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4 _ The quest for an unambiguous tonceptualization oficanflict seems, .at

this point in time, as. problematic as the search for an integrated view of -
B . ‘ ' )
' . communication; ‘efforts to consider the relationshlp between conflict and -

o

cdmmuniéat}on seem plaéued at nearly every .turn by the lack|of clarity of

»
.

both terms. ‘.
v t . N . N

This similar icte is.probably other than coincldental. Both terms have

. P ‘

-

K an"interdisciplinary herftage, and both have been used in a popular,.non-_

2
0

. ' 3 . )
academic, sense as long as they have been focit for‘systemaLic investigation.

»
+

Perhaps because of this, communication and conflict have been more often

P

- discussed at an opératlonal']evel than a conceptual one, and for .each, more l -
, ' , b
effort seems to be déVoged to déciding 'what to do about itt'and "how best
to do It than to deferminlﬁg’ "“what tt is'* and “how it functions:“

With ‘a concern for improved International relationsy in ra-uq}versity,

dynamics, employer-employee relations, group functtoning, family dynamics, -

human relations, psychological wéll:being, and so on, laymen, professldnals,\

y .
and academlclans of various persuasions have sought, each in their own

~ “ '

'Fashtoq, to bétter understand prcblems of conflict and thelr solution. For

-

those in our field, the opportunity to explore ‘the role of communication in

conflict and confligt resolution, has provided a potential for Hreal-world"
N . L3

4

0 . - N ’

. re]evance, and in that there scems to be a\stroné appeal., '8erhap§ for this

-

reason, alone, the exploration of the communication-conflict paradigm has

- . . -

been tq}med'one,bf the most slgniffcant and rewarding of the aecade.]

. '
¢ +

- . But there are, trade-offs. It seems that a focus on prob]ems’of conflict -

. * ‘ e
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and. thelv/resolution has. tdusiar, not contrbuied significantly to improving
: e ' .= " . v
the cgncep%&a]ization of the communicatf%n-confiict relationshipy and In ‘fact,
." . L3 . )

[ .

may have had the 6ppésipe consequence. And as study and application of the

224

X . pp&municétion conflict paradigm become Increasingly attractive to communieation
. 54 ¢ . '

. scholars and professlonals, the consequence of early, unanswered questions ,

™ [
< - »

C , _
unconsideyed alternjtives, and unresolved ambiguitizs”will become increasingly
o . N - '\ “ . . .
problematical. v . . '
‘ - N ) ‘ o
Vhat is cnnf‘é,.T ?o" shall its presence be determined? What is no ‘

conflict? What'is the nature Qf the relationship‘bedﬁeen communication and

f . v
* . ‘ . H . L]

conflict? What is communichtion? . o~ .

- .

To what extent is conflict bad? To what extent is conflict avoidable

and to be avoided? Is conflict ap interpersohal variaBle? To what extent
, Y s
are the necessary and sufficient conditions for conflict external to the

individual? T . '

. Ve
. N -

What is the conceptial relqtionship of conflict to competitfon,
r ' .
. } .
suspicion’, cooperation, aggression, hegotlation, agitation, commitment, threat,

trust, promises, compromise, winning and losing, and hostility? What is the

role of persuasion, speech, rhetoric, gaming, and influence in the communica~ '

tion-confliét paradigm? ’ “Q ’ ) ‘ ., o :
it would, of course, be naivé/is suppose that pfavia?;; answers to,
each of tnese qgestiqﬁs, resolution té the ambligulties, or a comprehensibe
statement of é]ternatives Ks ;osslble in ogé or/several Rapefs such as this.
. A more mddest and hopngllQ\Tore ;ealist!c goal would be §implx to document , \\
A J

- the contention that there.are still ‘some Important questions to be answered-- y oY
- and asked--and to indicate some ambiguitles regarding the nature of conflict,

the nature of communication, and the operational and conceptual relationship

» A Y 2
between the two. A second intention of this paper wiil be to suggest that <

E;BJ!;‘ " e




.

one viable, yet dwexplored, a!ternative perspective on communication «nd o

~
-—

conflict is afforded by a communication systems paradigm, and to exp]«re,
o

-

b¥iefly, the implications of such a framework to matters of present iiterest.

The Nature of Conflict )

To note thaiiconflict has become a household word is to restate ‘he

D
o obvious. Perhaps destined to replace ''relevance" or '‘relationship' i
- Y N
" frequency of use;-ir not valence--one finds the'term conflict used .
’ everywhere about us. As reflected in massAmedia‘fare and socﬁal discturse,
conflict means to fight, battle, struggle, compete with, contradict, '
. oppose; be antagonistic toward or incompetible with. Useé as a nounl l .
conflict may refer to hostility, a ha;sie, fight, Eattle, strdggle, sl arp
. disagreement, misunderstanding,“opposition, breakdown in commun}catio|,' )

emotional disturbance, etc. i ' - , ' .

Academic notions of conflict provided in contemporarf;discusslon of

i

the communication-conflict relationsh{p, though more rigorous, seem ginerally

I

tto parallel the popular sense of the term. Conflict is seen as a str-ggle",

to gain a desired value and.to neutralize, injure, or eliminate rival ;2

a contradiction between alternatives offered or imposed;3 incompatibi ity of

~

interest between two or more persons giving rise to struggle$ between them;u

and an incompatibility of goals and res'ponses.5 , L
" - - v A v :;.
Conflict has also been viewed as the expression of- a struggle or o ,
v . - . B "2\" . (4
Incompatibility in the distr?bution of 1imited resour"ces'6 perce‘ved Y ’

disagreement regardlng equally attractive and/or mutually exclusi e

8

« o, . i
’ alternatlves,7 disagreement’ or m|sundetstand|ng,

'10

competltton for sca ce -

a context in which part!clpants are trynng

iy

9
social resources; competit|on,

. .
~ . .

.
2 .
5 VoLt
N \




to 'Mln“;“ and behavior: that seri0327yrdfsrupts a gituation and makes groups

dysfunctional or, threatens their contlnued existence~12 /

L] . .
Not surprisingly, a simple review of major definitions of conflict falls
short of providing a clear answer to the question, what is conflict? Whlle

the notions of conflict presented in the foregoing do not provide a singular

-~

sense o¢f how one should understand the concept, they do serve'some important

*

functions: 1) they suggest the range of views of conflict present in

contemporary lite'j.er and popular disceurse 2) they ind}eate areas where

< N
ve?TQgi\eoncepts of confllct converge\\SEd\thoqe wheF“\gmbiQUIty and .

i
...... .

davergencerare present, and 3) they indicate the dlmensxcn%mln terms of
~ \ ‘\\
which conflict Is typically characterized. In so doing they ralse some

questions which require consideration: |s conflict bad? Ceﬁuand should

~

: \
confllict be avoided? |Is conf¥|CL a dyaotc phenomenon? To what extent is _

e

conflict situation*specific? Are the necessary and suff:cuent conditlo;;\
A ~

for conflict external to the Individual? . ‘ \$5\ !

AR}

1s conflicl bad? .
l ‘e ! . . . . T e——

From Olivia Newtén-John]?

who uwges -us to aveid disagreement and strive

/ . .
to be mellow, to friends who indicate displeasure at being 'hassled,” to

-

med:a reports of the Vietnam ”conf!ict,” and, gutbreaks of violence, con;]ict

,na L

|
"and degfh to scholars who caution the ""Lhe seeds oﬁ\gonf4|ct*are eterna]ly_

i

'present and may lead to drastic peréonal or collective conseqyences,'' one

may easaly be led to conclude that conflict is bad--usually (if not always)

and mostly (if not totally), 14- \ ' A

- ", - .

while ‘it has been suggested in the literature on a number of occaslons
W
+ that conflict ought not,‘solely, be regarded as a ncgative phenomenon;]5_ .




. . '
this point of view seems to have had n‘nimél‘lmpact.
e . * <
As,Schel!lng notes : < \ , j K ’ /

. ) Among diverse theor’es of conflict...a main ‘dividing line is
) between those that treat conflict as a pattological 'state and ,
seek Its causes and treatment, and those that take conflict fof - °
s granted and study the behavior associated with it.! P

.

While there are, for example, some baS}c,textS that considefr conflict’

and tts relationship to comﬁuﬂf%atlon in both negative and positive terms,‘]7
others emphasize only the negative nature presumed to be characteristic of
conﬂlrt.]g : ‘ '

~ . ~ -

In a great ‘many discussions--both popular and academic-~one notes that

‘.

. the rhetoric of gonfiict is composed essentially of negative terms.
. - M e . ‘

Conflict if characterized as 'a struggle,” 'a fight,'""an incompatibllity,"

-
*

or '"a disagreement" wHith'takes place between "antagonists," "rivals," or

"opponents.' A sense that conflict is pegative, may also result from direct

.
-

4
statedents of valence, lack of balance, and omisslon. Consider a
statement "such as:''The qeeds of conflict are eternally pqesent, and in many

, cases fallure to deal successfully with conflict resuitd/ln drastic personal

Il]

or col]ectlve consequences;'" “or ”UItlmately, conflict w:ll serlously ‘

“endanger--even destroy group, process and any posaxbllity of lts success. '20

X .
Both statements may well be valid and neither precludes the posslbulfty

_that confljct may be positive In some instances, but in the absence of -,
rhetorical counterpoint, such statements certainly do auger f

d 'S . ~

s conflict avoldable? Should it be avoided? .

]

Closely related to. l\nes of reasonlng suggested in' the precedlng

v

discussion, one may ask whether conflict Is avoadable? And, should it ‘be, j‘

i
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v
(o2}

»
.
. - 3 :
. {. . .

avoided? Basic definitions of conflict seem to suggest somewhat- contradictory -

positlons in this regard. Viewed as an Incompatibiltity of Interest betweenw
C 4 ' - .

two or more persons which reSu\t in struggles between them, 21 a contradiction’

between alternatives offered or lmpbsed, 22 4r an Incompatiblllty of goals oo

-

and responses,23 one may decide that conflict cannot be avoided; whether it

should be ‘Is apparently not addressed by these definitions. - . : .

Definittons such as a struggle to gain a desired value and to neutrallze,

.

injure, or elimir o 'ivals,zu may be understood to suggest that confilict

v

" couwld be avolded And, to the éxtent that neutral1iatlon, injury, or rJ//
elimination of rlvals is viewed in negative terms, the |mpllcat;on that they:

should be avoided, may also be inferred from the definition.

’ ~

A third sort oF deBinitional cateﬂory is suggested.by a view of conflict

o .

as disagreement or mlsunderstandsng,25 or behavior that seriously dtsrupts

a3 situatlon and makes groups dysfunctional or threatens their continued
. R

, ’ existence.z6 Both seem to suggest that conflict should be avoidedl to the .-

extent that misunderstanding and disagreement are negatively regarged; - °
’ 14
2 ? ’ N @

neither definitioch has clear implicatlon as to whether this is poskible or

not. The authors suggest elsewhere in their writings that conflicts may be

A4 .

] T . .
productively managed. Clearly these are not three mutually exclusive types,

. a point madc clear by exXamination of several of the other definitibns
) - ) o
which may fall into none of more than one of the categories sugge1:ed. .. . L
e r ” | .
L S Still, in, general, a consequent of the notion that conflict iis bad,

.

woukd seem to be the suggestion that It-could and should be avoided. 27 o ‘
v H

That there is a Journal of conf!rct resd&utlon (gnd not one om—confflict , \5

o ‘. generation), OoF nhumerous books and artitles dEVDted to the role\gf

communf'atlon in conflict resolution (and far fewer centered or_ gomm hication . _,/’)
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_\\ind conflict geperation) 8 seems to previde some subtle eyvidence tgat conflict
. ’ . . . 5
_»"1s understood as somefhlng thatﬁuan-~and should~~be avdided as posgible,

in a d«§tuss|0n of this v:eWp0|nt, aimons provides a dtSCussIon of what he .

— ANRY

terms an anti-conflict bias: .
Desp|te evidence that confllcts--even violent conflicts may be
) "healthy'' for mankind, many.rhetoricians. . .have focused
. exclusively on how confltcts could be prevented, resolved or
managed, and not how they could be 1nc1ted, exacerbdtec or,
maintalned, ' . v
Iy

The concern for prevention, resclution, and management, to which

-

t
Simons alludes, is.cvidenced In many contemporary treatments of conflict

°

' 30 < : .
in communication texts. Generally, strategic and tactical -approaches:
suggest that one can identify when conflict is present, and through
knowiedge or\training, learn to avoid, manage, or resolve it to advantage.

.
s N i -
. Pl

-

5 conflict uniquely human? '

1
0f the definitions of confiict reviewad earlier in this paper, only
\ .
two seem to preclude considerations ‘of conflict phenomena in animais other

- . .

"

than humans., To sugacst that conflict is an inoompatublltty of interest

31

between two or more persons giving rise to struggles between them™ or a

. foe
disagreement or misunderstanding32

4

-

is to limit ones framework to the

human domain., ) '

_ ’Whiie few definitions seem to pieclude exploration of conflict behavior

’ -oe= -

. . . o e . '
in animals other than humans, discussions of the phenomenon and its
o N . S . . L.
N\mgT3t+epship to gommunication seem to categorically exclude such
N -
: coﬂ%iderations. There are various possible explahations for this, Perhaps

/

\
potentua} paralle!c between human and other animal behaviors that might be

termed ”conf1|€T“ hawﬁJuxuljgpsndered and determlncd to be less than

ysgful,‘analytlcally., Perhaps'fhere is no coqfllct among animals other than——

w . -
) » a

/ . : *
humans. S:lkgiphaps‘ the issue has not been'considered. Whatever the

. 4
e .
JE————

- " ‘ . .

. .9 \
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P 14 Al s
that disrupts a situation and makes‘groups dysfunctional,37 then it would .

* > < . .~ '
or vice versa. Can Intrapersonal studies of cognitive fnconsistency which*

-
<

I

2 ] .

reason5*~by‘deffnition—~probablf more often by default-~animal behavior is
co‘u , , * .

simply not considered in explorations of communication and conflict.- ' .
J .

N

Defiritions of conflict &s struggles “between persons, incompatibillities

. \ ~ o 3

of interest between persons, or dompetitton for scarce resources between

persons exclude consideraglon of Isomorphic or analogical phenomena in other

4 »

animals, by definition. Sd_ 00, In an even moéc direct fashion by Tndicating

. 4 )

that 'by definition, confiict involves two or more pgpple.“33 ¢

’

. P . : ' !
. Given most d."wnitions of conflict however, onc would—conclude that the

¢

phenoménon does ochr among animals other than human.3& “The utility and
-~ 1 ¢ '

relevance of compar|50ns wbetween the two realms for advancemént of the '

communlcation-conflubt paradiqm are yet to be qxplorcd from the communication

perspective; such exploration"ls probably eésentla!. . * -
Is conflict an interpersonal phenomenon? - S

© If confllct is an ingompatiBllity of Interests between tyo or more N - L

. € - A
persons giving rise to struqagles bctween them,35 a struagle to galn'a '
. (: Vo N ® Y
desired value and neutralize, injure, or eliminate rivals,3§ or bénavior ’ ,
v -t

» . <

. >
IS .

seem & minimum of two particjpating, individuals are a necessary condition for .
the phenomenon. A number of scholaﬁs seem to agree with this posltionfgs‘
. Other gauthors provide a deftnition of confllct which does not seem to .

require.the presence Qf two or more persons,3? Some writérs provide a

_separate discyssion of intrapersonal conF]ict.hO . " i .
: : v
Whether and how intrapersonal and Interpersonal vicws of conflict can ‘

¢ '

be brought together’is an lmportant question. ' One may well ask whether

-

s - ce ot
Interpersonal notions of conflict are a subset of intrapersonal phenomenaz; .

‘ o

. . S . _ .




are suggestive éf a monadic view of conflict, be®synthesized with traditional .
‘ N " ~ . ‘ - ~ N
conceptions of conflict as a socia} phenomenon. For those interested in
v . h g

the deve]opmént of an integrated communic§tion;conflict paradigm thése

’

questions will be crucial. ~

n
'

f“~g\3 To what extent is gonf\ict‘sltuat}On“specific? T » ! <o

While most definitions of conflict are not context specific, many of

e

the discussions in which they are embedded seem to be. Perhéps as a

-
*,

J c0nsequence of the research designs, methodologles or contexts of _ _ .
\
. . ‘application, discussion of problems of conflict and their solution seem
) ’ B -
Examinations of

v

often to suggest situation-specific postures.

communication and.éénflict may focus on conflict in droups, or conflict in ) .

zero-sum games, or conflict ,in the university, or conflicts between employer

_ and employee, or confiicts‘between nations, ‘etc. And, while presumably such
- ) )
cases are seleéted because of thesr operatiopal utility and empirical ~ ‘ .

\
> D

'ﬁbtential, in a number of instances the superordlnate goal of improved under-

- : sgénding of the comflict-communication relationship becomes obscured.. :
~ - . . LN

Relatéd ‘is the problem of suggesting that conflict at an infernétiona1c R
L . - . A

level can be dlsastrous, wh:le later in the discussion or elsewhere |n

o .

one's manuscrnpt, |ndicat|ng that antrapersona! conflict can lead to perspnal ! .

+ growth, relationa}‘elaborqtnon, and creative thinking. To so suggest-is

4 ]
. L]

'probabhy{fo imply a lack of functional retationship of communicatioh and )

& -

" - conflict processes at various levels of human organizatien, without ever

., ™
”
- -

cénéfdering the question directly. ) . .

One may simply question, in this regard, whether maximum effort is being

made to explore‘lhe pxteni to which it Is possible to develop a_communication-

.
~

conflict paradiém which can be useful as an analytic tool in paﬁticularl

-~




v

/

contexts, and is.capable of providing an integrated, crossnsituat!on, cross-

-
~

level, cross=context perspective, at the same instance. .

“

<
/

-~ ) . F
To ‘what extent are the necessary and suffucient COnditnons for conflict

-/

Considering var)ous discussjons of conflict, one wonders to what extent

. external to the |nd|v1duaf(4)? » R

- . N -

both'necessarQIand sufficient conditiops for conflict (eside in the reallty

€
1

in+!vtdual or i{ndiyiduals

‘external to. the involved b2, 1o suggest that -

1o N . N
sconflict is defined by scarce resources, incompatibllity, disagreement,.or

v

. ) ‘ - '
competition may be to imply that each and every occurrente of such ‘ ot

3

conditions is to be regarded as tonflict. One may weli questlon'the

. 3

extent to whlch dlsagreement or competitaon or m|sunderstand|ng must be

perceived, acknowﬂedged, or expressed_in order to qualify the-occurrenge as

. N
\

an instance of conflict? - : B : .

N
s N\

To what extent are !ncompatlbil|t|es,&d|sagreements, or &carce resources

'é\"

are glven in: a partlcular configuration in obJectIVe reallty, apart from

o
.,

the understandlngs‘of the part1clpants, or the observer, scholar, or
. . . ) . {
P N L ‘.
researcher? . ; . Lt
v N ) . N

A}

The Nature of Communication .’ '

o \

To a Iarge extent, ®the kind of answers one requirés to the questions

. l

raised' in thx precedlng dlscussion, w11] “depend .on how oﬂe thinks about the.

~
'u

L]

nature of communication and 1tg yelation to conflact. One such Co-
characterlzatlon’-whlch seems reasonably pervasive is suggested by the .

= ' » . . ” ' ] 3
following e : . . . . ..

.y
\ ’ N
.

) .all guns, Guns_are an indicatién that there has been a breakdown
In communicatlom - They are the end result of failure t e
" communicate. . L 0 -




R * As would seem to be suggested In the case. above, the presence of

conflict is often presumed to be a cqnsequende of (9& least evidence~ . .

' 4
for) a stoppage, breakdown, error, or deterloratlon of ‘communtication,

* .Such a view seems to undergird a view of conflict as disagreement or’ ° ' ) ’
"%' ' misunderstanding’. b5 - .' : o . _ . .

ReflSttlve of this posture is the consequent notlion that communication

-Iul is the best treatment for confllct ke The essence of. thls posltlon may ‘

well be embodled in the humorous comment: ‘''Different communlcat:on stnokes

for lefe?ent confllctful folks.“hz This posture is suggested.also by

- .Gyeenwood who notes that “argumentahlon gnd bargalnlng*are assumgd always
[

to be of value in confl|ct resolution, and may help to explaln why

Greenwood notes with apparent surprlse,”that negatlve results have resulted

L}

in some studies of bargalnlng comparlng the presence and absence of th .

gy S

. opportunlty to c0mmunlcate (underscorlng added) .Greenwood notes 'S0

that %ommun:catlon actually led 'to Tower levels of cooperat;on" in some
L9 .

studles (underscoring added). .. . .

- -

One may wel k¥ asﬁ,egactlv-what:ls meant by comﬁunidatlols:and, depending
upon what is referenced by the term, why one might expect the presence/G? :

. communication to lead more predictably to the lessening of conflict, than
c, ) 7 l e “ , . °. -
* to, Tts maintenance, or exacerbation. o .
! - ~ e . 0N . . v
. A view of communicatioh as “purposeful,~messagetsendlng" defined in
) 'Y .

. ’ .
. terms ,of ”threats,”.“promlses,“ "debate,“ "bargalnlng," and 'hegotiatloh"
« - .\ { —
Seems, to undergird most charafterlzatlons of the communlcatlon-cnnfllot

reLationshlp. The prototype of thns vlew of the communlcatlon~confllcn~

paradigm i{s. suggested by Bowers In hls presentatlon ‘of the Archer-Target , T
\ metaphor.sg Conflict- produclng communlcatlon was though#to be Brought L
. ‘ i ; ' - .
+? . . L4 » . . ‘ . N . ‘( // -
‘ » ',v\; 13 ’ i ' . . . X . ‘




o “ . .

about by purposeful,. archer-inftiated, arrow-sending,'target-d!rected ’

- v N

. - behavior,- sugdgsting that the Archer's (senders) arrows earr!ed threats and

. promises (messages) to. the Target (receIVer) with the effect of deaning

.

. a state of conflict. In & latter discussion of the paradigm; Bowers notes

l at least one respect in which he believes his paradigm to be inadeqhéte.SI

It falls to explaih why in meny lnstances Targets respond as If they were

? v

struck by Arrows when none, in fact, were shot. That Is, persons may, and

do in many instances, react as if they have receiéeg threatening messages ~ °

. . R O )

from anotbe? person, when in fact, no verbal, nor purposive, nor target-
\ - A .

directed message has.been sent.o2 *

The implications of .such a finding would seem to‘raise a number of -

4 - b

questlons about the appropriateness of defining communication onfy in terms

of sender-or|ginated, purposeful, receiver-d|rected message-sending .

.

h ot Such a finding is consistent with the conclusion of a number of others

' . who have suggested the need to consider communication in other than-
2

l-uni-qirectionalg Sender~*Message=¥Channel-»Receiver = Effects terms.53

Rather than regarding communication essentially as the study and

3 utilizatjqn of the dynamics qf purposeful, message=sending, communication

can be defined as_the study of message—related beHavior. SUCh a view would

‘ foous less on how messages are constructed and how, where, ,and with what

’

effect they f!ow, and more bpon the functions messages and networks serve.su
As those who study communlcation behavioy among bees have been concerned

s with the.non-verbaT language structure of the waggle,denge and run, with *
It . ) -

t . the goal of idenfifyin§ the message-related functions the béhavior serves,55
mi ght not'human cdmmun}catiqn scholars usefully focus thelr attention on *

v . - . !

)verﬁél and non-verbal codes, media--and conflict-- similarly, in terms of ]

. .
(4 [N

+ the lhformational-beha@]oral functlonslserved? .

. . ;
¢ .t 'l‘ . Y i

¢ \)‘ . .. ‘ k‘ . ) 14 .. ) r'
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e _Communicatibn and Systems

.' X L.

Among those approaches to viewing communication in functional terms
are general semantlcs, SOClology of knowledge, symbolic interactionlsm and

general systems theory. The framework wh;ch will be briefly summarized

?

in the following péragraphs draws selectively from each, resulting in a

posture which, for convenience, will be termed a communication systems

56

paradigm. The paradigm is built upon a series of emplirically-derived

propositions about living things- which suggeet a particular vidw of

s 4

communication and the communication-conflict relationship.
-2

The Nature of Living Systems: Basic Propositions
1

1. People, like other plants and anlmals, are :nstances of livihg
- systems.

B
~ 7 .~ . 4 o~

2, Living systems are structural and functioral units (indi€idual - -
and soctal) which maintain themselves (and grow, change, and
deteriorate) only through interactions with stheir envﬁronment 58
* 3. Interactions are of two types: a) transactions of matter-energy,, .
which may be termed physio!_glcal metabollsm, b) transactions
- of data-information, which may be termed communlcatlon or

'Informational metahollsm. - §
4, Exchanges are transactlonal phenomena.
5

5. The prlmary goal of all behavlor of 411 living system& is
- adaptatﬁon N . . .
6. A1l individuals (people and animals} behave as they do-~both
R physuologically and communlcational]y--with the goal of .
. adaptation with the environment. . o |
- _~7.' Al indlviduals (people and anlmals) are always striving to adapt
* with their environment as besf they can. -

»
!

Without elaborating hgpn these proposltlons, we, may br:efly indlcate some

of the Impllcatlons of the systematic perspective for huhan behavid?_in ' .

general, and *communication in speclfic )
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< - ] h ? 4
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- .. -

- . N
. . The Nature of Communication: Basic Propositions . .
- / . ] .
“ 1. Communication is one of two essentlal life processes [of §11 1iving
things. ‘ ) .

./ ’

Communication Is continual: For living things, there are no

2.
“breakdowns in communication;' there is no option not to be in
communication with the environment.,
3. Human communieation is a special instance of communication.
Al ’ Pl N .
4, Human commuhication Is transactional. -
- "
Communication §ystem§ and Conflic¢ .

Given'fhis framework, conflict may be defined as a discrepancy between

the demands and capacities of an environment and ‘the -demands and capacities

*

of a’living system. Given such a view, conflict is understood to be a

v

natural and inevitable aspect of the phfsiological and informational

. L

exchange procésses of all living things. The capacity of a l?ving,systeh

to be in communication with its environment is a necessary preconqjtion

. for all life, ahd hence fof conflict--its maintenance, its resolutfoq,

A
",

v

B

[y

-

or its exacerbation.
L

“

.

The conditions which give rise to conflict are given by the nature

> N N

of lfving systems, which nfist strive to adapt.to and fit wﬂth their

environment. * Thus, conflict and adaptatipn ‘are Inseparable concepts. In
. . .

Jiving Systems, the presence of one'lhpfies,the potential for thé' other.29:

- -

It must be sald, therefore, that the essence of any living system

Y

is defined as much by conflict as by harmony, as much_by dissoclative as

-

associative action; -as much itslsfruggleé as by its éccpmplishméntg._

. Ld * )

In this connectlon, it may be useful to note tﬁé following excerpt

from §Immel, which is germape not only to the.findividual, but to all Wving
. P

. ' "
- -

Systems: ° ot . . .
, . .

. The individual does not attain the unlty of his personality
) exclusively by an exhaustive harmonization....on the contrary, ,

. . 1
A 6 . 4
" *
- k4
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. is génera]ly displeasing.

) dysfunctfbhal
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i . . -

contradfction and conflict not only precede this unity but are
- operative in every moment of its existence.

.

As a means of further exploring the implication of a systems perspectlve

- . .

on the communicatlon~confl|ct relatlonshlp, it may be useful to reconsider

» .

the questions as to the nature of conflict that were posed earlfer in this

'
-

Is conflict bad?

. 4
b ] 3

The question m~ well be unandwerable and éfforts to find the answer

:

- -

could be Inapproprlate and dysfunctional Whether coniflict is bad or good
<,

¢

Is certasnly not specifiable in any singulars acY%ss -the- board fashlon.

For the individual, in terms*of affeét, the experlenang of conflict

. My .
It i5 the'pheriomenon which results in much® .
. . M . ¢ . . ~h
stress, Sfrustration, ambiguity, stgife, straim,.unhappiness, and.grief.
. i
thlS is so, has led to vuews*of the sort expressed by 5eutsch
’ * 3 L] . P
) ...conflict clearly has destructive cohséquences !f the participants
* in it are dissat|sfied with the outcomes. Similarly a conflict 61
has prodyctive consequences if participants feel they have gained.”
N e L4

of

L]

- $ *
§

And, certalnly there are tlmes,wheg_conflict leads to feelfngs
accomplishmentf happiness and satisfaction.'

But to suggest that @ffect--how conflict feels--is anwappropriate
a . » * A ‘ . .

' .o~ s oe ., - b, ' .
criteriod .for determining whether conflict is goqg\or bad, functional or

4 ¢

to be avolded or not, is clearly not.conS|stent with a

a -

systems perspective on the cpmmunlcatsOn-confllct.paradigm. «The ‘1ikelihood

B n

-

. of accurately predlctlng the adaptive® utllltles of conflicg For a system™~

. »
[ 13

or subsequént alterations in the system*envnrbnmeqt relationship--from a

L3

unlikely and, such atfempté,may be both misleading and d&sfun@tlona].

'knowledée of~how a given individual feels at a‘paroicu]ar moment is hﬁghly‘

" . . .

. - . [

s

v o

“That
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A sense of that difficulty, and the contradiction that may be involved, is
well suggested in the folliowing quote from Simmel:

Conflict is thus...a way of dchieving some kind of unity....This
is roughly paraltel to the fact that it is the most violent

symptom of a disease which represents the effort of the orggnism
to free itself of disturbances and damages caused by them. )

As much as conflict Is associated with stress and pain, so must it be

viewed as sine gggiggﬂ_of learn]nb, creativity, and biological and’

psychological growth and differentiation for the individual. And-as social

conflict may be a precondition for wér,.ty?anny, and, leiticélhstrife,

° v

so must It pe considered the life blood’of social change, dissent, choice,

i
and social evolution.. *?ﬁi ) . -~

‘3

-
v

From a systemspperspeéijve, one is+led to the view that the
. ' - .

determination as to whethen conflict is g&od or bad,’fuﬁc;ionéﬁ or ,

\
] . ' Y

dysfunctional, useful or not must be made hot in terms of‘affect: but®

-
-

rather in terms of the extent to which_éonflfct,serves'féé'system's
. . e « -

% .

{individual or sociali adaptive ends vis é.vis its environment. It is

© L ‘.“-’,_‘ ’ -

" . . . . . {
probable that a great many Instances of corfffjict which- are;.judged to be

£

dysfunctional because they are uncomfortable in.the short run, would be .

judged profitable and of-adaptive utility oyér a jonger period of analysis.
. : . - /
i

s ‘. ,. . :
{s conflict, avaidable? 'Should 4t be avoided?

. @ A . .

1 . .

than communication.

for 1iving Hstemsy conflict is no more avoidable

Its presence is a characteristic ofva living, vital system--whether, -

.
N v

individual or, social, Conflict,ahd.a system'sefforts to strive for its

resolves is the esdence‘of the adaptation process. It is essential to

ghange, and a systems only defense against stagnation, detacthment, entropy,

? 5 .

and eventugl extinction.

»®

” ~ 4

o

———




Every.living creature is an ‘''open system'' maintaining its form
agalnst the constantly threatening tendency to entropic
disintegration. The living creature has to wage an uphlll
struggle. There are always problems to solve; successful

!ndlvnduals and species solve the problems chéracteristic to each.63 )
. " 1s conflict uniquelv human? L. ':
= .
!ttshould be ¢lear from the foregolng that conflict is not to be .
‘ﬁs - \ .

\\regarded as a unique]y human, phenomenon.éu Rather, by deflnltlon, it is
' conceived to be a characteristic of the dynamic exchange processes that’
occur between all 1iving systems and their environments. N

. u

o While there are unique complexities of .human symbolic communication

-

processes that merit special considération, the basic functions served by

v

'communicatioh and conflict are analogous amon@\all living things.

LY

Biological dfvers:ty, natural selectlon, and evolut|0n can be regarded as

4

outcomes of physlologlcal and lnformatlonal conf lct interactlon processes.

-

It would seem that the development of a communlcattOn—confllct paradlgm ’ )

-
-

without regard to such consuderatnons would be wasteful ‘and perhaps -

s

invallid. 65 Clearly, the recognition that human conflict ls ln many '“

-

t respects a subset of conflict in living systems in general, provides a more '

« comprehensive perspective in terms of which to think'about conflict and

s communlcation. Addltlonally, it affords another, potentlally fruitful
: L .

research domaln from which to draw in efforts to understand the conflict-

- . N .

v
0 -,
i

tommunication relatiOnship in humans.

. ey

Is confllct an lnterpersonal phenomenon?  To what extent is conflict . £
sltuatIOn speclfne? ~

,

l Deftnlng conflict in terms of'dlscrepancles between the

' ' demands and capacitiles of an enVIronment, and the requirements . .

and outputs of a living system, suggests a system—environement ‘ .




~

-

.

specific, unit of analysis. Here, a system might be an individuyal, a

friendship, group, organization, society, or culture. As used in. this

» 0

definition, the phrase ''demands and capacities of the envlronment,”‘includes
ghe tngallty of‘pﬁysical, si;qatloﬁal,.contextual,windividual,'socia!,<group
organ}zation, societal, cultural, etc., factors and forces which at a ,
particular point in time, impinge upon the system in question. -

Accordingly, the prqseéce of confiict does not imply==nor preclude--
the presence of t:u persuns. Interpersonal conflict would, therefore,
lbe viewed as a special inétance of.the basic system-environment unIF..

Presumably, such a view’of cqﬁ%}ict allows for cross-fével, cross-
contextual validify and utility. While the system under consideration and
speciflc enyironmental d?ﬁsnds would change from ope&analyti; frame to

the next, and over time, the sense of what conflict is and how it relates

. to communication would not.

To what extent are the necessary and sufficient conditions for conflict
external to the individual?

It is probable that no two individuals would completely agree as the

™

demands or capacities of an environment, at any one point in time. In

»

part this would be a consequence of a realization that their‘enviroﬁments
are, in fact, different from one another;#at least in terms of the two

of them. Additionally, "what constitutes anenvironmental demand or

s . N 4

capacity for one system~-group, soclety,'or person--may nof‘for another, or

.

Pay, but to a lesser degree. So while there may be inspanées where it.

Wwill be useful to regard the enviropment as constant across a number of

- .

'systems~-indinduals or social-=it is probable that in most instances the

L4

nature of a system and the demands and capacities of the environment

)
"

taken together, will be the lowest possible unit of analysis

. o~ .
-

o 20y '

' A

» v
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suggested by the.systems, paradigm. The neceséany_and suf{icient conditlons
for conflict should therefore be understood to be given not in the :

environment, hor the system, but rather in the furictional relationship

between the two. '

Summary and Implications _ ' . ,

.struggles as by its accomplishments. ‘ . : . T

‘criterion of adaptive utiiity; as encqyraged in eariiér discussion, the. .t

4 . -

In the preceding section, communication has been discussed as one of

.

two précesses by which living things interact with thelr environment.

A

LY

Conflict was defined as a discrepancy between the demands and-capacities of -

L3 "-""7‘“\
environment and the demands %nd capacities of a living system, Both were
suggested to be characteristic of ali living systems--individuals, qrohps,
organizations, societies. - . 4 ] . -

It has been argued that for iivina‘fhings, conflict is a natural

process underlying tne striving of a-system to adapt with Its environment.
X ) . . g

Thusly viewed, any living system is defined as mush through conflict as .

H 4
harmony, as much by dissociative~as associative action, as much by its

s
M 0

. ’ 4
. Y ' * , - .
In general thén,}it may be said that conflict is; by ‘definition, ‘good"

-

or "functional," in that it is necessary to adaptation and essential to

i » - ’ .
P s J ’

-1ife. Determining whether a particular instance of conflict is good or

* bad-~functional or dxsfunctionai--may be |mpossibie--and is, at the least,

an extremely difficult and complex task. ySuch assessments wnli depend

upon: 1) the evaluative criterion selected (e.g. affect or adaptive

s

utitity and; 2) the time frame selected for analysis. {f one gelects the

- . -

e

problem of determining an appropriate point in time to make such )

judgments remains. Shouid conseduences be measured ih intervais of an hour?

a week? a wear? a decade? a 1tfetime? Several generatuons? Or, several

21
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thousand years? ,Further are questions as to how particular consequences

of conflict may be identified.and how they may be causually or \ .

correlationally related to this or\Ehaf {nstance of antecedent conflict?
That neither conflict ner commuanbtiOn are totally unlque in structure
. \ .

. - ‘ . ~ .
or funciion to man, has also been an implivation of previous discussion,

b N - .
j Q£§E3§?been the suggestlon that scholars Yntere ted in the studying , .
N Y
\ - . of communication and conflict in humans might profit from consideration of

thesn phenoma a gutNg cther animals, + - -——_ !

woL Mcre generic research effortsishould llluminate a number of useful
similarities, and will also highllght some important differepces that are

reflective of human symbolization processes. And it is.likely that this

¢
3

recognff:on will lead to- som;S\mportant issues. To the extent that humans

. - know their environment, and thegr experiences in it, only through socially-
’nfovided and individua!1y-mediated'symbol systems; one may wefl_ask what
' v a, A
. N , « Y
information value it is to know that someone believes they have been -

.
.

L witness to or participant in conflict. s that _information about conflict, “
k4 « .

about the person, about the society, about the label “con’flict,"i what?

By

0f*what predictive value is such Information? The~langér questton is: -
what is the nature of the réiationship between conflict as identified;

. ¢ .
_ discussed ‘and "known' by humans {and studied by social scientists),,and

A

. configcf which is critical to processcs of differentiation, natural sefection,

. e

» v

and biological and cultungl evolution? _ * o

tn this connection, studies of human communlcat!on and human conflict
v .~ . A

. ,as distinguished from animal communxcatlon and conflict may IneuL&g?ly fdcus

on the behaV|oral dynamlcs ‘of what might be termgd;para~confl|ct—~which '

. Ki
occurs when someone belleves they, _or a social unit 'of which they are a part,




e N £ e . - ’ N
/ are "in conflict." Study of the communicetion dynamics associated with '
iy .

para-conflict, with a goal of identifying antecedent and consequent conditions
could prove quite valuable. An important and reiated area of study would‘

focus particularly on the professional and scientific community, seeking to .

exb!ain and predict those phenoména from a generic class of events, that

f .
would be labeied as‘studled'as instances of conflict (e.g. competition,

arms races, hostility, bargaining), and those that would not (e.q. creativlty&

'
learning, growth, group declision-making,social evolution).

- In ‘another section of the paper, it was noted that & useful unit of .
. L3 . .

analysis for conflict is system + environment, and that intrapersonal,

®

interpe:ggnal, group, organization, societal or international conflict: ’

v

b, ‘might be examined from such a perspective. Among the merits of-such a ‘

4

scheme, it has been noted, is the poss%biilty of developing, 5 cross-

ggntextual, cross-leve

questions to be faced by scholars who ‘wish to pursue a systems approach to

1, communication-éonfliéf_paradigm.' Additlonal

‘e
-

human communication and conflict regard the empirical assessment of the T e

relationship between a’system and its environment, and the determination

» ~

Yt oof whére necessary and sufficient conditions for confilct, and para-conflict, -
reside. - . e e
N = . ¢
If both the '‘demands and.capacities of tha environment' and a ''system's

L]

output and requiréquts" are multi-dimensional, and the Pelationsh}p between :

o

-

" ! L
. . »

dimensions for each often assymetrical (as.with an individual who smokes °
: : : ;
becduse he's nervous), how can the c0mple§.matrix of interactions be ’ » ‘

‘e

‘

I4

conceptually or operationally unbundled? Further, in as much as systems ' .

.. are concelved to be composed of sub-systems (and sometimes subsubsystems),

<, ,

, , nght not subsystems occasionally* have adaptive ends which ‘are contradictary

. C ¥ 4
. to those of other subsystems, or to the larger system? Possible

!

examples are labor and management in wage ﬁegotiations, or the wife who

. .
’ .
»

‘ - Al 1
R 28 , .




* ) . ‘ | ) '3 ‘s
wishes to break.free_from'thé_faml}y. ' ) u g

’ e *

~

Exploﬁatlons of these notions leads back to a number of basic issues <
'which are both conceptual and methodologicak in nature, and as ﬁertiﬁént

-
. .

to a system's pgrspecttve as to other approaches to the study of confligt.

N . , . L
’ Given than one has determined what conflict {s, how to know precisely

and reliably when a system Is In'tonffjct. QGiv'én thgt one accepts the

[ 4

{mportance of analyring system + environment, how to identify and define the deman

3 ) \ ’ ' . >

.~ -and capacities of an environment and a system. And given that One N

. comes to recognize that the adaptive consequences of confllct may occur

4

over-time, and ma& not correspond well to self-reported feelings of "‘

¥ 'p!easure, or-pain , how to assess these consequences.
" P . 5 . '
Conclus.ion . . o
. & .
° “ . It has been the goal of this paper to ldentify and review some Co
" unanswered questions and persxstenb *ambiguities that are reflected in popular P -
v .
i and academic discussions of conflict, cbmmunicatipn, and the conceptual .

. . & A Y

- and operational relationship between the two. . Al additional goal has been

.

. - to sketch some of the dimensions of a systems approach to the communication-

- !

A

: _conflict paradigm,'and‘to explore several implications of such a view. ’ :\ ’
With reqard to this last~goa] the i;tentlhas not been te-offer the . h? )
o ' communlcafion sysieés’perspectlwe as the solfition to all problems " C ~
-, . associated with the study of‘commdnlc;;io; and conflict. The systems
o perspectlve Is an alternatlve. it provides some ;nswers, poses somé Qo

variant ways of th|nking about “the Issues involved, leaves some ambigu[ties

. totally unresolved, and introduces a number of new questions. Whether /

. ~ 0 ‘ o

any of the gquestions are better, or simply different, awaits determination. ..

A +
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it w§s:sugggsted early bn the paper, if only by tmplication, that

T

those of us who now consider ourselves--or aspire to be-~communication .

. scholars, reé%archers, and téacheps may eésily be victimized by the

. . i i
v 3

'qpparent relevance of eur subject matter. ' This seems especially so when .

v’ -

L it comes to areas’ such as' the communication-conflict relatlonship,

precisely because of the.extreme Importance videly attached to each.

L - R

Occasionally, it may be useful to_remind ourselves that the seductive

call to deal wlth “real world" phenomena and to improve human existence,

ought to be heeded with trepidailqn. The temptation to focus on problems | .

} .
as named, and to strive for predictton and control of those phenomena .

presumed to be problematic, carries with it the risk of developing concepts

and theories rooted prlmérily--if'not solely--in what may be little horé a

. - -~

or less than widespread d!saffechOn, dislike, short-sightedneés;“or Tack
of tolerance for ambiguity. An even worsékthbﬁght is that our efforts to ' »

. predict and‘conbrol in such an insfance might prove effective.

ki L \ e

Precisely what ‘alternatives are available, | am not at all certain.

-
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