that 

there was peaceful co-existence and 

harmony among the various groups that 

lived in a community, and between them 

and their neighbours. This sort of 

premium which was placed on peace, and 

the essence of ensuring peaceful co-

existence in pre-colonial Africa stemmed 

from the realization by the people about 

the negative results and allied adversity 

that usually follow the demise of peace in 
 159a society and in inter-group relations.
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This meant that in African societies, where conflicts arose, the 

restoration of peace was not only the concern of the parties involved but 

that of their neighours also. It also meant that voluntary mediators and 

arbitrators, intervened, motivated both by the indigenous concept and 

practice of being a brother's keeper, and their general and collective 

concern and strong natural desire for peace, orderliness and social 

harmony in the society. Two models could be employed in this regard to 

resolve a conflict. The first model could be direct intervention by a group 

extraneous to the conflict, or using dialogue to persuade the parties 

involved in conflict to avoid or stop the fight. The use of force could also 

be applied by the mediating group for example, in the 19th century in 

Yorubaland, the Ijaye under Aare Kurunmi wanted to invade Ibadan. 

The Oyo Empire, Ekiti and Ijesa employed peaceful persuasion to 

prevent Ijaye from doing so.  The Oyo Empire and other Yoruba States 

joined Ibadan to 'teach' Kurunmi's Ijaye a 'lesson' in the Ijaye war of 

1860-1862. Ijaye was defeated in the war and Aare Kurunmi committed 
 160 suicide in order to avoid shame and dishonour to his person.

The second model of conflict resolution is where a third party is 

invited to intervene in the conflict by a party to the conflict. For example, 

when Bini Kingdom encountered crisis of succession in the days of Oba 

Evian who wanted his son to succeed him against the wishes of the 

people, the Bini people invited Oduduwa (the legendary ancestor of the 
161 Yoruba) to intervene. Oduduwa sent one of his sons (Oranmiyan) to 

resolve the conflict.

Traditional methods of Conflict Resolution in Post-Colonial Africa

Prior to the emergence of the colonial master, Africans had their 
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peculiar methods of monitoring, preventing, managing and resolving 

conflicts. They also had their peculiar ways and manners of effecting 

peace building, peace -making and confidence building. Peoples and 

tribes of different cultures the world over, had their ways of doing things 

and resolving conflicts. In Europe and America for instance, the police is 

an agency of crime detection. However, in the traditional African setting, 

societies relied on oath-taking and divination. For example, in 
162Ethiopia,   the communities have their own structures of using elders to 

negotiate an end to conflict. They believe in negotiations through 

traditional leaders.
In Ghana, settlement of conflicts was done through Chiefs, 

163elders and Heads of families and clans in each community.  Disputes in 
the family were referred to the Head of the family. 

When the effort fails, the clan head is called in to help. The last 
resort is normally the Chief, who gives a final and binding 
determination. In Kenya, the traditional conflict resolution structures are 
closely bound with socio-political and economic realities of the 

164 lifestyles of the communities.  These structures are rooted in the 
culture and history of the people, and are in one way or another unique to 
each community.

Here in Nigeria, amongst the Igbo people of Eastern Nigeria, the 

Igbo traditional institutions for conflict resolution include: the family, 

the council of elders, the Umunna (Clan), the Umuada (indigenous 

daughters married elsewhere), the age-grade, Ohaneze (Assembly of the 

People and the King) and the local deities. the Yoruba traditional 

institutions for conflict resolution are the Oba, the council of elders, 

family, ward heads, the Ogboni and so on. In the North, we have Emirs, 

the Mai Angwa (ward heads) and other traditional rulers.
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A typical example of the application of traditional method of 

conflict resolution in post-colonial Nigeria, is the case of the Aguleri-

Umuleri war over the ownership of Otuocha land located in the Anambra 
165East Local Government Area of Anambra State. The dispute lingered 

for over seventy years, culminating in a riot in 1995 and full scale war 
166between 1999-2000.  The land in dispute was laid claim to exclusively 

167
by both parties since 1933.  The peculiarity of this conflict is the fact 

that both Aguleri and Umuleri people have one ancestral origin and had 

been living together peacefully before anarchy set in. Attempts to 

resolve the conflict through conventional means proved abortive until 
168

traditional strategy was applied.  Prior to this time, the dispute was in 

court between 1933-1984, passing through the colonial court, the West 

African Court of Appeal (WACA), the Privy Council, with intermittent 

riots in between, the Court of Appeal and the Supreme Court in 1982 

with the parties not satisfied with the verdicts, so the conflict remained 
169 unresolved . In 1995, a judicial commission of inquiry headed by 

Justice Nweje recommended the clear demarcation of the Aguleri-

Umuleri boundary lines but this recommendation was not implemented 

by the government that succeeded Colonel Attah, the military governor 
170of the State.  The failure to implement this recommendation resulted in 

the devastating war of 1999-2000 leading to terrible consequences of 

wanton destruction of lives and properties. 

The efforts of the traditional rulers and leaders of thought with 

the encouragement and support of the State government led to the 
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application of the traditional formula which led to the resolution of the 

conflict. This formula involved oath-taking, the declaration of 'No more 

war" peace treaty and the performance of a blood cleansing ritual called 
171 Iko mmee.  The oath was binding on every indigene of the participating 

communities and taken to the effect that the contracting parties accept 

peace and that there would be no more war and bloodshed between them. 

Violators of the oath were promised the wrath of the deities and the 

ancestors who constitute the source of moral sanctions and peace 

guarantors. Expectedly, the oath-taking relaxed tension and paved the 

way for other processes that brought about the restoration of peace, true 
172

reconciliation and social harmony in the warring communities.  In a 

nutshell, oath-taking in the process of conflict resolution in African 

society hinges on the recognition of the ancestral power and authority. It 

confirms the ritual sanctions of the ancestors in dispute settlement and 

this often induces fear of the supernatural.  

These methods are still available today in some areas. In modern 

times however, emphasis is placed on commissions of inquiries and the 

court system for the settlement of disputes and the dispensation of 

justice. But the African traditional method utilizes council of elders, 
173king's court, people's assemblies and so on to resolve disputes.  The use 

of arbitration, negotiation, mediation and oaths were also very common.

 These methods have been adulterated and taken out by the forces 

of colonialism resulting in ubiquitous violence, instability and stagnant 

development. Today, dialogue between disputants is replaced by 

fighting and the mediating roles of elders and other more peaceful 
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institutions as age-grades are replaced in several cases with police 

action, military 'peace keeping' operations and court proceedings. These 

traditional methods which were successful when applied have been 

jettisoned, and in most cases replaced by the western strategies of 

conflict resolution which worsen rather than resolve disputes and which 

are at variance with the African ways of life and which are therefore to 

say the least, not in conformity with the traditions and values of African 

societies. For instance, in contemporary times, where there is violent 

conflict, government sends the police or the army (depending on the 

level of violence) to keep the peace. A commission of inquiry is 

thereafter set up (as was the case with the Jos crisis in 2001, the Zangon 

Kataf crisis in 2000 and many other ethno-religious crises)  whose report 

and recommendations are never implemented. In the realization of the 

failure of these Western strategies, Government however, recently 

commenced the use of peace panels such as the Presidential peace panel 

on the Ife-Modakeke war (1999-2000). 

It will not be out of place therefore to assert that the abandonment 

of traditional methods of conflict resolution for foreign methods is 

largely responsible for the multiplicity of avoidable (violent) conflicts in 

Africa. For instance, in contemporary times, a land dispute between two 

communities could lead to murder and wanton destruction of lives and 

properties, whereas, in traditional African setting, the systems put in 

place to monitor, prevent, manage and resolve conflicts would 

endeavour to prevent such damage.

Obviously, the adoption of western methods of conflict 

resolution does not reflect the cultural realities of the African societies 

resulting in alarm raised by scholars. According to Gaya Best;

The  appl ica t ion  of  theor ies  and  

methodologies of peace research and 
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conflict resolution in Africa has largely 

neglected the simple fact that Africa had 

well developed and tested indigenous 

approaches and methods of c o n f l i c t  

management, resolution, pacific settlement 

of disputes and peace building. It becomes 

necessary therefore, to peep into the cultural 

resources of African's rich past to discover 

the strategies that minimized conflicts and 
174promoted peaceful co-existence. 

By implication therefore, reliance on western models of conflict 

resolution have created confusion and occasioned the application of 

haphazard measures in addressing interpersonal and intergroup discords 

in Africa. Furthermore, conflicts that are assumed to be resolved later re-

surface and manifest in other forms and context, leading to a long and 

interminable cycle of socio-political and economic altercations that 

have taken a remarkable toll on the development of the African 
 175continent.  Consequently, peace and conflict scholars now call for the 

re-consideration of the traditional model of conflict resolution.

Lending his voice to this call, Francis Deng, a non-African who 

studied and appreciates the role and effect of the traditional method of 

conflict resolution has insisted that the western style of conflict 

management, with the winner-takes-all outcome runs counter to the 

African indigenous principles of power-sharing and conciliation, and 

therefore, cannot be a basis for conflict resolution in the African cultural 
176context.  
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This therefore means that Africa should heed the clarion call on 

the need to go back to the basics, revisit the need to adapt the traditional 

methods of conflict resolution to suit contemporary conflicts.

Gender Perspective in African Traditional Conflict 

Resolution Mechanisms

A very disturbing trend in the constitution of persons involved in 

the traditional method of conflict resolution is the fact that the process is 

dominated by the men folk. There is low or the near absence of women in 

the traditional  method of conflict resolution processes in most African 

societies. In essence, a common feature of traditional methods of 

conflict resolution is their lack of a gender-analytic approach. Women 

and children, those often worse hit by violent conflicts, are excluded 

from conflict resolution or decision-making structures and processes. 

Women's views and concerns are also absent from the processes and 

institutions concerned with conflict management, resolutions and peace 

keeping in Africa. The elders Chiefs, Kings, Obas, Emirs and other 

mediators who take vital decisions towards the resolution of conflicts 

are men. This bias in the non inclusion of women is a huge anomaly. The 

most serious obstacle against the inclusion of women in conflict 

resolution processes has to do with the rhetorical commitment of African 

men to the gender cause. Under the guise of preserving tradition, which 

perpetuates women's subservience to men, it is unofficially condoned 

and maintained. This situation probably propelled Zartman to observe 

that:

What is particularly disturbing about 

traditional reconciliation practices is (that) 

the office holders are, almost universally 

men. In addition, where these practices 
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have been seen to work, they normally 

exclude women from active roles, and tend 

to be about peace building between men. 

Women needs tend to be completely 
177 marginalized and excluded. 

This writer is of the opinion that to include women and men in 

conflict resolution is beneficial with respect to achieving mission 

objectives. The inclusion of more women will lead to increased 

legitimacy of a mission, which will further promote conflict resolution 

efforts. The underlying argument in this paper is based on the 

assumption that women's contribution to conflict resolution is positive 

and real. However, this issue necessitates some qualification in the sense 

that it does not foster dichotomies of men as aggressive and women as 

being innately peaceful because such stereotypes will only reinforce the 

fallacy that women are too weak to participate in any form of conflict 

resolution and that is not the intent of this piece.

Way forward

The conflict situation in Africa and the failure of contemporary 

methods of dispute resolution which are Eurocentric in nature, calls for 

the adoption of new, more effective and efficient ways of conflict 

management and resolution than what is now operated as inherited from 

the colonial masters. In this regard, a better understanding is needed of 

the processes of successful traditional methods of conflict resolution, so 

that they may be adopted and replicated. This is because for any peace 

building, conflict resolution or management to be successful in 

contemporary times, capacity and political will are needed and both of 

these prerequisites are largely absent on the African continent. The 
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relevance of traditional methods of dispute resolution to contemporary 

conflict situations in Africa cannot be over emphasized. 

 It has been opined that 

the time has indeed come for us in Africa 

to seek new ways and means of conflict 

prevention, conflict management and 

resolution. This call has become 

particularly crucial, especially as the 

modern forms of Euro-American 

structures, institutions, processes and 

strategies, which were introduced into 

p o s t - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a n  n a t i o n -

states....have...continued to fail in 

helping to effectively and efficiently 

avert, manage, and bring about an 
178enduring sense of peace in Africa. 

Flowing from the above therefore, is the need for further 

research into traditional methods of conflict monitoring, prevention, 

management and resolution as well as of peace making, peace building 

and confidence building. Relevant aspects of these methods should be 

adopted and incorporated into frameworks and mechanisms for a more 

peaceful, orderly, lawful and harmonious society which can support and 

ensure development.

Conclusion 

This work has attempted to highlight the high points in the 

application of traditional methods of conflict resolution techniques. It is 

227

178 Haruna H.,  A Guide to Peace Education and Peace Promotion Strategies in Africa, Lagos: Africa Refugee 
Foundation, 2003:17

Perspectives on Traditional African & Chines Methods of Conflict Resolution



noted that proof abound of continued efficacy of both traditional 

methods and sanctions for conflict resolution. The Ife/Modakeke, 

Aguleri-Umuleri episodes bring to the fore the weaknesses and 

inadequacies of the western mechanisms and processes of conflict 

prevention, management and resolution and the lack of political will on 

the part of government to implement recommendations of panels and 

commissions it set up. One then wonders the purpose and significance of 

setting them up if their recommendations will just be swept under the 

carpet. The cited examples demonstrates that when it comes to conflict 

resolution and dispute settlement, Africans are more interested in truth, 

justice, reconciliation, peace and the welfare and happiness of the 

conflicting parties and that of the society at large.

It was also observed that Africa had efficient and effective 

cultural mechanisms for conflict management which has been distorted 

and disorganized in the name of modernity. This has led to more 

conflicts prevalence in Africa thereby necessitating the need to look 

inwards for more efficacious methods of conflict resolution, and 

imparting them to this generation, orientating them to imbibe the African 

traditional method of resolving conflicts which is devoid of the practice 

of winner takes all. In the light of the above, it is recommended that 

further researches should be conducted into the traditional methods of 

conflict resolution in Nigeria and African societies and get them 

incorporated into the contemporary mechanisms.

Finally, the paper noted the exclusion of women in the traditional 

peace structures and calls for adequate gender representation in the 

traditional processes of conflict resolution. By introducing gender into 

the areas of traditional conflict resolution, marginalization of women 

will be curbed and female idea and input will be beneficial to the 
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disputants and the generality of the society. This paper therefore 

advocates for an increase of female presence in conflict resolution 

processes, thereby advocating the need to mainstream gender in peace 

building processes in Africa.
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TRADITIONAL METHODS OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION IN 
AFRICA - A GENDER PERSPECTIVE

COMMENTARY

Grace Awodu

The topic of the paper by Benedicta Dauda, presented at the IPCR's 

International Conference on Traditional Methods of Dispute 

Resolution: Chinese and Nigerian Perspectives easily generates a lot of 

expectations for the fact that gender issues have become very topical in 

recent times and the multiple windows of discourse it also presents. 

First, it anticipates a narrative on the processes adopted by women in 

Africa on Dispute Resolution, within the context of age long traditional 

practices; their role or level of participation and the, peculiar 

contributions and impact on peace in the African security architecture. 

Also, the topic seems to covet an enquiry by women on their assessment 

of Traditional Method of Dispute Resolution (TMDR) in Africa.

However, Benedicta rather looks at the TMDR as a universal concept 

devoid of any specific gender frame or methodology even as she 

dismisses there has ever been any significant level of women 

participation in conflict resolution in the three milieus that she chose to 

situate the subject matter. This assertion amply justified by Zartman W., 

which she copiously quoted is infact, what is generally believed across 

the globe. According to Zartman, 'what is particularly disturbing about 

traditional reconciliation practices is (that) the office holders are, almost 

universally men. In addition, where these practices have been seen to 

work, they normally exclude women from active roles, and tend to be

about peace building between men….' 
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An examination of women's activities in historical perspective has 

always focused on legendary female icons like Queen Amina of Zaria, 

Moremi of Ife, Emotan of Benin, Bayajiya Daura and Kambasa of 

Bonny among others. This, Prof. Bolanle Awe states has been used as 

one useful avenue for understanding the possibilities of women's 
1

involvement in modern development . Yet, these studies do not define 

their roles in peace processes. Rather, their perceived contributions to 

development are incidental to their political heights. As a matter of fact, 

many of these icons were not necessarily voluntarily approved by the 

male gender, but were exceptions to the rule. Queen Amina of Zaria and 

Kambasa of Bonny kingdom who rode on the back of their fathers' 
2

legendary authoritarianism to power ; Princess Ikpi of Igalaland and 

Moremi of Ife son's supreme sacrifices for the preservation of their 
3

ethnic groups  were circumstantial cases on which they rode to fame and 

not a normal traditional practice of their people. This is probably why 

Magajiya Daura's legendary female royal dynasty ended without 
4

question .

Miriam Agatha Chinwe Nwoye in a review of some studies on the Role 

of women in peace building and conflict resolution in African traditional 
5

societies: A selective review  of studies by six researchers shows that 

women were and are not just mainstreamed but also states the different 

methods women used in intervening in disputes in both historical and 

contemporary times. Like Nwonye, those who support this school of 

thought are quick to sight African communities where women's roles in 

conflict resolution are naturally structured into traditional institutions 

and therefore legitimized. 

The six works reviewed were from Burundi, Central Africa, Somalia, 

Cameroun, Namibia and Tanzania. Chinwe's review reveals a lot. In 
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Mathey et al (2003: 41), it was discovered that a fundamental fact of 

traditional Central African societies was the sacred character of the 

respect given to the elderly in general and to elderly women in particular. 

“The elderly woman was respected by all, and played a key role in crisis 

management and conflict resolution. Thus, when a conflict degenerated 

into armed violence, an appeal would usually be made to a third party of 

mature years to calm the tension and reconcile the combatants. Such an 

appeal for mediation was usually made to a woman who enjoyed the 

consideration and respect of all who knew her.”

It also reveals that if war broke out among the Zande, “the oldest women 

of the clan would go to meet opposing clan, and interpose themselves 

between the fighters in order to make them see reason. When words 

proved fruitless, the women would threaten to expose their nakedness or 

to go down on their knees. In either case, the gesture signified a curse for 

those who bore the responsibility for such grave acts. This would usually 

make them put down their weapons before the fateful acts were 

accomplished.” This study is true in many African communities, 

including the Yoruba in the south west of Nigeria where the dire 

consequence of such act was a summary abdication of seat of power or 

death sentence.

Like the Zande people, the Tubur (Tupuri) of Cameroon deployed the 

wisdom and experience of old women in mediation. Known as the Wog 

Clu or 'Old mamas', they were consulted and also adjudicated on all 

problems, calling, witnesses and passing judgments, as determined by 

them. But their roles seem not to be more than that of requesting the 

guilty to apologize and complainants to forgive since they were 

compelled to refer the adversaries to the head of the community if their 

efforts failed.
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Among Burundi people, Ntahobari and Ndayiziga (2003: 16), found that 

conflicts that arose between individuals, within or between families, or 

the inhabitants of different territories were managed through well-

organized regulatory machinery in which women generally played a 

major advisory role behind the scenes, mainly where their husbands 

were concerned. Miriam writes that indications from all the six studies 

under review show that the traditional African wife exercised a 

considerable influence through the back door!  She got into the power 

play through subtle influence on her husband, as it was a controversial 

issue in society to openly do so in order not to portray him as a weak 

husband.

As a result, the wife was usually discreet in public, but became the most 

influential adviser of her husband in the intimacy of the bedroom. One 

method of penetrating her husband's heart, Mathey et al (2003:39) 

reported of the people of Central Africa, was through the 'bed dish' which 

she gave him at bedtime. It was during that intimate meal that 

confidential conversations took place between husband and wife. The 

wife called her husband by the name of her first son or first daughter, and 

gave him advice on the facts of life. That advice would greatly influence 

the decisions, which the husband later took. Also sometimes, the 

husband faced with a problem would postpone his decision until the 

following night so that he could first seek his wife's opinion. 

Women played were found to play intermediary roles between human 

beings and nature. In the land of Mungo of Cameroon, for example, any 

misfortune occurring in the community brought the latter to seek the 

mediation of the Kalbia, who were married women with the gift of 

clairvoyance. They inquired into causes of calamities in the land and 

restore peace by intervening between disruptive forces and society.
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Mohammed Abdi Mohammed's study of Somali shows that when clans 

fight and death occurred, steps are taken to organize the collection and 

payment of 'blood money' through organizing of a marriage or marriages 

involving the conflicting parties. This kind of marriage occurs between a 

man who lost a brother or close relative and a girl from the opposing side. 

The main objective of the marriage is to heal the wounds and to cement 

the agreement/settlement reached by the two parties. In the support of 

the above practice, the Somalis say: 'Where blood is shed, it must be 

soaked with birth fluids'. The expectation of this practice was that the 

married woman will give birth to sons who will fill the void created by 

the men who perished in the battle. In addition, the marriage is designed 

to bond the two groups, and thus to minimize the possibility of another 

conflict erupting between them. 

Also, “in some parts of the country, women at times employed desperate 

measures to stop inter-and intra-clan wars. They formed a human chain, 

lined themselves up between the warring parties, and refused to leave 

until the two groups backed down. Their immediate objective was to see 

to it that the two armies did not shoot each other. A related objective was 

to bring in alternative conflict resolution methods based on dialogue and 

peace.” According to him, too, if in the thick of a battle, a woman stepped 

in front of a man about to be killed, that man's life was spared. In this 

way, women played a key role in saving the lives of those considered to 

be of high standing in the community. This act often created an 

environment that enabled the warring parties to settle their differences 

peacefully and to establish good relations.   

Similarly almost all the other studies reviewed drew attention to the 

special place in society afforded to paternal aunts in matters of crisis 

management and conflict resolution in traditional Africa. Thus, among 
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the Bakossi of Cameroon, it was paternal aunts or lineage daughters 

(Umuada, among the Igbo of Nigeria) who were responsible for 

reconciling the individuals involved in a conflict. Other categories of 

women were given to play the same role in other societies. 

Among the Bamileke of Cameroon, according to Ngongo-Mbede 

(2003), the Magne, or mothers of twins, were considered to be blessed 

by God. Their mission was, first of all, one of peace. The arrival of a 

Magne in a place of conflict had the immediate effect of stopping the 

hostile acts. Once in the midst of the confrontation, she assumed 

responsibility for reconciling the belligerents. She divided the 'tree of 

peace' into two and offered a piece to each of the protagonists as a token 

of reconciliation. Twins themselves were seen as tree of peace planted in 

the family. Her role consisted, therefore, in bringing everybody together, 

and considering everyone as her own child. In every situation, she had to 

endeavour to restore the peace required for the smooth functioning of the 

chiefdom. The Mafo also played the role of intermediary, in other words 

of mediator, between the chief and his subjects. But to gain trust and 

respect, the Mafo had herself to be just and to show integrity.

Effect of traditional dispute resolution in Africa

Benita clearly states that the essence of conflict resolution in African 

societies are to remove the root causes of the conflict, to reconcile the 

conflicting parties, to ensure peace in the society, to set the right milieu 

for societal production and development, and to promote good 

governance, law and order, security of life and property, collective well-

being and happiness of the society. But has this been the case in recent 

times. Somalia has been in internecine war since 1991, Rwanda, 

Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Angola, Morroco, Liberia, 

Sierra Leone, Cote d'ivore, Nigeria and some other African countries 
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have been and are still involved in major conflicts till date. What has 

been the impact of the women's conflict resolution prowess on them? 

Somali is a homogenous state, yet divided into two. What then was the 

effect of the 'human chain' 'blood marriage' method by women on the 

prolonged clan war that has even resulted into the country being splited 
6

into two  – Somalia and Somaliland? I guess not much. The fact is that 

tradition has either changed or has been submerged by contemporary 

global realties that have positioned all states as members of a global 

village. 

There is no question that traditional methods of conflict resolution have 

been effective in the past and a few cases like the Aguleri-Umuleri near-

century conflict. But in contemporary times and with new dynamics in 

types, causes and scope of conflict in the continent and the various 

influences that have penetrated Africa, a redefinition of what is 

'tradition' becomes imperative. As Benita stated, traditions are dynamic 

and not static with the capacity for internal transformation, although 

they may be slow, the pertinent fact remains that they can change and 

indeed do change. 'What is seen today and labeled as the traditional 
7

society is often itself, a product of change' .

Influences on African method of dispute Resolution

The paper subjects the traditional methods of dispute resolution in 

Africa, a gender perspective to three milieus – pre-colonial, colonial and 

post-colonial periods. It states that in the pre-colonial era, conflict 

resolution methods were highly efficacious; the colonial period reduced 

the role of women to imbibing the Christian tenets which subjugated her 

role to that of the man, while post colonial times were described as 

period of women activism and civil society visibility in the clamour to 

mainstream gender in peacebuilding. But, I would want to add to this 
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periodization, the advent of the Islamic influence through the 

Mediterranean, trans-Saharan trade by Arabs and Jihadist conquest 

which usurped traditional political institutions as early as the tenth 

century. This predates colonial rule in the continent. In essence, there 

were four periods to view the subject matter. 

The Hausa indigenous religion and legendary female dynasty was 

reported to have ended with the messianic killing of the 'fetish' snake that 

prevented the people of Daura in northern Nigeria, from fetching water 

from the only well in the town and her marriage the man who killed it, a 

Bagdad Prince, Abuyazid.  Their son, Bawo inherited her throne after 

their demise and since then, 'there was a change in succession. The ruler 

now was to be a man and succession through male line was continued till 

today'. Before this time, the Hausa town was ruled by Queens, legendary 

in political prowess and presumably, must have had strong in-built 
8

gender roles in traditional mechanism for conflict resolution .

This new religion, strongly believed to be Islam, seemed to have 

subjugated women's role in matters than promote opinion and visibility 

of women to men. Nana Asmau, the prolific lslamic literary icon and 

daughter of Islamic cleric, Uthman Dafodiyo described what were the 

expectations of a good Moslem woman in her poem on Sufi women 

saints this way:  'I have no tongue' and 'I have no wish to speak'. This 

work by Asmau, puts women's Islam in the cultural picture and expects 
9

women to mobilize to mutate their will . In recent times, extreme 

Islamists insist on the position of non-visibility for their women. 

As it is in Islam, so it seems to also be in Christianity. The European 

colonialists brought in a system of education that did not prepare them 

for meaningful labour engagement, but for effective mother roles and 
10

supportive wives to their husbands . It would thus seem that colonialism 
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merely came to accentuate foreign perspectives which re-enforced 

patriarchy and further diminished any role creditable to women in 

dispute resolution. In order words, gender role was globally 

insignificant. It is in attempt to find roles for themselves that women in 

religious bodies have formed groups like Christian women fellowships 

and the Federation of Muslim Women Association of Nigeria 

(FOMWAN). 

With these assertions, the existence of a vacuum in gender roles in 

traditional dispute resolution, a position advanced by Benedicta has 

been established, mostly since the advent or the infiltration of foreign 

religious values both in the traditional communal settings and the wider 

modern state structure. This statement in effect also shows that the 

dominant group in resolution of conflicts in both spheres is men, thus 

validating the contemporary general assumption that the traditional 

system which most societies operated was incontrovertibly patriarchal, 

even in the resolution of conflicts.

The challenges to traditional methods in Africa

Post colonialism brought about clamour for change in traditional 

practices and the need for gender-inclusive frameworks to redress 

identified gaps in women's participation in peace building and conflict 

resolution. A major challenge to adopting traditional methods of dispute 

resolution in Africa surfaced in Osaghae's statement which was quoted 

by Benedicts. He asserts that the search for traditional strategies of 

conflict management… looks for the past in the present-day social 

formations that can be applied to modern conflicts and tresses the 

indigenous content. The essence of this is to separate practices and 

institutions that may have crept into the legacy of the past from external 

influences such as Islam, Christianity, capitalism, and other western 
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influences from those left that are essentially autochthonous. Such 

indigenous formations, which can rarely be found in pure form, will as 

much as possible, be emphasized in characterizing the 'traditional'

Forms of dispute resolution such as sacrifices by Princess Inkpi and 

Oluorogbo, son of Moremi, may no longer be an accepted method of 

conflict resolution or the exchange of female children to compensate for 

the loss of rival enemy groups; nor is it any longer commonly acceptable 

to revert to shrines to take oaths as a last resort..   

The differences in oath-taking found in the traditional and modern court 

processes of conflict resolution is not necessarily the act but the 

confidence, value and potency attributed to them. This explains why the 

Ife-Modakeke and the Umueri-Aguleri conflicts persisted until 

traditional methods were adopted. Unlike modern system, the belief that 

traditional oath-taking had the dire consequence of incurring the wrath 

of deities should the terms of resolution be flouted effectively ended the 

conflict. Even with that, the methodology which the paper in focus 

highlighted and acclaimed was successful did not specify any gender 

role in the process. So it is with many cases. 

These traditional methods of dispute resolutions which were successful 

in traditional societies have been largely jettisoned, and in most cases 

replaced by the western strategies of conflict resolution which seem to 

worsen rather than resolve disputes. The failures recorded in attempts 

have resulted in societies seeking a return to the past methods. For 

instance, it was suggested that the 'greater use of traditional community 

based systems, such as elders' arbitration councils, could help resolve 

long standing conflicts between communities in East Africa, after the 

Minority Rights Group International proved through a briefing on the 
11

conflict in Karamoja and Teso in Uganda . 
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There are a number of clamours to adopt Alternative Dispute Resolution 

(ADR) mechanism in modern day resolution method. This compresses 

the traditional with the modern and is based on acceptability to 

conflicting parties as is the case in traditional societies. How far can this 

go?

One vital thing that must be admitted is that the scope and nature of 

conflict has changed. Conflict typologies and causes are now multi-

dimensional. Would the application of a conflict resolution method in 

intra-communal conflict suffice for inter-communal conflict where 

cultures are at variance and motives are at cross purposes? Root causes 

are not easily discernible except through prolonged and enduring 

process of conflict analysis which must distil remote from immediate 

causes of conflict; interests from positions being displayed; and, actors 

from shadow actors. Dispute resolution and the role of women in these 

processes would therefore depend on the perspectives and milieu from 

where the discourse is being targeted. 

Conclusion

Benedicta Dauda's paper submits that the traditional method of conflict 

resolution in Africa has been successful because it factors the collective 

sensibilities, values, norms and experiences of a people into the entire 

process and by this, earned the confidence of the people who easily 

comply with its resolutions. She therefore recommends society's return 

to it. However, the near insignificant involvement of women is seen as a 

source of worry largely because of the grave impact conflict has on the 

lives of women. For this reason, she joins her voice in calling for the 

mainstreaming of gender in peacebuilding as a departure from the 

tokenistic allocation of slots to women as is the case with the Umuada in 

Igboland.

241

Perspectives on Traditional African & Chines Methods of Conflict Resolution



Beyond her findings are clear evidences that women were and to some 

extent, are part of traditional conflict resolution processes, even as is still 

evident in their membership of cult-groups, and chieftaincy. But their 

participation have without doubt been whittled down by the advent and 

teachings of the Christian and Muslim religions which seem not to 

favour too much women's visibility and presumes that men can 

adequately represent their concerns. This assumption has been disputed 

globally with documented facts of what women have suffered because of 

the unrecognized differences in the needs and conflict impacts on men 

and women. 

The October 2000 adoption of UNSCR 1325 was a global agreement 

that there was a gap; that women were relevant to resolution of conflict; 

have indeed played roles in them and should be encouraged to do so at all 

levels. This decision does not preclude their participation in traditional 

methods as the document advises states to encourage local initiatives by 
12

women groups in this regard .

That the rule of law is the basis of social relations and governance means 

that traditional systems must adapt to modern realities by integrating 

some of these concepts if it must continue to enjoy the confidence of the 

people and endure. The worry by Benedicta and fellow like-minded 

women then needs to be addressed more as a human right and 

development issue rather than an effort to preserve a discriminatory and 

non-gender sensitive tradition.

Way forward

The suggestion that because contemporary methods of dispute 

resolution which are Eurocentric in nature have failed, a more effective 

and efficient ways of conflict management and resolution should be 

considered is a welcome development. However, the solution to 
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overcoming inadequacies perceived in this system is not the wholesale 

implementation of the traditional method of conflict resolution, but a 

modification that would elicit the general acceptance by a community 

given the changes that have occurred in the lives of people overtime. 

Since a traditional system is not necessarily cast in stone, the possibility 

of a group of people diverting from an earlier pattern of beliefs to a new 

one does not deprive it of its status as 'tradition'.  Benedicta confirms this 

position in her belief that 'It is logical to talk of traditional conflict 

resolution practices in the sense that such practices exhibit variables that 

are used as references by people who identify with the norms and values 

of that particular society… and draw inspiration from them'. 

Existing traditional social institutions which are currently operated by 

local, traditional and political leaders must not conflict but be in tandem 

with legal frameworks of the modern state. for instance, a community 

predominated by Moslems for instance might most likely prefer to swear 

by the Qur'an than going to the shrine, while Christians still in the same 

community would rather not attempt swearing at all because the Bible 

forbids him from doing so. To get out of this situation therefore is to 

dialogue and negotiate until a compromise is arrived as settlement.

But for the role of women in dispute resolution, this is where the political 

will is needed. The law remains a compelling factor at all levels of 

demand by which she can either insist or accept gender representation if 

need be. Also vital to enforcement of gender mainstreaming is activism 

and mobilization prowess of women civil society groups. This energy 

has remained resilience even with transformation of tradition from time 

past.
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