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Many social scientists suggest that intergroup conflicts are an inevitable
part of human social life (for example, Coser, 1956; Levi-Strauss, 1958;
Burton, 1969; Galtung, 1969; Mitchell, 1981). Indeed, the history of
civilisation is filled with continuous and numerous intergroup conflicts,*
and the twentieth century has witnessed some of the most vicious and
atrocious inter-ethnic and international conflicts in history (see, for
example, the list of conflicts published by Richardson, 1960; Beer, 1981).

Intergroup conflicts are not of a unitary type; one way to evaluate
them is to categorise them according to their intensity and severity. In
this vein, Kriesberg (1993, 1998) suggested the classification of conflicts
on an intractable-tractable dimension. At the intractable pole of the
dimension are conflicts in which engaged parties resist a peaceful reso-
lution and perpetuate vicious cycles of violence. At the tractable pole of
the dimension are conflicts in which the parties involved use institution-
alised and acceptable avenues of confrontation, routine negotiations to
resolve disputes and avoid violence. Intractable conflicts are character-
ised by seven features: (1) they persist for a long time - at least a genera-
tion; (2) they are violent, involving killings of military personnel and
civilians; (3) the parties involved perceive their conflict as irreconcil-
able; (4) various sectors of participating parties have vested economic,
military and ideological interests in the continuation of the conflict;
(5) the conflicts are perceived as zero sum in nature; (6) the issues in the
conflicts concern basic needs which are perceived as essential for the par-
ties’ survival; and (7) the conflicts occupy a central place on the agenda of
the parties involved (Kriesberg, 1993, 1998; Bar-Tal, 1998).

Those features should be seen rather as continuous variables, whereas
any one case of conflict can be described and evaluated along each
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