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The War in Ukraine:  Lessons for Mediators 

[Rough Draft- Excerpt] 

By Kenneth Cloke 

“If men hate each other, then there’s no hope.  We will all be victims of that hate.  

We will slaughter each other in wars we don’t want and for which we’re not 

responsible.  They’ll put a flag in front of us and fill our ears with words.  And 

why?  To plant the seeds for a new war, to create more hatred, to create new 

flags and new words.  Is that why we’re here? To have children and hurl them into 

the fiery furnace?  To build cities and then raze them to the ground?  To long for 

peace and have war instead? … The day when we can build on love has still not 

arrived.”   

Jose Saramago 

“[T]he man of violence … cannot exempt himself from suffering.  His occasional 

efforts to destroy others are merely a roundabout route to his own destruction.  

Beneath his self-confidence, his braggadocio, lurks a fanatic of disaster…  And we 

are all violent—men of anger who, having lost the key of quietude, now have 

access only to the secrets of laceration.”   

E. M. Cioran 

“No matter the paid parades, the forced applause, the instigated riots, the 

organized protests (pro or con), self- or state censoring, the propaganda; no 

matter the huge opportunities for profit and gain; no matter the history of 

injustice – at bottom it is impossible to escape the suspicion that the more 

sophisticated the weapons of war, the more antiquated the idea of war.  The 

more transparent the power grab, the holier the justification, the more arrogant 

the claims, the more barbaric, the more discredited the language of war 

becomes.”   

Toni Morrison 

Margaret Atwood may have put it best: “War is what happens when language 

fails.”  As mediators, we can add that war is what happens when people are 

demonized and disrespected, when needs remain unaddressed and interests 

unsatisfied, when pressing problems are ignored, when intense emotions are left 

unheard and unacknowledged, and when conflicts are allowed to fester, turning 

small, preventable, easily resolvable differences into immense, unavoidable, 

intractable crises in which violence seems the only way out.  

Every mountain was once a molehill, and there was always some earlier time 

when opportunities to prevent it from turning violent or becoming overwhelming 
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were readily available, more easily implemented, and completely ignored.  

Ukraine is thus a failure - not only of language, but of caring, of listening, of 

imagination, of skill, of determination, and of our own inadequate efforts as 

mediators to strengthen conflict resolution capacity globally, or transform the 

ways we think about, respond to, and prevent conflicts – not just personally, 

relationally, and organizationally, but socially, economically, politically, culturally, 

and environmentally.  

Many interesting, important, useful, and insightful articles have been written 

about the war in Ukraine, but rather than focus on the history, background, 

incidents, and motivations that led to this devastating collapse of peace, I want to 

consider the lessons and implications for mediators, peace builders, dialogue 

facilitators, collaborative negotiators, diversity professionals, restorative justice 

practitioners, and similar professionals, all of whom are experienced on a much 

smaller scale in seeking to assist committed adversaries and hostile parties to 

resolve their conflicts and reach agreements.  

What, then, are the generic lessons of the war in Ukraine for conflict resolvers?  

First, it is important to acknowledge that numerous advance warnings, 

predictable outcomes, and opportunities to mediate the underlying issues 

between Russia and Ukraine were present long before the invasion, as they are in 

all conflicts on all scales.  And, as in all conflicts, these were ignored, or repressed, 

or made worse by arrogance, bullying, demonization, insults, posturing, 

trivialization, dismissal of dialogue, aggressive bargaining, and refusal to mediate 

– and not only by the immediate parties, but their proxies and supporters, critics 

and detractors around the world.   

To address these problems and try to prevent future wars, we require higher 

order skills in a rich and diverse array of communication, collaborative 

negotiation, and conflict resolution techniques.  But we also need new forms of 

diplomacy, new approaches to justice, and new ways of thinking about the nation 

state -- ones that shift from competitive power- and rights-based methods, to 

collaborative interest-based ones.  We may then come to recognize, as journalist 

Anne O'Hare McCormick wrote following World War II, that “the real test of 

power is not capacity to make war but capacity to prevent it.”   

The war in Ukraine is not simply a solitary incident between two nation states 

with isolated issues and a unique history, but a major escalation in a rapidly 

shifting on-going global power contest to determine which countries, political 

systems, and views of the world will dominate and get to determine the global 

future for everyone, with immensely important and lasting consequences for all.   

Just as wars in Ethiopia, Manchuria, and Spain presaged World War II, and 
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skirmishes in “Bleeding Kansas” hinted at what was to come in the U.S. Civil War, 

this barbaric contest for global dominance suggests an increasing willingness to 

bypass rights-based principles of international law, which, once weakened, can be 

used to justify the use of military, economic, and political power to spark similar 

violations elsewhere.  The most important of these rights run from war crimes 

and wholesale violations of the Geneva Conventions to rejection of the principles 

of self-determination, sovereignty, and independence.   

The war in Ukraine is connected to a growing number of seemingly disconnected 

political conflicts over democracy that are taking place around the world, and in 

this sense the invasion also represents a complete refusal and rejection by 

autocrats -- not only in Russia, but in Hungary, the Middle East, India, the U.S., 

and elsewhere, of the core tenets of electoral democracy, and the right of all 

people to freely vote, participate in, and choose their own government.   

In every country, wars require manipulation of the way people think, control over 

the use of language, censorship of media, and distortion of public 

communications as part of a power-based effort to unilaterally determine who 

will “win,” what policies the victor is allowed to impose, and what can be done to 

the vanquished.  These acts, along with the nature of war itself, make the leaders 

of war-like countries look insane to anyone seeing it from the outside.   

War is indeed a form of insanity, a loss of reason, and an irrational approach to 

problem solving that becomes clearer the more obvious and available solutions 

are.  Yet the insanity and evil we ascribe to our opponents in any conflict can 

easily be flipped into a justification for our own aggression, violence, and war.  As 

George Orwell trenchantly observed, “Every war when it comes, or before it 

comes, is represented not as a war, but as an act of self-defense against a 

homicidal maniac.”   

Thus, there is a common thread linking the war in Ukraine with the January 6, 

2021, insurrection in the U.S., which connects what Russia stands for politically, 

with other conflicts, including disputes over masks and vaccines, restrictions on 

the right to vote, denials of climate change, roadblocks to renewable energy, 

prohibitions of abortion, attacks on “critical race theory,” forbidding teaching or 

discussing LGBTQ issues in schools, banning and burning books, violent attacks 

by overt white supremacist and neo-fascist groups, disputes over police violence, 

battles over gun control, and similar conflicts.   

In this way, we can see that many of the underlying differences in political beliefs, 

attitudes, perspectives, and values that polarize us point to deeper sources of 

conflict in our relationships with one another, each leading to fundamentally 

opposing approaches to problem solving, negotiation, and conflict resolution, 
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and giving rise to vastly different futures for the planet.   

There is a fundamental difference between divisive attitudes that regard others as 

competitors or adversaries and inclusive attitudes that regard them as 

collaborators or allies.  The first seem to make sense when problems are seen as 

local or regional, or there are scarce resources, or there is fierce competition for 

dominance and survival; but the second make more sense when problems are 

seen as global in scope, or there are adequate resources to go around, or when 

survival can be maximized by sharing resources fairly and strengthening empathy 

and collaboration.   

Each of these orientations leads to profoundly different social values, economic 

systems, forms of government, and environmental policies.  Each triggers 

different ideas and emotions; rewards and penalizes different attitudes toward 

others; utilizes different processes; encourages different relationships; and invites 

different approaches to dialogue, problem solving, negotiation, and mediation.  

The first lead to heightened perceptions of loss and increasing willingness to use 

war and violence to win over enemies.  The second lead to heightened 

perceptions of commonality and increasing willingness to use mediation and 

peace building to win with others, eliminating the need for enemies.   

At a deeper level, it is possible, paradoxically and counter-intuitively, to regard 

war as a form of conflict resolution -- one that seeks to resolve disputes by 

destroying the other side, without recognizing that the other side also 

simultaneously exists inside us in the form of our capacity for empathy and 

compassion.  Activate these in any conflict, and people will begin to relate to 

their opponents as human beings, and their will to fight will begin to dissipate.  

In war, as in all violence, the goal is to eliminate the conflict – even by murdering, 

crushing, and silencing those on the other side.  Yet in doing so, we also murder, 

crush, and silence trust, collaboration, honesty, empathy, compassion, integrity, 

wisdom, curiosity, and caring inside ourselves, as well as in our opponents.  As a 

result, war makes it difficult or impossible to prevent or solve complex problems, 

instantly turning them into chronic conflicts, then into crises, then into 

catastrophes.   

These power- and rights-based approaches are therefore increasingly being 

replaced by interest-based alternatives, consisting not only of non-violent 

communication, dialogue, joint problem solving, collaborative negotiation, 

consensus building, mediation, and restorative justice; but critically of direct, 

participatory, substantive forms of democracy, in which people are no longer 

regarded as objects, but increasingly as the subjects of social problem solving, 

with a right to voice concerns individually, and make decisions independently and 
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collectively.   

Instead, war requires a passive, compliant, consenting public, and the flimsy 

excuses and justifications routinely offered by politicians for military aggressions, 

invasions, and the murders of innocents soon begin to break down, even in 

moderately democratic states, leading to internal doubt, courageous dissent, 

growing opposition, and an increasing sense of the pointlessness and futility of 

applying military solutions to non-military problems.  This malaise begins to 

impact morale, not only among students, intellectuals, critics, and artists, but 

soldiers, and all those who harbor an empathetic or moral distaste for violence. 

In a former life, I spent many years seeking to end the war in Vietnam, including 

years of work with soldiers, and a significant contribution to stopping that war 

came with the unraveling of an implicit consensus -- not only in the U.S. and the 

rest of the world; but inside the military, among students and public intellectuals, 

in the media and the arts, spreading outwards and steadily weakening the ability 

to imagine being victorious.   

While autocrats, dictators, and generals pretend to be immune to public pressure 

and ready to viciously punish everyone who does not enthusiastically support 

their violent actions, simply by doing so they begin to substitute dogma for 

analysis, obedience for thought, monologue for dialogue, destruction for 

creation, and dictatorial power for legal rights, all of which undermines morale, 

motivation, and support.  These can reach a state of critical mass in periods of 

crisis, leading to a collapse of consensus within existing hierarchies, an end to the 

war, and a momentary victory of peace, civil society, collaboration, and 

democracy over war, the military, and autocratic forms of governance.  

[More to follow] 

 


