https:/ /www.echetana.com/Vol.-10, No.-02, April-June 2025, pp. 211-214

CHETANA

International Journal of Education (CIJE)

Peer Reviewed/Refereed Journal
ISSN : 2455-8279 (E)/2231-3613 (P)

Impact Factor \ ‘
SJIF 2024 - 8.445 : *

Prof. A.P. Sharma
(25.12.1932 - 09.01.2019)

Managing Conflict, Transforming Society: A Peacebuilding Perspective on Social Change

Bharat

Ph.D. Scholar, Department of Nonviolence and Peace
Jain Vishva Bharati Institute, Ladnun - 341306, Rajasthan
Email: jajani5@yahoo.com, Mobile-8333040227

First draft received: 05.04.2025, Reviewed: 18.04.2025
Final proof received: 11.05.2025, Accepted: 28.05.2025

Abstract

Conflict and social change are often perceived as antagonistic forces, yet contemporary
scholarship reveals their deep interconnection. Far from being a pathological disruption of social
order, conflict is integral to human interaction and frequently serves as a catalyst for
transformation. This article examines the role of conflict transformation in driving social change,
situating the discussion within the broader field of Peace and Conflict Studies. Drawing on
theoretical frameworks from Galtung, Lederach, Tilly, Tarrow, and Sharp, among others, it
explores how conflicts, when managed constructively, channel dissent into innovation, new social
norms, and institutional reforms. The analysis integrates insights on collective behaviors, social
movements, nonviolent resistance, activism, and political demonstrations to demonstrate how
conflict transformation not only mitigates violence but also fosters sustainable social progress. By
reframing conflict as an opportunity rather than an aberration, the article argues that social
change emerges most effectively when societies embrace conflict’s transformative potential.
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Introduction:  Conflict, and Human

Interaction

Change,

Social change has long been a central concern of
sociology, political science, and Peace and Conflict
Studies. Scholars have sought to understand why
societies evolve, how transformations occur, and what
role conflict plays in shaping trajectories of
development. Traditional perspectives tended to treat
conflict as an aberration, a temporary disruption of
harmony that needed to be eliminated for peace and
stability to  prevail.  However, contemporary
scholarship—most notably Johan Galtung’s theory of
the conflict triangle and John Paul Lederach’s writings
on conflict transformation—positions conflict as
intrinsic to social life and an indispensable driver of
innovation and reform (Galtung 2004; Lederach 1997).

This reconceptualization situates conflict not as an
obstacle to be removed but as an opportunity to be
transformed. By acknowledging conflict as a natural
feature of human interaction, scholars and practitioners
emphasize strategies that channel antagonism into
constructive engagement. These strategies allow
individuals and groups to contest injustices, renegotiate
power structures, and collectively shape social norms. In

this sense, conflict and social change are not sequential
phenomena but mutually reinforcing processes.

The purpose of this article is to explore the role of
conflict transformation in effecting social change. It will
examine the theoretical foundations of conflict as a
catalyst, distinguish between gradual and radical
transformations, analyze the role of collective behavior
and social movements, and discuss the significance of
nonviolent  resistance, activism, and political
demonstrations. Ultimately, it argues that conflict
transformation provides a framework for understanding
how dissent, when constructively managed, becomes a
force for societal renewal.

Theoretical Foundations: Conflict as Driver of Social
Change

Conflict, by definition, emerges from perceived
incompatibilities in goals, values, or resources. For
much of the twentieth century, social theorists tended to
approach conflict as a deviation from stability.
Functionalists such as Talcott Parsons portrayed social
order as the norm, disrupted by occasional breakdowns.
In contrast, conflict theorists such as Lewis Coser and
Ralf Dahrendorf argued that conflict is endemic to social
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life, arising from power differentials and competing
interests. Galtung (2004) deepened this insight by
distinguishing between direct, structural, and cultural
violence, highlighting the multiple layers in which
conflict operates.

Two broad categories of factors generate social change:
random or systematic. Random factors include climatic
events, natural disasters, or the sudden emergence of
influential leaders or movements (Macionis 2001).
Systematic factors, by contrast, involve enduring
conditions such as governance structures, resource
distribution, and social organization (Hopper 1950).
Both types interact to shape trajectories of
transformation.

Will Grant (2012) conceptualizes this dynamic through
“Four Levels of Action”: individual, family/friends,
community/institutions, and economy/policy. While
individuals often perceive change most acutely at
personal or familial levels, broader transformations
occur when communities and institutions channel
conflicts into structural reforms. This framework
underscores the relational and multi-scalar dimensions
of change.

Conflict management theory further clarifies these
processes through the conflict curve, which maps the
progression from latent tensions to escalation, violence,
and potential de-escalation. Transformation strategies
aim to intervene at critical junctures along this curve,
redirecting destructive energy toward negotiation,
reform, and reconciliation (Peterson 2016). Social
change, in this light, is inseparable from the ways
conflicts are managed and transformed.

From Conflict to Transformation

The concept of conflict transformation extends beyond
conflict resolution. While resolution seeks to settle
disputes and return to a previous state, transformation as
articulated by Lederach (1997) emphasizes long-term
structural and relational change. Conflict, in this
perspective, is not eliminated but reconfigured into
constructive channels.

This distinction is particularly important in the study of
social change. Incremental or Fabian change refers to
gradual reformist processes, often institutionalized and
relatively non-disruptive (Park and Blumer 1951).
Radical or revolutionary change, by contrast, challenges
foundational social, economic, or political structures
(Tilly 2004). Both forms of change emerge from
conflicts that reach thresholds where established systems
can no longer accommodate dissent.

Revolutions represent one pole of transformation,
marked by abrupt systemic upheavals. At the other end,
continuous or open-ended change reflects societies in
flux, where transformation occurs incrementally without
a fixed endpoint (Popovic 2011). Conflict
transformation theory bridges these forms by
highlighting the processes through which antagonisms
are reframed and rechanneled—whether through
reforms, revolutions, or ongoing negotiations.

Collective Behavior and the Dynamics of Social
Change

Collective behavior has historically been central to
debates on how conflict becomes transformation. Early
theorists such as Gustave LeBon (1895) and Sigmund
Freud (1921) depicted crowds as irrational, prone to
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contagion and violence. Later scholars revised this
perspective, recognizing that crowds, publics, and
masses can be vehicles of meaningful change (Blumer
1951).

Blumer distinguished among crowds, which are
emotionally charged and temporary; publics, which
emerge around specific issues; masses, which rely on
mediated communication; and social movements, which
are structured and enduring. McPhail (1958) and
Smelser (1962) further demonstrated that collective
behaviors vary in rationality, cohesion, and impact
depending on context.

Social movements represent the most consequential
form of collective behavior, transforming transient
dissent into organized campaigns. By institutionalizing
conflict through leadership, strategies, and goals,
movements serve as engines of social change,
channeling grievances into sustained transformation
(Tilly 2004).

Social Movements and the Transformation of Power

Tilly (2004) and Tarrow (1998) define social
movements as sustained, contentious performances that
enable ordinary citizens to make claims on power-
holders. Three elements—campaigns, repertoires of
contention, and WUNC displays (worthiness, unity,
numbers, and commitment)—distinguish movements
from other forms of collective action.

Movements can be categorized as reformist (seeking
policy changes within existing systems) or radical
(challenging foundational structures). They may be
innovation-oriented, introducing new norms, or
conservative, defending established traditions. Old
movements, such as labor struggles, focused on class
conflict, while new social movements address issues of
identity, gender, environment, and human rights (Tarrow
1998).

Most movements follow a life cycle: emergence,
coalescence, bureaucratization, and decline (Smelser
1962; Macionis 2001). Yet decline does not signify
failure; even dissolved movements often leave legacies
in the form of institutional reforms and cultural shifts.
The Civil Rights Movement in the United States, for
instance, catalyzed both legislative changes and
enduring transformations in norms of equality and
justice.

Social movements thus illustrate how conflict
transformation operates at scale: by converting localized
grievances into structural reforms and embedding new
values in society.

Conflict  Transformation Nonviolent

Revolution

through

Revolutions exemplify conflict-driven transformation at
its most dramatic. While violent revolutions—such as
those in France or Russia—radically reshaped political
systems, nonviolent  revolutions  highlight the
transformative power of civil resistance.

Gandhi’s satyagraha in India and Martin Luther King
Jr.’s leadership in the American Civil Rights Movement
exemplify how nonviolent strategies can dismantle
entrenched injustices while minimizing human costs
(King 1963; Gandhi 1948). Gene Sharp (1973, 1980)
articulated the theoretical foundations of nonviolent
revolution, emphasizing that power ultimately depends
on the consent of the governed. When masses withdraw
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that consent through non-cooperation,
forced to change.

regimes are

George Lakey (1976) proposed a five-stage model of
nonviolent revolution: cultural preparation, building
organizations, confrontation, mass non-cooperation, and
parallel institutions. This framework underscores how
systematic and organized conflict transformation can
culminate in profound social change without recourse to
violence.

Civil disobedience plays a crucial role within this
paradigm. As Rawls (1971) and Dworkin (1985) argued,
deliberate, public violations of unjust laws affirm both
moral responsibility and democratic legitimacy. While
Lang (1998) distinguishes between civil disobedience
(targeting specific legal reforms) and broader nonviolent
resistance (aiming at systemic change), both illustrate
how conflict, when guided by ethical commitment,
produces transformative outcomes.

Activism, Direct Action, and the Expanding
Repertoire of Contention
Activism constitutes the practice of translating

grievances into action. Tilly’s concept of repertoires of
contention captures the tactical diversity available to
activists, ranging from petitions and marches to strikes
and sit-ins (Tilly 2004). Direct action expands this
repertoire by disrupting unjust systems through
immediate intervention, whether via blockades,
occupations, or digital hacktivism (Schuler 2009).

The rise of digital technologies has transformed
activism. Rosenberg (2012) and Berndt (2021) note how
social media platforms facilitate decentralized
organization, amplify marginalized voices, and globalize
local struggles. Hashtag activism—#MeToo,
#BlackLivesMatter, #ArabSpring—demonstrates how
online mobilization converges with offline protest,
expanding the reach and resonance of movements.

These evolving repertoires illustrate the adaptability of
conflict transformation in the digital age. Activism is no
longer bound by geography; conflicts anywhere can
spark global solidarity, accelerating social change.

Protests and Demonstrations: Conflict in the Public
Sphere

Protests and demonstrations are visible manifestations of
conflict transformation. As McPhail (1958) argued,
protests are collective acts of communication,
symbolizing grievances and aspirations. Their impact
depends not only on participants but also on media
framing, state responses, and public perception.

Peaceful demonstrations often achieve legitimacy and
broader support, while violent protests risk
delegitimization. Yet both reveal the intensity of conflict
and the urgency of transformation. State responses—
from repression to negotiation—can escalate or de-
escalate tensions (LeBon 1895; Tarrow 1998).

Mass media and digital platforms amplify these
dynamics, transforming local events into global
spectacles. The Arab Spring and climate strikes illustrate
how mediated protests reshape discourses, pressuring
institutions to adapt. Protests thus function as arenas
where conflict is dramatized, negotiated, and potentially
transformed into social change.
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Conflict Transformation in Practice:

Social Change

Sustaining

Conflict transformation is not a one-time achievement
but an ongoing process. De-escalation strategies such as
dialogue, mediation, confidence-building measures, and
restorative justice must be institutionalized to sustain
peace (Lederach 2003; Paffenholz 2005). Without
structural reforms addressing systemic inequalities,
conflicts risk reigniting (Peterson 2016).

Case studies underscore these dynamics. In Gujarat,
nonviolent protests escalated into violence in 1969 and
2002, revealing the dangers of coercive peace without
reconciliation  (Bellamy 2006; Ferguson 2011).
Conversely, movements such as Black Lives Matter
show how sustained nonviolent mobilization, amplified
by digital activism, can push systemic issues like racial
injustice into mainstream political agendas.

Sustaining transformation requires embedding conflict
management strategies into institutions, education, and
cultural  narratives.  Truth and  reconciliation
commissions, participatory governance, and equitable
resource distribution are critical tools to ensure that
conflicts, once transformed, yield enduring change.

Conclusion: Embracing Conflict as Catalyst for
Social Transformation

This article has argued that conflict, far from being a
disruptive anomaly, is integral to human societies and
often serves as the engine of social change. Through
theoretical frameworks, analyses of collective behavior,
examinations of social movements, and discussions of
nonviolent resistance and activism, it has demonstrated
how conflict transformation channels antagonism into
constructive pathways.

The interplay between grassroots mobilization and
institutional reform reveals that sustainable peace
emerges not from the absence of conflict but from its
continuous transformation into opportunities for
dialogue, innovation, and justice (Deutsch 1973; Pruitt
and Carnevale 1993). Social change, in this sense, is
both a process and an outcome of managing conflict
wisely.

By embracing conflict as a catalyst, societies can
transform dissent into solidarity, grievances into
reforms, and confrontation into collaboration. The result
is not a static peace but a dynamic, resilient social order
capable of adapting to new challenges. In reframing
conflict as opportunity, we reaffirm the human capacity
to turn struggle into growth, and division into shared
progress.
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