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SYSTEMS IN CONFLICT, 
SYSTEMS IN PEACE

approaches to conflict analysis still possess 
limited tools to fully reflect  the complexity of 
specific conflicts examined. What is more,
these often fail to draw a complete picture of 
the situation at hand, making any issue 
unsolvable to the eye of external observers.

Like any analytical exercise, conflict analysis 
entails a process of abstraction, deduction, 
and simplification of reality. The success of 
this process, however, depends not only on 
the specific framework that is used, but also 
on the way in which it is used. For instance, in 
addition to the psychological and emotional 
aspects that need to be taken into account 
when dealing with violent conflict, different 
backgrounds, underlying assumptions, personal 
mind sets, and biases are other lenses through 
which people make sense of the world and, 
ultimately, analyse conflicts. 

Groups conducting conflict analyses may 
employ similar frameworks and tools within 
their research. Yet, the results of their 
analyses may still diverge, depending on 
what part of the conflict is the one to which 
each of them relates the most. This fact 
clearly leads to analytical fallacies, also 
resulting in the adoption of vastly different 
approaches toward acting upon the conflict 

On June 22nd 2016, the United Nations System 
Staff College (UNSSC) launched its first Conflict 
Analysis Handbook with the aim of supporting 
practitioners working in contexts of deteriorating 
security, impending crisis, and violent conflict. A 
few days earlier, on June 8th, the Institute for 
Economics and Peace (IEP) released its latest 
Global Peace Index, outlining current trends in 
conflict and peace worldwide. Besides the 
timing, what these two documents have in 
common is the recognition that both violent 
conflict and positive peace are complex social 
phenomena endowed with system-like 
properties. To be better understood, eventually 
supporting the construction of peaceful 
societies, these phenomena need to be 
analysed as such. 

Understanding the nature of violent conflicts is 
a long-standing quest that has always attracted 
scholars and practitioners. However, conflict 
analysis as a form of applied qualitative research 
for the study of the profile, causes, stakeholders, 
and dynamics of conflicts only emerged in the 
mid-1990s. It evolved thereafter, driven by 
advancements made in academic research on 
conflicts, the collection of field experiences, 
and the observation of tangible changes 
occurring internationally. Yet, in spite of all the 
great strides made, it appears as if contemporary 
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for instance, are all factors that could potentially 
create new sources of tension between New Delhi 
and Beijing. 

Given India and China’s common membership to 
both the G20 and BRICS, how do these global players 
interact with one another,  and what is their 
approach to the negotiating framework provided by 
these international institutions? These were some of 
the questions Asif B. Farooq, (Ph.D. candidate at the 
University of Toronto) sought to answer during the 
6th Lecture Corner organized in Hangzhou by the 
Center for Italian Studies of Zhejiang University, a 
partner of the TOChina System.

As China pursues President Xi’s much advocated
Chinese Dream (zhongguo meng, 中国梦) of rejuvena-
ting the nation and guiding it toward an era of 
restored prominence on the international scene, 
India’s actions must be evaluated not only against 
the background of the country’s clear need to achieve 
its own national development goals, but also in line
with its willingness to “rebalance” against an 
increasingly preponderant China. In 1991, under 
the Narasimha Rao Government, India launched its 
“Look East Policy,” which was continued by 

increasing joint militaryexercises with countries such 
as Japan, Australia, Singapore and the United States.

Strengthening India’s long-standing partnership with 
the United States is another pillar of New Delhi’s 
current foreign policy objectives. In January 2015, 
the two parties signed an agreement on “U.S.-India 
Joint Strategic Vision for the Asia-Pacific and Indian 
Ocean Region”, manifesting their willingness to 
safeguard maritime security and freedom of navigation 
in the South China Sea – an area of ongoing disputes 
between China, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, 
and Vietnam. On April 13th 2016, both parties 
announced their principle agreement on US-Indian 
joint military cooperation for logistic purposes. In 
June, the issue of security was addressed once again 
during Mr. Modi’s visit to the United States. One week 
later the two countries, together with Japan, practiced 
anti-submarine warfare and air-defense drills in the 
Philippine Sea, in an effort to foster security 
cooperation. Notwithstanding India’s status as a 
non-aligned country, it is here argued that the 
attention paid to expanding military cooperation 
with other global actors indicates New Delhi’s 
willingness to counterbalance Beijing’s ascent.

On the other hand, cooperation with China is not absent.  

 
 

India’s Eastward-looking policy has been characterized 
by growing interaction with China, notably after 
the visit of then Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee to the country in 2003. The establishment 
of the New Development Bank (NDB) in July 2014 
following the 6th BRICS Summit in Fortaleza (Brazil) 
corresponded to another major development in 
Sino-Indian relations. PM Modi praised the
institution, as well as the concomitant creation of 
the Currency Reserve Arrangement – a USD 100 
billion fund aimed at helping countries faced with 
short-term liquidity, demonstrating the capacity of 
BRICS countries “to create and manage global
institutions.”

The establishment of the NDB was not trouble-free, 
however. At the time, India was concerned with 
China’s greater financial role within the institution, 
given its economic power compared to the other 
BRICS members. Moreover, China succeeded in 
setting the bank’s headquarters in Shanghai, 
triggering India’s fears that this would lead to 
China exercising disproportionate influence over 
the institution. India, however, did succeed in 
obtaining the presidency of the Bank for the initial 
five years, as well as securing equal  financial stature

The current year is important for both countries: in 
addition to the G20 Hangzhou Summit, which will 
place China under the spotlight, opportunities await 
India too, as the 8th BRICS Summit is due to be held 
in Goa on October 15th and 16th. Its main theme will 
develop around the idea of “building responsive, 
inclusive and collective solutions.” Future G20 and 
BRICS meetings, when analyzed vis-à-vis bilateral 
agreements with third countries, will shed light on 
the evolution of Sino-Indian relations, allowing for 
assessments on whether these are moving toward 
being more cooperative or competitive in nature. 
In the coming months, the outcomes of these two 
meetings will either validate or refute PM Modi’s 
idea of BRICS as a “vital pillar of hope for this world 
full of political challenges, safety related 
challenges, and economic challenges”.
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itself. Accordingly, a fragmented analysis may 
lead to the formulation of inconsistent policies 
that only seldom respond to the variations 
demanded by the situation on the ground.

At the other end of the analytical spectrum is 
“systems thinking”: an analytical framework 
which assumes that in order to comprehend 
complex phenomena, it is necessary to 
understand them as “systems” where various 
elements interact in non-linear ways. This way, 
any single factor in the system is conceptualized 
as being both cause and effect of at least one 
other factor. The complete separation between 
the individual parts of these systems is therefore 
conceived as not only misleading, but potentially 
counterproductive, as it constrains analyses 
within a partial and static understanding of real 
situations. Instead, “systems thinking” calls 
for the study of patterns of interaction, 
interconnectedness, and interdependence,

Analysis Handbook and the 2016 Global
Peace Index seem to move in this direction, 
attempting to build a new analytical mindsetfor a 
reorientation of the general approach to 
conflict analysis. Both documents, indeed, 
introduce “systems thinking” as a new 
framework for understanding factors that 
support peace and enrich existing approaches 
to conflict analysis and peace assessments with 
sharper insights.
 
Early applications of “systems thinking” into 
conflict analysis demonstrate that the attention 
paid to interactions is perhaps the greatest 
contribution of systemic conflict analysis to the 
realm of conflict transformation. By looking at 
interrelationships rather than single elements, 
systemic conflict analysis brings about a new 
way of conceptualising conflicts – one that 

among different 
peace and conflict 
factors. To account 
for this, applying 
“systems thinking” 
to conflict analysis
offers a more 
comprehensive and 
nuanced view of 
causal relationships 
interwoven in social 
systems which 
create processes 
that stabilise, feed 
into, or diminish the 
impact of certain 
behaviours, such as 
violence and conflict.

The UNSSC Conflict 

helps moving beyond some of the major
shortcomings of more traditional frameworks. 

First, it can make assessments more sophisticated 
and dynamic, challenging over-simplification. 
Second, it offers a way to prioritise key factors 
and dynamics, which is crucial to identify 
leverage points where efforts could be 
targeted to achieve positive social change. 
Third, systemic conflict analysis can be used 
to anticipate the emergence of unintended 
consequences, and to understand why certain 
activities – such as humanitarian assistance, 
development cooperation, or peacebuilding – 
struggle to achieve their expected results. 
Eventually, this can help identify synergies, 
deficiencies, and potential cumulative 
impacts of different interventions, laying the 
foundation for a more integrated approach to 
conflict transformation.

make sense of dysfunctions in social systems 
and conceptualise conflicts beyond their 
visible manifestations. This, as indicated by 
the authors of the recent UNSSC and IEP 
works, could promote new ways for the 
conceptualization of conflicts and peace.
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Overall, the value of 
a systemic approach 
towards conflict 
analysis is at a 
meta-level. If the 
analytical mindset 
used to frame 
conflicts reflected 
existing dynamics,
people would 
interact with them 
in a more holistic 
fashion, avoiding 
the formulation of 
fragmented views. 
For this reason, 
“systems thinking” 
offers lenses through 
which analysts and 
practitioners can 
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On the left, the cover of the Conflict Analysis Handbook, recently published by UNSSC. On the right, the
cover of the 2016 Global Peace Index report issued by IEP. Both documents have been released in
June 2016 (SOURCE: UNSSC website; IEP website).


