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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation connects theories of rhetoric and composition with conflict resolution.  
It argues for an expanded role of rhetorical invention in negotiation and mediation by 
demonstrating how current resolution practices can benefit from theories of rhetorical 
invention and inquiry.  
 
Chapter One, “Introduction: The Kairos of Investigating Rhetoric and Conflict 
Resolution,” argues that an investigation is timely as current events and international 
relations are plagued by conflict. 
 
Chapter Two, “Rhetoric and Conflict: Constructing Meaning through Rhetorical 
Invention,” establishes the connection between rhetoric and conflict resolution by 
demonstrating how theories from classical and new rhetorics contribute to understandings 
of interpersonal conflict. I argue that four specific theories of rhetorical invention—
critical, social, collaborative, and generative—contribute to conflict resolution by 
increasing opportunities for people to create meaning.  
 
Chapter Three, “Improving Negotiation and Mediation through Rhetorical Invention,” 
examines the relationship between integrative conflict practices and rhetorical invention. 
It enriches integrative negotiation strategies by demonstrating how rhetorical invention 
improves opportunities for constructive inquiry. I examine how specific negotiation and 
mediation practices utilize invention through various process and spatial considerations.   
 
Chapter Four, “Beyond Conflict Resolution: Mediation as Means of Transformation,” 
argues that a rhetorical approach to conflict resolution can improve current social 
practices. I argue that the recent articulations of transformative mediation can expand 
opportunities for invention. Based on a local community mediation center and a national 
transformative resolution program, this chapter demonstrates concrete applications for a 
rhetorical theory of conflict transformation. 
 
Chapter Five, “Enhancing Pedagogy through Transformative Rhetorical Inquiry,” argues 
for “transformative rhetorical inquiry,” an analytical method based on transformative 
concepts of information gathering, empowerment, recognition, pie expansion, and 
relationship building, can improve pedagogy and curriculum design. I apply these 
concepts to the University of Arizona Writing Program’s Upper-Division-Curriculum-
Review project of AY 2004-2005 and two curriculum designs I co-developed with peers.  
 
Chapter Six, “Conclusion: The Future of Rhetoric and Conflict Transformation,” argues 
that rhetoric and conflict resolution can improve current methods of inquiry and peace 
building by demonstrating how transformative rhetorical inquiry enables framing and 
reframing strategies relevant to activist rhetorics and social movement theories as well as 
collective ethos and community building. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION: THE KAIROS OF INVESTIGATING RHETORIC AND 

CONFLICT RESOLUTION 

Troublesome times call for new ways of thinking about conflict. Considering the 

events of the beginning of the 21st Century—a time when international conflicts and 

political divisiveness have occupied much of America’s ethos—an investigation into the 

disciplines of conflict resolution and rhetoric is both necessary and timely. Because 

scholars in both disciplines are concerned with creating ways to improve current social 

practices, such an investigation can create new ideas for improving how people get along 

and react to disagreement and difference. These traditionally separate disciplines, when 

combined, offer scholars theoretical and practical strategies for improving how we 

approach conflict and human relationships. This dissertation contributes to both fields by 

discovering and articulating new understandings of how rhetoric improves conflict 

resolution—knowledge that can help people live better lives by improving their 

collaborations with peers and in communities.  

My interests in rhetoric and conflict resolution began early in my graduate 

studies. While working on my MA at Georgia State University from 2000-2002, I 

became aware of the connection between communication and conflict by reading works 

of Kenneth Burke. When I first picked up A Grammar of Motives, I immediately took 

note of Burke’s motive framed in the epigraph “ad bellum purificandum,” calling to 

“purify” or eliminate war. As I continued reading Burke, I began to consider how rhetoric 

and language, as Burke argues, reflect, select, and deflect reality and thus greatly affect 
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people’s interpersonal relationships. At the same time, I was teaching writing to diverse 

groups of students and noticing how differences existed all around me. Students from 

different backgrounds were struggling for identities in an environment that too often 

empowers dominant voices. As I considered these differences, I noticed how much of the 

writing I modeled during my courses unfortunately represented dominant groups, and 

much of my inherited curricula prevented individuals from sufficiently contributing to a 

plurality representative of their diverse backgrounds.  

Then, the tragedy of September 11, 2001 occurred, and a new type of conflict 

emerged. Teaching first-year composition that morning in the heart of downtown 

Atlanta—a perceived potential target for terrorist attacks—I was suddenly more 

immersed in conflict than I had ever imagined. As Georgia State cancelled classes and all 

downtown businesses sent employees home, I stood on the street corner at a major 

intersection waiting to see how I could help people. As I stood there watching thousands 

of people evacuate downtown Atlanta, I realized I wanted to better understand conflict. 

The ensuing wars and “Global War on Terror” and continued aggression in the Middle 

East only strengthened my interests in understanding conflict. In addition, as a habitual 

editorial reader and political enthusiast, I constantly take on the difficult task of better 

understanding international policy and relations in the hopes of one day enabling more 

sustainable peace processes.  

However, it was not until the spring 2003 semester, my second semester in the 

Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English PhD program at the University of 

Arizona, that I became fully interested in rhetoric and conflict resolution. In Theresa 
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Enos’ Beyond PostProcess: The Spaciousness of Rhetoric seminar, I first read works by 

Jim Corder that sought to change how people act in contentious situations. I also first 

read Richard Lloyd-Jones “Rhetoric and Conflict Resolution,” which examines William 

Fisher, Robert Ury, and Bruce Patton’s popular negotiation text Getting to Yes—a text 

with which I was familiar from my negotiation studies. Lloyd-Jones confirms the obvious 

connections that I had been formulating by directly linking rhetorical theories from 

Aristotle with Fisher, Ury, and Patton’s principled negotiation. Under Dr. Enos’ 

guidance, I worked through these connections in my seminar paper entitled “Conflict, 

Corder, and Invention: Aiming for Openness in Argumentation,” which focuses on 

Corder’s earnest investigation into expanding rhetorical invention strategies. 

In the fall 2003 semester, I continued researching rhetoric and conflict resolution 

by re-examining ideas I developed in my previous seminar paper and presentation. For 

my qualifying exam committee—comprised of Theresa Enos, Thomas Miller, and John 

Warnock—I presented these findings in an essay entitled “In Search of ‘Real 

Communication’: Corder, Rhetoric, and Conflict Resolution.” This document argues for 

an approach to rhetorical invention based on Carl Rogers’ influential theory of 

collaborative communication; Young, Becker, and Pike’s concept of tagmemics and 

rhetorical invention; and Jim Corder’s generative ethos. 

At the 2004 Rhetoric Society of America conference, I discussed my research in a 

presentation entitled “Opening Invention: Generative Ethos and Conflict Mediation” that 

combined work I had done on previous papers and examined how Corder’s notion of 

open invention and generative ethos applied to contemporary conflict resolution 
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practices. My interests in conflict resolution and mediation increased significantly, and 

during the spring 2005 semester I enrolled in a mediation training course at Georgia State 

Law School where I learned how conflict resolution was envisioned in legal disciplines. 

During this training, I applied skills I had learned from my studies in rhetoric and 

composition. As we role-played different case scenarios in the training, I especially 

focused on the use of private sessions, or caucusing—moments when mediators perceive 

a standstill and break the group session to initiate private collaborations with parties. I 

began to notice a trend where mediators relied too much on private sessions in order to 

achieve their goals of quick resolution. At this time I became aware of the recent 

movement in transformative mediation and its focus on redefining success in mediation: 

instead of concentrating on reaching agreement, transformative mediators seek to change 

how people interact with conflict.  

In summer 2005, I continued my training through several workshops offered by 

Georgia State’s Consortium on Negotiation and Conflict Resolution. Intended for 

university administrators and faculty, these courses strengthened the connection between 

conflict resolution and academia by illuminating the many interdisciplinary applications 

of conflict resolution. Under the leadership of distinguished conflict scholar Timothy 

Hedeen, the training sessions covered interdisciplinary theories of negotiation and 

mediation. Here I collaborated with professors, high school teachers, college deans, 

department heads, ombudspersons, and police officers as we worked toward a mutual 

understanding of conflict resolution and education. I returned from this workshop with a 

renewed interest conflict transformation.  
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My continued research in conflict resolution led to an invitation to speak at the 

University of Arizona Center for Middle Eastern Studies. While speaking to a group of 

educators, several of whom were trained in traditional mediation, I argued for the 

importance of transformation over resolution, especially for situations immersed in 

intractable conflicts where resolution was not simply a matter of agreement. As I detailed 

a process for a greater interest in relationship building over simple resolution, I found 

several educators initially resistant to a transformative approach. Similar to my 

experiences during my mediation training, I wanted educators to experience both sides of 

the mediation table, so I provided a role play scenario that involved a dispute between a 

teacher and a student. To induce a greater awareness of conflict transformation methods, 

I asked observers to pay attention to how mediators focused on relationship building and 

conflict transformation. Categorizing skills as either “traditional” or “transformative,” 

educators learned that paying attention to students’ development through such 

transformative characteristics as empowerment and recognition created more constructive 

environments where disputants could better discuss their differences. 

I then applied my interests in conflict resolution to pedagogy and curriculum 

design through a three-class curriculum that several colleagues and I developed. Our 

project, “Showdown in Superior!,” published as a curriculum design for Composition 

Studies, demonstrates how a transformative understanding of conflict improves 

pedagogy. Presenting on this project at Western States Rhetoric and Literacy Conference 

and the Rocky Mountain Modern Language Association Conference, I argued that 

conflict resolution could be productive in writing classrooms. 
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I continued working on conflict resolution and pedagogy by developing a strategy 

for creating curriculum based on transformative mediation. Described in a presentation 

entitled “Transforming Curriculums: Using Mediation for Interdepartmental 

Collaboration” at the Conference on College Composition and Communication during the 

spring 2006 semester, I first articulated the transformative heuristic that appears in the 

fifth chapter of this dissertation. Looking through the lens of writing across the 

curriculum, I argued that conflict transformation can help educators improve curricular 

design through in-depth analysis and goal orienting. 

As my interest in conflict transformation continued, I collaborated with Our 

Family Services, a local community mediation center in Tucson. Working with several 

veteran mediators from Our Family Services, I was able to further develop an 

understanding of how prior knowledge and conflict experiences affects disputants’ 

abilities to discuss differences. I also observed how different spatial arrangements 

(detailed in Chapter Three) contribute to improved communication. My knowledge of 

transformative meditation—the primary negotiation method at Our Family—helped me 

contribute to an on-going theory of practice that contributed to my community.  

My interests and research in conflict transformation continued, leading me to 

recent scholarship by conflict scholar John Paul Lederach whose work applies theories of 

conflict transformation to larger peace building structures. His 2005 The Moral 

Imagination: The Art and Soul of Building Peace inspired my efforts to apply my 

scholarship beyond the university. Building on previous works like Building Peace: 

Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies and The Little Book of Conflict 
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Transformation, this text synthesizes commonplace approaches to peace building. It 

summarizes how different individuals across the world have effected change in their 

communities through both common beliefs in human cooperation and identification and 

grassroots activism. These examples demonstrate expanded theories of invention in the 

face of contentious situations.  

As this dissertation argues, rhetoric is an excellent vehicle for contributing to a 

theory of conflict transformation. Because of its emphasis on both the creation and 

discovery of knowledge, rhetorical invention is especially helpful for expanding ways for 

people to create and discover knowledge that can help them resolve disputes. 

 

Chapter Overview 

This dissertation views conflict as an expressed difference in opinion or belief that 

cannot be accommodated within its context. Consequently, it takes a rhetorical stance on 

conflict—a look at conflict as a dynamic situation whose significant context requires 

attention—in order to examine how conflicts can enable more constructive and 

productive collaboration. It assumes that because conflict reveals differences, it does not 

necessarily reduce people’s opportunities for understanding; in fact, it argues that conflict 

creates spaces where diverse opinions confront each other and create opportunities for 

change. A constructive understanding of conflict helps people discuss their differences 

and learn more about how they can coexist in each others’ lives, neighborhoods, and 

communities.  
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This dissertation examines the early stages of conflict—the precarious times when 

people express their different opinions and seek to be heard—and constructs a way to 

improve conflict resolution through principles rooted in rhetoric and composition. It 

approaches conflict resolution as a set of varying practices that attempts to help 

disputants reach agreements through structured, non-coercive, and nonviolent methods. It 

is primarily concerned with resolution theories and practices in popular approaches to 

negotiation and mediation, types of problem-solving processes practiced by courts and 

conflict specialists in order to ‘manage’ conflicts that participants are incapable of 

resolving. But, as I argue throughout the chapters, such approaches are counterproductive 

as they do not provide opportunities for disputants to handle such conflicts themselves; 

they take away valuable opportunities for growth and skills development. 

Because I see conflicts as opportunities to express differences and create systems 

to accommodate these differences, I aim to articulate a practice where disputants can 

utilize different theories of rhetorical invention to learn from conflicts by collaboratively 

constructing new knowledge that accommodates diversity. Such a practice supplants 

current conflict resolution practices like mediation and negotiation that attempt to bypass 

significant contextual elements within conflicts in order to expediently reach resolution. 

Based on both my theoretical and practical research as a mediator, I demonstrate how 

rhetorical invention can improve current conflict resolution systems that attempt to create 

congruous resolutions through structured nonviolent methods. By articulating and 

developing several specific concepts from theories of rhetorical invention, I argue for 

improved communication and critical thinking practices that can lead to improved 
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conflict resolution strategies. I am reframing the ideas of rhetorical invention so that they 

become available not just for oppositional discourse but for searching for integrative 

solutions in a variety of situations. As the dissertation progresses, each chapter provides 

detailed examples of how this new understanding of constructive conflict benefits 

disputants, resolvers, educators, administrators, and citizens. While it appeals to both 

general and specific audiences, it especially aims to improve how educators interact with 

conflict in their pedagogical and administrative practices.  

In order to create a foundation for understanding specific conflict resolution 

practices, Chapter Two, “Rhetoric and Conflict: Constructing Meaning through 

Rhetorical Invention,” first establishes the important connection between the disciplines 

of rhetoric and conflict. Understanding rhetoric as a means of organizing and producing 

effective communication, I demonstrate how theories from classical and new rhetorics 

contribute to understandings of interpersonal conflict. Through focusing on heuristics like 

Aristotle’s topoi and Burke’s pentad as well as studies in collaboration, discourse 

communities, and composition pedagogy, I argue that rhetorical invention contributes to 

conflict resolution by increasing opportunities for knowledge discovery in complex 

situations. I demonstrate how four specific theories of rhetorical invention—theories that 

contribute to critical, social, collaborative, and generative invention strategies—improve 

knowledge discovery in conflict situations. 

The third chapter, “Improving Negotiation and Mediation through Rhetorical 

Invention,” argues that rhetorical invention directly improves negotiation and mediation 

strategies. It enriches integrative negotiation strategies by demonstrating how the four 
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theories of rhetorical invention improve opportunities for constructive inquiry. I examine 

how specific negotiation and mediation practices utilize invention through various 

process and spatial considerations.  Focusing on the recent movement in transformative 

mediation, an approach that aims to help people create methods of productively 

negotiating through differences, I demonstrate how expanded invention techniques 

improve current mediation and negotiation practices. 

Chapter Four, “Beyond Conflict Resolution: Mediation as a Means of 

Transformation,” argues that a rhetorical approach to conflict resolution can improve 

current public and private practices. Based on my experiences at a Tucson-based 

community mediation center, this chapter provides concrete applications for a rhetorical 

theory of conflict transformation. It also examines how a national transformative 

resolution program practiced by the United States Postal Service further improves 

people’s problem-solving strategies by instilling conflict resolution skills that are 

transferable. 

Chapter Five, “Enhancing Pedagogy through Transformative Rhetorical Inquiry,” 

applies a transformative understanding of conflict resolution to education and inquiry. It 

demonstrates how five transformative concepts—information gathering, empowerment, 

recognition, resource expansion, and relationship building—can improve pedagogy and 

curriculum design through a process I describe as transformative rhetorical inquiry. I 

apply these concepts to two specific cases at the University of Arizona: the Writing 

Program’s Upper-Division-Curriculum-Review project of AY 2004-2005 and two three-

course collaborations involving writing students in regional conflicts.   
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The conclusion argues that an expanded role of conflict resolution can improve 

larger social structures by creating enhanced communication strategies. It demonstrates 

how framing and reframing enable disputants to create new ways of seeing that lead to 

opportunities for collaborative inquiry. Such practices, I argue, foster transformative 

conflict experiences that contribute to more global peace building structures. I conclude 

by describing the trajectory of my future scholarship on rhetoric and conflict resolution 

by linking my work to current scholarship by George Lakoff and Eugene Garver. For 

both scholars, improved collaboration leads to an improved sense of collective ethos that 

is significant to mending conflicts. Building off of my desire to continue creating 

opportunities for conflict transformation, I identify several implications for future 

research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RHETORIC AND CONFLICT: CONSTRUCTING MEANING THROUGH 

RHETORICAL INVENTION 

 

The challenge to civilized people is to contextualize conflict so that its 
energies can be directed toward positive ends […]. Rhetoric is at least a 
metaphor for all human relationships and therefore is a system for 
combining and resolving conflicting interests.  

—Richard Lloyd-Jones (“Rhetoric”) 
 

As Richard Lloyd-Jones suggests in the above quote, we need to place conflicts in 

different contexts in order to solve them. Only then can we understand what causes 

different opinions to become destructive. In “Rhetoric and Conflict Resolution,” Lloyd-

Jones defines conflict as “diversity of point of view and desires” (172), emphasizing its 

inevitability and ubiquity in our lives.  Simply put, conflict is an expressed difference in 

opinion or belief that cannot be accommodated within its context. People experience 

conflict when they are unwilling to accept others’ beliefs regarding a shared situation. 

More often than not, people who experience conflicts are incapable of accepting each 

others’ beliefs because they lack fundamental conflict resolution skills. They lack the 

ability to transform conflict from a destructive to a constructive experience. Moreover, 

conflict resolution systems often give up too quickly and fail to instruct people on how to 

handle their own conflicts. Conflict resolution systems like mediation and negotiation 

programs and legal courts focus too much on resolving a specific dispute at hand instead 

of teaching disputants important conflict resolution skills that can improve their lives.  
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The academic discipline of rhetoric and composition can contribute to an 

understanding of conflict resolution as a learning process. Strengthened by the work of 

significant theorists, these disciplines have contributed to theories of understanding how 

people can successfully express their different opinions. Whereas rhetoric has always 

focused on expressing differences in communication, ideas from several contemporary 

scholars are especially helpful for creating a practice for working with social differences. 

Interconnected to these ideas, composition scholars and practitioners have also 

contributed to creating understandings of how rhetoric abets resolution by improving 

disputants’ opportunities for social knowledge construction.  

Perhaps the most important contributions come from rhetorician and literary critic 

Kenneth Burke. Rooted in the desire to improve human cooperation, Burke’s scholarship 

on rhetoric reflects his desire to eliminate violent conflict, or “purify war” (A Grammar 

of Motives). Much of Burke’s writing comes from a time period following the great 

depression—in between the world wars when violent conflict was ubiquitous—and 

reflects his interest in better understanding human differences. For Burke, language and 

communication are at the heart of conflict, so he interprets rhetoric as “the use of 

language as a symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to 

symbols” (Rhetoric 41). Through rhetorical criticism Burke attempts to uncover the many 

ways that language both reflects and refracts “reality” and envisions rhetoric as an 

excellent tool for improving human relations. Burke’s expansive understanding of 

rhetoric also helps move beyond rhetoric as persuasion and demonstrates the significance 

of cooperation.  
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Burke’s concept of “identification” is important to a theory of rhetoric and 

conflict. It amends the understanding of rhetoric-as-persuasion to directly involve 

cooperation and consubstantiality. Burke explains, “You persuade a man only insofar as 

you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, 

identifying your ways with his” (Rhetoric 55). For Burke, persuasion does not necessarily 

imply action; it primarily (at least in a relatively free society) involves changing 

someone’s attitude. While attempting to persuade others, a rhetor naturally suggests a 

difference of opinion exists: “identification implies division […,] matters of socialization 

and faction […, and] a wavering line between peace and conflict” (Rhetoric 45). Because 

of its understanding of union and separation, Burke’s expanded rhetoric is well suited for 

resolving conflict, a concept that often requires identification for its resolution.   

Furthermore, Richard McKeon’s investigations in rhetoric’s problem-solving 

nature also strengthen rhetoric’s connection to conflict. Motivated by movements in “new 

rhetorics” and working with concepts from philosophy and classical rhetoric, McKeon 

argues that rhetoric is a method for helping negotiate the “resolution of new problems” 

(127). To further connect rhetoric and conflict, McKeon applies Aristotle’s concept of 

architecton, or master craftsman, which argues that rhetoric, since it has no master 

discipline (like geometry or chemistry for example), can be applied to other disciplines 

(Aristotle 28-9). Because rhetoric, according to McKeon, is both productive (involved in 

the process of creating arguments) and architectonic (involved in the structuring of 

thoughts), it is well suited to the type of problem-solving needed in conflict resolution. 

He explains, “Rhetoric provides the devices by which to determine the characteristics and 
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problems of our times and to form the art by which to guide actions for the solution of 

our problems and the improvement of our circumstances” (134). This organizational, or 

architectonic, nature enables people to apply rhetoric to any discipline and discover how 

knowledge is constructed and acted upon in conflict situations. For example, rhetorical 

critics can analyze a given situation through the rhetorical proofs of pathos, logos, and 

ethos in order to create more effective discourse. These terms, taken from Aristotle’s On 

Rhetoric, provide an organizational scheme for categorizing aspects of discourse in order 

to better understand its functionality. Thus, as an architectonic art, rhetoric analyzes 

situations and creates new ways to understand them. Applied to conflict, rhetoric can 

discover new connections between diverse interpretations and help interpret competing 

worldviews.  

Ideas forwarded by Burke and McKeon have influenced how people understand 

rhetoric as a means of knowledge construction. Concepts like “identification” and 

rhetoric as architectonic have helped contemporary scholars further develop rhetoric’s 

epistemic nature. This concept of rhetoric as means of creating social knowledge has 

especially been forwarded by research in composition studies that has examined the 

interdependent relationship between writer and reader.  Contemporary composition 

research contributes several concrete applications for discovering and creating 

knowledge, applications significant to the broader connection of rhetoric and conflict.   

Bridging theories of rhetoric and composition, James Berlin strengthens the 

connection between rhetoric and knowledge creation by arguing that rhetoric, aided by its 

ability to create social knowledge, plays an important part in structuring resolutions and 
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negotiating social problems. Examining different rhetorical theories (Neo-Aristotelian, 

Neo-Platonic, positivist, and new rhetorics), Berlin demonstrates how theories put forth 

by new rhetoricians view rhetoric as “epistemic” because truth is seen as a dynamic and 

dialectical entity, a relation waiting to be discovered (“Contemporary” 242). Berlin 

explains, “Truth is dynamic and dialectical, the result of a process involving the 

interaction of opposing elements. It is a relation that is created, not pre-existent and 

waiting to be discovered” (242). Berlin’s detailed taxonomies and support for new 

rhetorics further an understanding of rhetoric as collaborative meaning making. Berlin 

argues that all truths, “by their very [epistemic] nature uncertain, open to debate, 

contingent, probable,” depend upon transactions between individuals (Rhetoric 15). His 

theory of “transactional rhetoric” suggests that individuals interact with the social and 

material conditions of their lives, use language as mediating force, and arrive at an 

emergent truth (17). Thus, for Berlin, rhetoric supports the understanding of conflict as a 

natural process of interaction and meaning making. Because truth is at least partly 

provisional and arrived at by argument and interpretation, it relies upon the back-and-

forth negotiation of communication.  

Working from ideas of rhetoric as epistemic, composition scholars have sought to 

better understand conflict’s generative nature in the classroom. Motivated by interests in 

discourse communities, scholars have examined how certain discourses facilitate 

inclusion and exclusion from more dominant discourse.  In “Collaborative Learning and 

the Conversation of Mankind,” for example, Kenneth Bruffee examines how difference 

creates opportunities for understanding. Working with Richard Rorty’s ‘normal’ and 
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‘abnormal’ discourse, Bruffee argues that learning occurs within students’ experiences in 

discourse communities beyond their own, in situations where “consensus no longer exists 

with regard to rules, assumptions, goals, values, or mores” (648). According to Bruffee, 

these moments generate conflicts and lead to cognitive dissonance, a type of learning that 

occurs as different discourse communities interact with each other and generate new 

ideas and relationships.  

Forwarding the conversation, John Trimbur agrees with Bruffee’s assertions of 

collaborative learning but points out how consensus—by its nature—ignores conflict. In 

“Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning,” Trimbur insists on viewing 

consensus not through terms of agreement but through conflict, which enables 

composition teachers to focus on diverse, often marginalized voices (608). Because 

consensus can potentially ignore conflicts and differences, he displaces it “to a horizon 

which may never be reached” (615). Instead, he offers “dissensus,” the conversation 

generated by the “marginalized voices, the resistance and contestation both within and 

outside the conversation” (608). Consensus, therefore, should never be a classroom goal, 

but should instead be a springboard through which to generate a conversation that enables 

differences and conflict to emerge.   

As a result of these examinations, concepts such as “dissensus” entered pedagogy 

conversations and made space for different degrees of conflict to create knowledge in the 

classroom. Most notably, Mary Louise Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone” argues that 

conflict can be a powerful tool in the classroom. Defined as “social spaces where cultures 

meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical 
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relations of power,” contact zones provide teachers themes by which to analyze conflicts 

within different cultures (34). Pratt lays out several pedagogical tools—storytelling, 

critique, and comparison, for example—that can help generate contact zones and 

encourage what she describes as “cultural mediation,” the process of working out 

differences in cultures to help foster learning (40). Contact zones, therefore, attempt to 

create places to study cultural differences, effectively transforming the classroom into a 

place where conflict can safely emerge.  

Such work by scholars in both rhetoric and composition is significant to an 

understanding of constructive conflict. Beyond illuminating connections between rhetoric 

and conflict, they demonstrate how academic investigations into knowledge construction 

can help people discuss their differences and create mutual understanding. Moreover, 

such examinations emphasize how specific strategies from rhetoric and composition 

actively improve social knowledge construction and acknowledge the significance of 

rhetoric.  

 

Constructing Meaning through Rhetorical Invention  

Rhetoric’s applicability as a means of creating meaning is directly linked to 

theories of inquiry and knowledge production. Through its focus on rhetorical theories of 

knowledge construction as well as applications of heuristics and prewriting strategies, 

rhetorical invention illuminates different methods of how people create meaning. 

Drawing on scholarship spanning from works by Aristotle to recent examinations from 

invention scholar Richard Young, the following section explores how a functional 
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understanding of rhetorical invention can help disputants better negotiate conflicts. By 

utilizing invention strategies, I argue, disputants can expand possibilities for successfully 

negotiating through conflict. Not only does this approach provide disputants with more 

opportunities, but it also increases their participation and satisfaction with the conflict 

resolution process. 

Rhetorical invention has long been significant—albeit somewhat controversial—

to rhetoric studies. As explained by Young and Becker, “The strength and worth of 

rhetoric seem […] to be tied to the art of invention; rhetoric tends to become a superficial 

and marginal concern when it is separated from systematic methods of inquiry and 

problems of content” (127). Within rhetoric scholarship two general views of invention 

have prevailed: one view sees invention as a static process of uncovering existing 

information while the other views invention as a dynamic process where rhetors create 

information. For the former process, rhetors simply examine relevant bodies of 

knowledge—communities, logic, reason—to be persuasive; and for the latter, rhetors 

utilize various methods of critical inquiry to generate information. Consequently, 

rhetorical invention is generally defined as “the process and art of creation, discovery, or 

problem solving” (Young, “Invention” 349). Different viewpoints on rhetorical invention 

contribute to understanding its different uses; taking a side and seeking one precise 

definition, however, can be reductive. It is, instead, more productive to realize how 

certain developments in rhetorical invention, like the enthymeme, heuristics, rhetorical 

appeals, and social construction, have made possible a vibrant understanding of invention 

that contributes to conflict resolution.  
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In order to develop a functional understanding of rhetorical invention, we must 

first examine several developments from classical rhetoric. It is first important to 

understand invention’s significance in Aristotelian rhetoric. Throughout the seminal On 

Rhetoric, Aristotle emphasizes the importance of inventio, or rhetorical invention, by 

defining rhetoric as “an ability, in each [particular] case to see the available means of 

persuasion” (36). This definition—perhaps the most often quoted of rhetoric—suggests 

the significance of “seeing,” which is sometimes translated as “discovering” (the Greek 

word is from theorein), these means through the arts of rhetorical invention. Rhetors 

develop persuasive arguments by discovering and inventing proofs effective to their topic 

and audience. To be effective, rhetors must analyze and incorporate community beliefs, 

and according to Aristotle, this process usually occurs in the early stages of persuasive 

arguments. 

For Aristotle, invention is also a social process, a point evident in his conceptions 

of the syllogism and enthymeme. The syllogism is the logical process of drawing a 

conclusion from two established premises: for example, Socrates is a man; all men are 

mortal; so, Socrates is mortal. However, the enthymeme, what Aristotle refers to as a 

“rhetorical syllogism” (40), bypasses the middle premise by assuming the audience 

already understands the relationship: for example, most people understand that because 

Socrates is a man, he is mortal. Aristotle especially emphasizes the role of the 

enthymeme in effective communication because it is a logical method of structuring 

knowledge around a community. For example, as appeared on the marquee of a carwash 

near my home, “If you don’t look good, we don’t look good.” This enthymematic 
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statement skips the (superfluous) middle premise that claims the (clean) appearance of 

cars reflects the company’s overall performance. Individuals in my neighborhood do not 

need to know this idea because it is common knowledge. Enthymematic reasoning 

stresses the dynamic nature of invention as well as the dialectical relationship between 

rhetor and society. Thus, Aristotelian invention requires analyzing a community’s 

knowledge base and is not merely a formula for developing arguments; it is also an 

architectonic concept that organizes how rhetors develop arguments.  

Perhaps an even more important component of rhetorical invention evolving from 

classical rhetoric is the concept of organizational schema, or heuristics. Also derived 

from Aristotle, heuristics, derived from the Greek heurisko, or “I find,” are lines of 

questioning that abet the discovery of information relevant to a given topic. In On 

Rhetoric Aristotle provides numerous heuristics to aid rhetorical invention: Aristotle’s 

topics, or topoi, are divided into “common” and “special.” Of the common topics, 

Aristotle suggests speakers should be aware of ways to make propositions that deal with 

their respective area of speech (deliberative, judicial, and epideictic). He argues, “it is 

necessary for the deliberative speaker to have propositions about the possible and the 

impossible and [about] whether something has happened or not and [about] whether it 

will or will not come to be” (51). Thus, these areas of speech are common to general 

beliefs and cover strategies such as comparison and definition. Book Two of On Rhetoric 

provides twenty-eight common topics to help rhetors explore lines of argument ranging 

from opposition to comparison to probability. These generalizations were intended to 

help rhetors develop persuasive arguments for a variety of different subjects. Aristotle’s 
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topoi contribute methods of seeing rhetorical invention as a dynamic process that directly 

links rhetoric to the discovery of knowledge, a view strengthened in contemporary 

investigations. 

Aristotle’s examinations in On Rhetoric not only established the significance of 

rhetorical invention, but they also influenced contemporary scholars to expand ideas of 

social knowledge construction and heuristics. Neo-Aristotelian approaches have 

especially led to broader understandings of how various topoi can be used as generative 

means of invention. For example, Carolyn Miller, in her recent “The Aristotelian Topos: 

Hunting for Novelty,” forwards the notion that the topoi serve as places where meaning 

can be generated. For Miller, the topics are containers where “productive and not 

completely predictable or predetermined combinations of concepts may occur” (136). 

The topics, therefore, stress a generative act that is directly bound to community beliefs. 

They also stress how heuristic procedures can aid invention.  

As a result, people understand heuristics as not only a line of argument but also 

any device that “enables one to translate knowledge about something into knowledgeable 

practice” (Young and Liu xvi). Common contemporary heuristics in composition 

pedagogy, for example, are brainstorming procedures like clustering, free writing, and 

journalism’s five w’s—procedures that encourage individuals to discover new knowledge 

about topics. As these different varieties suggest, it is important to regard heuristics as 

both systematic and flexible, not merely mechanical devices that confine one’s 

inventional procedures (Young, “Concepts” 198). As is evidenced in composition 

strategies, Aristotle’s inventio has been significant to a contemporary understanding of 
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invention; moreover, it enabled theorists to develop strategies for strengthening the 

relationship between rhetoric and knowledge. 

Forwarding the notion of rhetorical invention as means of generating knowledge, 

the new rhetorics movement enriches theories of rhetorical invention. Robert L. Scott’s 

seminal “On Viewing Rhetoric as Epistemic” describes rhetorical invention as the 

discovery and creation of knowledge; Scott argues that many of the premises often 

accepted through syllogistic reasoning do not sufficiently consider local context. For 

example, Scott explains how Stephen Toulmin’s popular syllogism Anne is Jack's sister; 

All Jack's sisters have red hair; So Anne has red hair is invalid because it does not 

demonstrate truth based on observation. According to Scott, “there is no possibility in 

matters relevant to human interaction to determine truth in any a priori way […] truth 

can arise only from cooperative critical inquiry” (313-14). Because Scott’s epistemic 

rhetoric, and the subsequent movement in social-construction, assumes that knowledge, 

or Truth, is contingent upon the beliefs of a specific society, it forwards the belief that 

invention is a highly social process that depends on the interaction among individuals, 

objects, and society. By examining the connection between reality and the language used 

to describe that reality, scholars have developed increased understandings of the 

functions of rhetoric to conflict situations. Based on premises of social-construction, 

successfully working with conflict does not depend on criteria beyond disputants and 

their contexts; it depends on disputants’ immediate interactions and social experiences.  

Theories of rhetorical invention enhance strategies of discovering and creating 

knowledge by helping rhetors organize situations, invent solutions, and create persuasive 
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appeals that are based on their discoveries. They provide topoi analyzing lines of 

arguments, heuristics for organizing situations, and enthymemes for incorporating social 

knowledge. Specific composition-based invention strategies like prewriting and 

brainstorming offer proven methods of invention that help writers expand their abilities to 

critique and develop arguments. Such contemporary developments in rhetorical invention 

are especially applicable to conflict. Indeed, the aforementioned principles offer different 

strategies for better understanding differences, and they provide specific ways of working 

together to generate constructive conversations.  

Rhetorical invention provides increased strategies for testing existent 

interpretations and discovering new ones. Based on scholarship from both rhetoric and 

composition, I argue that different invention theories offer people unique perspectives to 

understand and possibly resolve their conflicts. Theories focusing on critical analysis, 

social interaction, collaboration, and openness are especially helpful to developing 

strategies for constructively dealing with conflict. For example, when disputants critically 

analyze conflict situations, they increase their contextual awareness. The collective nature 

of our thought processes stresses the inherent social nature of conflict. Disputants aware 

of the collaborative nature of invention are better equipped to work together to reach 

resolution. And understanding invention as an open process that exists throughout 

communication can help people generate new meaning. These four theories of rhetorical 

invention—critical, social, collaborative, and generative—create new ways for people to 

discuss their differences.  
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Constructing Meaning through Analysis: A Critical Approach to Invention 

Because conflicts exist in unique situations, it is important for disputants to 

understand how contexts affect their understandings.  People who seek to discover or 

create new knowledge can utilize different methodologies to learn more about the 

situations in which their conflicts arise and escalate, creating expanded spaces for 

differences to exist. In regards to improving conflict resolution practices, several critical 

methodologies rooted in rhetoric and composition can help disputants discover more 

about their unique situations.  

First of all, disputants can benefit from utilizing specifics unique to rhetorical 

criticism. Generally speaking, rhetorical criticism is understood as “any mode of criticism 

that takes into account the relationships between the speaker or writer, the performance or 

the text, and the audience or reader” (D’Angelo 604). It is a method of acknowledging 

the dynamic relationship between these elements and better understanding how they 

interact with each other. Contrary to other types of criticism, rhetorical criticism enables 

critics to become aware of the overt and covert features of a given object, especially its 

specific function in a given discourse. A rhetorical analysis of a landlord-tenant dispute, 

for example, does not solely focus on the correctness or legality of the claims, but it 

considers the general purpose of the claims, the context in which they are delivered, the 

specific opinions they express, and their effectiveness given these circumstances. 

Whereas different approaches to rhetorical criticism (see Foss) can help disputants 

understand conflict, Kenneth Burke’s approach to critical inquiry, what he refers to as 

“dramatism,” is especially helpful in critically analyzing elements of people’s disputes. In 
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order to explain the motives behind communication, Burke developed a theory of 

interpretation that utilizes language from the study of drama to describe different actions 

and motives. It relies on an understanding of language as symbolic action and assumes 

that critics can interpret human actions in the same way they interpret a play. 

“Dramatism” relies on vocabulary from theater arts to help critics discover how various 

components of an artifact make meaning; Burke provides a system based on five simple 

terms. Revealed in “The Five Master Terms: Their Place in a ‘Dramatistic’ Grammar of 

Motives” and further detailed in A Grammar of Motives, Kenneth Burke’s pentad of 

terms is a significant tool for invention. The pentad consists of five terms—act, scene, 

agent, agency, purpose (he later added a sixth term “attitude”)—that create foundations 

for heuristics of interpretation. Burke provides these “master terms” as a “generating 

principle, a general method that would enable you in a sense to ‘anticipate’ any specific 

notions about motive” (“The Five Master Terms” 1). In other words, the terms provide a 

way for a critic to understand something by constructing different lenses through which 

to view it.  

As means of analyzing discourse, the terms allow critics to gain multiple 

perspectives, which expand opportunities of invention in ways that can enable 

participants in a conflict to re-envision their situation. Perhaps the most detailed 

application of Burke’s pentad as critical tool appears in David Blakesley’s The Elements 

of Dramatism. According to Blakesley, critics can use each term as a springboard for 

asking specific questions within each category: 
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Act:  Names what took place, in thought or deed.  

What was done? 

 Scene:  The background of the act, the situation in which it occurred.  

Where and when was the act performed? 

 Agent:  Names what person or kind of person or people performed the act.  

Who did it? 

 Agency: Names what means or instruments the agent used.  

How and with what was the act performed? 

 Purpose: Suggests why the agent performed the act.  

What motivated the act? 

 Attitude: Names the state of mind that predisposes the agent for an act.  

What is the agent’s attitude toward the act? (33) 

 
By asking these questions, critics become aware of how different artifacts interact with 

their situations.  

Interestingly, the division of terms in the pentad does not lead to fragmentation; it 

provides critics with a more unified vision, a unification that is important to 

understanding conflicts. Burke stresses the importance of using the terms together and 

creating “ratios,” or combinations of the terms. In “The Five Master Terms,” Burke 

explains the unity: 

But the more steadily you contemplate these terms, the greater their 

tendency to merge into one another. Indeed, they are like the fingers on a 

hand. In their extremities, the fingers are distinct, but in the palm, they 
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merge. And if you go from one finger to another without a leap, you need 

but trace the tendon down into the palm of the hand, and then go back 

along another tendon […] it is by reason of these overlapping areas that 

many important transformations in thought take place. (3) 

 
The most common ratio occurs in the combination of scene and act. The scene-act ratio 

emphasizes the relationship between the background and what was done. Through this 

lens a critic examines how the context of a certain discourse affects the author’s motives. 

For example, in the case of a political conflict, one would examine how different 

situational factors—like national or international pressures—influence the intended 

message. Burke’s dramatism and accompanying pentad demonstrate how rhetorical 

analysis—the study of symbols and their effectiveness in relation to given contexts—can 

increase critics’ knowledge of a given situation. They lead to the discovery of “What is 

involved, when we say what people are doing and why they are doing it” (Grammar xv). 

It is a systematic method of invention for the purpose of simplifying an artifact. Whereas 

Burke intended for the pentad to be used as a critical tool, it has great potential for 

conflict resolution practices. It develops strategies that can directly improve people’s 

inventive strategies—an application that has proven successful in the writing classroom.  

For many, the pentad has proven to be an effective tool for invention in writing. 

William Irmscher in the Holt Guide to English and Joseph Comprone in “Kenneth Burke 

and the Teaching of Writing” develop several applications for using the pentad as a 

heuristic in prewriting processes. Burke responded to Irmscher’s use of the pentad by 

acknowledging the generative potential. In “Questions and Answers about the Pentad,” 
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he comments on the different possibilities for interpretation and acknowledges how the 

pentad can be a tool that “leads to a text” (333); however, he stresses its original intention 

to be applied to an already existent text. For Burke, dramatism primarily intends to abet 

critical inquiry, for this is dramatism’s most useful and important purpose. Understanding 

the complex system of communication and language, for Burke, is of utmost importance 

for resolving the many conflicts we encounter in life. Yet, as the subsequent applications 

demonstrate, the pentad can be applied in both ways: it can be used as an analytical 

tool—as Burke intends—and a method of invention—as Irmscher suggests.  

Regarding conflict, the pentad offers disputants a simple device for analyzing 

situations and discovering which factors contribute to different interpretations. It 

illuminates how dramatic components of a conflict can broaden perceptions: viewing a 

conflict as a dramatic act can help disputants and resolvers see beyond different roles that 

conflicts often create. For example, by examining how a “scene” (departmental budget 

cuts, for example) affects a particular “action” (the discontinuation of specific programs 

due to lack of resources), disputants might be able to better focus on alternative goals 

(broadening the amount of resources). By seeing disputes through these lenses, disputants 

might be better able to see themselves as parties interested in creating resolutions instead 

of participating in conflict.  

Dramatism is also consistent with other investigations of conflict. For example, as 

Gary Harper suggests in “Once Upon a Conflict: The Journey from Confrontation to 

Collaboration,” in many conflict situations there exists a triangulation of hero, victim, 

and villain. Figure 2.1 below describes Harper’s perception of the dramatic nature of 
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conflict. Although simplistic, this approach helps disputants negotiate conflict situations 

by providing a lens through which to better relate to others’ actions. It also explains how 

individuals may base their interpretations on dramatic elements. 

 

Figure 2.1 Harper’s “Drama Triangle” 

For Harper, awareness of these different positions improves people’s 

understandings of and responses to conflict. It reveals distortions and “allows us to 

choose responses that move us beyond the drama triangle of confrontation and uncover 

the new possibilities that flow from collaboration” (para. 21). Similar to the pentad, his 

triangulation simply provides a new way of seeing a specific problem. It also 

acknowledges the symbolic nature of people’s actions, ultimately expanding their 

awareness. Similar to the pentad, this approach provides a lens for people within specific 

communities to better understand their conflict experiences.  

Methods of critical inquiry such as dramatism are significant to conflict 

resolution. By offering critics heuristics to analyze artifacts and create more effective 

communicative practices, these methods enable critics to develop methods of inquiry 

appropriate to different contexts. Because rhetoric is deeply rooted in invention and 
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criticism, it helps disputants understand their differences. Using the aforementioned 

invention theories enables disputants and resolvers to better understand the often complex 

components that lead to conflict. 

 

 Constructing Meaning through Interaction: A Social Approach to Invention  

As was established by Aristotle, rhetoric is a social art. Whether used for 

persuading a specific audience or examining the beliefs of a given community, rhetoric 

considers the social nature of effective communication. Considering the context of a 

particular interaction enables rhetors to become aware of how a situation both depends 

upon and affects its environment. This is especially relevant to rhetorical invention; 

however, as different societies have appropriated ideas of rhetorical invention, they have 

distorted invention from its original social epistemology. One composition scholar who 

identifies this deviation is Karen Burke LeFevre. Ignoring the social nature of invention, 

according to LeFevre, limits our ability to discover potential resolutions and therefore 

perpetuates conflicts. 

In Invention as a Social Act, LeFevre demonstrates how a social understanding of 

rhetorical invention affects both social invention and conflict resolution practices. She 

argues that people’s inventive processes are limited by what she refers to as the “Platonic 

view,” an understanding of invention not as a process occurring between an individual 

and society as Aristotle asserts but as a process where an isolated thinker discovers 

knowledge alone. This understanding—perpetuated by romanticism, individualism, and 

capitalism—has both helped and harmed current understandings of rhetorical invention. 
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It helps by stressing the importance of invention in generative processes, encouraging 

reflection, and acknowledging individual merit by encouraging individuals to find 

resources from within. But, according to LeFevre, it is also harmful. Because Platonic 

invention considers invention as a solitary act, it separates individuals from society. It 

supports an understanding of invention as a “closed, one-way system,” ignoring the 

potential of collaboration (32). LeFevre amends these misunderstandings by illuminating 

the collective nature of invention.  

Unfortunately, the Platonic view of invention, according to LeFevre, ignores the 

dynamic social nature of language. Language use directly links individuals to their 

societies so much that individuals (even in solitude) are influenced by society through 

shared language conventions. As LeFevre explains, “Language plays an active role in the 

generation of what we come to know and say, and in that role, it demonstrates the 

inextricable involvement of social elements in invention” (120). Consequently, individual 

interpretation is relative to specific cultures and worldviews, and invention builds upon 

knowledge relative to social understanding. LeFevre, therefore, defines invention as the 

process of “individuals interact[ing] dialectically with socioculture in a distinctive way to 

generate something” (33). Because of the commonality of shared language, invention is 

inevitably a social act. 

 As LeFevre demonstrates, invention is never a solitary act, regardless of the 

physical condition of the inventor. The degrees to which social factors affect invention 

are mapped out by LeFevre through a continuum on social perspectives. The continuum 
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provides four different degrees of invention, each demonstrating a different level of 

social involvement: 

1. Platonic view where invention is a private, individual process. 

2. Internal dialogic view where invention takes place during an internal dialogue 

modeled after Freud’s theories of the individual.  

3. Collaborative view where invention occurs during the actions, interpretations, 

and responses of collaborators.   

4. Social collective view where invention occurs only after various social 

collectives (institutions and cultural influences) have influenced the inventor. 

(49-50) 

 
It is important to note that these categories do not confine processes of invention; one 

instance could easily fall somewhere under all four categories. But they do demonstrate 

the varying ways invention can be influenced by factors beyond the isolated individual. 

Disputants who become aware of these different possible views become capable of seeing 

how their ideas are socially influenced.    

When organized in relation to other views, the Platonic view limits the discovery 

of knowledge to an isolated process. It ignores the significant reality that acts are always 

received by an audience and ignores the fact that ideas are “generally initiated by an 

inventor (or rhetor) and brought to completion by an audience” (38). More importantly, 

the Platonic view ignores the collaborative nature of invention. Collaboration is not just 

limited to direct communication; it also occurs indirectly. It is a process of invention 

where ideas are constantly being modified and reaffirmed by the beliefs of peers and 
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communities. People who acknowledge such a naturally occurring process improve their 

abilities to discover knowledge. LeFevre calls the generative advantage “resonance,” a 

term she borrows from Harold Laswell’s “The Social Setting of Creativity.” As LeFevre 

explains, “Resonance comes about when an individual act—a ‘vibration’—is intensified 

and prolonged by sympathetic vibrations. It may occur when someone acts as a facilitator 

to assist or extend what is regarded as primarily another’s invention, or when people are 

mutual collaborators at work on a task” (65). For example, disputants could be discussing 

a situation involving unequal treatment of a peer and, in the process of judging the 

treatment, they could echo ideas from the founding fathers that ‘all men are created 

equal.’ Resonance, therefore, works both directly and indirectly as individuals support 

each other through collaboration. It constantly influences our ideas and methodologies. 

Understanding invention as a social process is important for understanding 

conflict. It helps individuals recognize how different ideas or beliefs resonate on their 

own, and it also encourages individuals to work together to understand their differences. 

LeFevre realizes this importance and demonstrate how an understanding of open, social 

invention can help resolve conflict by referencing the Camp David Peace Accord 

negotiations between Egyptian president Anwar Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister 

Menachem Begin. During this negotiation, a team of American mediators worked with 

the disputing parties and focused on drafting a mutual agreement that summarized their 

conflict over the Sinai Peninsula. As the mediators went back and forth between parties, 

the text became a social document with multiple authors:  
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After each meeting, the negotiating text was revised in light of the 

criticism received. After twenty-three revisions, the American team 

formulated an actual proposal, phrased so that it could be answered by a 

yes or no: they proposed a demilitarized Sinai that would return to Egypt’s 

rule, thus achieving security for Israel and sovereignty for Egypt. Begin 

and Sadat each agreed to accept this proposed text if the other would. (43) 

 
 By describing an international peace negotiation of epic proportions, LeFevre 

expands the scope of rhetorical invention. She provides a tangible situation where a social 

understanding of invention that acknowledges the social nature of invention helps 

disputants work with their differences and possibly create a resolution. In addition, she 

demonstrates the importance of invention to areas beyond the composition classroom and 

academics. In the preceding conflict scenario, rhetorical invention provides negotiators 

new opportunities to work together and create resolutions whereas a static, asocial 

understanding of invention could limit possibilities for resolution. As LeFevre’s example 

illustrates, closed conceptions of invention could have grave consequences—preventing 

peace for example.  

Viewed as a social process, rhetorical invention can encourage disputants to 

(re)consider their own processes of resolving conflict. It helps people understand that 

solving problems requires patience and participation. A social understanding of rhetorical 

invention asks disputants to seek resonance for their ideas, and, most importantly, it 

encourages individuals to work together by reminding them of the social nature of 

effective communication. 
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Constructing Meaning Mutually: A Collaborative Approach to Invention 

 Similar to its social nature, rhetoric is a collaborative art that has long been 

associated with the dialectic interactions of rhetor and community. This collective nature 

also applies to understandings of rhetorical invention as a mutual process depending on 

the collaboration of rhetor and audience. Whereas classical rhetoric focuses on persuasion 

of like-minded individuals, contemporary rhetorics examine how rhetoric functions in 

situations where rhetor and audience have different interpretive schema. Consequently, 

several developments in the collaborative nature of invention abet a better understanding 

of conflict.   

 Approaches to invention derived from Carl Rogers’ research in psychotherapy are 

especially applicable to conflict studies. Carl Rogers, regarded as perhaps the most 

influential psychologist in American history, dedicated much of his work to developing a 

nondirective approach to psychology commonly known as “client” or “person-centered” 

(Kirschenbaum xi). Rogers believed an ideal environment—usually created through 

therapy—could help individuals better understand their differing beliefs. He explains, 

“the individual has within himself or herself vast resources for self-understanding, for 

altering his or her self-concept, attitudes, and self-directed behavior—and that these 

resources can be tapped if only a definable climate of facilitative psychological attitudes 

can be provided” (“A Client-centered” 135). He dedicated much of his work to creating 

this environment in order to facilitate successful communication. 

As a psychologist, Rogers discovered that communication between therapist and 

client was often impeded by powerful emotions and premature judgments, actions that 
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can easily lead to conflict. He therefore focuses on establishing “mutual communication” 

in order to improve opportunities for collaboration: 

Mutual communication tends to be pointed toward solving a problem 

rather than toward attacking a person or group. It leads to a situation in 

which I see how the problem appears to you, as well as to me, and you see 

how it appears to me, as well as to you. (On Becoming 336) 

In order to foster mutual communication, Rogers developed a method that encourages 

back-and-forth communication. Especially effective when strong values and beliefs block 

communication or a sense of “threat” exists from opposing values and beliefs, this 

method attempts to decrease conflict and increase communication by creating a more 

dynamic understanding of invention. It assumes that invention must remain open prior to 

and during the dialectic processes of communication. Originally used between therapist 

and patient, Rogers’ method asks individuals to first recognize the viewpoints of others 

prior to making a claim. It forwards a collaborative understanding of invention that has 

applications far beyond psychology.  

In “Communication: Its Blocking and Its Facilitation,” Rogers hypothesizes that 

communication sometimes is unsuccessful because limited invention strategies lead to 

isolation. For Rogers, contentious situations prevent people from reaching resolution by 

prematurely blinding them to opportunities. He argues, “The major barrier to mutual 

interpersonal communication is our very natural tendency to judge, to evaluate, to 

approve or disapprove, the statement of the other person” (285). Any system that isolates 

an individual’s ability to create solutions and prohibits acceptance of others’ ideas, 
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therefore, obstructs the natural dialectic process; it does not allow people to speak and be 

heard. Rogers explains that in order for “real communication” to occur, one must be open 

to the other’s side; the “evaluative tendency is avoided, when we listen with 

understanding” (“Communication” 285). For Rogers, successful communication depends 

upon the ability of both parties to willingly listen to the opposing side. This more active 

role of listener creates a generative collaboration. Collaboration and invention, therefore, 

are at the heart of the Rogerian method, an approach to communication that applies to 

conflict situations beyond therapy.  

Responding to his appeal for broader application, numerous scholars applied the 

Rogerian method to different fields. In rhetoric and composition especially, Rogers’ ideas 

of “mutual communication” and “listening with understanding” have been highly 

influential. As rhetoric scholar Jim Corder observes, Rogers’ ideas contributed to 

“changing our way of thinking about argument” in contemporary theory and have been 

seminal to contemporary understandings of rhetorical invention (Corder, “Argument” 

20).  

In rhetoric and composition, Rogers’ ideas were at first met with great 

enthusiasm. Scholars, especially “new rhetoricians” interested in expanding rhetoric’s 

scope beyond categories of persuasive speech, aligned the new communicative strategy 

as parallel to the cooperative understanding of rhetoric. They understood it as a method 

that can help individuals expand their knowledge. Scholar Nathaniel Teich explains this 

reception: “Rogers invited us to improve the quality of our communication by applying 

his principles in our personal, professional, and broader social and political interactions” 
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(1). As a result, composition teachers applied Rogers’ adaptable method to various 

composing strategies.  

Perhaps the most significant of these composition strategies is Richard Young, 

Alton Becker, and Kenneth Pike’s application, which was concerned with how Rogers’ 

ideas could help students establish “alternative ways of knowing” (Brent 456). In 

Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, they consider “Rogerian argument” as an effective way 

of “discovering information, forming concepts, seeing relationships, and analyzing and 

solving problems prior to the act of communicating” (xii). They suggest it as a possible 

means of softening the barriers that often distort people’s invention schema: “The 

Rogerian Strategy seeks to reduce the reader’s sense of threat so that he will be able to 

consider alternatives that may contribute to the creation of a more accurate image of the 

world and the elimination of conflict between writer and reader” (275). They do not limit 

their view of conflict to writer and reader; however, they focus much of their energy on 

developing a way for writers to expand their worldviews.  

The emphasis on worldview seen in Young, Becker, and Pike’s Rogerian 

argument is germinal to their later emphasis on tagmemics found throughout the text. 

Based on the idea of expanding invention, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change provides 

writers with specific heuristic strategies for creating different ways of seeing. They offer 

a complicated strategy for examining a given topic based on the tagmemic grid, which 

views an object’s relationship to its “particle,” “wave,” and “field” (127). As seen in 

Figure 2.2 below, this inventive strategy provides a systematic method of analyzing an 

artifact as an isolated object (particle), a process (wave), and as a system (field).  
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 Contrast Variation Distribution 
Particle (1) View the unit as an 

isolated, static entity. 
What are its contrastive 
features, i.e. the features 
that differentiate it from 
similar things and serve 
to identify it? 

(4) View the unit as a 
specific variant of the 
concept, i.e. as one among 
a group of instances that 
illustrate the concept. 
What is the range of 
physical variation of the 
concept, i.e., how can 
instances vary without 
becoming something else? 

(7) View the unit as 
part of a larger context. 
How is it appropriately 
or typically classified? 
What is its typical 
position in a temporal 
sequence? In space, i.e. 
in a scene or 
geographical array. In 
a system of classes? 

Wave (2) View the unit as a 
dynamic object or event.
What physical features 
distinguish it from 
similar objects or 
events? In particular, 
what is its nucleus? 

(5) View the unit as a 
dynamic process. 
How is it changing? 

(8) View the unit as a 
part of a larger, 
dynamic context. 
How does it interact 
with and merge into its 
environment? Are its 
borders clear cut or 
indeterminate? 

Field (3) View the unit as an 
abstract, 
multidimensional 
system. 
How are the 
components organized 
in relation to one 
another? More 
specifically, how are 
they related by class, in 
class systems, in 
temporal sequence, and 
in space? 

(6) View the unit as a 
multidimensional physical 
system. 
How do particular 
instances of the system 
vary? 

(9) View the unit as an 
abstract system within 
a larger system. 
What is its position in 
the larger system? 
What systematic 
features and 
components make it a 
part of the larger 
system? 

Figure 2.2 The Tagmemic Grid (127) 
 

Applied to conflict, the grid helps individuals locate their interpretations in relation to 

others. For example, applying a contemporary issue like the standardized testing debate 

enables critics to understand how it functions in a broader scheme. The nine prompts as 

well as the accompanying questions provide critics ways to learn more about what factors 

shape their beliefs. It is especially helpful to understand the “contrast” of the issue by 
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viewing it as a “static entity,” a “dynamic object or event,” and a “multidimensional 

system.” For example, one can view standardized testing as a specific educational policy 

(particle), a process that conforms to certain tenets of education as a quantifiable good 

(wave), and a system of tenets that supports a merit-based approach to learning (field). 

Critics, therefore, become more aware of objects and their perceptions, which could 

ultimately make them more aware of possibilities for differences. Clearly influenced by 

the authors’ desires to expand invention, the grid provides a means of interpretation that 

requires individuals to analyze how an object collaborates within a given context.  

In the field of composition, Young, Becker, and Pike’s introduction of Rogerian 

argument was immediately identified as a significant way to help students recognize 

others. Numerous scholars embraced what was commonly referred to as “Rogerian 

rhetoric,” as a potentially effective tool for composition instruction. Some applied it to 

problem-solving (Teich), developing individual writer’s selves (Halasek), and providing 

opportunities for writers to “embrace change” (Baumlin and Baumlin 139). Moreover, it 

was also applied as a direct link to an improved concept of invention in composition. In 

“Rogerian Principles and the Invention Process,” Rebecca Stephens explains how the 

Rogerian method can directly benefit rhetorical invention: it “provides a workable 

combination of flexibility and structure not possible in the later stages of arrangement. A 

concrete, specifically worded heuristic employed at an early stage of the writing process 

can serve as a powerful persuasive tool for student writers in investigating their topics” 

(162). Such a heuristic provides detailed questions composition students can answer to 



 51
 

find out more about their topics. Stephens offers several “non-confrontational” questions 

to aid invention: 

 What is the nature of the issue, in general terms? 

 Whose lives are affected by the issue? 

 What beliefs and values motivate each of the interested groups? 

 What other things influence their beliefs? For example, are there economic, 

social, political, legal, or religious reasons which contribute to their 

perspectives? Name and describe the reason for these influences? 

 What kind of publicity do the various perspectives receive? 

 Are the media biased or unbiased in presenting these views? (163) 

As these basic questions suggest, the Rogerian method can expand students’ discovery 

processes, enabling them to become more aware of how objects interact with significant 

social factors. By utilizing Rogers’ method, students learn how topics relate to their 

specific communities; they learn how to construct wide lenses by which to view social 

artifacts. Rogers’ strategy, therefore, enables students and disputants to become more 

aware of how issues relate to their specific lives by providing concrete analytical 

strategies. Such increased awareness leads to improved communication as people learn to 

recognize others’ viewpoints, a first step to mutual communication.  

Within academe, however, not all reception to “Rogerian rhetoric” has been 

positive. Scholars illuminated weaknesses in Rogerian rhetoric’s use of the term 

“rhetoric” (Brent), lack of empowerment for marginalized voices (Lassner), general 

incompatibility with writing pedagogy (Ede), and social relevance (Pounds). Some also 
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accused Rogerian argument of actually limiting invention (Brent).  If placed on 

LeFevre’s continuum, for example, Rogerian rhetoric falls somewhere in between the 

internal dialogic and collaborative views, ignoring the social conditions that contribute to 

people’s choices. These relevant criticisms illuminate potential weakness in the numerous 

composition-based applications. For instance, Phyllis Lassner’s “Feminist Responses to 

Rogerian Argument” details the experiences of women writers attempting to use the 

writing strategies in the context of a course in women’s studies that strengthened their 

positions as a traditionally marginalized group. Adopting the Rogerian stance and losing 

their empowered voices was counterproductive. It seemed “unnatural” attempting to 

reach neutrality by stating the other’s side first (224). They felt the method “impelled 

them to present the other side as equally valid” instead of simply presenting the other’s 

side accurately (224). As a means of constructing knowledge, such neutrality could be 

reductive, especially for marginalized groups. But, as a method of problem-solving or 

expanding awareness, these same writers agreed it was “a worthwhile effort to 

understand the values of their opposition” (224). That is exactly what the applications do 

for conflict resolution. 

As contributions to improving methods of conflict resolution, Rogers’ method and 

its different applications are simply practical ways to increase collaboration. Perhaps the 

most significant—and simplest—lesson to be learned is the basic cooperative premise 

behind Rogers’ work: it seeks to improve collaborative understandings in contentious 

situations. The Rogerian method provides a “well-articulated combination of dialogic 

principles combined with a practical set of techniques for implementing them” (Brent 
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462). Students who use the Rogerian method learn how to handle conflicts and listen to 

others by developing practical skills for inquiry. Through practice, asking questions such 

as those offered by Stephens above fosters an introspective method that provides students 

a means of better understanding how their viewpoints are collaboratively constructed.  

Moreover, one can truly appreciate the different applications of Rogers’ ideas, 

what Nathanial Teich describes as theories of “Rogerian collaborative rhetoric,” simply 

because they help people work together and see objects differently (3). As Rogerian 

scholar Doug Brent reminds us, “If we want citizens who can listen with understanding 

and consciously work to relax the barriers that a sense of threat erects between people, we 

could do worse than to expose them to a rhetoric informed by Rogerian principles” (465). 

Rogers’ ideas and their applications offer a well-organized method of asking individuals 

to acknowledge others’ viewpoints prior to stating claims, a method of helping 

individuals expand their invention strategies in contentious situations.  

When applied to conflict, the Rogerian method and Rogerian collaborative 

rhetoric facilitate awareness of others, a concept significant to conflict studies. 

Awareness, or “recognition,” encourages individuals to consider others during decision-

making processes. By incorporating such strategies in processes of problem-solving, 

individuals can invent interpretations that might better reflect diverse interests. In 

addition, improved invention strategies enable more opportunities for resolution. 

Awareness of others could have a direct reflection on specific decision-making in conflict 

situations. Before reaching conclusions and prematurely limiting opportunities for 

resolution, individuals could analyze others’ interests, an extension Rogers envisioned: 
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Can you imagine what this kind of approach would mean if it were 

projected into larger areas? What would happen to a labor-management 

dispute if it was conducted in such a way that labor, without necessarily 

agreeing, could accurately state management’s point of view in a way that 

management could accept; and management, without approving labor’s 

stand, could state labor’s case in a way that labor agreed was accurate? 

(“Communication” 286) 

The fact that Rogers initially applies the reaches of his theory to specific areas of dispute 

beyond the therapist and client relationship is significant. It demonstrates the applicability 

of such a strategy to real situations, situations that can easily influence people’s lives. The 

example of a labor-management dispute not only applies his research to more public 

areas, but it also suggests enhancing conflict resolution methods in order to help improve 

people’s lives and welfare.  

Examining how people create knowledge by communicating with others, 

therefore, is an excellent place to begin improving conflict situations. From this 

perspective, we can better realize the significance of collaboration and rhetorical 

invention. We can continue to develop new strategies to help improve the ways we deal 

with conflict. 
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Constructing Meaning through Openness: A Generative Approach to Invention 

A final theory of rhetorical invention helpful for understanding conflict stems 

from Jim Corder’s research in rhetoric and composition. Blending academic and personal 

writing styles, Corder sought to articulate a contemporary rhetoric that could 

accommodate complex issues of a diverse society.  He examined various interpretations 

of rhetoric and was especially interested in invention and authorial voice. Of his many 

accomplishments, he challenged misconceptions leading to tensions between academic 

and authorial voice, an issue he traced to classical understandings in invention and ethos. 

Corder’s scholarship blends styles to develop a seminal corpus, a body that extends the 

reach of rhetoric and composition to conflict and dispute resolution.  

Tracing the theme of invention through Corder’s works reveals a heightened 

emphasis on conflict and communication. His works are often aligned into early, or 

“heroic,” and late, or “tragic” periods: the earlier period examines the powers of 

communication “to reveal the speaking or writing self and community, to reduce conflict 

and create community, to accommodate diversity of belief and embrace competing 

truths,” and the later works examine the “crisis of ethos, communication, and 

accommodation” (Baumlin 27). These two periods reflect an increased urgency in the 

realm of conflict. As Corder becomes more aware of the demands that contentious 

situations place on us, he also becomes more dedicated to showing how invention can 

improve conflict.  

Beginning with his early works, Corder emphasizes the significance of invention 

to rhetoric. The emphasis on invention can best be seen in Uses of Rhetoric, a text that 
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attempts to involve specific rhetorical principles into contemporary society. He explains 

that “The arts of invention are occasions for exploration, plunging into experience, testing 

all possibilities” (111). The “arts of invention,” if understood correctly, allow people to 

improve methods of communication by providing ways to discover not only information 

about topics but also about themselves. People, therefore, learn to examine their own 

strategies of inquiry in order to become more involved in their learning processes. Such 

personal involvement is important for Corder, as many of his works argue for the 

development of personal voice in writing.  

Unfortunately, according to Corder, the art of “thinking, searching, choosing, 

[and] exploiting available knowledge” (49) has been all but forgotten in writing texts and 

contemporary theories. Rhetoricians from Aristotle to Whately to Corbett have promoted 

a sequential understanding of invention that relies upon the traditional order of the 

rhetorical canon, an order that confines invention to the beginning of a sequence. Such 

assumptions of “sequentiality” limit rhetoric’s ability to improve communication (49-50). 

As Corder explains, the original assumption that invention precedes other modes of 

rhetoric, such as arrangement for example, has infiltrated modern theories of invention. 

Because rhetoric is often divided into the five categories of the rhetorical canon—

invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery—rhetors confine invention to stages 

before organization and craft. People simply do not seek to invent beyond the initial 

stages of their thought processes; according to Corder they limit invention to the tasks at 

hand and do not seek to discover what is beyond the obvious. Corder explains, “For 

despite our best and frequent mouthings, we do not desire […] knowledge which comes 
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of long search and thoughtful accumulation. Our needs are fulfilled in its absence, and it 

holds no claim on us” (51). For Corder, a society that is blind to the potential of 

continuous rhetorical invention—one that does not systematically discover and create 

new understandings—suffers from “incompleteness.” An increased understanding of 

rhetoric, however, helps resolve the negative disposition to invention.  

Corder’s Uses of Rhetoric then seeks to expand traditional understandings of 

invention in order to create a new attitude that will facilitate more successful 

communication. He calls this new attitude the “recovery and discovery of knowledge, of 

resources and possibilities, the location of avenues of exploration, the means to just 

predication” (53). Thus, for Corder, the unending pursuit of knowledge and 

(re)application of rhetorical principles gains precedence over all other modes of 

discourse, even to the extreme that “any discourse not directed at a recovery (for 

example, ideology-bound discourse) is imprisoned” (66). This metaphor of spatial 

confinement parallels his need for open invention significant throughout his later works. 

By referring to “recovery,” “discovery,” and “possibilities,” Corder sets the stage for the 

significant concept of openness and a generative nature of discovery. Such terms do more 

than just reemphasize the importance of invention; they argue for an on-going and 

recursive invention process that requires people to constantly revisit invention strategies 

as they reflect on the progress of their work. For Corder, this personal process calls for 

increased participation in conflict. 

According to Corder, personal voice is significant to conflict resolution. When 

fully developed, it can help open communication processes and free individuals from the 
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imprisonment of closure. Authors and arguers who develop their voices can fully emerge 

within discourse and free themselves from the incompleteness that accompanies 

undeveloped communication. “How, then,” he asks, “may we recover from our own 

incompleteness?” The answer is simple: “On most issues, at least those that disturb us 

most, what we require is ethical argument” (85). Open invention, aided by a dynamic 

understanding of the speaker’s credibility, or ethos, fills the vacancies in discourse—and 

ultimately people’s lives. Recovery from limited invention occurs when speakers fully 

participate in discourse, unhindered by sequential conceptions of invention.  

Corder’s emphasis on invention as integral to rhetoric and communication begun 

in Uses remains throughout his work. Both “What I Learned at School” and “From 

Rhetoric to Grace …” are important to the evolution of his notion of invention because 

they provide the vehicle for Corder to continue his expansion of rhetoric(s). In these two 

works he continues developing the relationship between personal voice and invention. 

However, for the sake of conflict theory, they are especially important because they 

develop his theory of generative ethos. Perhaps Corder’s “most important” contribution 

to rhetoric, generative ethos creates a theory of individual credibility that asks people to 

enter into the unknown with a willingness to learn (Baumlin 29). Thus, what begins in 

Uses of Rhetoric as a desire to expand processes of discovery and invention confronts 

conflict and contending narratives, making the quest for open invention much more 

imperative—especially when situations become threatening.  

For Corder, ethos is highly central to improving problematic communication. 

However, classical and contemporary understandings of one static concept of ethos limit 
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our abilities to both develop our identities and cooperate. This misunderstanding can 

especially challenge contentious situations where disputants reach an impasse. In such 

situations, Corder suggests, our narratives and personal histories inhibit us from listening 

to others. He therefore undertakes an examination of ethos—similar to the examination of 

invention in Uses—that begins in classical rhetoric and waxes toward an expanded 

meaning.  

In “Varieties of Ethical Argument, With Some Account of the Significance of 

Ethos in the Teaching of Composition,” Corder abandons the “unnecessarily monistic” 

category of ethos (Corder, “Hunting” 300). He, instead, proposes a classification schema 

that lays out a pentadic expansion of ethos. By explaining five separate categories of 

ethos, Corder hopes to help us both understand ethos better and possibly “help us to 

understand ourselves better” (4). Of the five categories—dramatic, gratifying, functional, 

efficient, and generative—the latter is the most significant. Generative ethos, according to 

Corder, enables the openness necessary for improving conflict situations.  

According to Corder, this fifth form of ethos is needed “both to hear in others and 

make ourselves” (14). It initiates dynamic listening and invention while eschewing 

closure. Generative ethos is “always in the process of making itself and of liberating 

hearers to make themselves. In this form of ethos, there is always more coming. It is 

never wholly fenced into the past. It is a speaking out from history into history” (14). 

Generative ethos enables the emergence of personal characteristics that allow rhetors to 

overcome closed inventive processes and reach openness: “Good discourse is always 

moving toward completeness. What complicates and intensifies the process is that 
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discourse is a closure, a stoppage, hence itself an incompleteness” (20 [emphasis added]). 

Utilizing this type of openness in discourse overcomes the barriers that could have 

prevented rhetors understanding each other. It creates ways for communicants to 

accommodate each other.  

Similar to Rogers’ “real communication,” Corder’s “good discourse” is 

communication that avoids closure. Generative ethos aims to compensate for the 

unavoidable closure that accompanies traditional communication. It creates a 

commodious environment that breaks down borders and treats communication as an 

invitation, an important concept for understanding generative ethos. Corder clarifies, 

“communication seen as invitation brings a hearer (guest) into a world that he or she can 

live in, that has living space and time” (20). Thus, as it is articulated in “Varieties,” 

generative ethos promotes several principles:  

 moving toward completeness and beyond closure,  

 extending the space and time of discourse,  

 inviting others into one’s world. (20) 

Simply put, generative ethos forwards a spatial metaphor that helps improve 

communication. It creates a borderless space where individuals can coexist and 

participate in each other’s worlds.  

Generative ethos also aims to lessen the sense of threat occurring in conflict 

situations. As Corder explains in “Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as Love,” this 

expansion of ethos is effective in situations where a real sense of threat exists, situations 

similar to Carl Rogers’ blocked communication. However, Corder envisions a much 



 61
 

more contentious situation than previously appealed to by Rogers and Rogerian 

collaborative rhetoric. Directly indebted to these previous approaches to argument, 

Corder insists they are insufficient for intense conflict (19, 21).  Real conflict, according 

to Corder, often involves confrontation between two differing narratives that are so 

embedded in their histories and outlooks they become threatening. Each “contending 

narrative” poses a great threat: it is “an argument of genuine consequence because it 

confronts one life with another” (19). Moreover, previous theories are insufficient 

because they do not compensate for the often steadfast nature of arguers: people are 

naturally attached to their own personal narratives and unwilling to let them go.   

Corder’s development of generative ethos in “Argument as Emergence” details a 

concrete understanding of personal character that directly improves conflict resolution. 

Rooted in the collaborative nature of invention, it begins by reiterating how closure 

obstructs perception. Though somewhat inevitable because of the discriminating nature 

of language, this obstruction limits our abilities to see beyond our individual narratives. 

Corder explains how this closure occurs, “Sometimes we judge dogmatically, even 

ignorantly, holding only to standards that we have already accepted or established. We 

see only what our eyes will let us see at the given moment” (16). Occurring either 

deliberately or subconsciously, closure confines us to unaccommodating spaces. To avoid 

this, invention must be an ever-changing and growing concept. Invention should be 

always open, “always occur[ring]” (17). Again, this (re)generative notion of rhetorical 

invention is significant to conflict. Because conflict often confines people to a limited 

space, speakers and listeners must attempt to expand the space by searching for a more 
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accommodating place outside of the discourse. They need to re-conceptualize the spaces 

they create for their narratives.  

 In order to achieve this new mission, Corder suggests a new function of rhetoric 

as means of conflict resolution: “Rhetoric is love, and it must speak a commodious 

language, creating a world full of space and time that will hold our diversities” (31). 

Corder believes rhetoric can help resolve conflict if rhetorical invention is no longer 

conceived of as a closed process but instead understood as an important step to reaching 

agreement: “If we are to hope for ourselves and to value all others, we must learn that 

argument is emergence [toward the other]” (26). Whereas concepts like “emergence” and 

“love” may seem foreign to scholars of rhetoric and conflict, they create opportunities for 

expanding meaning construction and applying rhetoric to contemporary situations. 

According to Corder, conflict is not something we make outside ourselves—it is 

something we are, something that is created by our individual narratives. Successfully 

handling conflicts, therefore, means being willing to change one’s own narrative by 

listening to others and considering their viewpoints; it means entering an argument not to 

win but to possibly emerge as a changed person, to have a new outlook on the matter; it 

redefines “winning” an argument. Emergence requires the willingness to enter a conflict 

with the desire to evolve (26). It is a process that requires individuals to participate in 

order to change their outlooks.  

Based on his concepts of open invention and generative ethos, Corder provides 

several suggestions for achieving emergence and confronting conflict: 

 arguers must enter a conflict alone, free from external pressures, 
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 arguers must present their identity and give it to the other, 

 arguers must learn to abandon authoritative positions, 

 arguers must enter conflicts with no prior invention schemas, 

 invention must remain open during a conflict, 

 people must continue studying rhetoric and conflict, and 

 people must put time into conflict. (28-31)  

These suggestions offer a method for approaching conflict that requires individuals to be 

actively involved in their conflicts. Rooted in rhetorical principles of ethos and invention, 

this method requires awareness of one’s personal character and inventive strategies. It 

assumes individuals want to improve their communications and offers general strategies 

that utilize concepts significant to the study of rhetoric. By expanding basic rhetorical 

principles, Jim Corder seeks to improve conditions of communication. He expands 

rhetorical invention and ethos to create a method to help facilitate better communication. 

Generative ethos broadens the role of the arguer in a conflict situation while open 

invention expands sequential understandings of invention. Combined, they provide 

strategies that create awareness of arguers’ decision-making processes.   

Corder’s work is important for understanding conflict. It builds on previous 

scholarship in rhetoric and composition and provides a theoretical background to better 

understand conflict situations. Because it also urges an expanded conceptualization of 

rhetoric and especially rhetorical invention, the generative nature of invention can 

improve conflict resolution by helping people establish the necessary openness to 
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understand each other’s narratives. Conflict resolution thus becomes an open, generative 

process of invention.  

 

Conclusion 

Invention is a name for a great miracle—the attempt to unbind time to 
loosen the capacities of time and space into our speaking. 

—Jim Corder (“Argument”) 
 

In “Rhetoric and Conflict Resolution,” Richard Lloyd-Jones illustrates how 

contemporary society overemphasizes the role of stipulation: one chooses to represent an 

aspect of reality convenient for meeting some present need. “Stipulation” implies an “act 

of will in observing the world that does not presume or even desire access to absolute 

truth” (171). Basically, to stipulate is to specify, to narrow an idea down to a clause or 

provision. Whereas stipulation helps people accomplish simple tasks and remain focused, 

it ignores the broader issues behind people’s actions. This is one reason Lloyd-Jones 

believes conflict regularly occurs and escalates—stipulation makes every situation case-

specific and disassociates it with larger issues, separating ideas from their contexts. If 

individuals become more aware of their environments, they can become more capable of 

reaching resolution. 

Rhetoric helps expand people’s awareness of their social situations. Because it 

examines and acknowledges community beliefs, it locates individuals within their 

specific communities. In order to facilitate such contextual awareness, rhetorical 

principles provide people with systematic schema for understanding the complexities of 

their communications. When both disputants and resolvers learn rhetorical principles like 
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rhetorical invention, they gain skills that can help them interpret conflicts and understand 

their roles—they become more critically aware of their situations and capable of 

discovering and creating ways to resolve them.   

When put in the context of conflict resolution, rhetorical invention improves the 

way people solve problems by providing improving their awareness of the generative 

potential of conflict. First, invention helps disputants develop critical skills through 

dramatism or critical analysis helps people generate more creative solutions. As a 

systematic method of discovery, a critical heuristic like the pentad can reveal details 

important to understanding an object and how it functions within a scene or context.  

Second, understanding the social nature of invention reveals how contextual 

factors influence meaning. It shows how an individual approach to invention leads to a 

limited understanding of the collective nature of invention. Applied to conflict, a social 

understanding of rhetorical invention increases opportunities for successful resolution. As 

seen in the Sinai Peninsula Peace Accords negotiation, for example, arguers and resolvers 

can work together to expand options for reaching agreement. They can either work 

directly together or share different stages of the process to create new ways of creating 

resolutions.  

Third, the collaborative nature of resolution, as expressed through varied 

applications of Carl Rogers’ work, demonstrates how individuals can better understand 

conflict. By asking inquisitive questions and examining how an artifact interacts as an 

object, process, or system, for example, disputants and resolvers gain increased 

perspectives on their social environments. They become more aware of how their beliefs 
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relate to others. Consequently, they are more capable of overcoming the predispositions 

that can block mutual communication.  

Finally, the generative potential of invention demonstrates ways of expanding 

opportunities for communication. Influenced by Jim Corder’s research on invention and 

personal voice, generative ethos and theories of open invention enable disputants to be 

more active in conflicts. By setting out specific ground rules for approaching conflict and 

providing a supportive theoretical foundation, Corder articulates an approach to conflict 

grounded in rhetorical principles where invention creates opportunities for problem-

solving. This approach harnesses the spaciousness of communication and encourages 

individuals to enter conflicts with awareness of self and other, helping disputants 

transform their experiences as their deliberations proceed.  

These different viewpoints demonstrate how rhetorical invention expands our 

understanding of conflict resolution. Combined, they provide practical methods for 

analyzing and discovering new ways to solve problems and interact socially. A rhetorical 

stance on conflict expands people’s capacities to interpret and negotiate through 

contentious situations. It creates distinct methods for resolution that draw on the diverse 

opinions and interpretations that often contribute to conflict.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
IMPROVING NEGOTIATION AND MEDIATION THROUGH RHETORICAL 

INVENTION 
 

Negotiation […] draws our gaze to a dilemma-driven and goal directed 
effort to construct meaning in the face of forces that—unlike the 
enveloping flow of conversation—are hard to ignore. 

      —Linda Flower (“The Construction”) 
 

There is a common story in conflict resolution lore about two people bargaining 

over one orange. After not reaching an agreement, they decide to do what seems fair by 

cutting the orange in half and sharing it equally. Satisfied with their conclusion, they each 

go their own way. One gets home, peels off the rind, throws it away, and eats the fruit. 

The other gets home, peels off the rind, throws the fruit away, and uses the rind for 

baking (Fisher, Ury, and Patton 56-57). This popular parable stresses conflict resolution 

awareness by emphasizing how learning about context can be more productive than 

simply divvying up a limited amount of resources.  

Basically, conflict resolution can be defined as a set of varying practices that 

attempts to help disputants reach congruous agreements through structured, noncoercive, 

and nonviolent methods. According to the Association for Conflict Resolution, conflict 

resolution includes “a wide range of processes that encourage nonviolent dispute 

resolution outside of the traditional court system” (para. 1). At the forefront of different 

conflict resolution theories is a dichotomy between distributive and integrative 

bargaining. As explained in Figure 3.1 below, in distributive bargaining, or negotiation, 

people approach conflict assuming ‘the more you get the less I get.’ The distributive 

process—also known as “competitive,” “zero sum,” “win-lose,” and “positional”—
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focuses primarily on winning or winning the most through “a competition over who is 

going to get the most of a limited resource” (Lewicki et al. 74). Strategies generally 

promote competitive practices where people enter a situation fully aware of their target 

and bottom lines, information that is crucial for achieving people’s goals. In distributive 

situations, according to Lewicki et al., disputants “establish their starting, target, and 

resistance points, at least implicitly, if not explicitly, before beginning a negotiation” 

(76). Invention usually occurs prior to a negotiation and includes researching another 

party’s strengths and weaknesses. Distributive bargainers only communicate with each 

other in order to persuade others—or as distributive bargainers consider them 

“opponents”—to accept their target points.  Such communication is highly individualistic 

and relies on a traditional understanding of persuasion as convincing others to adopt a 

new point of view. 

Type Also Known As General Focus Strategies 

Distributive Competitive, zero-
sum, win-lose, 
positional 

Competing over 
resources 

Target zones, 
resistance 
points, divide 
resources 

Integrative Mutual gains, non-zero 
sum, win-win, 
principled 

Reaching objectives 
and helping others 

Collaboration,  
mutual goals, 
expand 
resources 

Figure 3.1 Negotiation Types 

Integrative negotiation, on the other hand, approaches conflict differently by 

assuming both parties can reach their specific goals at the same time. The integrative 

process—also known as “mutual gains,” “non-zero sum,” “win-win,” and “principled”—

focuses primarily on achieving disputants’ objectives while helping others attain their 
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goals. Strategies generally include collaboratively identifying mutual goals through 

brainstorming and highlighting the communicative nature of negotiation (Fisher, Ury, and 

Patton). In integrative situations, “discussion and mutual exploration will usually suggest 

win-win alternatives” (Lewicki et al. 113). Invention is a process of discovering differing 

interpretations through collaborative inquiry in order to expand possible solutions. 

Integrative bargainers interact with each other in order to create alternative solutions. 

Conflict resolution scholarship describes these approaches through their 

relationship to the possible resources at hand—commonly referred to as “the pie.” 

Distributive bargainers assume resources are limited and therefore attempt to divide a 

fixed pie among disputants. Integrative approaches to conflict resolution, on the other 

hand, as explained by Lewicki et al., attempt to debunk the “mythical fixed pie,” a 

training that incapacitates people’s abilities to look beyond the immediate gratification of 

simple solutions (15). By creating ways to “expand the pie,” integrative negotiators 

broaden the possible resources available in a dispute. Lewicki et al. describe this process 

as one of the biggest challenges of effective conflict resolution: “Rather than assume that 

all conflicts are win-lose events, negotiators can look for win-win solutions—and usually 

they will find them” (113). Understanding integrative negotiation is important for 

resolving shared conflicts, for they often involve issues that are not reflected on the 

surface of the problem at hand. They require people to describe their specific contexts in 

order to generate sound agreements that address the underlying issues.  

Problematically, people tend to bring distributive assumptions to potentially 

integrative social situations. As can be seen in the scenario with the orange above, the 
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“fixed pie” mentality is not always effective: it inhibits invention and limits the range of 

possible results. However, the orange scenario also suggests something else—that 

rhetorical invention is important to successful conflict resolution. If the people 

negotiating over the orange had better means of discovering and creating solutions, they 

could have perhaps communicated each other’s needs and created a more satisfying 

agreement that directly responded to their unique situation—they could have utilized 

improved invention processes appropriate to their specific context.  

Looking at conflict resolution through the lens of invention creates a new 

understanding of varying conflict resolution practices as well as specific stages within 

certain practices. Such a view builds on previous examinations of the relationship 

between rhetoric and conflict resolution, fields that have much in common. For example, 

in “Rhetoric and Conflict Resolution,” Richard Lloyd-Jones argues that the two fields are 

more similar than their segregation in academe suggests; even though conflict resolution 

is a distinct field, it “draws from many long-established disciplines” (173). Of these 

disciplines, which include rhetoric, psychology, sociology, and logic, Lloyd-Jones claims 

conflict resolution theories draw heavily from rhetoric: “Many of the practical strategies 

of rhetoricians have been rediscovered independently by conflict mediators in the last 

half century and then massaged to fit new contexts” (173). He then demonstrates how one 

specific approach to conflict—principled negotiation—utilizes several basic rhetorical 

principles. Principled negotiators, according to Lloyd-Jones, are trained to stay attuned to 

rhetorical situations and pay special attention to dynamics among speaker, audience, and 

message. As will be discussed later in this chapter, principled negotiators follow several 
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strategies that are conducive to creating new social understanding. Ultimately, Lloyd-

Jones demonstrates the connection between rhetoric and conflict resolution practices, 

leaving his audience with one pressing question: If rhetoric and conflict resolution are 

related, can a closer investigation of their similarities help develop more sophisticated 

ways of resolving conflict?  

This chapter aims to answer this question by demonstrating how rhetorical 

invention improves negotiation and mediation practices. Rhetorical invention offers an 

excellent lens through which to view conflict resolution. Defined by invention scholar 

Richard Young as the “process and art of creation, discovery, or problem-solving,” 

rhetorical invention can improve negotiation and mediation practices by helping 

disputants create solutions relevant to specific conflict situations (“Invention” 349). 

People who utilize different rhetorical invention strategies to help resolve their conflicts 

can become more capable of creating options for mutual gains, collaborating, selecting 

objective community-based criteria, and seeing information in different ways. In essence, 

they can become more capable of constructing shared meanings by utilizing different 

ways of inquiring into their differences.  

Consequently, this chapter examines resolution practices through the four 

different theories of rhetorical invention discussed in the previous chapter—critical, 

social, generative, and collaborative—in order to demonstrate how the art of “creation, 

discovery, or problem-solving” is integral to resolving conflicts. It ultimately 

demonstrates how rhetorical invention can help disputants increase their capacities for 

understanding and resolving conflict. 
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Contemporary Approaches to Resolution: Negotiation and Mediation 

Whereas contemporary conflict resolution methods are both distributive and 

integrative, they do not place enough emphasis on integrative methods that consider more 

than just people’s direct needs.  To be truly effective, conflict resolution methods must 

account for how people’s attitudes, beliefs, and emotions affect their needs. Methods that 

do not account for such contextual principles eliminate opportunities for improving 

disputants’ social conditions by focusing only on their positions and ignoring their 

interests. Focusing on integrative negotiation theory also emphasizes mutual participation 

by assuming that people who do not participate in the resolution of their issues are, 

according to Ury, Brett, and Goldberg, “less likely to approve the product, no matter how 

good it is from an objective point of view” (69). Not only is such an acknowledgement of 

the relationship between participation and satisfaction practically sound, but it also 

emphasizes an approach to conflict resolution that can be applied to the important 

decisions that affect their personal and social lives. Effective social conflict resolution, 

therefore, must help people analyze the intricacies of their conflicts and contexts broaden 

options for creating resolutions.  

The two most common dispute resolution processes that account for social beliefs 

are principled negotiation and mediation. Negotiation can be broadly defined as a 

“process of back-and-forth communication, aimed at reaching agreement with others 

when some of your interests are shared and some are opposed” (Ury 4). Mediation, 

originating as a set of informal practices attempting to alleviate congestion in legal 

courts, can be broadly defined as a “process of dispute resolution in which one or more 
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impartial third parties intervenes in a conflict with the consent of the disputants and 

assists them in negotiating a consensual and informed agreement” (National Association 

for Conflict Mediation). Structurally, mediation is simply assisted negotiation; however, 

as it has developed into a set of cogent practices, it has adopted an instructive approach 

that teaches people how to apply past experiences to future conflicts.  

Among negotiation practices, “principled negotiation” has been seminal in 

forwarding integrative strategies and broadening opportunities for rhetorical invention. 

This approach, as articulated in Roger Fisher, William Ury, and Bruce Patton’s Getting to 

Yes: Negotiating Agreement without Giving In, provides a detailed framework for 

integrative conflict resolution by establishing the process of principled negotiation, also 

known as “negotiation on the merits.” Resulting from the Harvard Negotiation Project of 

the 1970s, this national bestseller—over two million copies printed in 21 languages—

provides a simple and concise method for expanding distributive situations. Consistent 

with its integrative mission, Getting to Yes approaches negotiation as a dialectical process 

for agreeing with others, a “back-and-forth communication designed to reach an 

agreement when you and the other side have some interests that are shared and others that 

are opposed” (xvii). Thus, Getting to Yes details a collaborative process where disputants 

share similarities and differences in order to create mutually satisfying agreements. It is a 

process designed to help individuals communicate better in order to achieve their goals. 

Principled negotiation is therefore a process of collective problem-solving that is 

foundational to integrative negotiation. Whereas distributive negotiators become 

entrenched in positions and compromise as little as possible in order to reach their goals, 
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principled negotiators focus on the larger issues, or “principles,” in order to create new 

opportunities for mutual goal achievement. Taking “positions,” Fisher, Ury, and Patton 

suggest, is the most common approach to negotiation and does little more than enable the 

resolution of specific problems (4). It ignores the resolution of “the human needs that led 

people to adopt those positions” (11). For example, a positional stance on the Camp 

David Peace Accords (discussed in Chapter Two) could have required a complete return 

of the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt with no exceptions. Instead, the negotiators identified the 

principles of security and sovereignty for both Israel and Egypt and were able to create an 

alternative solution that included a demilitarized zone. Thus, it is the principled 

negotiator’s task to examine the context of a situation and identify the issues that are 

contributing to specific needs—principled negotiators aim to create opportunities for both 

resolution and creating change. 

By focusing on concepts that help negotiators change their distributive practices, 

principled negotiation seeks to expand ways of satisfying mutual goals. Getting to Yes 

details four simple criteria: 

• People:  Separate the people from the problem; 

• Interests: Focus on interests, not positions; 

• Options:  Generate a variety of possibilities before deciding what to do; and 

• Criteria: Insist that the result be based on some objective standard. (10-11)  

These four components provide useful strategies for analyzing social conflicts and 

understanding different approaches to rhetorical invention. In fact, as will be 

demonstrated later in this chapter, each category parallels a theory of rhetorical invention 
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and exists in a distinct stage of conflict resolution. Disputants who learn these strategies 

and understand them in relation to rhetorical invention can better utilize the productive 

nature of their conflicts. 

Within the field of conflict studies, Getting to Yes was highly influential and led 

to further contributions to integrative negotiation. Following its success, coauthor 

William Ury further developed principled negotiation in his follow-up text, Getting Past 

No. This accessible text develops a process of joint problem-solving that “involves 

probing for deep-seated concerns, devising creative solutions, and making trade-offs and 

concession where interests are opposed” (6). Similar to Getting to Yes, this text provides 

several simple criteria for resolving conflicts: 

• Don’t React:   Go to the balcony; 

• Don’t Argue:   Step to their side; 

• Don’t Reject:   Reframe; 

• Don’t Push:    Build them a golden bridge; and 

• Don’t Escalate: Use power to educate. (11-13)  

Similar to Getting to Yes, each component contributes to people’s integrative negotiation 

skills and provides tactics to utilize different invention strategies. Ury provides simple 

ways for people to be better aware of their social contexts. 

Moreover, integrative negotiation is also forwarded in Getting Disputes Resolved, 

a collaboration among Ury, Jeanne Brett, and Stephen Goldberg. The text develops an 

integrative strategy for designing effective dispute-resolution systems based on several 

practical negotiation experiences. The authors conceptualize a system for resolving 
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complex situations that often involve groups of people and larger communities. Their 

‘Dispute Systems Design’ creates processes that help disputants realize the integrative 

nature of their disputes by analyzing different “interests” as compared to “rights” or 

“power.” For example, working with labor disputes at a coal mine, the authors identify 

how a series of labor strikes did not result from the specific positions claimed by 

miners—stolen property, lack of proper bathhouse facilities, etc.—but instead followed a 

pattern of destructive communications between miners, management, and 

superintendents. Resulting from their success in mining industry negotiations, the authors 

provide systems that are capable of integrating different stakeholder needs through 

interpretive schema. Consistent with its integrative nature, the text suggests developing 

dynamic dispute-resolution systems that cater to specific contexts.  

Negotiation strategies, such as the specific strategies outlined in these three texts, 

have been significant to developing integrative conflict resolution techniques. Because 

they provide detailed methodologies that can be applied to different conflict situations, 

they have contributed to a general movement in developing formal alternative dispute 

resolution methods. Begun as an attempt to alleviate the growing number of cases in 

American legal courts, conflict resolution scholars developed alternative dispute 

resolution (ADR) practices in order to provide an inexpensive and timely way for 

individuals to resolve conflicts (Kovach 4-5). However, as its reputation for satisfaction 

and effectiveness has grown, ADR has become a viable means of social conflict 

resolution. More importantly, the movement in ADR enabled different practices in 

mediation to evolve. Often occurring informally in community centers, mediation 
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provides a structured environment for disputants to examine integrative principles behind 

their “positions.” The mediation process provides tangible stages of integrative 

negotiation that demonstrate how rhetorical invention contributes to improving conflict 

resolution.  

Mediation is a type of ADR that involves intervention by neutral third parties who 

have little to no authority in the decision-making process. Primarily serving as 

facilitators, mediators provide techniques for assisted communication and enhanced 

problem-solving by guiding disputants through the resolution process while avoiding 

evaluation of either party (Kovach 5-6). During a mediation session, mediators exist as 

relative ‘outsiders,’ which makes them more capable of encouraging integrative 

strategies. Outsider participation, as explained by Christopher Moore in The Mediation 

Process, is an effective way to help people become more aware of “new perspectives on 

the issues dividing them and more effective processes to build problem-solving 

relationships” (15). Because mediations are usually voluntary and agreements are 

nonbinding, disputants are also generally more willing to accept mediator intervention, as 

it has no threatening consequences. Ultimately, mediators primarily facilitate the 

resolution process and focus on providing opportunities to create possible resolutions.  

Throughout a mediation mediators not only explain the differences between 

integrative and distributive negotiation, but they also help people see the larger contexts 

beyond their immediate positions. Each specific stage in mediation offers disputants 

different ways to look at their disputes. As it is currently practiced, mediation follows an 

organized process; most mediators follow a similar process that ranges from four to ten 
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stages (Kovach 40). Two popular approaches, articulated in Beer and Steif’s The 

Mediator’s Handbook and Kovach’s Mediation, offer seven and nine stage processes 

respectively. The process is divided into the following stages, explained in Figure 3.2 

below with optional stages in parentheses (Kovach 41). These stages provide a 

versatile—yet somewhat formal—approach to conflict resolution that creates 

opportunities for rhetorical invention and problem-solving. By controlling the process 

and ensuring equal participation, mediators attempt to create safe, neutral environments 

where disputants can discuss their differences.  

 
Nine-Stage Model  

1.   Preliminary Arrangements 
2.   Mediator’s Introduction 
3.   Opening Statements by Parties  

           (Ventilation) 
4.  Information Gathering 
5.  Issue and Interest Identification  

           (Agenda Setting) 
           (Caucus) 

6.  Option Generation 
           (Reality Testing) 

7.  Bargaining and Negotiation 
8.  Agreement 
9.  Closure 

Figure 3.2 The Mediation Process 
 

The different stages of a mediation provide numerous opportunities for integrative 

negotiation. During opening stages like “mediator’s introduction” and “opening 

statements,” mediators can describe the differences between distributive and integrative 

processes in order to create new opportunities for viewing conflict. Optional stages like 

“ventilation” enable people to describe their interpretations of the conflict and reveal 

information relevant to their interests. More importantly, as explained by Kovach, this 
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stage enables people to communicate with each other about “how they view the dispute in 

their own words” (42). Mediators also help people describe individual and social 

perceptions during this time as they ask people to explain their interpretations of similar 

events.  

During secondary stages like “information gathering” and “issue identification,” 

mediators attempt to expose disputants to different interpretations. As mediators listen to 

both sides’ interpretations and pay special attention to different perceptions, they aim to 

identify interests within people’s positions by restating disputants’ stories in more neutral 

language. As explained by Kovach, information-gathering helps mediators “move the 

parties toward generating ideas, options, or alternatives that might help resolve the 

matter” (Kovach 43). Mediators thus create opportunities for invention by illuminating 

the general arguments behind people’s statements. In addition, final stages like “option 

generation” and “bargaining” help mediators provide opportunities for disputants to 

invent solutions by examining external criteria such as community opinions. Whereas the 

different stages provide mediators a concrete organizational scheme, they are by no 

means fixed. The mediation process is quite flexible, and mediators can both choose from 

different stages and create an atmosphere as structured as they see necessary.  

As different conflict resolution practices, both principled negotiation and 

mediation create opportunities for resolving conflicts by providing practical stages for 

helping people resolve disputes. Whereas principled negotiation and mediation provide 

different techniques, they both focus on expanding means of invention by helping 

disputants see their disputes in different ways: disputants in both practices examine 
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situations, interpret criteria, and create shared understandings. The following sections 

demonstrate how the different stages of both processes create opportunities for the 

discovery and creation of meaning. Within these different stages practitioners can use 

techniques such as framing, reframing, contextualizing, and collaborating. These 

techniques, detailed in the four basic stages in Figure 3.3 below, give disputants concrete 

opportunities to utilize different theories of rhetorical invention in order to generate more 

appropriate and successful resolutions.  

Stage Negotiator’s Practice Invention Strategy 

Opening Introduction Frame analysis 

Secondary Information gathering Reframing 

Middle Option generation Social Awareness 

Final Bargaining Collaboration 

Figure 3.3 Stages of Rhetorical Invention 

 

Opening Stages: Creating Meaning through Frame Analysis 

 In conflict resolution critical inquiry provides an important means of discovery; 

both negotiation and mediation rely on critical analysis for disputants to better understand 

their situation. To foster integrative negotiation, resolvers must identify strategies for 

broadening options for mutual gain by analyzing information relevant to the individuals 

and community. Because disputes, according to Putnam and Holmer, are “epistemic in 

that they produce knowledge about the issues under deliberation,” disputants must 

constantly analyze and interpret new information (139). Being able to analyze new 
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information and develop appropriate solutions can be an important skill for all parties of a 

conflict. People who approach conflict as an opportunity to learn from and react to 

changes can discover new meanings; consequently, several specific strategies can 

mitigate this stage of resolution.   

Whereas several analytical skills are needed in conflict resolution, one of the 

more important skills is frame analysis. Defined by Putnam and Holmer, a frame is a 

term used to represent the “definition, meaning, and conceptualization of an issue” (138). 

It is basically a general context that people use to identify to an experience or complex 

act. More specifically, as defined by Kaufman, Elliot, and Shmueli, frames are “cognitive 

shortcuts that people use to help make sense of complex information” (para. 1). Frames 

can block an individual’s invention process by providing pre-arranged interpretive 

schema. When constructed by disputants, frames contribute to conflict escalation by 

“creating mutually incompatible interpretations of events” (Kaufman et al. para. 2). They 

become filters through which people select specific interpretations and ignore others. For 

example, in a landlord tenant dispute, parties might default to simple stereotypes of a 

greedy landlord or an irresponsible tenant to interpret each party’s motives. Adopting 

such frames limits people’s abilities to understand each other’s sides and work toward 

agreement.  

However, frames can also help disputants discover solutions. Kaufman et al. 

explain that as conflicts evolve, resolvers can analyze frames to understand how 

“information is gathered and analyzed, positions are determined (including priorities, 

means, and solutions), and action plans developed” (para. 8). Thus, when constructed by 
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resolvers, frames help conceptualize and interpret specific issues. By selecting an 

appropriate frame, disputants and mediators can identify specific information most 

relevant to their disputes. In addition, because conflicts often result from the 

incompatibility of different frames, analyzing frames is an important step toward 

reaching resolution. As a way to expand problem-solving opportunities, frame analysis is 

a process of organizing and understanding the different frames within a specific conflict. 

It provides, as explained by Kaufman, Elliot, and Shmueli, “fresh insight and better 

understanding of the conflict dynamics and development” (para. 9). Resolvers who are 

skilled at frame analysis can create opportunities for inventing options for mutual gains. 

Consequently, frame analysis enables participants to look at a particular dispute in a new 

way.  

In principled negotiation Fisher, Ury, and Patton consider framing as a 

fundamental component of integrative negotiation and part of their four-part process. 

They advise negotiators to “focus on interests and not positions,” which requires 

analyzing specific claims in order to align them with the more general topics. For 

example, because individuals are often concerned with their direct physical and personal 

wellbeing, negotiators can assume the “most powerful interests are basic human needs” 

(Fisher, Ury, and Patton 48). Basic interests like safety, money, control, importance, and 

ego might shape disputants’ assumed positions within a conflict (48). Compared to 

“positions,” which refer to people’s specific needs in a conflict, “interests,” according to 

Fisher, Ury, and Patton, represent the larger issues that cause people to take positions. 
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Solutions that appeal only to these positions, or immediate needs, ignore significant 

underlying interests.  

Instead of focusing on details of the case at hand, principled negotiators should 

look for intersecting interests within specific problems. Fisher, Ury, and Patton suggest a 

simple way to identify interests by asking basic questions of “why?” and “why not?” 

(44). For example, as is demonstrated in the Sinai Peninsula negotiation, a simple 

framing of Egypt and Israel’s interests would reveal Egypt’s need for autonomy and 

Israel’s need for security. Seeing the situation through such a simple lens creates a new 

way of looking at each party’s basic needs. This knowledge can help negotiators ensure 

each party’s needs are met in the negotiation.   

Another way issues can be framed is temporally. By framing an issue as 

something that exists in the past, disputants might become more willing to create a 

change that focuses on the future. Frames set in relation to past and present can help 

individuals better focus on creating change. According to Fisher, Ury, and Patton, “[y]ou 

will satisfy your interests better if you talk about where you’d like to go rather than where 

you have come from” (53). Such strategies provide principled negotiators with specific 

ways to analyze discourse in order to expand opportunities for resolution. Rearticulating 

issues as interests helps people see beyond their positions and is helpful to many 

negotiation strategies.  

Strategies for framing and frame analysis are also relevant to perception. As Ury 

suggests in Getting Past No, disputants must gain an intersubjective viewpoint—a 

perception of an artifact through multiple lenses—in order to see issues in different ways. 
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Described in his initial “go to the balcony” stage, intersubjectivity enables negotiators to 

interpret issues from as communal a stance as possible. For Ury negotiators are most 

successful at framing when they are able to analyze a dispute from a different 

perspective; such a viewpoint provides a more detached lens that enables disputants to 

“see the situation objectively,” or neutrally (37). Ury’s “balcony” represents a “mental 

attitude of detachment” that helps people both avoid making hasty decisions and be as 

open-minded as possible (38). Strategies include pausing, going over previous 

statements, and not hurrying into a decision (44-49). Such mental detachment can create 

a new position from which to view an interpretation. It can generate new viewpoints early 

in the negotiation process that might lead to resolution.  

Framing can also abet conflict resolution by organizing conflicts into general 

categories. In Getting Disputes Resolved Ury, Brett and Goldberg develop an approach 

that introduces a popular analytical method that helps individuals frame disputes through 

three main frames: interests, rights, and power. Because conflicts can be framed in these 

ways, the authors claim resolution begins with the process of “reconciling the interests of 

the parties, determining who is right, and determining who is more powerful” (4). 

Interestingly, each frame produces different results when applied to the same conflict: 

negotiators who frame conflicts through power may merely replicate social power 

distributions, and those who frame through rights may perpetuate legal positions. 

However, resolvers who frame disputes through interests are more likely to create 

resolutions appropriate to specific contexts. For Ury et al. reconciling interests is the most 

successful approach and produces “higher satisfaction with outcomes, [and] better 
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working relationships” (14). It helps disputants see how a certain frame creates a new 

way to understand an event. Analyzing how a conflict falls into one of these categories 

helps disputants see their conflict in different ways; for example, by realizing a particular 

conflict revolves around power issues, disputants can refocus their negotiation on more 

individual issues. Ideal dispute resolution design, therefore, considers frames in order to 

help create ways for people to see differently.  

 Framing practices during the opening stages of negotiation contribute to improved 

integrative strategies resolution. Practitioners have identified how disputants can analyze 

and discuss interests in order to create new opportunities for resolution. Consequently, 

mediation practices have also adapted structured systems for collaboratively creating 

interest-based resolution. The specific opening stages of mediation described in Figure 

3.2 above offer mediators several opportunities for framing. At the beginning of the 

mediation process, following “opening statements” and “information gathering,” 

mediators frame the issues they believe can be most productive to disputants. Since 

conflicts sometimes result from flawed communication, mediators oftentimes analyze 

how different linguistic frames affect communication between parties. As Kovach 

explains, “what one party intends when sending the message is not always what the 

recipient hears or receives,” so mediators must help improve communication by 

organizing and articulating the ideas through different frames (Kovach 47).  

Framing disputants’ ineffective communication is not always easy, so mediators 

must demonstrate improved listening and questioning skills to learn more about disputes. 

Proficiency in “active listening” helps mediators interpret disputants’ messages. 
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According to Orme-Johnson and Cason-Snow, active listening involves a set of skills that 

includes strategies like probing for meaning, paying attention to emotions, summarizing 

relevant points, and enabling silence (7). Enhanced questioning strategies also help 

mediators frame scenarios by gathering new data. Mediators can ask questions to help 

disputants articulate their feelings and understandings. For example, during the interest 

identification stage, according to Beer and Steif, mediators can ask questions like “What 

is important to you?,” “Can you help me understand why that’s important?,” and “Is there 

something you think that [the other party] doesn’t understand about your situation?” 

(106). Answers to these questions might help improve communication by helping 

mediators better frame different interests.  

Beyond these general framing strategies, mediation scholarship identifies several 

specific strategies for organizing and analyzing information. Beer and Steif offer the 

“conflict triangle” as a means for better understanding conflict and providing a “basic 

framework for assessing conflict” (12). They organize the triangle into three distinct 

points: people, process, and problem. Framing a conflict through people entails 

examining the histories, narratives, and relationships of the parties. Framing through 

process entails looking at how people treat conflict and how they contribute to its 

intensification, spreading, and/or easing. And, seeing a conflict as a problem suggests 

understanding the specific issues and interests that have created the situation (12). 

Successful mediators must consider each of these categories and develop skills helpful to 

a specific context: focusing on just one of the points of the triangle limits opportunities 

for invention.   
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An alternative approach to framing in mediation can be seen in Gary Harper’s 

“Once Upon a Conflict,” which views conflict resolution as a process of examining 

different frames and their possible interpretations. Harper suggests framing conflict 

through a “drama triangle,” where there is always an innocent victim, a noble hero, and 

an evil villain (para.1). According to Harper’s mediation experiences, people attribute 

these roles to others and often view themselves as the victim. Framing a dispute through 

the drama triangle demonstrates the downward spiral that accompanies cycles of revenge 

and retribution, the spiral that “traps us in confrontation” (para. 2). Harper explains how 

this frame abets conflict resolutions: 

The concept of the drama triangle […] helps me make sense of wildly 

divergent perspectives by remembering that each person genuinely sees 

themselves as the victim in the situation. Identifying the moment when 

each person began to see the other as the villain (the point of wounding) 

allows me to focus discussion on the root conflict. We can examine the 

intent of each party and the impact of their actions on the other, and clarify 

the assumptions that fuel ongoing conflict. (para. 18)  

Framing the common roles of victim, hero, and villain can help people accept their own 

roles in conflict, acknowledge others’ perspectives, and strive for mutual resolution over 

victory. As an alternative approach to frame analysis, this framing strategy helps 

mediators uncover interpersonal dynamics and identify underlying interests.  

Framing specific issues helps mediators expand options for resolution. It is an 

analytical skill necessary for effective conflict resolution. As Kovach argues, “the way a 
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problem is framed will guide the parties in their consideration of alternatives for 

resolution” (50). Not only do frame analysis and framing help mediators and negotiators 

better understand disputes, but they also increase the social nature of conflict resolution 

by identifying the overarching interests within disputants’ stated positions. Conflict 

resolution practitioners who utilize framing strategies during the opening stages create 

new ways to look at issues and construct a practical theory of critical analysis that 

strengthens dispute resolution. They contribute to an understanding of framing as 

“method of inquiry as a process of social and individual meaning-making” (Flower, 

“Cognitive” 171).  As a means of rhetorical invention, framing and frame analysis enable 

critics to use numerous methods to research and discover information in order to become 

more familiar with conflicts and their contexts. Because critics then take this knowledge 

and create new understandings, framing directly contributes to the construction of shared 

meaning. 

 

Secondary Stages: Creating Meaning through Reframing 

As Jim Corder’s scholarship suggests, invention is a process that must not be 

confined to an introductory phase in the process. Traditional heuristics that locate 

invention as a single, early stage in the composition process drastically limit people’s 

abilities to continually evolve during discourse. By overcoming the sequential nature of 

invention, people can overcome the artificial closure that often accompanies the tendency 

to sequentially brainstorm, arrange, craft, and edit. Open invention, as Corder suggests, 

contributes to successful conflict resolution. In “Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as 
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Love,” he examines how rhetoric enables reframing. He suggests that in order for people 

to (re)consider their own and others’ narratives and histories, they need to create broad 

spaces for arguments and conflict resolution to take place. Such spaces allow disputants 

to react to the changes that result from their collaborations. As an approach to resolving 

conflict, Corder’s concept of open invention creates a way of seeing something 

differently; it asks disputants to consider alternative views before they draw any 

conclusions. Like Kenneth Burke’s work, Jim Corder’s ideas have the potential to bridge 

rhetoric and conflict resolution. His work hints at resolving conflicts by utilizing a 

dynamic understanding of traditional rhetorical concepts of both invention and ethos in 

order to create an open space where people can invent creative resolutions.   

People who understand invention as an “open” process that occurs throughout 

discourse can create improved processes of conflict resolution. Opening invention can be 

facilitated through the dynamic process of reframing, simply defined by Kaufman, Elliot, 

and Shmueli as the “purposive management of frames” (para. 12). Occurring early in 

secondary stages, reframing entails redelivering information during a dispute in order to 

help people see differently. For example, in mediation, according Christopher Moore, 

disputants reframe ideas in order to help each other “clarify and uncover the meaning, 

needs, interests, or concerns from an unproductive framing and present it in a new way so 

that it can be more easily addressed and handled by the parties” (237). It is a powerful 

way of expanding invention and broadening options for mutual gain.  

Both negotiation and mediation rely on reframing as a process of expanding 

options in order to create opportunities for resolution. Because principled negotiators 
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assume most conflicts can be transformed into win-win scenarios, principled 

negotiation—as a concept—is a process of reframing distributive conflicts into 

integrative ones. Negotiators reframe the metaphorical “fixed pie,” which assumes that 

conflict resolution merely involves the distribution of limited resources, into a larger pie. 

They employ strategies like “focus on interests and not positions” in order to redeliver 

information in new ways (Fisher, Ury, and Patton). Whereas reframing occurs in many of 

the steps in principled negotiation, the specific process of “inventing options for mutual 

gains” relies on reframing as a means of opening invention. As a reframing strategy, 

“inventing options for mutual gains” usually follows initial information-gathering 

processes and aims to create alternative solutions to conflicts. Working with data 

collected from opening stages, negotiators re-present information so that it can be 

understood more productively. Negotiators reframe existing information in new ways to 

create expanded opportunities for mutual gains. For example, negotiators can choose 

from different frames of interests, rights, or power (Ury, Brett, and Goldberg) or basic 

human needs (Fisher, Ury, and Patton) to change someone’s interpretation of a conflict. 

According to Fisher et al., however, opportunities for creating mutual gains can be 

blocked by several obstacles: premature judgments, premature closure, limited vision, 

and overemphasizing problem-solving (57). Fortunately, negotiators can overcome these 

obstacles by reframing them.  

The first step negotiators can take to overcome these obstacles and increase 

opportunities for invention is to avoid premature judgments by reframing the 

brainstorming processes as a judgment-free zone. For example, during principled 
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negotiation brainstorming processes, Fisher et al. suggest negotiators can adopt a “no-

criticism rule,” which encourages disputants to generate alternative solutions (61). 

Second, negotiators should reframe conflict resolution as a process of identifying more 

than one solution. People tend to search for a single solution through overstipulation and 

become fixated on finding “the single best answer,” drastically limiting their decision-

making processes (59). This myopia limits opportunities for seeing constructive potential 

in conflict and also leads to conflict resolution practices that are overly focused on 

settlement. Third, because open invention is impeded by limited notions of the fixed pie, 

integrative negotiators need to expand the pie by creating alternatives. And, finally, 

people can overcome obstacles by reframing conflict as a social process and not just a 

means of solving someone’s particular problem. This new vision aims to overcome what 

Fisher, Ury, and Patton call the “[s]hortsighted self-concern” that prevents people from 

working together (59). Once these obstacles are overcome, disputants can discover a 

broader range of solutions and be less confined to restrictive inventive spaces. Reframing 

in negotiation, therefore, is a process of expanding methods for creating mutual gains that 

revolves around transforming an individual’s understanding of conflict as a process of 

invention. 

Beyond neutrally opening channels for communication, reframing can also be a 

more directive process that entails “redirecting the other side’s attention away from 

positions and toward the task of identifying interests, inventing creative options, and 

discussing fair standards for selecting an option” (Ury 78). Negotiators can help 

disputants reframe their situations by asking open-ended questions intended to help 
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people see an issue differently on their own. Ury’s mantra of “let the problem be their 

teacher” can be carried out through a series of general problem-solving questions (80). 

Asking the following questions can create new ways of seeing:  

• “Why?”—treats obstacles as opportunities because it asks people to explain 

details about their own claims on their terms; 

• “Why not?”—is a less direct way of asking people to discuss their interests; and 

• “What if?”—begins option generation processes without directly challenging 

people to help draw out brainstorming options. (81-84) 

As Ury suggests, asking people why they believe something invites them to share their 

beliefs, and providing a hypothetical “what if” scenario creates opportunities for 

expanded invention. Consequently, individuals have opportunities to learn more about 

others’ beliefs as well as their own. Such a line of inquiry is “the single most valuable 

tool in reframing” (80). When disputants are asked such basic questions, they create 

possibilities that did not previously exist and create opportunities for opening invention 

processes. 

Reframing and opening invention are also significant to mediation practices: In 

order to help disputants envision resolution, mediators reframe issues in several different 

ways. First, mediators use reframing to clarify points and explain people’s interests by 

pointing to more general social attitudes like mutual respect or economic hardship. 

Mediators also reframe issues as either less destructive by pointing out positive attributes. 

For example, seeing reframing as a means of decreasing hostility, Kovach explains how 

reframing articulates “the disputed issues of the parties in more neutral manner, in such a 
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way that the parties begin to focus on potential outcomes” (50). Finally, mediators 

reframe issues differently by filtering negative language to communicate only substantial 

information. This shift often creates new ways to understand information.   

Another way secondary stages of the mediation process offer opportunities to 

reframe issues is through focusing on language. Following “ventilation” and “information 

gathering” stages, mediators purposefully reframe collected information through neutral 

language so disputants begin to see possible outcomes (Beer and Steif 119; Kovach 49). 

Selecting appropriate language during reframing is important to mediation. As linguistic 

scholar George Lakoff explains, language and effective reframing are interconnected: 

“Because language activates frames, new language is required for new frames. Thinking 

differently requires speaking differently” (xv). Mediators actively select more neutral 

terms to reframe issues in order to not only create new ways of seeing issues but also 

contribute to disputants’ overall outlooks on the mediation. Successful reframing, 

therefore, creates new means of inquiry and helps disputants shift their own interpretive 

schema in order to see mediation differently; language can give disputants new insights 

into the mediation. Following this fresh outlook, disputants can adopt better inventive 

strategies based on information from the conflict resolution process and propose new 

solutions and opportunities. 

Importantly, effective reframing creates a tangible change in disputants’ 

interpretive schema. Beer and Steif refer to this shift as the “turning point,” a point when 

disputants demonstrate a change in their perspective (41). Following this transition, 

disputants gain new perspectives on issues and begin to see through a different lens; they 
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“shift from presenting their conflict as stories and positions to viewing the situation as a 

set of specific interests, principles, and mediatable issues” (113). Opening invention 

processes enables the transformation necessary for resolution. Similar to Corder’s 

generative ethos, this change creates in people a capacity to approach conflict differently. 

In practice, mediators open invention by creating an entirely new orientation. For 

example, Gary Harper uses reframing to change the roles people play in conflict 

situations. As Harper’s drama triangle suggests, people identify with several different 

roles during conflicts: they see a victim, a villain, or a hero in each specific conflict 

situation. These frames help resolvers better interpret how disputants both see themselves 

and act in certain conflict situations. Yet, to abet resolution, Harper reframes how people 

participate in negotiations by “casting new roles” (para. 9). He creates new positions for 

people to take that transform their positions in conflict. These new guises offer 

opportunities for different experiences. Harper provides four possible new frames: 

• From passive victim to assertion—encourages people to take responsibility 

for their actions; 

• From hero to problem solver—focuses attention away from seeking single 

“right answer”; 

• From controlling villain to collaborator—enables people to work together; 

and 

• From adversaries to partners—shifts roles to focus on problem (para. 10-

17). 
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Through these shifts Harper reframes the “drama triangle” to a “circle of resolution” 

(para. 17). Instead of being confined to positions from the drama triangle, people create 

new roles as problem-solvers and adversaries. According to Harper this new way of 

seeing can change the way people work together: “Instead of labeling the other person as 

a villainous adversary, we can acknowledge that they feel victimized and can seek to 

work with them as partners against the problem” (para. 2). Reframing for Harper alters 

the dynamics of conflict. It creates a new way to look at a conflict and opens possibilities 

for discovering solutions. Creating a new framing scheme helps mediators open invention 

processes that were previously closed—it generates a space for people to develop 

alternative understandings. 

Both mediation and negotiation demonstrate how reframing effectively changes 

the ways people see their disputes. Reframing changes people’s inquiry processes and 

creates new opportunities to effect change. Because reframing helps both organize and 

reorganize ideas, it directly influences problem-solving and creates new ways to discover 

solutions. Directly linked to open conceptions of rhetorical invention, reframing creates 

mutual spaces for disputants to negotiate between their differences. In these new spaces 

resolvers and disputants not only reframe ideas to broaden possibilities for integrative 

bargaining, but they also improve opportunities for collaboration. The expanded capacity 

for understanding created through reframing can change the way people interact during 

their conflicts. 
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Middle Stages: Creating Meaning through Social Awareness 

By their design negotiation and mediation are highly social processes that expose 

disputants to different outlooks. Rhetorical scholar Kenneth Burke regards such 

socialization as an individual’s “orientation.” In Permanence and Change, he suggests 

that orientations are “sense[s] of relationships, developed by the contingencies of 

experience” (18). For Burke, orientations are manifested in “a bundle of judgments as to 

how things were, how they are, and how they must be” (14); and because these 

judgments are deeply ingrained in experience, altering them is difficult. Making matters 

worse, according to Burke, people’s orientations can actually prevent them from being 

changed, creating “a self-perpetuating structure […that] moves to form a closed circle” 

(Permanence 262).  Such closure prevents people from reconfiguring interpretive schema 

and creating new ways of seeing. In other words, people become firmly embedded in 

their beliefs and unable to accept other (different or contrasting) beliefs. Such limited 

vision, or “trained incapacity,” not only complicates possibilities for rhetorical invention, 

but it also prevents any change that arises out of ongoing invention—people are unable to 

create new opportunities because they can only see through lenses colored by specific 

orientations.  

For Burke the simple awareness of orientations helps people better negotiate 

conflict. It helps disputants differentiate between individual and collective thinking by 

understanding the social nature of thought processes. Realizing that meaning is 

influenced by individual and social experiences, people can overcome the inherited 

trained incapacity of conflict avoidance, thus creating a reorientation. Through this 
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heightened social awareness, disputants can seek to resolve conflicts collaboratively by 

considering relevant cultural and social beliefs. This new way of seeing, as argued by 

LeFevre, helps people “more fully comprehend the process of creating new ideas” (140). 

Such improved vision broadens options for rhetorical invention.  

In Getting to Yes, Fisher, Ury, and Patton emphasize the importance of 

community values in seeking a more social orientation. Their middle stage in principled 

negotiation, “insist on using objective criteria,” suggests using comparative community 

standards during the negotiation process in order to establish a type of grounded 

intersubjectivity that tries to accommodate multiple perspectives. Whereas an “objective” 

stance generally presumes that facts are primary and that disinterested judgments form 

the best basis for evaluation, community criteria provide possible reference points outside 

of a specific negotiation. For example, according to Fisher, Ury, and Patton, negotiators 

can make more informed decisions by researching market value, precedent, expert 

opinion, tradition, custom, and law (85). When such criteria exist outside of a specific 

conflict, they provide mediators and disputants alternative choices. Disputants create 

options for new decision making by researching community values. As Fisher, Ury, and 

Patton suggest, “[t]he more you and the other side refer to precedent and community 

practice, the greater your chance of benefiting” (83). Community values play an 

important part in principled negotiation because they help negotiators establish criteria to 

ground their expectations.  

Principled negotiators also use social awareness as means of promoting 

integrative practices. If parties are not interested or willing to participate in problem-
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solving, they can collaboratively research similar disputes whose distributive outcomes 

might lead to increased interest in alternative resolutions. For example, negotiators can 

consider their best alternative to a negotiated agreement (BATNA) and worst alternative 

to a negotiated agreement (WATNA) prior to entering a dispute. Because these 

community-based reference points represent the most likely options to a negotiated 

agreement, they may motivate individuals to work together in order to generate 

alternative solutions. BATNAs and WATNAs, therefore, motivate individuals to create 

their own unique solutions (97-106).    

Social awareness also helps disputants position their individual needs with their 

peers and provides opportunities for learning about others. Ury’s Getting Past No refers 

to this learning process as “reality testing” and offers the principle of “using power to 

educate” (134). Whereas disputants traditionally wield power to influence opponents in 

distributive negotiation, Ury argues they can instead use socially established power 

advantages to encourage integrative negotiation. Power, in this situation, means 

knowledge of alternative criteria, which is used as leverage to encourage collaboration. 

For Ury, “reality testing” can take place through direct questioning designed to remind 

disputants of alternatives. Disputants can ask questions like “What do you think will 

happen if we don’t agree?,” “What do you think I will do?,” and “What will you do?” 

(135-36). Such inquiry provokes parties’ interest in collaboration and is not intended to 

be threatening (137). It reminds disputants of a decontextualized “third force” that can 

influence their decisions (144). Disputants can therefore use community beliefs in order 

to expand methods of invention.   
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Similar to negotiation, mediation is also a very social process that depends on 

common knowledge to increase invention and abet resolution. Historically, mediation 

practices have social roots that stem from experiences in community centers. According 

to mediation scholar Kimberlee Kovach, the modern mediation movement, beginning 

with the landmark Pound Conference of 1976, has directly grown out of experiments with 

community centers and community-based programs. Community mediation centers were 

originally created as “Neighborhood Justice Centers” in Atlanta, Los Angeles, and 

Kansas City and were pivotal in forwarding a successful type of ADR for community 

conflict (Kovach 21-22). Consequently, mediation centers and organizations like the 

National Association for Community Mediation promote community interests. The 

NAFCM, for example, espouses a mission that attempts to strengthen how communities 

function: “Community mediation is designed to preserve individual interests while 

strengthening relationships and building connections between people and groups, and to 

create processes that make communities work for all of us” (“Community Mediation” 

para. 1). This direct links to community centers reflects how mediation processes focus 

on improving social invention strategies.  

Mediation’s configuration—a process where a neutral third party facilitates back-

and-forth communication between disputants—relies on a social process to facilitate 

problem-solving. Compared to more private resolution methods where disputants are 

represented by advocates or where third parties hand down decisions, mediation provides 

an integrative process where individuals rely on back-and-forth interaction with others to 

create alternative resolutions.  
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In practice, mediators attempt to create a physical arrangement that parallels 

social activities. Compared to less personal or hierarchically constructed spaces such as 

courts, mediations usually happen in spaces with little hierarchal structure that encourage 

interaction. Depending on levels of animosity and numbers of parties, mediators can 

chose from several different spatial arrangements. For example, as seen in Figure 3.4 

below (“M” represents mediator, “P1” represents party one, and “P2” represents party 

two), the “round table” and “living room” configurations utilize egalitarian and 

contiguous arrangements to foster interaction (Beer and Steif 29). These different 

configurations, according to mediation scholar Christopher Moore, create physical spaces 

that foster different social experiences. The “round table” configuration minimizes status 

differences, providing a mild barrier among disputants, and the “living room” creates a 

more comfortable environment that intends to relax disputants by creating more 

informality (154-55). Each configuration creates a different atmosphere that de-centers 

the dispute and promotes equality. Our Town Family Center community mediation of 

Tucson, Arizona, for example, uses the “living room” configuration in order to create an 

amiable space where community members can comfortably discuss their differences. 

During a dispute, increased comfort can abet communication and lead to more 

constructive experiences.  
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Figure 3.4 Mediation Seating Arrangements (Beer and Steif 29) 
 

Another mediation practice that fosters social invention is “co-mediation.” Co-

mediation—a practice common to community mediation—uses more than one mediator 

to facilitate a single mediation. This process not only provides more insight and skills, 

but, as Kovach points out, it also demonstrates effective communication. Having two 

mediators work together “provides an exemplary model of effective communication and 

cooperation for the parties to follow” (274). Also practiced at Our Town Family Center, 

co-mediation expands people’s invention strategies by providing increased opportunities 

for more social representation. Mediators from diverse social groups can help people 

articulate feelings that might specifically reflect awareness of cultural and social criteria 

relevant to different social groups.  

Mediation practices also provide a specific stage for examining community 

beliefs. Similar to Fisher, Ury, and Patton’s “insist on using objective criteria” and Ury’s 

“use power to educate,” mediators sometimes provide a “reality testing” stage that occurs 

during the middle of the mediation process (see Figure 3.2 above). Reality testing is a 

process of asking questions regarding the feasibility of people’s goals, an important step 

because, according to Kovach, “people can be unrealistic with regard to their objectives” 
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(52). Whereas mediators do not intend to curtail people’s goals by asking such questions, 

they suggest individuals look at their respective communities to discover common 

practices and understand approaches to similar conflicts. Achieving such a social 

orientation leads to increased awareness and conflict resolution skills.  

Consequently, mediators, regardless of whether or not they help disputants 

resolve their conflict, accomplish more than just problem-solving by exposing people to 

others’ beliefs as well as to their communities’ beliefs. When disputants interact and 

share ideas through integrative negotiation, they encourage collaboration and unite 

individuals with their communities. According to Kovach, working through issues with 

one’s peers helps disputants “repair or establish trust” between themselves and (re)build 

relationships (57).  It is a process where disputants experience diversity and cultural 

differences, and mediators “actively assist the parties in acknowledging and 

understanding the differences in perceptions as well as cultural differences not previously 

realized” (56). The middle stages of mediation create opportunities for such realization 

by attempting to broaden disputants’ understandings of the social construction of 

knowledge.   

Both negotiation and mediation processes stress the importance of community 

values and further develop methods of invention. Negotiation helps people create more 

social communication through back-and-forth discussion, and mediation relies on 

different beliefs and experiences within disputants’ own communities. When disputants 

become more connected to their communities—both local and global—they share a 

common bond that makes them more capable of creating change. For example, as 
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prominent political theorist Benjamin Barber explains, all people are “citizens of their 

own communities, their nations and the world” (para. 1). Not only can people refer to 

these groupings for guidance, but they can also use such connections to overcome 

negative forces and “act effectively in an interdependent world in which the impact of 

even small deeds is widely felt” (para. 2). Because the middle stages of negotiation and 

mediation provide insights prior to final bargaining stages, they create opportunities for 

creating and discovering ideas relevant to resolution.  In turn, people who become more 

aware of the social components of conflict can potentially create more opportunities for 

discovering alternative resolutions. They strengthen opportunities for rhetorical invention 

by expanding ways to work together, consider their community values, share their 

emotions, and create their own decisions.  

 

Final Stages: Creating Meaning through Back-and-Forth Communication  

In rhetoric and composition several invention-based strategies improve 

collaboration in conflict-laden situations. For example, Rogerian rhetoric offers a 

communication strategy that aims to increase communication and invention during 

conflicts. Also referred to as “Rogerian collaborative rhetoric,” this strategy requires 

people to state another’s claim prior to stating their own (Teich). Whereas the method 

attempts to influence invention processes, simply demonstrating listening skills by 

acknowledging others’ claims can ease a contentious situation. By restating others’ 

viewpoints, a rhetor may actually consider those different views prior to invention. This 
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approach connects collaboration and invention by uniting different opinions prior to the 

creation of meaning.  

The final stages of conflict resolution practices create opportunities for increased 

invention by enabling collaboration. During these stages, disputants and mediators 

discuss the different ideas drawn from framing, reframing, and social awareness in order 

to create resolutions that are appropriate to their specific contexts. The final collaborative 

stages are especially relevant to effective resolution because, similar to theories of 

participatory design that argue for participation from all stakeholders, effective conflict 

resolution requires open-minded participation from all parties as well. As Fisher, Ury, 

and Patton simply suggest, “[a]greement becomes much easier if both parties feel 

ownership of the ideas” (28). Both negotiation and mediation enable improved 

collaboration through processes of back-and-forth communication and relationship-

building.  

Principled negotiation forwards collaborative invention by recommending that 

disputants should “separate the people from the problem.” This stage encourages 

disputants to develop and maintain a working relationship in order to have more 

successful negotiations. Because conflicts can be complex, people lose focus of the basic 

issues of their disputes and conflate their interests with others. Fisher, Ury, and Patton 

recognize this tendency and recommend that disputants should “attack […] the problem, 

not each other” (11). By doing so, disputants become encouraged to work together to 

resolve their conflicts.  
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In order to facilitate positive collaboration, Fisher et al. argue that disputants can 

focus on three different areas: perception, emotion, and communication (22). Focusing on 

perception enables disputants to be cognizant of others’ framing processes and emotions 

(19). Because differences result from conflicting perceptions, or different frames leading 

to these perceptions, disputants should attempt to understand issues from others’ 

viewpoints. In order to successfully see another party’s perspective, negotiators need to 

“understand empathetically the power of their point of view and to feel the emotional 

force with which they believe in it” (23). Discussion creates opportunities for people to 

learn how others feel so negotiators should be willing to discuss even the issues that do 

not seem wholly relevant to the dispute or specific perceptions (26). Sharing viewpoints 

creates new ways for people to see their issues.  

Collaborative invention can also be fostered by paying attention to emotions. 

Disputants can increase mutual awareness of others by observing how powerful emotions 

like fear and anger—feelings that often accompany conflict—can prevent people from 

working together. Moreover, because some orientations consider emotions as irrelevant 

to practical problem-solving, people sometimes ignore each other’s feelings. For 

successful conflict resolution, it is important for parties to share and pay attention to 

emotions. As is demonstrated in Getting To Yes, sharing and making emotions relevant to 

negotiation will “not only underscore the seriousness of the problem, it will also make the 

negotiations less reactive and more ‘pro-active’” (Fisher et al. 30). In practice disputants 

can make emotions explicit by writing them down, sharing them, and examining what 

factors make the emotions significant. When people acknowledge the emotions of others, 
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they can learn to think more holistically about what they see as important and how their 

interpretations connect with different beliefs, making them capable of inventing different 

options.  Disputants can remove many of the barriers to collaboration by becoming aware 

of the range of emotions involved in a specific dispute. 

Another way to increase opportunities for collaborative invention in principled 

negotiation comes from active listening techniques such as paying close attention and 

repeating, or nut-shelling, interpretations. Fisher, Ury, and Patton suggest good listeners 

occasionally summarize points of discussion to both make sure they understand correctly 

and reaffirm with the speaker that they are listening (34). Or, if disputants and mediators 

have trouble understanding a point, they should interrupt speakers and explain that they 

are confused. At this point careful phrase selection is important—people should say they 

are confused in first person to avoid sounding accusatory. For example, an effective 

communicator might state “One reason I am having difficulty agreeing is because I feel 

threatened” instead of “You are threatening me with your aggressive tone.” These 

statements basically convey the same information but avoid accusation and do not 

provoke a defensive reaction (36). In addition, simply stating needs through collective 

pronouns like “we” and “us” also reminds disputants of the necessity to work together. 

Naturally, good listening skills and communication collect more data and generate more 

options. 

“Separating the people from the problem” offers several simple strategies for 

improving collaborative opportunities and facilitating integrative conflict processes. It 

also improves the relationship between negotiators because working together can help 
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individuals more successfully focus on generating congruous resolutions. As a sequel to 

Getting to Yes, William Ury’s Getting Past No strengthens collaboration by articulating a 

systematic method of “joint problem-solving.” Previously detailed in this chapter, Ury’s 

text suggests five simple criteria for resolving conflicts: Don’t React: Go to the balcony, 

Don’t Argue: Step to their side, Don’t Reject: Reframe, Don’t Push: Build them a golden 

bridge, Don’t Escalate: Use power to educate (11-13). When employed by disputants, 

these joint problem-solving methods increase opportunities for resolution by creating 

awareness of others. For Ury learning to view issues through someone else’s eyes is 

“[t]he single most important skill in negotiation” (19). Successful negotiation can only 

take place in an environment where both parties listen to and respect each other, so Ury 

believes disputants must position themselves with others and “step to their side.” This 

practice enables participation by utilizing indirect techniques such as listening actively, 

acknowledging points, and finding agreement whenever possible (55-65). In addition, 

disputants can use a more direct technique that Ury describes as “acknowledging the 

person” (66). Similar to Rogerian collaborative rhetoric, this technique seeks to overcome 

animosity between individuals in order to counteract negative perceptions. Finally, for 

Ury negotiations need to take place in a comfortable environment where people do not 

feel threatened. By decreasing hostility, negotiators create a space where people can 

successfully work together to create solutions. 

Moreover, collaboration is key to designing dispute resolution systems. For Ury, 

Brett, and Goldberg, effective systems enable disputants to establish mutual 

understandings of each other’s viewpoints. Through final discussion stages parties should 
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be able to air out “[d]ifferences in perception, feelings of frustration, and anger” (14). 

Sharing emotions enables people to better understand each other, and once mutual 

understanding is reached, both sides can become more capable of working together. Only 

then can disputants successfully “jointly generate options that are mutually 

advantageous” (14). Because the authors believe the most effective dispute systems focus 

on interests, they support an environment where “[t]ensions are released and relationships 

strengthened” (170-71). Collaboration and effective communication are prerequisites for 

effective dispute systems because they help people share emotions and wholeheartedly 

participate in their own disputes.   

The previous negotiation methodologies call attention to collaboration by 

articulating strategies for successful interaction. They contribute to a theory for 

collaborative invention that helps disputants discuss their emotions and perceptions with 

each other.  Consequently, such strategies have influenced alternative resolution methods 

and improved general conflict resolution practices. As a result, approaches such as 

mediation rely on processes of facilitating collaboration between disputants, between 

disputants and mediators, and between mediators.   

In mediation practices collaborative invention is fostered in several ways. First of 

all, mediators establish a collaborative environment by providing a comfortable place for 

individuals to air out their differences. As described in Figure 3.4 above, mediators select 

from different spatial arrangements in order to help parties work together. The two 

arrangements listed above, the “living room” and the “round table,” encourage 

collaboration by establishing an environment relatively free from spatial hierarchy. Both 
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mediators and disputants have equal spaces from which to participate and have more 

opportunities to invent options for mutual gains. Mediators can utilize such spaces to 

foster back-and-forth communication between disputants. 

Second, as explained in Figure 3.2 above, the final stages of mediation 

“bargaining and negotiation” and “agreement” provide equal opportunities for disputing 

parties to participate. Because mediators seek to remain unbiased throughout the 

mediation process, resolutions result solely from disputants’ collaboration and 

participation, strategies especially important during the final stages. Even in situations 

where disputants are having difficulty communicating face to face, mediators can create 

opportunities for collective brainstorming through drafting stages. For example, during 

the Sinai Peninsula Peace Accords, the final document and mediators went back and forth 

28 times prior to its completion (LeFevre).  By design, therefore, the process of 

mediation supports collaborative invention in order to develop strategies for mutual 

gains.  

 Whereas several mediation practices support collaboration, one specific 

practice—the use of private sessions or caucuses—raises significant concerns for current 

mediation practices. In caucuses mediators sacrifice collaboration between disputants for 

increased communication between mediators and disputants by breaking the joint process 

and calling for caucus. Currently, many practicing mediators defer to private sessions 

rather than collectively work through complex situations. This optional stage, enacted by 

a mediator in order to break an impasse, provides a unique approach to collaboration that 

has both advantages and disadvantages. Basically, mediators sacrifice collective 
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invention for individual strategizing. Even though mediators meet with both parties 

equally during caucusing sessions, breaking off a mediation can change the dynamics of 

an ongoing process. As Kovach argues caucusing can hinder collaboration by stymieing 

disputants’ attempts to build trust and rapport among parties (57). Separating parties from 

the mediation in order to gain more information assumes that they are unwilling to work 

together or unwilling to share vital information with other parties. In addition, as 

Christopher Moore explains, caucusing can alter the relationship with parties and 

mediators as parties might fear “coalition formation” between the mediator and other 

party (372). Consequently, community mediation centers tend to avoid caucusing, and 

alternative mediation practices like transformative mediation stress the importance of 

keeping disputants together during the entire mediation process. 

 Caucusing, however, can be beneficial and remains a common practice, so it is 

important to understand how it abets invention. Mediators rely on caucusing because they 

believe it accomplishes several tasks that cannot be reached during a joint process. It can 

help support individuals who are uncomfortable speaking during mediation and can 

provide a break when emotions become overpowering. In situations with more than one 

mediator, it can also create an opportunity for mediators to discuss strategy and share 

interpretations (Beer and Steif 42). More importantly, caucusing can discover information 

that disputants are unwilling to reveal in front of others, which can be especially helpful 

when the mediation has reached an impasse. Unfortunately, says Kovach, “[p]eople are 

frequently more willing to disclose personal matters and tell ‘secrets’ when meeting 

privately with the mediator” (57). To this day caucusing remains a contested concept in 
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mediation, and mediators must choose whether they want to sacrifice collaborative 

invention for private information gathering.  

Collaboration is obviously an important stage of conflict resolution. When people 

work together, they create more opportunities for resolution and increase their chances 

for inventing resolutions appropriate to their situations. People rely on each other to 

create ideas for possible solutions and contribute to each other’s inventive strategies. 

They enter into a conflict relationship willing to resolve their disputes by working 

together.  Principled negotiation and mediation develop collaborative systems of meaning 

making that utilize back-and-forth communication for improved processes of inquiry.  

Because social conflicts require integrative techniques, conflict resolution’s methods of 

brainstorming and joint problem-solving contribute to a theory of conflict resolution.  

 

Conclusion 

 
Integrative conflict resolution practices offer numerous strategies for helping 

people resolve conflicts. Because both negotiation and mediation focus on creating 

options for mutual gains, they help people expand and discover options for creating new 

meaning. The different techniques explained above detail ways of improving invention in 

a variety of situations by demonstrating the integrative possibilities of framing, 

examining community values, reframing, and collaboration. The resulting connections 

between rhetorical invention and conflict resolution practices offer a new perspective on 

dispute resolution.   
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Viewed as a critical tool, framing processes help expand options for problem-

solving. Because conflicts often involve diverse interpretations and viewpoints, people 

must analyze different situations in order to process information, and framing helps them 

organize information so it can be better understood. In negotiation and mediation, frame 

analysis builds disputants’ inquiry techniques, which not only helps organize the different 

approaches, but it also helps people become aware of how their individual beliefs can 

contribute to conflict resolution practices.  

By focusing on reframing strategies, mediators and negotiators provide ways of 

expanding disputants’ methods for creating solutions. Understood as a generative 

concept, reframing is important for resolving conflict because it provides disputants and 

resolvers with new ways to understand issues. Whether it is intended for restating issues 

more neutrally or creating new ways to see existing issues, reframing creates new 

meanings. Consequently, disputants can create and occupy different spaces to generate 

alternative understandings. 

As social processes, both mediation and negotiation also demonstrate how a 

resolver needs to find a common community in which both parties can relate. Accepted 

understandings like precedent and market value help people evaluate solutions while 

spatial arrangements in mediation demonstrate communal models for interpersonal 

communication. By looking at communities and contexts, disputants can become more 

aware of their individual perspectives and learn different ways to approach conflict.  

Finally, viewed collaboratively, the back-and-forth communication that takes 

place during negotiation and mediation creates comfortable environments and 
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foundations for relationship-building. Since integrative bargaining relies on mutual 

participation, collaborative environments are important for idea generation. People who 

work in environments that foster participation can create more productive resolutions that 

reduce hostility and improve relationships.  

Examining conflict resolution practices through a rhetorical lens not only 

organizes the different approaches and techniques, but it also draws attention to four 

significant criteria: framing, reframing, social awareness, and collaboration. Significant 

to negotiation and mediation, these criteria create new perspectives on different theories 

of rhetorical invention, demonstrating how specific practices contribute to creating 

improved opportunities for resolution. As a result, people who apply rhetorical invention 

to mediation and negotiation strategies can become more capable of solving problems in 

their communities. 

Applying theories of rhetorical invention to different conflict resolution practices 

furthers the connection between the two fields; however, more importantly, it improves 

ways to resolve social issues by providing practical lessons that apply to everyone. 

Combined with rhetorical invention, conflict resolution can help contribute to an ongoing 

theory of social conflict resolution: it can organize how meaning is discovered and 

contribute to increased methods of community problem-solving.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
BEYOND CONFLICT RESOLUTION: MEDIATION AS A MEANS OF 

TRANSFORMATION 
 

Liberating education consists in acts of cognition, not transferrals of 
information. It is a learning situation in which the cognizable object (far 
from being the end of the cognitive act) intermediates the cognitive actors 
—teacher on the one hand and students on the other. Accordingly, the 
practice of problem-posing education entails at the outset that the teacher-
student contradiction to be resolved. Dialogical relations—indispensable 
to the capacity of cognitive actors to cooperate in perceiving the same 
cognizable object — are otherwise impossible. 
                         —Paulo Freire (Pedagogy of the Oppressed)  
 

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed Paulo Freire criticizes conventional educational 

structures that do not provide students with interactive opportunities for learning. 

Teachers in such structures, according to Freire, simply deposit information into passive 

containers. Perpetuating a “banking” approach to education, educators sometimes 

unknowingly treat education as a commodity that is exchanged between educated teacher 

and uneducated student (71-77). As a result the banking approach to education is a 

dehumanizing process. It not only perpetuates class differences but it also prevents 

individuals from initiating change. Lacking the critical consciousness necessary to create 

systems for interpreting and acting on their lives, people are unable to improve their 

surroundings.  

For Freire a solution lies in the humanizing potential of liberatory education. Such 

an understanding of education, what Freire calls “problem-posing” education, relies on 

praxis—“the action and reflection of men and women upon their world in order transform 

it” (79). Successful problem-posing education requires a new relationship between 

teachers and students, where all parties are equally responsible for growth and learning. It 
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expects students to become more involved in their own situations and problems, to “come 

to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (83). 

Students and teachers, therefore, should approach reality not simply as an object to be 

studied but as an object capable of being transformed. They become involved in 

understanding and solving their own problems and improve their social situations. 

Liberatory education, as it is described by Freire, parallels conflict resolution processes 

where individuals seek to work beyond their specific situations in order to facilitate 

change. When compared to formal conflict resolution practices, Freire’s problem-posing 

education facilitates a type of conflict transformation—an act of changing one’s ability to 

participate in and benefit from conflict.    

Counter to Freire’s liberatory approach, current conflict resolution practices focus 

too much on helping people improve their immediate situations and rarely help people 

change the specific conditions that led to their conflicts. In fact, some resolution practices 

actually restrict people’s opportunities to create change by promoting various attitudes 

and relations that diminish people’s abilities to reach beyond their specific contexts.  

Perhaps the most significant of these incapacities results from an over emphasis on 

problem-solving.  People can become so fixated on efficiently resolving a specific issue 

that they overlook chances for improving social conditions. Because agreement is often 

their main goal, resolvers miss opportunities to develop disputants’ abilities to improve 

their positions. Consequently, popular problem-solving approaches like negotiation and 

mediation promote individual satisfaction.  
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Current approaches to conflict resolution suffer from a problem-solving mentality 

that judges success as reaching agreement without needing to go to court. They consider 

conflict resolution as an economically viable alternative to legal proceedings—an 

efficient and inexpensive means of resolution. Because they focus on reaching agreement 

in order to avoid formal legal procedures, they gloss over the underlying issues that 

require more complex solutions than those reached through simple agreement. For this 

reason, critics believe mediation programs merely perpetuate differences and can actually 

deprive recipients—oftentimes working-class individuals—from due processes of law. 

Moreover, because many conflict resolution programs are often sponsored through state 

and federal grants and monies, they are limited to problem-solving tasks that lighten 

government workloads. As mediation critic Richard Hofrichter argues in Neighborhood 

Justice in Capitalist Society: The Expansions of the Informal State, community mediation 

programs are simply “political mechanisms that produce a system of meanings and 

practices” connected to the state (3). In addition, Hofrichter argues that because 

mediation programs depend upon state assistance, they are confined to national standards 

and often fail to observe local conventions: they follow a prescribed understanding of 

conflict resolution that is divorced from the communities they attempt to serve. People 

who practice conflict resolution as a method of efficiently solving problems between 

individuals fail to see conflict as an opportunity to learn about the conditions that are 

causing conflicts. Consequently, disputants become less capable of improving their social 

conditions by missing important opportunities to develop the awareness that can help 

them improve their communities.  
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Aware of such complications, conflict resolution practitioners have recently 

created new approaches to transform conflict resolution. Practitioners and scholars have 

designed alternative systems that foster improved invention strategies and aim to broaden 

people’s problem-solving strategies. These systems develop strategies for benefiting from 

instead of simply resolving conflict—strategies that can increase people’s social 

experiences. They examine underlying conditions to specific situations and consider how 

these conditions affect not only individuals’ capacities to resolve disputes but also create 

change. Practitioners are interested in changing the effect conflict has on people—they 

favor not resolution but transformation, a process conflict scholar John Lederach 

describes as “creating constructive change processes that reduce violence, increase justice 

in direct interaction and social structures, and respond to real-life problems in human 

interactions” (The Little 14). Conflict transformation, therefore, is a liberatory approach 

to conflict resolution that seeks to effect change by providing people with skills that help 

them learn more about the broader contexts for their particular conflicts.  

In addition to focusing on facets of problem-solving, transformative practitioners 

seek to improve disputants’ conflict experiences by creating structures for better 

understanding how backgrounds and environments contribute to their competing 

interests. Because such systems focus on context, they broaden conflict resolution 

practices to include the complex structures of human communication. As explained by 

Lederach, transformative practitioners analyze “social conditions that give rise to conflict 

and the way that conflict affects change in the existing social structures and patterns of 

making decisions” (The Little 25). Transformative practitioners like Lederach, therefore, 
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consider conflict to be “embedded in the web and system of relational patterns” and seek 

methods to analyze and understand such patterns (The Little 30). Applied to general 

conflict resolution practices, theories of conflict transformation expand people’s 

analytical and communication strategies. Transformative strategies help people work 

through their conflicts by better understanding underlying differences and discovering 

ways to express and consider multiple perspectives. 

Whereas theories of conflict transformation have helped shape negotiation and 

peace building strategies, they have especially contributed to mediation practices. Current 

transformative practices in mediation expand people’s invention strategies by broadening 

the scope of their inquiry: instead of focusing solely on resolving a dispute at hand, 

mediators focus on improving communication and contextual understanding. 

Transformative mediation practices provide systematic stages to foster more productive 

communication in order to, as Lederach explains, “minimize poorly functioning 

communication and to maximize mutual understanding” (The Little 25). Such a focus 

improves disputants’ awareness of the immediate contexts surrounding their disputes. 

Conflict transformation is essential to expanding disputants’ inventive strategies and 

improving their social conditions.  

 

Transforming Conflict through Mediation 

As a conflict resolution practice, mediation provides integrative techniques for 

collaborative problem-solving. During mediation sessions, third-party neutral facilitators 

help people discover alternative resolutions by providing non-hierarchical spaces for 
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people to collaborate and create meaning. Mediators employ strategies such as framing 

and interest identification in order to foster win-win resolutions that were originally 

unavailable. Disputants who undergo mediation are likely to experience improved 

communication and productively discuss their differences with others. As people work 

toward creating mutually acceptable solutions, they learn important problem-solving 

skills that can improve their strategies for inquiry.  

The aforementioned popular mediation texts by Beer and Steif, Kovach, and 

Moore provide readers with numerous strategies for improving opportunities for 

invention and interaction. They not only detail stages of mediation processes, but they 

also illustrate various improved inquiry skills. By developing skills like “information 

gathering” and “interest and issue identification” (Kovach), disputants learn to examine 

social relationships and norms as well as develop critical thinking skills. Mediators who 

focus on such skills in practice provide positive learning environments where people can 

acknowledge different cultural and social beliefs. However, such skills are often 

overshadowed as mediators all too often gauge success on agreement, limiting 

transformative possibilities. Such confined mediation approaches are driven by a general 

desire to solve specific problems to eliminate conflict, a desire to protect and encourage 

individual satisfaction. Mediators, therefore, support reaching agreement in order to 

resolve conflicts regardless of the underlying causes. Because mediators are primarily 

concerned with solving a specific problem, their end-goal is often resolution or 

agreement. Mediation simply becomes a systematic and efficient means for resolving 

disputes so individuals can effectively satisfy personal goals. To pursue their goals, 
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people create stipulated resolutions that cater to their specific needs in specific situations. 

Such focus limits possibilities for expanded rhetorical invention and inhibits more 

creative collaboration. 

Thus, as it is currently practiced, mediation has been streamlined for efficiency by 

conforming to the problem-solving mentality that pervades general attitudes of conflict 

resolution. Mediators rely on integrative techniques such as “separating the people from 

the problem” and “focusing on interests not positions” to find the easiest solutions to 

specific problems (Fisher, Ury, and Patton). Under these frames, problem-solving 

mediation seeks satisfaction, and mediators define success by reaching agreement 

regardless of whether the agreement involves the underlying issues. As a result, 

mediation systems fail to resolve issues underlying specific conflicts and contribute little 

beyond the immediate situation. 

Some mediation practitioners, however, have attempted to address such issues by 

envisioning conflict resolution not as a means to achieve an end but as a means of 

increasing opportunities in conflict situations. Acknowledging the social nature of 

conflict, these practitioners emphasize collaborative inquiry instead of efficient 

resolution. Mediators approach situations as opportunities to help people learn from 

conflict. They build capacities for disputants to negotiate through conflict situations in 

order to create successful conflict management systems that help people in both present 

and future situations. Such practices are especially evident in alternative community 

mediation programs. Interconnected with movements in neighborhood justice, 

community mediation programs have become increasingly popular and successful. For 



 121
 

example, the National Association for Community Mediation currently includes more 

than 500 members in over 250 different programs (“Overview” para. 5). Currently, there 

are over 45,000 individual disputes negotiated in community mediation centers a year 

(“Overview” para. 6). Mediators in these programs work with people who have 

significant relationship needs and require methods that better facilitate interpersonal 

interaction and transformation.  

Community mediation thus changes the focus on the desired outcome of the 

mediation session. Whereas all mediators focus on a specific conflict, community 

mediators are more interested in establishing transformation and improved 

communication. They are still concerned with problem-solving; however, they do not 

define success as reaching agreement; they determine success as mutual communication. 

Successful community mediation may not necessarily end in agreement, for a positive 

interaction and an improved understanding of people’s differences are sufficient goals. 

 The differences between problem-solving mediation and transformative mediation 

are important. Problem-solving mediators usually have little authority, remain unbiased, 

and simply help parties voluntarily reach agreement. In this type of mediation, mediators 

control the process, primarily summarizing and reframing issues in order to expedite 

resolution. Transformative mediation, on the other hand, as described by transformative 

mediation scholars Bush and Folger, is a “process in which a third party works with 

parties in conflict to help them change the quality of their conflict interaction from 

negative and destructive to positive and constructive, as they explore and discuss issues 

and possibilities for resolution” (2005 65-66). In this type of mediation, mediators guide 
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the process and provide minor assistance for reaching resolution. For example, non-

problem-solving mediators may encourage disputants to share ideas and beliefs that are 

not directly related to the topic at hand. These differences help mediators develop more 

conflict skills that are applicable to future disputes. 

In practice, mediators seeking transformation generally adopt a less linear process 

by pursuing more exploratory issues, stressing the significance of inquiry. Whereas 

problem-solving mediators pursue only issues relevant to specific conflict, transformative 

mediators work towards issues relevant to the root causes of the conflict. They often 

discuss emotions and past experiences in order to identify points relevant to people’s 

differences. Such expanded inquiry helps disputants think more critically so they can 

reflect on issues and identify possible solutions. Consequently, disputants fully 

participate in the process and become more involved with their disputes. Mediators 

seeking transformation also seek to strengthen two main concepts: identification, the 

ability to recognize others, and agency, the ability to control one’s own disputes. These 

differences broaden the scope of mediation from a means of resolution to a means of 

changing conflict resolution goals. As it is currently practiced, transformative mediation 

provides an advanced theory of conflict resolution with great potential to increase 

collective action—following transformative mediation sessions, disputants are more 

capable of understanding how actions and behaviors are linked to personal and social 

issues. 
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Transformative Mediation in Theory 

“Transformative mediation,” a coherent alternative practice to problem-solving 

mediation, lays out a detailed process specifically designed to expand people’s inventive 

strategies. It attempts to supplement current conflict resolution practices by expanding 

strategies for brainstorming and collaboration. The transformative mediation (TM) 

process was primarily forwarded through two major texts: Robert Bush and Joseph 

Folger’s The Promise of Mediation: Responding to Conflict through Empowerment and 

Recognition (1994) and the revised version The Promise of Mediation: The 

Transformative Approach to Conflict (2005). They provide a theoretical basis to an 

approach that envisions mediation as an opportunity to redefine the mediation process 

and mediator roles. These texts contribute case studies and commentaries by 

transformative mediators to help improve how people negotiate their conflicts. Generally 

speaking, TM is a type of third party facilitation that attempts to harness the constructive 

potential of conflict. It emphasizes relationship building over settlement by treating 

conflict not as something that must be solved but as an opportunity to change disputants’ 

outlooks and interpretive schema. TM creates opportunities for mediators to encourage 

discussion of topics more relevant to people’s lives by not focusing on solving problems, 

but instead providing a constructive atmosphere where disputants explore diverse 

experiences and invent ways of negotiating differences. Transformative mediators move 

beyond traditional problem-solving by developing individuals’ conflict resolution skills 

so they are more capable of negotiating complex situations. 
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Perhaps the most important characteristic of TM is the changed end-goal of the 

mediation process. The goal of TM is not conflict resolution, or agreement, but “conflict 

transformation,” a term that does not refer to a general reallocation of resources or 

restructuring of schema but a “change in the quality of social interaction, in and beyond 

conflict” (Bush and Folger 2005 18). Transformative mediators are therefore concerned 

with changing the type of interaction between disputants. They attempt to create change 

in people’s conflict resolution experiences that reaches beyond the settlement. Bush and 

Folger illustrate this point in the “Sensitive Bully” case, a neighborhood dispute where 

the participants learn to express emotions and gain a respect for each other that outweighs 

the simple negotiated agreement (1994 5-11). As is illustrated in this scenario, a change 

in perception enables a new understanding of conflict and ultimately conflict resolution. 

Once disputants recognize conflict as “an emergent, dynamic phenomenon, in which 

parties can—and do—move and shift,” they are more willing to participate in a 

transformative process (2005 55). Disputants thus better appreciate the mediation process 

as an opportunity to expand communicative strategies, to collaborate with others and 

improve their social experiences. By focusing on a different end-goal, mediators are able 

to not just create agreements and improve relationships but improve their conflict 

experiences.   

In addition to broadening goals for mediation, TM forwards an expanded 

ideological framework that broadens mediation’s potential. Especially evident in Bush 

and Folger’s 2nd edition, this framework promotes “a new social and moral vision” (24). 

Referred to as the “relational worldview,” this alternative approach to conflict seeks to 
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create “a new vision of social interaction” (25). It emphasizes growth and transformation 

by defining conflict not as an individual problem that needs to be solved but as a 

collective opportunity for growth and transformation. A relational understanding of 

conflict has social implications; it provides, what Tanya Glaser describes as, an 

opportunity for the “progressive recognition of our common humanity” (para. 9). TM has 

the potential to improve the way people interact, increasing their capacities for 

cooperation. 

Because it stresses collective growth, the relational worldview directly links 

mediation to social progress. It facilitates a “full integration of individual freedom and 

social conscience” by integrating a general awareness of individual needs and 

illuminating social responsibility (Bush and Folger 2005 24). According to the relational 

worldview, people are aware of their interconnectedness with others and desire to 

improve their social experiences. Counter to individualistic worldviews, it assumes 

people are simultaneously individuals and parts of communities with needs that 

correspond to both. Bush and Folger explain, “Awareness of both individual agency and 

social connection is not just a peripheral characteristic—it is the very essence of human 

consciousness, the core of our identity as human beings” (2005 60). Relational thinking, 

therefore, assumes people have “inherent capacities for strength (agency or autonomy) 

and responsiveness (connection or understanding) and an inherent social or moral 

impulse that activates these capacities when people are challenged by negative conflict” 

(54). When people acknowledge the relational worldview, they broaden the scope of their 
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discussions to examine how specific disputes relate to others. Consequently, mediators 

illuminate relational characteristics that contribute to improved collaboration.  

In order to foster improved collaboration, transformative mediators focus on 

developing two individual characteristics: “empowerment” and “recognition.” First of all, 

transformative mediators seek to compensate for a general feeling of powerlessness that 

people experience from conflict by encouraging the recovery of individual agency, or 

“empowerment.” They believe conflict strips people of personal character, increasing 

feelings of vulnerability, so they take special care to attend to disputants’ experiences and 

needs. Synonymous with “self-confidence” and “identity,” empowerment acknowledges 

the need for human agency that is often missing from conflict. To foster empowerment 

shifts, transformative mediators encourage discussion of feelings and emotions instead of 

merely facts; they help disputants describe the specific emotional conditions that led to 

their dilemma. Understanding and explaining their personal histories helps disputants 

move toward increased communication. They strengthen their “inherent capacity for 

deliberation and decision making” by regaining significant communication skills missing 

in conflict situations (Bush and Folger 2005 13). Mediators, therefore, seek to create a 

shift in disputants’ frames from victim to change agent. Once this shift has occurred, 

according to Bush and Folger, disputants regain a “sense of their value and strength and 

their own capacity to make decisions and handle life’s problems” (2005 22). Through 

empowerment shifts disputants regain their abilities to negotiate past conflicts and 

become more capable of moving towards improved understanding.  



 127
 

Beyond stressing empowerment shifts, transformative mediators also encourage 

shifts in “recognition.” Synonymous with “empathy” and “understanding,” recognition, 

according to Bush and Folger, refers to the “evocation in individuals of 

acknowledgement, understanding, or empathy for the situation and the views of others” 

(2005 22). To gain increased awareness of others, disputants can broaden their range of 

invention by becoming aware of the social nature of collaboration.  Recognition helps 

people gain increased capacities for creating change by considering others in their 

decision-making systems. To foster recognition shifts, transformative mediators help 

disputants develop awareness of others by listening for moments when people move 

“from self-absorption to greater understanding of the other” (75). After experiencing a 

recognition shift, people develop an increased openness to others. Similar to the 

emergence described by Jim Corder in “Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as Love,” 

recognition is generative in nature because it exposes individuals to others’ views during 

contentious situations. As disputants experience a recognition shift, they are better able to 

collaborate and discover alternatives.  

As a theory of conflict transformation, TM provides a necessary foundation for 

transforming the way people experience conflict. Because of its focus on positive social 

experiences, TM lays out a detailed theory for transforming social conflicts and 

improving collective action. It acknowledges the importance of agency and empathy by 

strengthening awareness of both community and self. The different theoretical concepts 

of TM—conflict transformation, the relational worldview, empowerment, and 

recognition—expand people’s understandings of conflict resolution and provide skills to 
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better help them negotiate their differences. When used in mediation, these strategies 

broaden the scope of resolution. They teach community members how to interpret their 

conflicts and differences and, most importantly, transform their conflict experiences. 

Consequently, TM is more than just a process of resolving disputes; it is a process of 

developing skills that can lead to improved communication. 

 

Transformative Mediation in Practice 

Consistent with its theoretical framework, TM offers a practical framework for 

improving people’s conflict resolution practices. It provides a detailed design that fosters 

transformation through increased collaboration during mediation. Transformative 

mediators, similar to problem-solving mediators, follow a general outline; however, 

transformative mediators expand invention strategies by pursuing four different goals 

during the mediation session:  

• released process control—enabling disputants to decide what they feel is 

important about their specific dispute, 

• expanded information-gathering—helping disputants learn more about their 

contexts and needs,  

• personal shifts—encouraging empowerment and recognition, and 

• improved collaboration—facilitating environments where disputants want to work 

together and only supporting caucusing if desired by disputants. 

First, transformative mediators do not assume complete control of the mediation 

process. Whereas problem-solving mediators facilitate and control a formal multi-stage 
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process, transformative mediators delegate process control to disputants. This delegation 

can especially be seen in the differences in “opening statements” between the two 

mediation practices. Whereas the “opening statement” is traditionally a time to explain 

the guidelines of the mediation session, transformative mediators establish an opening 

conversation that creates a collaborative environment. Mediators quickly offer control of 

the process and “let the parties know that they can design the process as it unfolds” (Bush 

and Folger 2005 109). Naturally, when people participate more in the process, they are 

more inclined to suggest changes at levels in which they feel comfortable. Process control 

also lets disputants relay cultural and/or social practices that might foster a more 

collaborative environment. For example, because disputants control introductions, they 

can acknowledge moral or religious beliefs that affect their goals and conflict resolution 

strategies. They can establish their frames for understanding conflict in general as well as 

describe their beliefs in justice and injustice—what Cornel West describes as the 

prophetic goal. West explains, “The prophetic goal is to stir up in us the courage to care 

and empower us to change our lives and our historical circumstances” (Democracy 114-

15). Process control, therefore, enables people to share their experiences and ideas from 

the onset, creating new frames from which to view the dispute. In addition, by 

establishing a participatory environment, transformative mediators and disputants set a 

precedent of open communication for the rest of the session.  

The relinquishing of process control both establishes an open and creative 

environment and also expands possible discussion topics. Not only do disputants set their 

own agendas, but they also determine the scope of their particular mediation. For 
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example, the primary case study in the revised edition of The Promise of Mediation, the 

“‘Purple House’ Mediation,” explains this point in great detail. This scenario details a 

mediation between a home owner and a home owner’s association representative over 

certain rights between neighbors. In this sample transformative mediation, mediators 

trained solely in problem-solving techniques could very easily assume the mediation is 

over once the initial agreement is reached. However, the transformative mediators notice 

how the disputants are not entirely satisfied with their accomplishments, so they decide to 

further investigate several points that have led to their conflicting interpretations. Bush 

and Folger stress the importance of letting the disputants decide: “[it is] not the 

mediator’s job to make decisions of any kind, but rather to support the parties’ decision 

making in every regard” (2005 186). In TM mediators must always be willing to accept 

change and “follow [parties] in whatever direction they decide to move” (186). An open 

mediation process opens invention processes and expands opportunities for discovery.  

Second, TM broadens methods of data collection. Consistent with emphasizing an 

informal procedural structure, transformative mediators also emphasize alternative 

information-gathering strategies. Transformative mediators are not only concerned with 

the facts of the case; they encourage a deeper investigation than problem-solving 

mediators. In problem-solving mediation, mediators provide a “ventilation” stage where 

disputants are able to purge emotions. This stage helps disputants release emotions so 

they can better focus on the facts of the case: most problem-solving mediators encourage 

discussion of only factual issues so they can identify information that directly relates to 

the specific dispute. TM, however, does not separate emotional and factual data. Sharing 
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emotions is encouraged throughout the transformative process, for they reveal 

information relevant to how disputants define problems and create new spaces for 

interaction. Because emotions and ventilation occur throughout transformative mediation 

sessions, they create new opportunities for learning. As explained by Bush and Folger, 

these spaces expand opportunities for invention: “During a session, parties spiral through 

several different spheres of activity that arise in no specified order. The parties might 

cycle through these activities several times, as new information and context is created” 

(2005 110). Such discussions broaden the amount of information existing between 

disputants. Mediators can collect data in order to help organize information and establish 

productive framing schema so disputants better understand its relevance.   

Third, transformative mediators expand invention by facilitating changes in 

people’s understandings of self and others. Whereas traditional mediators only attempt to 

solve the case at hand, transformative mediators encourage shifts in empowerment and 

recognition. During mediation sessions empowerment shifts help people take control of 

their own situations by emphasizing personal growth. Beyond learning to resolve issues 

and negotiate agreements, disputants actively change their own behavior. Transformative 

mediators do not coerce empowerment shifts, for disputants must experience these 

changes on their own. As Bush and Folger explain, “parties gain strength and openness 

by making decisions by and for themselves” (2005 67). Increased agency is manifold to 

broadened invention strategies. For example, during the “Purple House” mediation, 

disputants feel powerless and have no reason to see beyond individual lenses. But, when 

the mediator summarizes their potential options, both parties experience empowerment 
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shifts and regain a sense of agency after demonstrating moments of “thoughtful 

deliberation” where they become aware of the important choices they still need to make 

(167). The mediator merely provides the framework for the shifts and relies on the parties 

to regain their control.  

Beyond empowerment, transformative mediators also attempt to facilitate shifts in 

awareness of others, or recognition. Defined as an emergence toward others and a 

willingness to listen to their concerns, recognition is an important step to developing a 

broadened sense of invention. According to Bush and Folger, recognition shifts occur 

during mediation processes when disputants expand their interpretive lenses: 

The hallmark of a recognition shift is letting go—however briefly or 

partially—of one’s focus on self and becoming interested in the 

perspective of the other party as such, concerned about the situation of the 

other as a fellow human being, not as an instrument for fulfilling one’s 

own needs. (2005 77) 

Recognition shifts help people view conflicts as opportunities. By encouraging 

recognition shifts, transformative mediators illuminate the importance of peers and 

communities to idea generation and brainstorming. Disputants who experience 

recognition shifts develop an increased capacity for not only transforming conflict but 

also building stronger relationships.  

Finally, transformative mediators expand invention strategies by encouraging 

collaboration. This increased emphasis on collaboration can especially be seen in the 

transformative approach to collective brainstorming and private sessions. To foster 
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agreement problem-solving mediators often initiate private sessions, or caucuses, by 

temporarily stopping a mediation session in order to physically separate disputants and 

establish one-on-one communication. Mediators feel they can acquire data that is being 

withheld because collective communication is “intentionally restricted” (Moore 369). To 

induce private sessions, mediators separate parties by sending one side out of the room in 

order to privately meet with the other side. Transformative mediators, however, avoid 

separating disputants and only do so “in rare instances” (Kovach 56). The idea of not 

caucusing may seem counterintuitive to many mediators; however, TM practitioners 

believe separation obstructs the relationship being established between parties. By 

remaining together, disputants become more responsible for their actions. TM, therefore, 

believes challenging moments are not deadlocks but opportunities. Bush and Folger 

explain, “When differences seems so significant that there may be no meeting of the 

minds, allowing [disputants] to come face-to-face with that moment of truth, and to 

realize that it is entirely their responsibility, offers them a powerful opportunity to gather 

strength, achieve clarity, and make choices” (2005 166). It is this sense of opportunity 

and responsibility that motivates transformative mediators. In sum, TM believes 

‘necessity is the mother of invention,’ and transformative mediators allow contentious 

situations to create the need for discovering alternative ideas. 

Mediators who utilize the criteria set out in both editions of Bush and Folger’s 

The Promise of Mediation are more capable of transforming contentious situations into 

opportunities for increasing invention and generating acceptable solutions. The four 

transformative criteria—released process control, expanded information-gathering, 
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personal shifts, and improved collaboration—expand disputants’ discovery processes. By 

gaining control of the mediation process, disputants can identify their own concerns that 

are most relevant to their interpretations and guide mediations toward addressing these 

concerns. Through expanded information gathering processes, disputants identify a broad 

array of information relevant to people’s diverse interpretations. The increase in 

collaboration that TM encourages creates more opportunities for discovery. Finally, 

personal shifts of empowerment and recognition help disputants both broaden interpretive 

lenses and work together. 

Whereas conflict resolution approaches like principled negotiation and problem-

solving mediation confine themselves by focusing on individual satisfaction, TM paints a 

broader picture of conflict, a view that acknowledges the importance of people’s lives to 

their conflicts. By acknowledging contextual factors like past conflict experiences and 

personal needs, transformative mediators seek resolutions that facilitate an actual change 

process and affect how people approach social situations. Through empowerment and 

recognition shifts, disputants learn to create systems for discussing differences. TM helps 

people get along better and develop improved understandings social of conflict. 

 

Social Benefits of Transformative Mediation 

Whereas transformative mediation is a relatively new practice (Bush and Folger’s 

first edition was published in 1994), it has already made a substantial impact on social 

practices. Mediators who have experimented with its techniques have reported success on 

both local and national levels. Locally, community mediation programs like Our Family 
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Services of Tucson, AZ offer transformative mediation programs that enable community 

members to productively work out their differences.  At Our Family people experience 

mediations that foster both constructive problem-solving as well as conflict 

transformation. They air out their differences in safe environments that enable them to 

speak and be heard. Nationally, programs like the United States Postal Service’s 

REDRESS mediation program offer equally positive experiences. By providing 

transformative mediation for employment discrimination claims, the USPS has created a 

way to help improve employee relations and workplace cooperation. Both programs 

demonstrate transformative mediation’s potential for improving social conditions. 

 

Tucson’s Our Family Services Community Mediation 

Our Family Services (a union of Our Town Mediation Services and Family 

Counseling Agency) has been active in Pima County for over 75 years and serves more 

than 35,000 people a year (“Our Family”). Providing services ranging from counseling to 

education to mediation, Our Family Services (OF) provides a variety of services geared 

toward Tucson residents. As OF continues to grow, it develops programs that directly 

reflect specific community needs. Currently, OF offers 22 programs in areas such as elder 

care, crisis management, transitional living, disability services, reunification services, 

parenting education, and community mediation (“Programs”). Whereas all of these 

programs contribute helpful services to the community, the mediation program is 

especially effective in helping people improve their immediate conditions.  
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The community mediation program directly serves the community by offering 

Tucson residents both mediations and mediation training services. Staffed by three full 

time employees as well as 10-15 volunteers at any given time, the program provides 

“safe, neutral and voluntary mediations, in English or Spanish, for a variety of neighbor 

and family disputes” (“Programs”). Mediations last approximately two hours, are 

facilitated by more than one mediator, and are designed to empower disputants so they 

can retake control of their own disputes. Mediator training sessions are open to the public 

and include 40 hours of classroom exercises and mediation observations. Both services 

offer comprehensive methods for improving conflict resolution skills, and like other 

community mediation centers, OF practices transformative mediation. Structurally, the 

use of co-mediation and the two-hour long mediation sessions, which are considerably 

longer than the standard one hour session of problem-solving mediations, enable more in-

depth collaboration. OF mediations construct spaces for creating productive discussions 

between members of the same community who want to preserve relationships and create 

change. Such transformative practices have helped OF better serve community needs. 

Currently, OF has created a program that utilizes transformative mediation as a 

way to improve Pima residents’ communal experiences by working with Pima County 

Animal Care Center and offering free mediation services to individuals who file animal 

noise complaints. Oftentimes, these mediations involve a scenario where people have 

issued a formal noise complaint against their neighbors. Those who issue complaints 

(plaintiffs) are offered opportunities to pursue their issues through free, voluntary 

mediation sessions. If plaintiffs agree to mediation, they contact OF mediation staff who 
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then contact the animal owners and arrange a mediation session that offers an opportunity 

for parties to discuss their issues with each other.  

Mediations follow a process conducive to successful collaboration. All sessions 

happen in the main office in a simple meeting room equipped with several chairs, a chalk 

board, and a white board. Upon arrival, disputants wait in separate areas until all parties 

are present, and during this time, mediators privately prepare for the mediation by 

reviewing case notes and discussing potential strategies for increasing communication. 

When all parties have arrived, staff members escort them into the mediation room where 

mediators are waiting. Following informational introductions, both mediators explain the 

process by discussing several ground rules. They discuss speaking respectfully to each 

other as well as state-mandated confidentiality issues. During this time OF mediators 

explain the mediation session not as a place to present evidence and attribute blame but 

as an opportunity to construct change, which is usually a transformative moment for 

parties who often arrive with particular documents or material proof to support their 

arguments. Another important point raised by mediators that often changes parties’ 

behavior is the de-emphasis on agreement: on learning that mediators are not interested in 

agreement and reap no specific benefits if agreement is reached, disputants immediately 

appear more in control. After learning of the decentered process, parties become aware of 

a process that requires their direct participation to succeed. 

After having observed several mediations involving animal complaint issues in 

the Spring of 2005, I have a better understanding of issues affecting community conflict. 

Whereas each mediation session is unique, several general conditions affect people’s 
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abilities to handle conflict: physical space, conflict experience, and collaboration. These 

factors illustrate different ways social context affects conflict. First, I learned that people 

have few physical spaces in which to constructively interact. Traditional spatial 

boundaries like property lines and privacy fences that often divide people’s public and 

private lives also divide their interpersonal interactions. In a growing metropolis such as 

Tucson, for example, people often separate themselves from their communities through 

such spaces. Be it on open ranch lands or in trailer parks, disputants often have different 

understandings of personal space; sheltered by such spaces, people rarely meet in daily 

encounters. OF confronts this lack of shared space by providing a welcoming area for 

people to work together. Using “the living room” model of spatial organization, OF 

mediation sessions take place in a comfortable room where participants sit in close 

proximity to each other and chairs are arranged in a semicircle with no structures or 

tables acting as dividers. In addition, brainstorming sessions are also highly interactive. 

When a whiteboard is used, mediators try not to dichotomize issues by dividing sides but 

instead treat writing as a collaborative effort. For example, during collective 

brainstorming sessions, mediators record disputants’ suggestions in the middle of the 

board, without attributing suggestions to particular sides. In one vertical column, people’s 

ideas appear together. Through such experiences people become aware of how shared 

social spaces can improve their capacities for working together. 

A second lesson I have learned is that people have few opportunities to work 

together. As people become more independent from their larger communities, they have 

fewer chances to generate constructive ideas. OF confronts this issue by focusing on 
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improving communication channels. For example, in many of the “barking dog” cases I 

observed, the mediation session offered neighbors the first time to constructively 

communicate with each other. Their previous communications were limited to brief 

conversations with little substance—conversations that only discussed the facts. Because 

disputants had never discussed their issues in depth, they had few opportunities to 

generate alternatives to their situations. Such limitations result from a distributive view of 

conflict resolution, an incapacitating understanding that prevents people from creating 

opportunities for rhetorical invention. This is most evident in the beginning of the 

mediation when parties often insist on solely addressing mediators instead of each other. 

After several minutes, OF mediators establish collaborative opportunities by asking 

disputants to directly address each other. Once they begin addressing each other, parties 

become more willing to work together; their transformative experience rekindles in them 

a desire to collaborate and take control of their own situations.  

Third, I have learned that people have little experience with how to negotiate their 

differences. Because people often understand conflict as negative, they either avoid 

potentially threatening situations or encourage them, allowing conflicts to escalate. OF 

mediators confront this issue by treating mediations as learning experiences. They teach 

important skills in collaboration and brainstorming by encouraging disputants to generate 

new ideas and construct knowledge together. Because OF provides an opportunity for 

neighbors to courteously discuss their issues, people often learn to communicate with 

each other civilly and respect mutual living conditions by considering each other’s 

different backgrounds and schedules. For example, in one of the more contentious 
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mediations I observed, which lasted nearly four hours, disputants could not work together 

because they were overly consumed with assigning blame. They constantly referred to 

evidence such as research, tape recordings, and photographs and read from pre-written 

statements and observations: due to their past conflict experiences, they emphasized 

supporting their arguments and claims more than generating new ideas. In order to 

attempt to develop new conflict skills, OF mediators presented alternative scenarios that 

required different decision-making. By doing so, they encouraged the parties to use their 

past experiences to make judgments on new situations and thus create more effective 

conflict resolution systems that applied to future situations. 

Our Family provides helpful services to Pima County residents. Whereas its many 

programs serve significant purposes, the community mediation program especially helps 

community members negotiate through their differences. OF mediators create positive 

environments that model constructive conflict experiences. Because they follow 

transformative mediation techniques, OF mediators create a foundation for conflict 

transformation where people learn how to understand the situations that give rise to their 

differences and create new decision-making systems that can improve their social 

experiences. Because they practice transformative mediation, OF mediators promote a 

more disputant-centered practice that seeks to help Tucson residents. My experiences at 

OF have confirmed the connection between social context and conflict that accompanies 

theories of conflict transformation. As the mediation program continues to coordinate 

with services relevant to specific communities, it provides ways to help people and 
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demonstrates how transformative mediation can be an effective means of transforming 

social conflict. 

 

USPS REDRESS Mediation  

Whereas transformative mediation has proven effective on the local level, it has 

also been successfully practiced on the national level. Large corporations like the United 

States Postal Service have adapted transformative mediation techniques to establish 

systems to negotiate differences that arise from work-related disputes. Even though 

problem-solving mediation systems have been relatively effective in resolving corporate 

employee disputes, disputants were increasingly dissatisfied with the overall process. 

Employee dissatisfaction illuminated the need for a new system that provided more 

positive conflict experiences and people’s working conditions.  

The most coherent of these systems is the United States Postal Service’s current 

experience with transformative mediation. Dubbed “REDRESS” for “Resolve 

Employment Disputes Reach Equitable Solutions Swiftly,” this program has created a 

system for positive employee dispute resolution. Described in the New York Times as 

“one of the most ambitious experiments in dispute resolution in American corporate 

history” (Meece para. 3), REDRESS was first established in response to employee 

frustration with problem-solving mediation systems being used by the USPS. In the early 

1990’s USPS employees from Florida’s northern district expressed dissatisfaction with 

problem-solving mediation by filing a lawsuit arguing that the conflict resolution process 

was “too slow, remote, and ineffective in addressing workplace disputes” (USPS 
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“History” para. 1). Employees, their representation, and management agreed on adopting 

a new process, so REDRESS replaced the former resolution systems in order to improve 

employees’ conflict experiences.  

REDRESS utilizes principles central to conflict transformation. Mediators trained 

in transformative mediation provide dispute resolution services that attempt to improve 

USPS employees’ conflict experiences. Basically, USPS mediators believe people are 

capable of solving their own issues and will consequently be better equipped to work 

together, so they encourage more active involvement. They claim that “when disputing 

parties are given the opportunity to participate in a transformative mediation session, not 

only do they gain a better understanding of the conflict, but they also develop a better 

ability to communicate with each other. In the end, conflicts in general are reduced as 

communication is improved” (USPS, “How it Works” para. 1). Based on premises from 

Bush and Folgers’ 1994 The Promise of Mediation: Responding to Conflict through 

Empowerment and Recognition, REDRESS mediators alter the dynamics of conflict 

resolution processes in order to transform people’s experiences. They especially focus on 

empowerment and helping parties control their own issues by structuring sessions around 

two key characteristics: open discussion of issues among parties and party determination 

over relevant issues and resolution possibilities (USPS, “History” para. 5). These criteria 

help transform disputants from passive recipients of mediation services to active 

participants in collaborative social interaction.  

REDRESS mediators seek more active participation from disputants by 

encouraging people to speak more directly to and with each other, creating spaces where 
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disputants experience few limitations and are capable of learning about their situations. 

Mediators also create environments that encourage positive interaction. Aware of how 

contentious situations can impede people’s interactions, mediators encourage 

collaboration from the very beginning by asking parties to set their own agendas. 

REDRESS mediators also let parties control the outcome by letting disputants decide if 

they believe mediation is appropriate for their specific situation and whether or not 

“resolution” is even a viable option. Following mediation sessions, if parties do not 

believe mediation has sufficiently addressed their concerns, they can maintain their 

original claims and pursue more formal alternatives. Open discussion and determination 

over resolution possibilities promote shifts in empowerment and recognition.  For 

example, after witnessing a mediation between a postal letter carrier and his immediate 

supervisors, Bush and Folger describe these shifts as transformative: 

What happened during the mediation was a powerful shift in interaction 

[…] The interaction between the employee and his managers shifted from 

being closed, defensive, self-absorbed to being more open, trustworthy, 

and acknowledging. This shift […] allowed for an exchange of 

perceptions, feelings, and desires as they clarified what was important to 

them and as they gained a more accurate understanding of each other’s 

perspectives. (2005 31) 

Such positive interaction, which was missing from previous USPS dispute resolution 

processes, improves employees’ working conditions and social interactions. Mediation 

sessions provide both resolution processes and forums for interaction, places to 
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collaboratively discuss issues and experiences while potentially resolving their issues at 

the same time—areas in which REDRESS has proven very effective.  

According to research, REDRESS works. It successfully illuminates employee 

needs in different situations, helping people recognize each other’s differences and 

empowering them with the ability to participate in the resolution of their conflicts.  

Instead of measuring success on resolution, researchers have collected data on general 

process satisfaction, skills learned, positive outcomes, and ideological change. Perhaps 

the most exhaustive research has been conducted by REDRESS mediation trainers 

Cynthia Hallberlin and Lisa Bingham who conducted over 25,000 exit surveys with 

mediators, supervisors, and postal service employees who experienced the program.  

Regarding satisfaction with the transformative process, all parties responded 

positively. Hallberlin and Bingham’s exit survey data demonstrates high process 

satisfaction rates in six main categories: information, control, fairness, participation, 

understanding, and treatment. Figure 4.1, “REDRESS Process Satisfaction,” indicates all 

parties involved in the dispute process had relatively similar satisfaction rates 

(http://www.usps.com/redress/research.htm). The fact that all parties were relatively 

equally satisfied with the process suggests representation of both employers and 

employees in a hierarchical corporate environment. Such data is encouraging for several 

reasons. First, it suggests that conflicts are diverse and require resolution systems that pay 

attention to context. Second, it suggests the transformative model effectively appeals to 

all concerned parties. It suggests that transformative mediation and the goals of 

empowerment and mutual interaction are worthwhile. Third, as Figure 4.1 demonstrates, 



 145
 

transformative conflict resolution systems can be effective and transformative mediators 

have the potential to improve conflict experiences in several different areas (“REDRESS 

Statistics”). By indicating satisfaction with nontraditional indicators such as “control,” 

“understanding,” and “participation,” disputants acknowledge the benefits of conflict 

transformation.  

 

 

Figure 4.1 REDRESS Process Satisfaction  

 

Another indicator of participants’ satisfaction with the REDRESS process can be 

seen on a more global level. Hallberlin and Bingham report that it wasn’t just employees 

and mediators who were satisfied with the results. Postal service higher ups were so 

impressed with the results of conflict transformation that they immediately accepted the 

pilot program and dedicated “105 full-time positions, $22 million dollars and [created] a 
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mandate to roll REDRESS out nationally making it available to all postal employees who 

sought equal employment opportunity counseling” (Hallberlin 378). Such enthusiasm 

illustrates how people who experienced the transformative mediation process first-hand 

believe it can improve people’s work-related conflict experiences. 

Regarding skills learned, research suggests that participants will be more capable 

of handling future conflicts and productively communicating their differences. Legal 

scholars Josefina Rendón and Judy Dougherty have linked REDRESS participants’ 

increased communication to an improved ability to manage workplace conflicts. They 

explain, “Transformative mediation created a positive ‘upstream effect’ that improved 

work-place relationships by providing a better opportunity to be heard and by 

strengthening the ability of supervisors to handle workplace conflicts” (24). In addition, 

labor law researcher Ann Hodges also observes how REDRESS mediations promote 

confidence in dispute management skills development. She observes, “the parties to 

mediation, supervisors and employees alike, believe that they are better able to resolve 

conflicts as a result of their participation in mediation” (406). In addition, Hallberlin and 

Bingham describe an improved sense of conflict awareness. They explain, “Ninety-two 

percent of supervisors, many of whom had been through more than one mediation, 

reported that they could understand and communicate better with their employees, and 

sixty-two percent of employees reported the same results” (377). As these observations 

suggest, transformative mediation has the potential to go beyond resolution and instill 

skills in disputants that can be transferred to situations beyond the specific disputes that 
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brought them to mediation. In the case of USPS disputes, these skills could help improve 

employees’ future relations and work experiences.  

Regarding outcome satisfaction, data is also encouraging. Researchers identify 

high rates of traditional success (i.e. resolution). Rendón and Dougherty report that 

REDRESS mediations achieve “higher settlement rates than […] more directive 

mediation models” (24). Hodges also reports success at positive traditional outcomes. 

Her research identifies trends in both complaint reduction and increased settlement:   

Although settlement is not an explicit goal, full or partial settlement is 

reached in sixty-three to sixty-four percent of cases mediated. Eighty 

percent of cases are closed, which includes settlement during or after 

mediation, cases where the complainant withdrew the complaint, and 

those where the complainant did not proceed to the next step of the 

process. (406)  

Whereas settlement is not the primary goal of transformative mediation, the process is 

highly successful in helping disputants reach agreement. 

Moreover, REDRESS data also reveals people’s satisfaction with the outcome 

regardless of resolution. Figure 4.2, “REDRESS Outcome Satisfaction,” indicates how 

parties perceive outcome satisfaction (“REDRESS Statistics”). Data is divided into five 

primary criteria: general satisfaction, speed, expectation before mediation, control over 

outcome, and long-term effects. As the data demonstrates, supervisors and employees 

responded positively to all categories, suggesting that transformative mediation has the 

potential to satisfy the needs of both parties. Such data also indicates how disputants have 
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needs beyond resolution.  For example, disputants identify a need for control as well as 

long-term results for their interaction. Again, as the exit-survey data suggests, 

transformative mediation successfully appeals to needs beyond simple resolution. 

 

 

Figure 4.2 REDRESS Outcome Satisfaction 

 

Finally, REDRESS mediations help create change in people’s lives. Hallberlin 

identifies this change as perhaps the most significant outcome of the entire program. 

Interestingly, she describes transformation on a micro level, a level that directly affects 

people’s lives. Following her experiences with the program and analysis of exit survey 

data, she argues for a powerful effect from conflict transformation:  
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Transformative mediation transformed the lives of postal employees two 

people at a time, at different tables, in different cities and different 

communities across the country each day. Not every four to five hour 

session changed lives, but many did. And one by one each individual 

experience accumulated, eventually making a difference in the workplace. 

(382-83) 

Whereas Hallberlin focuses on change in the workplace here, her observations imply a 

change is brought on by an expanded understanding of conflict—an increased awareness 

of conflict as an opportunity to create change through positive interaction. REDRESS 

mediation and conflict transformation contribute to an increased understanding of the 

relational worldview that leads to change in how people understand conflict. 

 REDRESS’s success suggests that conflict transformation can be successfully 

applied to the workplace. As a custom-designed practice that adheres to transformative 

principles, REDRESS supplemented an ineffective conflict resolution practice that 

approached resolution as a problem-solving process. Specific transformative mediation 

principles of open discussion and issue determination as well as more general concepts of 

empowerment and recognition help employees successfully discuss and work out their 

differences so they can have better work environments. Consequently, the USPS’s 

experiment with transformative mediation contributes to a growing theory of 

transformative mediation and conflict transformation in general. It advances theories of 

conflict as an opportunity to develop resolution skills and can ultimately contribute to a 

change in how we approach conflict. As organizations continue to realize the importance 
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of relationships and process satisfaction and seek methods of alternative dispute 

resolution, it is increasingly important to reflect on such experiences in order to continue 

developing improved conflict resolution systems. 

 

Conclusion 

In his 2004 Democracy Matters, social critic Cornel West argues that the 

American politics are in a state of alarm. For West our current political system—

corrupted by market economics, militarism, and authoritarianism—is at a significant 

crossroads that requires serious introspection and reflection to move forward. West 

proposes, among other things, an increased commitment to justice and improving social 

conditions. He develops an on-going philosophical theory of prophetic witness, a social 

awareness that “consists of human acts of justice and kindness that attend to the unjust 

sources of human hurt and misery” (17).  The mission of prophetic witness helps people 

around the world seek fairness and justice and community. Applied to conflict resolution, 

West’s theory of collective justice calls for a system of conflict resolution that empowers 

people to act and helps them work together to uncover and improve the conditions 

contributing to their conflicts. It calls for a system that seeks to move beyond simple 

resolution and create opportunities for transforming the way people experience conflict. 

Beyond seeing conflict as an opportunity to discuss differences, transformative 

mediators forward a proactive approach to conflict. They view conflict as a chance to 

better understand complex situations and collaboratively discover alternative solutions. 

Transformative mediators identify how conflicts often strip people of their control, so 
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they attempt to empower disputants through strengthening voice and individual 

responsibility. They acknowledge how conflicts often prevent people from understanding 

others and create collaborative spaces for people to recognize each other’s beliefs.  In 

sum, transformative mediation changes how people approach conflict by providing 

liberatory mediation practices. 

Importantly, transformative mediators acknowledge the contextual nature of 

conflict. They advance methods of rhetorical invention by helping disputants discover 

social and collaborative techniques for addressing conflict situations. They emphasize 

how conflicts involve more than just apparent issues under dispute by providing ways to 

more closely investigate conflict situations. Because transformative mediators facilitate 

deeper investigations, they encourage inquiry into past experiences and emotions, 

broadening the scope of conflict resolution to include people’s lives and past experiences. 

Consequently, transformative mediation illuminates a more social nature of conflict 

resolution. Practices such as Our Family Services community mediation and USPS 

REDRESS mediation demonstrate how conflict resolution can directly improve social 

situations. On the local level, community mediation provides neighbors with 

opportunities to work together and take control of their issues. They discuss each other’s 

differences while collectively brainstorming solutions. On a larger level, REDRESS 

mediation provides increased opportunities for employees to discuss their differences. 

Their improved interaction and participation often build communication skills, leaving 

both parties more capable of negotiating future situations. 
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Through the relational worldview, transformative mediation also counters current 

social movements that inhibit effective dispute resolution. This outlook offers an 

alternative to the highly individualistic worldviews that are prevalent today. For example, 

as transformative mediation critic Neal Milner suggests, the transformative mediation 

process is inconsistent with contemporary community trends because current community 

structures provide few opportunities to communicate. Milner finds Bush and Folger’s 

scenarios of multi-cultural neighborhoods where ethnically diverse people reconcile with 

each other based on on-going relationships with colorful pasts are simply unrealistic: 

“These close encounters of urban life differ dramatically from the emerging housing 

development patterns in the United States” (755). Transformative mediation, by focusing 

on increased interaction, seeks to change these relational patterns. It creates comfortable 

spaces from which to work together and create more collaborative relationships, spaces 

that do not exist in day-to-day interactions. Whereas problem-solving mediation aims to 

protect individualism by seeking agreement by stipulating and eliminating conflict, 

transformative mediators feel solving only problems often ignores important issues. They 

realize conflicts usually have deep-seated issues and resolution may simply promote 

hierarchical relationships by perpetuating the status quo. Transformative mediators move 

beyond the need for resolution and instead focus on improving communication. 

Consequently, transformative mediation leads to an expanded approach to conflict 

that improves people’s social conditions. Instead of approaching mediation as a process 

of facilitating disputes by an “expert” mediator, it calls for a more dynamic approach that 

actively engages participants in their dilemmas and promotes improved discovery. 
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Mediators trained in transformative mediation urge parties to take control of their own 

situations and learn to understand others’ worldviews. Concepts such as empowerment 

and recognition as well as increased data collection, brainstorming, and relationship 

building increase people’s capacities to create change, strengthening how conflict 

transformation can encourage collective social action. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
ENHANCING PEDAGOGY THROUGH TRANSFORMATIVE RHETORICAL 

INQUIRY 
 

The solution to the dilemma is to change the role of the teacher. Teachers 
are no longer to be purveyors of information about the craft of writing; 
instead, they must become designers of occasions that stimulate the 
creative process. 

—Richard Young (“Concepts”) 
 

Recent developments in conflict resolution practices create exciting opportunities 

for writing instructors to contribute to writing pedagogy. Even though academic 

environments are not plagued with the type of conflict often encountered by dispute 

resolution practitioners, several insights from conflict resolution can benefit academic 

practices. The movement in integrative conflict resolution is especially beneficial to 

composition because it helps writers negotiate through complex situations by seeking to 

improve ways for people to both solve problems and create meaning. Because integrative 

principles focus on collaboration and brainstorming, they can increase writers’ capacities 

to analyze complex situations and work with different interpretations. Students in writing 

classes who better understand complicated situations and research different viewpoints 

create more opportunities for thinking critically. Writing teachers who seek to improve 

students’ conflict resolution experiences provide opportunities for students to 

collaboratively work through differences, improving strategies for inquiry and invention.  

Consequently, negotiation and mediation strategies can help students develop problem-

solving strategies that can apply to situations beyond their writing classes.  
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In rhetoric and composition approaches to problem-solving exist through different 

theories of rhetorical invention, an area that has been steadily changing in the writing 

classroom. Motivated by renewed interest in prewriting and idea generation, scholars 

have strengthened theories of invention by generating new ways for students to look at 

different rhetorical situations. Different practices like journaling, brainstorming, and 

freewriting, for example, attempt to broaden writers’ possible lines of argument by 

increasing their research methodologies, while previously discussed schema like 

tagmemics, dramatism, and resonance (see Chapter Two) provide invention-based 

strategies for developing writing skills. Writing teachers and curriculum designers who 

consider different approaches to rhetorical invention can help students solve problems 

posed by different situations by teaching students multiple ways to see a single artifact, 

leading to more sophisticated argumentation and logic. Such skills help students examine 

a plurality of viewpoints and create ideas that incorporate diverse perspectives.  

Invention scholar Richard Young demonstrates how increased rhetorical invention 

contributes to improved learning through demonstrating the importance of heuristics, 

lines of questioning that abet the discovery of information relevant to a given topic. In 

“Concepts of Art and the Teaching of Writing,” he explains how creative acts of 

invention contribute to writing skills development by suggesting that when students 

generate a variety of invention strategies, they become more competent writers. For 

Young invention does not merely involve the recollection of accepted form but instead 

involves creative processes of problem-solving, processes that require different 

approaches for different contexts. As Young suggests in the epigraph to this chapter, 
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writing instructors can improve invention strategies by creating a variety of heuristic 

procedures that encourage creativity. He explains,  

We cannot teach direct control of the imaginative act or the unanticipated 

outcome, but we can teach the heuristics themselves and the appropriate 

occasions for their use. And this knowledge is important, for heuristic 

procedures can guide inquiry and stimulate memory and intuition. The 

imaginative act is not absolutely beyond the writer’s control; it can be 

nourished and encouraged. (199) 

As Young suggests, through creating opportunities for rhetorical invention, teachers 

encourage creativity and increase ways to explore. They provide students strategies for 

confronting problems and creating solutions, skills that are applicable beyond their 

immediate assignments.  

According to Young, teachers can improve writing instruction by creating writing 

assignments where students must explore solutions to different problems. To illustrate 

this point, Young draws on principles of improved inquiry enabled by tagmemic rhetoric, 

a process of inquiry that involves viewing any artifact through different lenses (for a 

detailed explanation of tagmemics, see Chapter Two). Assignments that ask students to 

create new heuristics based on tagmemic principles, as Young explains, “ask us to change 

our mode of perception of the same unit” in the hopes of “moving the mind out of its 

habitual grooves, of shaking it loose from a stereotypic past” (“Concepts” 201). Such 

assignments create unique situations for students to become rhetorical explorers who 

make discoveries and negotiate through different interpretations. Following a given 
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writing prompt or looking into an existent argument, students can generate heuristics for 

examining and better understanding different situations, or exigencies. Young’s emphasis 

on invention in writing instruction approaches writing as a process of exploration and 

discovery where both teachers and students utilize theories and develop practices for 

creating methods of working with problems.  

Whereas increased invention strategies aim to help writers develop new ways of 

seeing, they fall short of helping writers work with the conflicts that often arise from 

diverse—and sometimes contentious—interpretations. Writing teachers who seek to 

strengthen invention can benefit from conflict resolution principles that help people 

incorporate multiple viewpoints, creating an exciting new connection that unites 

disciplines and draws on both classical rhetoric and contemporary conflict resolution 

practice. By providing invention-based strategies from integrative negotiation and 

conflict transformation, teachers can improve current pedagogies and classroom 

practices. Perhaps most importantly, they can expand ways for people to create meaning 

as the union between rhetorical invention and conflict resolution offers new lenses 

through which people can look in order to better understand diverse situations. Writing 

students who learn conflict transformation strategies like expanded data collection and 

empowerment develop ways to approach situations that make space for new ideas and 

opinions. Such theories, when applied in the writing classroom, can strengthen strategies 

like brainstorming and collaboration that create opportunities for improved rhetorical 

invention.   
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This chapter demonstrates how a connection between rhetoric and conflict 

resolution creates a new way for writing teachers and composition scholars to improve 

learning. Paralleling contemporary examinations of inquiry in education, this new 

learning strategy expands analytical approaches by considering five transformative 

mediation criteria: empowerment, recognition, data collection, resource expansion, and 

relationship building. I detail this approach through a process I refer to as transformative 

rhetorical inquiry, a way of analyzing, interpreting, and creating knowledge that helps 

people confront problematic situations through transformative mediation. As a practice 

that organizes problem-solving strategies to expand inquiry processes, transformative 

rhetorical inquiry helps teachers and students generate more sophisticated conflict 

resolution and invention skills.  

In order to articulate a transformative approach to composition instruction, I first 

briefly discuss significant approaches to inquiry that have shaped current writing 

pedagogies. Beginning with conceptions of pragmatism in the early 20th century and 

ending with recent inquiry-based service-learning writing pedagogies articulated by 

Linda Flower, I demonstrate how writing instruction has evolved as a complex process of 

inquiry that can benefit from an increased focus on negotiation. Through several writing-

class based applications, I then show that inquiry, when combined with conflict 

resolution principles, becomes a powerful learning tool. Finally, I demonstrate how 

transformative rhetorical inquiry strengthens students’ conflict resolution skills and 

creates new approaches to rhetorical invention through different academic scenarios—
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two curriculum designs and a curriculum review process in the University of Arizona’s 

writing program.   

 

Creating a Place for Inquiry in Education 

As a process of creating and discovering knowledge, the concept of inquiry is 

very important to contemporary education. It currently exists as a method of investigation 

that owes much to pragmatism and John Dewey’s scholarship on education. Perhaps one 

of the more influential theories of interpretation, pragmatism provides practical ways for 

constructing knowledge that rely on direct observations in order to help individuals 

interpret how objects exist in certain contexts. First used by philosopher Charles Peirce in 

the late nineteenth century, the term “pragmatism” refers to a movement that defines 

interpretation as a practical process bound to context and outcomes. Peirce’s 

contemporary and acquaintance William James explains the pragmatic method as a 

process bound to both exploration and teleology: “to develop a thought’s meaning, we 

need only determine what conduct it is fitted to produce: that conduct is for us its sole 

significance” (para. 4). Pragmatism, therefore, expands the role between subject and 

object, illuminating the importance of how objects exist within particular situations. The 

understanding of inquiry and meaning forwarded through pragmatism is important 

because it empowers the agent by designating interpretation as an individual act.  

In a series of lectures presented in 1904, William James further elaborates on 

pragmatic observation by defining it as method wherein a practitioner eschews abstract 

constructs for direct observation. A pragmatist, according to James, “turns away from 
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fixed principles, closed systems, and pretended absolutes and origins [and] turns towards 

concreteness and adequacy, towards facts, towards action and towards power” (para. 11). 

Such an “attitude of orientation,” as James describes, helps the individual shift her gaze 

from causes to effects. For James this new vision creates a fresh way to look at objects: 

“the attitude of looking away from first things, principles, ‘categories,’ supposed 

necessities; and of looking towards last things, fruits, consequences, facts” (para. 17). 

Pragmatic inquiry, therefore, is a process of looking at objects by the purposes they serve 

and the outcomes they create. When applied to learning, pragmatic inquiry entails 

examining how objects interact with their surroundings, hands-on experiences that lead to 

learning in a variety of situations. When applied to formal education, pragmatic inquiry 

develops meaning by looking at how particular objects exist in relation to the functions 

they serve in specific contexts.   

The notion of learning as a process of pragmatic inquiry is especially prevalent in 

works by John Dewey, who articulates pragmatic stances on community, democracy, and 

education. Dewey forwards an approach to inquiry—a process he refers to as “reflective 

thinking” in Logic: The Theory of Inquiry—that expands the opposition between subject 

and object to include the purpose of the thought. As explained by Dewey scholar 

Raymond D. Boisvert, Dewey’s pragmatic approach directly involves the role of inquiry 

and the relationship between learner and knowledge: “Instead of the bipolar knowing 

situation envisioned by Modern epistemology, we now have a tridimensional paradigm: 

inquirer, subject-matter, and objective” (36). Consequently, for Dewey inquirers are 

active in the search for knowledge. They do not sit back objectively and record 



 161
 

observations of particular objects but instead investigate an object in light of a particular 

objective, or outcome, and a particular situation. Investigation, for Dewey, is a highly 

collaborative process directly linked to experience. In Democracy and Education—a text 

that has been translated into over 25 languages—he explains how experience is essential 

to an open-minded education, a quest for knowledge that is not directed by certain goals 

(Robertson 335). Dewey explains, “In our search for aims in education, we are not 

concerned, therefore, with finding an end outside of the educative process to which 

education is subordinate” (107). Inquiry is an open-ended and self-correcting search with 

no specific end in sight—the experiences gained from the search itself are knowledge 

enough. Consequently, knowledge can be seen as situational and mutable; it merely 

guides ideas as hypotheses to enable different experiences that contribute to 

understanding. Learning can be achieved through a process of inquiry that, according to 

Dewey, can be best described as a process of reflective thinking. As Dewey scholar 

George Geiger explains, Dewey’s concept of inquiry “seems to connote something more 

active and operational than does ‘thinking.’ It is a term broad enough to include all that 

goes on in the transformations instituted to solve a problem” (89-90). Thus, Dewey sees 

learning as highly experiential, as a process of problem-solving where people think about, 

explore, and experience issues in order to understand how they function in a given 

context. 

Dewey’s progressive understanding of education as experiential inquiry posed a 

problem for traditional educational systems that, according to Dewey, did not value 

experiential ways of knowing. In Democracy and Education, Dewey describes traditional 
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classrooms as “hostile to the existence of real situations of experience,” claiming they fail 

to provide students sufficient opportunities to have enough varied experiences to lead to 

adequate education (162). Commenting on traditional classrooms of the early 20th 

century, Dewey argues for change: “There must be more actual material, more stuff, more 

appliances, and more opportunities for doing things” (162).  Classrooms and curricula, 

for Dewey, must move beyond rote instruction and provide learning experiences that 

contribute to a general education that does not seek to satisfy certain ends but instead 

improves students’ ways of discovery. Creating opportunities for learning, as Dewey 

suggests, is essential to progressive education. Consequently, movements in education 

have incorporated components of Dewey’s emphasis on experiential learning and 

problem-solving, leading to curricula that seek to facilitate interaction and hands-on 

learning.  

Dewey’s research has significantly influenced education. According to the Center 

for Dewey Studies, Dewey’s work has been translated to at least 35 languages and 

incorporated in works in fields such as “philosophy, religion, ecology, feminist theory, 

economics, and law, as well as education” (Robertson 335). In education, Dewey’s ideas 

have influenced teachers on all levels from elementary to graduate. For example, in 

elementary education Hudgins and Edelman argue for a Deweyan approach to critical 

thinking that creates whole situations for students to explore, create knowledge, and 

support their ideas. Inquiry, according to Hudgins and Edelman, is “the disposition to 

provide evidence in support of one’s conclusions and to request evidence from others 

before accepting their conclusions” (333). Their curricula provide problem-solving 
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scenarios for students to not only interact with objects but also follow through with their 

experiences and create meaning, a significant aspect of education. Even though such 

curricula exist “throughout the world,” according to educational researcher Laurel 

Tanner, there is room for more emphasis on inquiry and experience (478). Tanner 

explains, “With leadership from the curriculum field, there is no reason why students 

cannot deal with real problems, using the complete act of thought” (478). Such an 

emphasis on experience, fostered by John Dewey, can be especially important to 

disciplines such as rhetoric and composition that seek to develop advanced critical 

thinking and writing processes.  

Scholars in rhetoric and composition, motivated by movements in pragmatism 

and the new rhetorics, envision the act of inquiry as a dynamic process where individuals 

interact with their surroundings in order to both persuade others and create new 

knowledge. Influenced by social constructivism, scholars argue for inquiry processes that 

strengthen individual acts of meaning construction. For example, Robert Scott’s seminal 

“On Viewing Rhetoric as Epistemic” illustrates how meaning, or “truth,” is entirely 

dependent on how individuals interact with their context. Examining the lack of context 

in accepted syllogistic and argumentative structures like Toulmin’s analytical reasoning, 

Scott argues that meaning is made through analysis and exploration: “there is no 

possibility in matters relevant to human interaction to determine truth in any a priori way 

[…] truth can arise only from cooperative critical inquiry” (313-14). For Scott, an 

object’s identity depends upon a subject’s perception and investigative process. One 

should not see meaning, according to Scott, as “something fixed and final but as 
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something to be created moment by moment in the circumstances in which he finds 

himself and with which he must cope" (318). Scott’s notion of critical inquiry illuminates 

the dynamic relationships between subject and object by creating new ways to utilize 

strategies of inquiry in education.   

Understandings of epistemology like Scott’s view of rhetoric increased scholarly 

attention to the role of pedagogical inquiry. Consequently, contemporary scholars like 

Linda Flower have developed exciting ways to incorporate brainstorming and problem-

solving in the writing classroom. For Flower, inquiry is a process of investigation that 

draws on both the outcomes-based observations of pragmatism and the experiential 

learning advocated by American philosopher John Dewey. Flower articulates an 

approach to pragmatic inquiry in the classroom by articulating a theory of writing that 

seeks to understand how individual learners interpret objects and construct meaning 

based on both social and cognitive processes. Working through contexts of social 

construction, Flower’s scholarship both contributes to an understanding of inquiry as 

problem-solving process as well as collaborative strategy. Flower demonstrates how 

inquiry is a complex process of problem-solving that represents a dialectical interaction 

among subject, object, and context. Educators, according to Flower, must learn more 

about this interaction and generate “more responsible social cognitive accounts of how 

individual students—as thinking personal agents operating within and shaped by a social 

and cultural fabric—learn” (The Construction 33).  

In order to better understand the dialectical tensions among subject, object, and 

context, Flower confronts the theoretical foundations of theories of social construction 



 165
 

that argue for entirely social meaning construction. In The Construction of Negotiated 

Meaning: A Social Cognitive Theory of Writing, she explains how inquiry in the writing 

classroom enables students to construct not meaning but different literacies, what she 

defines as “diverse discourse practices that grow out of the needs and values of different 

communities” (1-2). For Flower people do not make meaning through rote learning but 

instead are actively involved with creating different understandings in different contexts. 

She emphasizes how people construct literacies by negotiating through different 

situations. This experience constitutes a literate act, the dynamic intersection between an 

individual and her “convention, discourse, and community” (37). Literate acts accentuate 

the contextual, personal, and public relevance to inquiry and call on strategies to help 

people sort through the complex “web of meaning” (38). Making sense of complex 

situations, according to Flower, leads to improved literacies and creates opportunities for 

learning experiences. 

Flower also forwards an approach to inquiry that parallels conflict resolution and 

utilizes both similar language and processes. She chooses the term “negotiation” to 

represent the interaction between individuals and literacies. Compared to alternative 

terms like reproduction and conversation that are popular with social constructivists, 

negotiation best describes the learning experiences accompanying complex acts of 

inquiry. The act of negotiation, defined as “a dilemma-driven and goal-directed effort to 

construct meaning” (66), offers the most accurate means of social and individual meaning 

construction. In addition, the term “negotiation” carries with it an air of agency and 

exigency. Because it “is often associated with forging agreements in the midst of disputes 
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at a bargaining table or summit talk,” negotiation is both a situated and significant action 

(66).  Such an image portrays negotiators as knowledgeable inquirers interested in 

communicating and collaborating with peers over a specific situation. Negotiation is an 

appropriate metaphor for the type of learning Flower envisions because it constructs a 

meaning that directly responds to different voices (68). By developing different strategies 

for enabling negotiation, The Construction of Negotiated Meaning demonstrates how 

advanced meaning construction benefits student learners and paves the way for continued 

applications for inquiry in different academic contexts. It provides a detailed framework 

for inquiry that helps writers construct complex meanings amidst diverse situations.  

Flower envisions learning as a process that requires a “logic of negotiating a 

complex rhetorical situation” (296). In practice, this vision can best be seen in her work 

on service-learning where she demonstrates how students can work with differences and 

conflicts that occur within university and community relationships. Motivated by 

Dewey’s emphasis on experiential education, Flower seeks to provide opportunities for 

students to approach community partnerships as spaces for mutual collaboration and 

investigation, spaces where both university and community work together not as teacher 

and learner but as equals. This distinction is important, for Flower believes current 

service-learning pedagogies do not foster mutual relationships between university and 

community. More often than not, she argues, the “expert” status of the university 

relegates the community to the role of novice, creating an unbalanced relationship that 

inhibits mutual inquiry. In “Partners in Inquiry” she suggests that most university and 

community collaborations are often influenced by three different missions that foster the 
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imbalance. For example, the cultural mission forwards a belief in service that “maintains 

a strong sense of otherness and distance, of giver and receiver” (97). The mission of 

technical expertise offers others various technical skills that establish hierarchical 

relationships and “smother other kinds of experience” (98). And, the mission of 

compassion and identity transforms charity into “an act of empathy that grasps an 

essential identity between the one who serves and the one in need” (99). These different 

visions demonstrate how traditional differences between university and community 

members hinder collaborative potential and promote limited inquiry.  

Inquiry as a process of negotiation solves this problem by promoting a mission 

that facilitates mutual meaning making. Because negotiation emphasizes a logic that 

supports both university and community beliefs, it can help people work together to 

identify and resolve differences. As a result service-learning enables the logic of 

prophetic pragmatism and problem-solving, a new mission that best resembles a general 

“logic of inquiry” (“Partners” 101). With roots in Dewey’s experiential learning and 

Cornel West’s prophetic pragmatism discussed in the previous chapter, this new mission 

creates an environment where learning can take place, an environment that fosters a 

“rigorous openness to inquiry” among all parties (104). This new logic forwards a 

pragmatic stance on meaning by examining how knowledge exists in the “situated 

conditions for and the outcomes of” different ideas that serve as a springboard for 

creating meaning (103). It also reflects West’s firm belief in democratic representation, a 

representation that considers “the agency, capacity, and ability of human beings who 

have been culturally degraded, politically oppressed, and economically exploited” (West 
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qtd. in Flower 103). This expanded logic of inquiry offers a new way for students to 

collaborate and think critically with others. Similar to negotiation and conflict resolution 

structures, it provides students with methods and heuristics for creating new meaning. 

In order to create environments where students and community members can 

mutually interact—environments where the logic of inquiry can freely exist—Flower 

suggests constructing spaces where they can share collaborative inquiry. At these sites 

faculty, students, and community representatives can either approach specific conflicts or 

examine general issues together (105).  Their interactions encompass a “demanding 

literate practice” that is similar to the literate acts she articulates in The Construction of 

Negotiated Meaning. These spaces, or community problem-solving dialogues, help 

people investigate different issues relevant to their communities and needs. Flower 

explains, 

A community problem-solving dialogue (CPSD) operates around a literal 

and metaphoric table, which can bring together students, faculty, 

community leaders and everyday people, as well as written knowledge of 

the academy and the oral wisdom of the neighborhood. (“Partners” 105) 

The CPSD is thus designed to move toward “inquiry with the community” as opposed to 

for the community (106 [emphasis added]). Within these dialogues people can look at 

specific problems by reframing them as open questions. For example, Flower explains 

how a certain dialogue created an entirely new conversation and opportunity: “Consider, 

for example, an issue that reframes the topic of ‘gangs and urban violence’ by looking at 

its flip side and asking, what are the apparent possibilities for success, respect, and work 
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for urban youth?” (105). Reframing a social situation as an opportunity instead of a 

problem creates new opportunities for invention, opportunities that can lead to social 

change. Within a dialogue based on issues of urban youth, the different participants 

contribute ideas from their experiences: academics, teachers, students, youth, and 

community leaders can all participate in improving their social situation. By 

acknowledging varied experiences, a CPSD creates a unique opportunity for 

brainstorming where the people at the table are relatively free from specific cultural and 

pedagogical missions. Similar to the nonhierarchical space offered by community 

mediation programs, these dialogues allow members of both university and community to 

inquire into different perspectives and thus create opportunities for invention. 

Flower’s vision of inquiry, as it is represented by CPSDs, demonstrates a method 

of brainstorming and critical thinking geared to a specific conflict. It demonstrates how 

individuals interact with objects and their contexts in order to solve specific problems or 

create new possibilities through dialogues. When understood as an educational practice, 

these dialogues value collaboration, experience, and critical thinking. Their subject-

matter depends on social situations in which the participant inquirers are invested. As a 

curriculum Flower’s approach to inquiry expands opportunities for invention by 

providing a framework that facilitates brainstorming and meaning making. Building on 

pragmatism and concepts of experiential education, it improves learning by providing 

people new ways to make meaning in complex situations.  

 Students who learn expanded inquiry strategies—especially ones like Flower’s 

that abet rhetorical invention and include different voices—can develop new invention 
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strategies for problem-solving. Because inquiry enables students to become more 

involved with conflict, it is an excellent tool for helping students experience different 

viewpoints. However, because inquiry can lead to conflict, becoming aware of different 

ways of seeing requires learning how to incorporate different views. When students 

contribute diverse ideas during collaborative brainstorming sessions for example, they 

need to create spaces that incorporate a variety of viewpoints. Students also need to learn 

conflict resolution skills in case any conflicts arise during collaboration. Consequently, in 

order to be more effective, inquiry strategies need to be accompanied by conflict 

resolution strategies. Because teachers and curriculum designers often create assignments 

and courses that ask students to work together and expand ways of interpretation, they 

can benefit from considering methods of conflict resolution.  

A process of inquiry that incorporates conflict resolution principles can address 

tensions that might arise from rigorous investigation. This process can help investigators 

pay attention to potential obstacles like egocentric thinking and disempowerment that are 

common in conflicts. Mediation and negotiation—practices that involve collaborative 

brainstorming and collaboration—offer excellent strategies for improving inquiry. 

Because transformative mediation pays special attention to plurality and maintaining 

positive relationships, it is especially applicable to curricular and pedagogical inquiry—

approaches that often seek to empower individuals, recognize others, and build positive 

relationships.   
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Transformative Mediation as Invention Heuristic  

Utilizing conflict resolution strategies to enhance learning creates new ways for 

people to incorporate differences and negotiate complex situations. Linked to theories of 

rhetorical invention that help individuals discover and create meaning, these new 

approaches can improve classroom practices. They contribute to an ongoing effort to 

include different voices in education and supplement strategies like Rogerian rhetoric and 

contact zone pedagogies that attempt to move beyond and/or incorporate differences but 

lack specific strategies for negotiating contentious situations. Inquirers who are unable to 

negotiate through conflicts may find themselves in precarious situations that can—at the 

very least—limit their analyses. When differences come to the forefront, successful 

mediation strategies like separating the people from the problem and issue and interest 

identification can help people generate more comprehensive understandings by reframing 

differences so they become more compatible. Such strategies, taken from negotiation and 

mediation respectively, enable inquirers to pursue differences and make them more 

visible, enabling more comprehensive inquiry. 

Whereas general strategies from negotiation and mediation can help inquirers 

incorporate differences, several principles from transformative mediation are especially 

useful. Transformative mediation (TM) is a recent approach to mediation that attempts to 

improve conflict resolution by focusing on not just resolution but improved social 

interaction. Among other things, transformative processes provide disputants 

opportunities to discuss their issues as well as listen to others before creating alternative 

resolutions. People who participate in transformative mediation often learn positive 
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interaction skills by communicating in comfortable collaborative sessions. They learn 

brainstorming techniques that help transform differences from obstacles to learning 

opportunities. For example, instead of focusing on the specific debate at hand—a specific 

employee grievance at the post office, for example—transformative mediators seek to 

identify issues leading to these grievances—an ineffective dispute resolution system. As 

seen in the USPS REDRESS program detailed in the previous chapter, these experiences 

create skills that can apply to future conflict situations. TM offers a framework that 

facilitates improved research, agency, plurality, creativity, and relationships. Specifically, 

these skills evolve from five main characteristics of TM seen in Figure 5.1 below. By 

looking at a situation through these characteristics, inquirers can broaden the lenses 

through which they examine situations and create meaning.  

TM Characteristic Function 

Information gathering Expands resources and data 

Empowerment Strengthens agency 

Recognition Develops awareness of others 

Resource expansion Uses strategies of integrative negotiation 

Relationship building Establishes future communication 

Figure 5.1 Transformative Characteristics 

A first transformative criterion, information gathering, occurs throughout 

transformative mediation processes and demonstrates the importance of brainstorming. It 

suggests people should investigate facts and emotions as well as past and present issues. 

Transformative information-gathering does not limit inquiry to the obvious facts at hand; 
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instead it follows tangents down uncertain paths in order to develop new understandings. 

A transformative mediator will inquire into emotions or past experiences not directly 

linked to the dispute at hand in order to learn more about how an individual interprets a 

specific situation. For example, during mediation sessions at Our Family Services in 

Tucson, mediators attempt to learn as much about a situation as possible by hearing all 

possible sides and asking disputants to provide details relevant to their specific disputes. 

Applied to inquiry, a transformative approach to information-gathering enables students 

to examine different contexts as well as texts in order to discover meaning. Consequently, 

they expand their investigations and learn more about others’ experiences and feelings. 

Empowerment and recognition, two of the most significant components of TM, 

are vital to a process of inquiry that seeks to identify a plurality of voices. By focusing on 

these two characteristics, mediators and resolvers develop skills that help them in 

situations beyond the immediate context. Mediators who emphasize empowerment and 

recognition also help disputants experience conflict as a constructive opportunity. 

Applied to inquiry empowerment and recognition help people understand how their 

decisions both involve and exclude others. Transformative inquirers become aware of 

multiple perspectives and examine how new knowledge enables and hinders disputants’ 

agency. Empowerment and recognition strengthen inquiry processes by making sure 

inquires both consider and incorporate different perspectives. In the classroom, students 

can use these terms to create a healthy balance between opposing observations. 

A fourth concept of TM, resource expansion, reacts to the distributive view that 

conflict is simply a competition over a finite amount of resources. Because distributive 
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understandings limit the amount of possible solutions, people who practice deliberative 

conflict strategies focus solely on developing means of allocating fixed resources. 

Transformative mediators, on the other hand, attempt to broaden possibilities for 

resolution. They teach disputants creative brainstorming skills that increase the amount or 

type of resources being considered. For example, if disputants are fixated on financial 

compensation to resolve an issue, transformative mediators would ask disputants if any 

other types of compensation were possible. Applied to inquiry and pedagogy, 

transformative resource expansion establishes a collaborative agenda for broadening 

alternatives in order to increase resources. For example, as can be seen in the previous 

discussion of CPSDs, resource expansion broadened gang violence to opportunities for 

urban youth success. 

Finally, relationship-building helps disputants and mediators focus on the social 

aspects of conflict and communication. Transformative mediators foster opportunities for 

collaboration by suggesting that resolutions include protocols for future communications. 

Whereas other conflict resolution practices only focus on resolving the dispute at hand, 

transformative mediation—a process born out of community mediation centers—

acknowledges the importance of relationships. When applied to inquiry, relationship-

building suggests education should consider future relationships between students and the 

university and community. More importantly, relationship-building helps problem-

solvers not just examine a conflict scenario, compose a resolution, and move on; it asks 

them to consider the long-term effects of their work. For example, when working with 

community organizations during service-learning activities, programs can establish 
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opportunities for future communication and not simply discontinue communication after 

the end of the project or semester.  

As a methodology, transformation inquiry helps people better negotiate conflict 

situations. It encourages thorough analysis, collaboration, and responsibility while 

examining different social situations. As a heuristic strategy, transformative mediation 

helps teachers and curriculum designers improve how people react to and deal with 

different situations, creating an environment where differences are more likely to be 

respected. It provides improved ways to design courses as well as curricula and enables 

invention practices for discovering a plurality of voices. Seen through the lens of 

rhetorical invention, the transformative inquiry heuristic creates activities and curricula 

that strengthen student learning and community connections. By applying the heuristic to 

both collaborative curriculum designs and a university writing course curriculum review, 

the following demonstrates how transformative inquiry leads to stronger curricula and 

generates an improved sense of community. Using the five characteristics from 

transformative mediation explained in Figure 5.1, I will demonstrate how transformative 

rhetorical inquiry is both critical and generative and enables new writing instruction 

practices. 

   

Enhancing Classroom Activities with Transformative Inquiry 

Beyond serving as a tool for structuring community deliberations, transformative 

inquiry can enhance classroom experiences by helping instructors create assignments that 

foster improved inquiry. Such assignments can help students work with differences and 
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develop skills for negotiating complex issues. Students who focus on transformative 

issues like empowerment and recognition, for example, can become more capable of 

creating complex meaning because they need not ignore potential conflicts that arise. 

Students can also better interact with peers on collaborative projects without risking 

creating contentious situations in which they have insufficient training to resolve.  

Considering a single heuristic while developing classes in the University of 

Arizona’s writing program, I have co-created two curricula that demonstrate how 

transformative principles enhance inquiry while also fostering improved community 

engagement. From Summer 2005 through Fall 2006, I co-developed curricula that sought 

to enhance students’ inquiry skills by emphasizing various transformative criteria. 

Working with several peers, I designed courses that asked students to research and 

negotiate contentious issues specific to their communities. Our two designs—

“Showdown in Superior!” and “Breaking through the Border”—created opportunities for 

students to research and articulate different sides to the disputes and then provided spaces 

for students to discuss these positions with their peers.  During several collaborative 

activities, students experienced important transformative skills by working with each 

other in collaborative learning environments where they gained skills such as 

empowerment and recognition while developing improved invention strategies integral to 

their academic success and civic literacies. Based on my experiences with community 

mediations, these scenarios provided students with opportunities to collaborate and 

practice important critical thinking skills while gaining better understandings of the 

different viewpoints that arise in conflict scenarios.  
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Showdown in Superior! (Showdown), a three-class curriculum that took place at 

the University of Arizona in the Fall of 2005, created a scenario that enabled students to 

work with each other to resolve an on-going land dispute over public-use lands and a 

copper company’s right to access them. Co-designed with Brian Jackson and David 

Reamer, it united three writing classes (Honors First-Year Composition, Business 

Writing, and Technical Writing) on a regional mining issue in Superior, AZ, a town 

under two hours away from the UA’s campus. The curriculum asked students to work 

together and research, present, and deliberate upon how the mining issue will affect the 

town’s residents. For the bulk of the project, students created researched arguments, 

letters to the editor, brochures, newsletters, and websites, which were then circulated 

among the three classes in preparation for a mock town hall meeting. At the end of the 

semester, all three classes met together in a large lecture hall, presented their cases 

through PowerPoint presentations and public speeches, discussed the different issues and 

stakeholders, and eventually voted on whether or not to support a local copper company’s 

proposal to purchase the land. 

All three classes had distinct roles in the project. The technical writing class 

represented a local copper company looking to extract copper from Superior’s vast 

reserves. As representatives of the mining company, they prepared websites, brochures, 

newsletters, and oral presentations that used technical information to generate reasoned 

arguments encouraging the townspeople to approve the mining project. Students who 

took on these roles defended their positions amidst opposition from special interest 

groups and demonstrated their positive intentions towards the community of Superior. 
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The business writing class took on the role of several special interest groups who opposed 

the mining company’s plan. Role-playing as special interest groups, students prepared 

professional documents arguing against permitting the mining project in Superior. They 

discussed their sides with students role-playing as employees of the copper company and 

attempted to convince students role-playing as town residents that they were concerned 

with the town’s best interests. Finally, the first-year honors class assumed the role of the 

townspeople of Superior. As townspeople, they wrote letters to Superior’s newspaper, 

speeches for the town hall meeting, and refined research arguments advocating that the 

town pursue a specific course of action.  

The semester-long project culminated in a mock town hall meeting where all three 

groups, who had been exchanging research and documents throughout the semester, met 

for the first time and discussed their different positions. Following PowerPoint 

presentations from students role-playing as the mining company and special interest 

groups, members from all three classes joined collaborative sessions to discuss the issues 

in further details. These groups of approximately twenty-five students (roughly 1/3 from 

each class) collaborated in physical spaces that allowed them to discuss their different 

positions and further explain their opinions on the mining proposal. These spaces, 

modeled after Linda Flower’s community problem-solving dialogues, sought to increase 

opportunities for brainstorming by enabling dialogues among people representing 

different community interests. After deliberations, all classes reconvened, and the 

townspeople discussed what they had learned from talking one-on-one with the interest 

group and mining company role-players. Attempting to persuade their peers, different 
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townspeople explained their sides and eventually voted for an appropriate course of 

action—in this case opposing the mining company’s bid.  

Showdown created an opportunity for invention and collaboration by providing a 

comfortable environment for students to discuss their diverse views and listen to others. 

With the townspeople serving as mediators, the small group deliberative sessions 

paralleled transformative mediation sessions where people control the agenda and discuss 

whatever issues they feel are relevant to the case at hand. Students both became 

empowered through documents and presentations, and they also recognized others by 

working together and listening to alternative views on their issues—views expressed by 

people actually sitting next to them. They learned conflict resolution strategies that will 

help them better examine differences and collaborate.   

As can be seen in Figure 5.2 below, Showdown utilized several transformative 

characteristics. First of all, Showdown emphasized information-gathering by allowing 

students to identify different stakeholders affected by the mining dispute. For example, 

the special interest groups identified six different concerns: legal, economic, local 

environmental, national environmental, recreational, and leisure. Representing these 

different interests, students researched how the mining company’s proposal negatively 

affected these different groups. During invention processes students had no limitations to 

research; they were not confined to academic sources and could interview 

environmentalists or examine national bird migration patterns, for example, to identify 

the proposed mine’s potential environmental impact. Even though the situation 

surrounding the mining proposal was real, students had unlimited options for research 
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and data collection: because they were only presenting to each other, they did not have to 

worry about the feasibility of their claims. 

TM Characteristic Function in Showdown in Superior! 

Information gathering Students researched international, national, and 
local trends; focused on different stakeholders  

Empowerment 
Professional writing classes allowed 

communication through multiple genres; 
several different classes participated 

Recognition 
All documents directed toward “live” audience; 

town hall simulation required one-on-one 
contact 

Resource expansion Simulated environment enabled creativity  

Relationship building 
Students interacted with other students and 

instructors; students became more connected to 
community issues 

Figure 5.2 Transformative Characteristics of Showdown in Superior!  

Next, Showdown fostered individual agency by providing students with different 

voices and enabling them to utilize different genres of communication. Students gained 

increased voice by joining groups and creating organizations with separate missions. 

Through groups named “Arizona Students for the Environment,” “Arizona Recreational 

Association,” and “Southern Arizona Economic Resources Group,” students took on 

missions to protect the environment and defend land they discovered was protected 

through a series of presidential decrees. They also utilized multiple genres to 

communicate their research. Because the mining representatives and special interest 

groups were students in professional writing classes, they utilized an array of textual 

mediums to articulate their views. They created brochures, letters to the editor, 

PowerPoint presentations, newsletters, open letters, oral presentations, and WebPages in 
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order to convey their messages. Students gained voice though different forms of writing 

and visual delivery and were empowered through their groups’ relevant missions.  

Regarding recognizing a plurality of voices, Showdown created an environment 

where students had no choice but to acknowledge and consider how the mining dispute 

affected others. Students directed their documents to an audience beyond the instructor, 

an audience who would acknowledge and discuss their claims in face-to-face discussions. 

Because of the impending town hall meeting, students realized the repercussions of their 

writing and constantly considered their different audiences. Aware of the roles being 

played by the classes, students anticipated different interests and reactions and 

constructed their arguments accordingly. During the town hall meeting, recognition was 

especially relevant in the deliberative sessions where students met in person to discuss 

their claims. During these meetings students collaborated with others to both attempt to 

sway each other’s opinions and listen to different people’s needs. They learned to 

consider how their viewpoints affected the many stakeholders’ best interests.  

Because Showdown was not limited by abstract scenarios or pre-packaged models 

external to students’ direct environments, it opened up possibilities for students to create 

new solutions to their surrounding issues. The project sought to reach beyond the 

traditional case scenarios offered in textbooks by providing a more regionally oriented 

research environment. Moreover, because the project did not involve any of the actual 

stakeholders, students were able to create solutions they felt were most appropriate, 

solutions that might or might not have been ideal for the people with whom they were 

role playing. Consequently, the project fostered more creative inquiry than traditional 
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service-learning pedagogies where students are often limited to addressing clients’ needs. 

Whereas service-learning models provide a significant link between university and 

community, they can confine students’ inquiry processes. Showdown allowed students to 

identify a new set of needs and interests and expand their options. 

Finally, Showdown promoted an increased sense of relationship building among 

instructors, students, and the community. First of all, Showdown brought together several 

writing instructors who were able to discuss different course goals and experiences. As 

we designed the curriculum, we shared our past experiences and examined our course 

goals and desired learning outcomes. Second, Showdown fostered group collaboration 

skills by bringing together three different writing classes; it united freshmen, 

sophomores, juniors, and seniors at a large university with few opportunities for such 

collaboration. Third, Showdown created awareness over regional community issues by 

exposing students to local topics and asking them to analyze how these issues affected 

different stakeholders. By becoming aware of the interrelationship of specific issues and 

different community members, students learned how specific actions affect others. 

Relationship building thus occurred on several different levels. 

Projects like Showdown create situations for students to develop improved inquiry 

skills. By adhering to transformative principles, such projects can successfully engage 

students in issues relevant to their individual growth and their environments. Similar 

assignments can also provide opportunities for instructors to design courses that develop 

even more inquiry. Reflecting on experiences in Showdown, I joined with colleagues 

David Reamer and Leslie Dupont to create another scenario designed to foster increased 
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transformative mediation and rhetorical invention skills. Occurring during the fall 2006 

semester, “Breaking through the Border” (Breaking) asked professional writing students 

to research, represent, and discuss current issues at the Mexico-Arizona border and 

identify how these issues affect different Tucson residents. Ultimately, students suggested 

a specific course of action such as increased border security or humanitarian support that 

intended to influence local legislature.  

During the semester students from my business writing class researched and 

articulated issues from the border debate based on their impact to Tucson citizens. 

Representing different humanitarian and security groups, these students created mission 

statements, brochures, and informational letters detailing their claims about proposed 

border policies. Students from David’s technical writing class researched and represented 

issues based on how they would affect Tucson citizens economically. Representing 

groups such as medical care assistants and local ranchers, David’s students created 

brochures, informative letters and websites detailing their claims about the border issue. 

Students from Leslie’s business writing class, role-playing as professional writers 

commissioned to write a proposal to the state legislature, read and listened to the other 

classes’ claims and created proposals attempting to represent as many interests as 

possible. 

During the semester, students shared documents and met in two “forums” where 

they discussed their different research and attempted to influence final proposals. At the 

first forum meeting, students in David’s and my classes presented on social and economic 

impacts in the hopes of convincing Leslie’s students that their particular views of the 
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border were relevant and needed to be included in the final proposals. Following 

PowerPoint presentations, students joined small group deliberative sessions in order to 

further discuss their presentations and answer any questions that might have arisen from 

the proposals. Finally, at the second forum meeting, Leslie’s students presented their 

proposals back to the other two classes, who then voted on which proposal they felt best 

represented their interests.  

As a result of these collaborations, we hoped students would learn the 

interconnectedness of different interests and understand how effective written documents 

need to consider different viewpoints. Building on the previous project’s strengths and 

addressing its weakness, Breaking focused more on collaboration and open invention. For 

example, we replaced the town hall model used in Showdown because we felt it 

encouraged division and competition as the townspeople became too consumed with 

critically analyzing each side’s research. We instead designed two forum meetings where 

students presented and discussed their research with the hopes of influencing each other. 

Whereas the one meeting of Showdown culminated in one thumbs-up or thumbs-down 

vote, the two forums of Breaking espoused a generative and informational environment 

where students provided research to their peers and used improved data gathering and 

collaboration as ways to expand invention. As can be seen in Figure 5.3 below, Breaking 

enabled an improved sense of transformative inquiry by broadening information-

gathering, resource expansion, and relationship building. 

Breaking also enabled students to be more creative by allowing them to create 

their own groups, as compared to Showdown which assigned either a pro or anti-mining 
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stance to different classes. Whereas we restricted one class to “social” and one to 

“economic” impact to avoid general repetition among the first two classes, students took 

their own sides, a point that helped them become more engaged in their research as they 

considered and reflected on their own personal beliefs. Students were also able to access 

a wide variety of existing viewpoints and proposals to create their particular side and 

proposed course of action. Enabling open invention of groups expanded resources by 

letting students create possible solutions that were not confined to prescribed categories. 

 

Figure 5.3 Transformative Characteristics of Breaking through the Border  

TM Characteristic Function in Breaking through the Border 

Information gathering Issue of national attention enabled research 
from a variety of perspectives 

Empowerment Students created groups and documents 
arguing for their own beliefs  

Recognition Multiple forum meetings and “live” audience 

Resource expansion Combination of social and economic issues 
enabled a variety of conclusions 

Relationship building 
United courses and students; all students 
contributed to final proposal to external 

audience 

Both forums also created opportunities for students to collaborate and expand 

invention processes. These meetings created sufficient physical spaces for students to 

present and discuss their research. Within the spaces we provided non-hierarchical 

environments where students could sit together during presentations and small group 

deliberative sessions.  As a result, the final proposals that were presented by Leslie’s 

students during the second forum meeting demonstrated both empowerment and 

recognition. Whereas they clearly included others’ ideas, they also demonstrated their 
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own research and viewpoints. Their proposals especially demonstrated how both social 

and economic ideas could be easily combined into one viewpoint.  

 

Enhancing Curriculum Design with Transformative Inquiry 

Beyond contributing to classroom activities, transformative inquiry can help 

administrators create curricula that foster and reflect improved inquiry. Such enhanced 

curricula improve students’ opportunities for research by providing helpful collaborative 

skills. Students can consequently better interact with their subjects and peers as they 

become more aware of their topics. Administrators and curriculum designers thus directly 

benefit from conflict transformation practices.  

The Upper-Division Writing Program Curriculum Review (UDCR) of academic 

year 2004-05 that reviewed the University of Arizona Writing Program’s upper-division 

curriculum demonstrates how transformative criteria can benefit curriculum design. The 

UDCR provides administrators with a guideline for creating effective curricula that 

enable negotiation and conflict resolution skills. Motivated by former Writing Program 

Administrator Thomas P. Miller, the project sought to reassess courses established fifteen 

years earlier. It examined how five upper-division writing courses—sophomore 

composition, advanced composition, business writing, technical writing, and professional 

writing topics courses—functioned within the writing program, university, and 

community. Assigned with the project was a committee consisting of the director, Dr. 

Roxanne Mountford, two course directors, Dr.’s Anne-Marie Hall and Amy Kimme Hea, 

and two writing program interns, David Reamer and me. Throughout two semesters we 
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researched different course incarnations, interviewed different administrators and 

department heads, surveyed students, and conducted focus groups with different 

stakeholders. Ultimately, we recommended several changes to the Writing Program’s 

upper-division course sequence—changes that, we argued, represented the diverse needs 

of the entire university community.  

When viewed through transformative inquiry, the review project adhered to 

specific transformative criteria, especially regarding information-gathering, 

empowerment, recognition, and resource expansion. As can be seen in Figure 5.4, 

viewing the UDCR through transformative criteria illuminates the review project’s 

strengths, which can serve as a guideline for future projects.   

  TM Function during UDCR 

Information gathering Committee considered local, regional, and 
national trends in syllabi and textbooks 

Empowerment Committee required community 
participation  

Recognition Participation from stakeholders across 
campus 

Pie expansion No preset agenda; focus groups generated 
unfettered options 

Relationship building United faculty, colleges, and departments; 
created collaborative design 

Figure 5.4 Transformative Characteristics of the Upper-Division Curriculum Review 

First of all, the UDCR committee practiced an impressively wide range of 

information gathering techniques. Overall, we utilized eight different types of resources. 

We acquired numerous textbooks through major book distributors to assess national 

trends in relevant texts. We researched course structures and course descriptions from 

over twenty different peer institutions. We collected and analyzed syllabi from similar 



 188
 

courses across the country, looking for key words and shared assignments. We 

interviewed University of Arizona college deans and faculty in order to identify specific 

needs of typical upper-division writing students. We surveyed program staff to identify 

relevant instructor and student issues from an administrative point of view. We met with 

course directors to learn trends and needs within the writing program’s different goals 

and missions. We interviewed and conducted focus groups with past and present 

instructors of the course under review to identify particular experiences “from the 

trenches.” And, last but not least, we surveyed students to learn additional experiences 

and expectations as well as general comments regarding course expectations. Our 

increased information provided us a wealth of data that helped us better examine our 

curricula. From our extensive research we learned of trends in technology, research, and 

rhetoric that we felt represented diverse views. 

Second, the UDCR committee gained a sense of empowerment through our 

defined committee and connection to the community. Prior to accepting the assignment, 

the UDCR Director insisted that the review committee be “a community project, 

supported by a committee and generated with the collaboration of instructors, students, 

and significant stakeholders” (Mountford 2). Because of this connection, we believed our 

decisions would hold more merit as they included different people’s viewpoints and 

experiences. Because the outcomes we would make (restructuring or even canceling 

courses or possibly course sequences) affected many people in our program, it was 

important that our decisions start from grassroots or bottom-up processes. This can be 

especially important in other facets of writing program work where administrators make 
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choices that affect others. When decisions are based on legitimate power structures, 

people can accept them more than a declaration that is simply handed down to them. Our 

decisions came easier knowing we were empowered with sufficient resources and data to 

make necessary changes.  

 Paralleling our sense of empowerment was our conscious sense of others. Rather 

than assume we knew what was in everyone’s best interests and make declarations 

accordingly, we solicited input from our surrounding community. We sought input from 

students, instructors, administrators, faculty, and college deans. We involved these 

different parties in our process through one-on-one meetings and surveys. Consequently, 

we learned more of how our curricula satisfied and failed to satisfy people’s needs. For 

example, we learned a great deal from meeting with representatives from the College of 

Agriculture and Life Sciences—a College that recommends our professional writing 

courses to many of its students. After discussing our professional writing course goals 

with David E. Cox, the Associate Dean and Director of Academic Programs, and Faculty 

Associate Jim Knight, we better understood the College’s interest in technology and 

community-based writing projects. As Mountford explains, “they [Cox and Knight] were 

enthusiastic about service learning (client-based) opportunities for students, particularly 

in non-profit organizations, and asked that we keep this component in our courses” (14). 

Realizing the importance of recognizing others’ opinions and experiences, we recognized 

the importance of our peers.  

 Another strength of our review can be seen in how we broadened opportunities 

for change. Interestingly, the UDCR expanded resources by implementing different 
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means of data collection. Through our numerous focus groups, we were able to generate 

ideas that could not have come otherwise. For example, during focus groups with 

professional writing instructors, we asked two different questions. The first question 

attempted to broaden our scope by asking instructors “What questions should we be 

asking in this revision of the curriculum?” Answers to this question helped us expand 

certain aspects of our review like textbook usage and instructor training. The second 

question—what we referred to as the “pie-in-the-sky”—involved a scenario where our 

instructors joined small groups and created new course structures. The scenario 

positioned instructors as recently hired professional writing specialists at a newly 

established university. As specialists they were asked to design a curriculum relevant to 

their university’s mission and had two main decisions to make: choose one of three set 

course sequences (a one-course, two-course, or four-course sequence) or propose another 

that would be more appropriate based on their experience and knowledge (Mountford 

26). This latter option had no monetary or programmatic limitations and sought to 

identify their ideal curriculum. From it, we learned of our teachers’ desires for organized 

community literacy and community service programs. Resulting from our focus groups, 

we were able to expand our resources for creating new courses. Instead of limiting our 

review to current course structures and options that we had identified during our research, 

we learned of new potential incarnations of our courses. Instructors provided us options 

that we were unable to see based on our limited outlooks.   

 The final characteristic of the transformative heuristic illuminates an important 

strength of the UDCR. As is important in community conflict resolution, relationship 
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building is significant to curriculum reviews. Within our program we relied on the 

expertise of our graduate student teachers and adjunct faculty to contribute to our review. 

By surveying students and identifying their needs, we directly involved them in the 

curriculum design process. We also reached out to other departments and colleges—a 

fact to which they were greatly appreciative. As can be seen through the meetings with 

David Cox and Jim Knight described earlier, we contacted our colleagues across campus 

to learn more about our university community and different students’ needs. 

Interestingly, both Cox and Knight immediately assumed the worst when we scheduled 

our appointment—that we had come asking for money. Mountford explains, “They were 

relieved that we had not arrived with news of impending cuts, and thanked the 

Department of English, through us, for continuing to serve students from other majors in 

upper division writing” (14).   

 As the UDCR demonstrates, transformative rhetorical inquiry can help academics 

better negotiate between different needs and goals. Viewing curriculum design through 

the transformative principles creates a new way to look at how we shape our courses. It 

emphasizes different components that can strengthen our work and include others’ needs 

and ideas. As the analysis of the UDCR suggests, transformative characteristics 

strengthen the sense of academic community within curriculum design. Whereas the 

UDCR demonstrates how the transformative heuristic can analyze curriculum designs, 

the heuristic can also be generative by helping individuals design communications that 

foster a similar sense of community. 
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Conclusion: An Improved Sense of Community 

The union between conflict resolution and inquiry that can be seen in the previous 

examples creates opportunities for teachers and curriculum designers. Such opportunities 

both help improve individual learning and create collaborative work by providing 

specific strategies for people to work together and solve the problems facing their 

communities. Because this work is rooted in transformative conflict resolution practices 

that encourage people to transform their conflict experiences into learning opportunities, 

it improves people’s problem-solving and negotiation skills, skills that can help them 

interact within their respective communities. Especially demonstrated by Linda Flower, 

negotiation—when envisioned as a means of inquiry—can enhance collaboration among 

community members by helping inquirers investigate different situations and create new 

ways to work through complex situations. Inquiry, as explained by Flower and Julia 

Deems in “Conflict in Community Collaboration,” is especially helpful in leading 

community members to more productive deliberations. Flower and Deems argue that 

community collaborations, which they describe as “intensely rhetorical forums,” require 

improved methods of inquiry and negotiation similar to the transformative principles 

discussed earlier (96). They argue that negotiation can be a more appropriate means of 

collaborative meaning making than rhetoric because traditional rhetorical principles 

(ideas ranging from Aristotle to Perelman) carry an “air of book learning” in the context 

of community discourse (98). 

Flower and Deems further support their claim that effective community inquiry 

requires negotiation through their examinations of landlord and tenant disputes. Through 
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a series of disputes conducted at Pittsburgh’s Community Literacy Center (CLC), Flower 

and Deems demonstrate how inquiry and not rhetoric “puts the substantive conflicts 

surrounding open questions up on the table” (104). Such openness, they argue, creates 

discussions that can lead to deliberative processes that drastically improve upon past 

approaches that only seek to resolve conflicts through consensus. Different conflict 

situations can help community members participate in a “construction process in which 

people respond […] to conflict by constructing new meanings and a plan of action” 

(106). Negotiation, therefore, incorporates different voices and develops new meaning. 

By strengthening inquiry with negotiation, consensus can be supplanted with a type of 

conflict transformation that supports both individual agency and acknowledgement of 

others (128). A strengthened sense of inquiry helps community members move to action 

on subjects relevant to their lives, and negotiation provides opportunities for CLC 

participants to listen to each other and generate options for change. It demonstrates how 

conflict can be generative and meaning construction can incorporate different viewpoints.  

Transformative rhetorical inquiry creates such opportunities. It serves as a 

heuristic for helping people increase ways of making meaning and improving learning. 

The five transformative principles—data collection, empowerment, recognition, resource 

expansion, and relationship building—improve both students and teachers’ learning 

experiences by expanding options for inquiry. These principles offer heuristic strategies 

for people to learn more about the situations and exigencies in which they inquire. 

Transformative principles also enable productive collaboration as they evolve from 

mediation practices that seek to increase communication. Because these principles are 



 194
 

rooted in practical mediation and negotiation experiences, they offer sound methods that 

are capable of enabling meaning making in contentious situations. 

Writing instructors and students who utilize transformative rhetorical inquiry are 

better equipped to confront differences and conflicts without avoiding different 

viewpoints. As can be seen in the Upper-Division Curriculum Review, transformative 

principles enable academics to collaborate and create curricula that support community 

work. Principles of empowerment and recognition especially helped the curriculum 

design committee reflect on a plurality of voices by providing strategies for the review 

committee to listen to and include different ideas and experiences. As can be seen in 

“Showdown in Superior!” and “Breaking through the Border,” transformative inquiry 

improves students’ connections with their communities by creating situations where 

students create meaning that reflects their own and their peers’ research. These 

curriculum designs help students become more aware of their communities, creating 

environments in which they can freely analyze and discuss their findings. Students 

interact in situations where meaning is made through the negotiation of different 

viewpoints, through the dynamic intersections between individuals and more complex 

webs of meaning. 

Scholars in rhetoric and composition can create improved pedagogies by 

incorporating conflict resolution principles in their work. As conflict resolution has 

developed strategies for improved collaboration and discussion, it can lead to both 

improved pedagogies and relational ideologies, supporting what Bush and Folger 

describe as the relational world view.. Transformative curricula like Showdown and 
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Breaking strengthen the connection between conflict resolution and pedagogy. They also 

help writing teachers interested in social issues demonstrate how students can 

successfully negotiate through the often complex situations they confront and better 

communicate within their communities.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF RHETORIC AND CONFLICT 
TRANSFORMATION 

 
If philosophy begins with wonder and requires leisure, practical wisdom 
often emerges from crises. 

      —Eugene Garver (For the Sake of Argument) 
 

As Jim Corder argued throughout his career, conclusions often create unnecessary 

closure. They impose artificial endings that obstruct opportunities for rhetorical 

invention. Naturally, they create predicaments for writers interested in invention. Under 

the heading of “conclusion,” I am traditionally obligated to both summarize and finalize 

this investigation on rhetoric and conflict resolution. However, at the same time, I can 

take the opportunity to demonstrate the significant implications this dissertation has 

created for my future research. Based on what I have learned while researching and 

writing “Transforming Social Conflict through an Expanded Theory of Rhetoric,” I 

believe the combination of rhetoric and conflict resolution is very promising. It has the 

potential to contribute to the lives of students, teachers, academics, resolvers, disputants, 

and world citizens. It can influence theories and practices ranging from rhetorical 

invention to inquiry to collaborative writing to social movement mobilization—the 

transformative rhetorical approach to conflict resolution I have articulated in the 

preceding chapters is indeed important.   

This dissertation demonstrates that a combination of between rhetoric and conflict 

resolution creates strategies for improved communication and problem-solving. This 

dissertation reflects my interests in both disciplines and explains how I believe an 
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expanded understanding of rhetorical invention and conflict resolution provides 

disputants with new problem-solving techniques. In the introduction I suggested this 

investigation is timely. I detailed how my interests in rhetoric and conflict evolved from 

studying Kenneth Burke within the context of 9/11. When the U.S. President and 

Congress called for war with enemies of democracy, I wondered what (invention) steps 

had not been taken before making this decision. Had we exhausted all of our resources? 

Had we considered all alternatives to war? Had we overlooked some opportunity to 

collaborate with others and create an alternative to violence? As I continued studying 

rhetoric, I knew these questions, as simple as they might seem, were directly related to 

my studies in rhetoric and composition. Because I believed rhetoric could help answer 

such questions, I investigated the new rhetorics and how re-conceptions of rhetoric as 

process of discovery contribute to creating new ways of seeing. My research, culminating 

in this dissertation, demonstrates how new theories of conflict resolution can improve 

communication processes and ultimately help transform conflict. 

Chapter Two, “Rhetoric and Conflict: Constructing Meaning through Rhetorical 

Invention,” demonstrates how rhetoric is helpful in dealing with conflict situations. I 

argue that rhetoric’s early roots in Aristotle’s emphasis on the enthymeme demonstrate 

how a rhetor needs to understand the beliefs of others in order to be persuasive. I then 

explain how Kenneth Burke—a literary critic who was overwhelmed with wars and 

conflict during his lifetime—sought to create the ultimate conflict resolution method by 

replacing persuasion with identification. Understanding the significance of framing and 

reframing, Burke posits theories on how people’s orientations can lead to confusion and 
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misrepresentation, thus perpetuating conflict. Chapter Two outlines one particular way 

rhetorical theory can improve conflict resolution processes by illuminating four distinct 

theories of rhetorical invention. I demonstrate how contemporary rhetorical scholarship 

can directly improve conflict resolution through Burke’s critical analysis, LeFevre’s 

social invention, Corder’s generative ethos, and Roger’s collaborative rhetoric, theories 

that provide specific strategies for people to use within different stages of conflict.  

In Chapter Three, “Improving Negotiation and Mediation through Rhetorical 

Invention,” I argue that integrative resolution strategies like negotiation and mediation 

create opportunities for rhetorical invention. By describing the differences between 

distributive and integrative negotiation, I demonstrate that traditional distributive 

strategies do not enable disputants to create alternative solutions. Focusing on integrative 

negotiation, I illuminate current practices that create more opportunities for rhetorical 

invention. Explaining principled negotiation strategies outlined by Fisher, Ury, and 

Patton’s Getting to Yes and Ury’s Getting Past No, I detail conflict resolution practices 

that only partially utilize rhetorical invention strategies. These popular methods 

perpetuate an approach to conflict resolution that limits possibilities for collaborative 

inquiry because it is too focused on agreement. I then demonstrate how mediation is a 

type of alternative dispute resolution that relies more on rhetorical invention. The process 

of mediation, I argue, enables different stages for invention. Working from the popular 

nine-stage mediation model articulated by Kovach, I create a heuristic for negotiation that 

organizes conflict resolution into four basic stages: opening, secondary, middle, and final. 

Each of these stages provides opportunities for the four invention strategies outlined in 
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the first chapter and draws on to two popular conflict resolution strategies: the process of 

negotiation where disputants attempt to reach agreement and the process of mediation 

where a third party helps disputants reach agreement. I argue that rhetorical invention can 

improve the stages involved in both negotiation and mediation. This new understanding 

of invention and conflict resolution can expand how people approach conflicts—by 

considering ways to invent new knowledge and create new understandings throughout 

different stages of negotiations and mediations, people can carry out more recursive, 

iterative practices.  

In the opening stages, disputants can create meaning through frame analysis. 

Simply put, frames are “cognitive shortcuts that people use to help make sense of 

complex information” (Kaufman et al. para. 1). Consequently, they serve functions 

similar to rhetorical criticism and the recursive learning processes. Following critical 

invention strategies offered in Burke’s dramatism and Young, Becker, and Pike, 

disputants can learn to analyze their particular disputes through different lenses. Frame 

analysis entails becoming aware of how people interpret specific situations, which helps 

them become more aware of the underlying causes of their disputes. During secondary 

stages, disputants can create meaning through reframing. Using strategies from Corder’s 

generative ethos, I argue disputants can generate new ways to interpret and articulate 

their disputes by creating new ways of seeing shared events.  

In the middle stages of conflict resolution, disputants can create meaning through 

improved social awareness. Following strategies outlined by LeFevre’s Invention as a 

Social Act, disputants can understand how many of their ideas result from social 
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collaborations. Focusing especially on resonance, an intertextual approach to social 

beliefs, disputants can learn to include others in their meaning making. In addition, I 

argue that various physical and spatial arrangements, like the “living room” arrangement 

used in community mediation centers for example, can improve people’s conflict 

experiences. During final stages, I argue disputants can create meaning through back-

and-forth communication strategies. Working from strategies made popular by Rogerian 

collaborative rhetoric, I explain how disputants can create more successful resolutions.  

Forwarding recursive conflict resolution practices, Chapter Four, “Beyond 

Conflict Resolution: Mediation as Means of Transformation,” focuses on a recent 

approach to mediation and how it has the potential to transform people’s approaches to 

conflict resolution. Transformative Mediation, I argue, attempts to create more 

opportunities for invention by focusing on several different communication strategies. 

Based on my scholarship and practical experiences, I identify several criteria that are 

distinctive to transformative mediation. Whereas many transformative mediation scholars 

only identify empowerment and recognition as significant, I add increased data 

collection, resource expansion, and relationship building. Defining these strategies and 

drawing on different examples from a variety of sources, I suggest they encompass a 

general theory of transformative mediation that can be used to improve conflict 

experiences. 

I demonstrate this potential by detailing two current transformative mediation 

practices: community mediation at Our Family Services of Tucson, AZ, and the United 

States Postal Service’s REDRESS program. At Our Family Services, members of the 
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Tucson community gain transformative conflict skills that apply to areas beyond their 

specific disputes. Similarly, in the REDRESS program disputants experience conflict as 

an opportunity to gain new skills and develop strategies that apply to their professional 

and personal lives. In both scenarios, transformative practices enable people to apply 

communication strategies to areas beyond their individual disputes: instead of focusing 

on getting to yes, these transformative practices seek to teach disputants how to transform 

their present and future conflicts. Consequently, transformative mediation not only 

provides a new approach to conflict but also specific strategies that can lead to more 

effective communication. Because disputants can directly apply this heuristic to areas 

beyond their immediate conflicts and situations, transformative principles contribute to a 

strategy for improving communication.  

In Chapter Five, “Enhancing Pedagogy through Transformative Rhetorical 

Inquiry,” I argue that transformative mediation has implications for pedagogy. Through 

the transformative heuristic, I demonstrate that TM helps create curricula and 

assignments that foster both improved writing and collaboration skills. It supplements 

individual achievement through what Bush and Folger describe as the relational 

worldview, a way of considering others’ outlooks. I argue that this new way of seeing 

impacts both larger pedagogical examinations like writing program work and curriculum 

structures and smaller pedagogical work like course structures and assignments. 

I articulate a transformative heuristic based on several main criteria from 

transformative mediation practices: empowerment, recognition, data collection, resource 

expansion, and relationship building. This organizational scheme, I demonstrate, can be 
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applied to various academic practices in the hopes of creating effective academic 

practices. Working with different projects and curricula within the University of 

Arizona’s Writing Program, I show how a transformative heuristic improves curriculum 

design and classroom instruction. Transformative criteria offer academics a new 

organizational scheme for creating different curricula and examining how they relate to 

and affect different stakeholders. In addition, academics can use these criteria to help 

design curricula that foster more collaborative thinking.  

 

Implications for Future Research 

Beyond the aforementioned disciplinary and practical applications, an expanded 

theory of rhetoric and conflict resolution can benefit both social movements and 

community building efforts. Through interdisciplinary understandings of principles like 

rhetorical analysis and principled negotiation, social movement activists already have 

strategies for creating persuasive discourse; however, seen through the lens of conflict 

resolution and rhetorical invention, these strategies create new ways for people to work 

with contentious social issues. Social groups and community-based organizations can 

utilize transformative strategies in order to create improved systems for dealing with 

conflict. Such knowledge can help activists advance social movements that have positive 

impacts on our communities.  

Because social movements focus on conflicts that involve beliefs different from 

(and often in direct confrontation with) mainstream beliefs, transformative theories of 

framing and reframing are especially applicable. Members of social movements can use 
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transformative framing strategies to mobilize communities in order to create change by 

organizing and reorganizing conflicting perceptions. Sociologists Robert Benford and 

David Snow especially demonstrate how a frame creates meaning as “an active, 

processual phenomenon that applies agency and contention at the level of reality 

construction” (614). In future research I would like to contribute transformative framing 

theories to activist rhetorics and social movements. 

In addition, framing also contributes to political research. Through the practice of 

reframing, the recursive process of recreating interpretive mechanisms based on one’s 

observations, political activists can better communicate with constituencies. This 

improved communication creates opportunities for rhetorical invention and collaboration. 

Current political framing, as explained by George Lakoff, “is an effort to revitalize 

progressive discourse by reframing progressive policies in ways that speak to shared 

American values” (“Strategic” para. 1). Reframing is especially important for political 

groups because it helps people create shared understandings from which they can 

organize interests; they utilize reframing strategies as means of creating action. Political 

theorists analyze and understand different frames in order to identify how different 

understandings lead to different beliefs. Whether discussing rivaling political strategies or 

media representations of current events such as U.S. immigration, Lakoff’s work with the 

Rockridge Institute demonstrates how framing and reframing strategies can create long 

term ways to interpret objects that evoke certain positive moral values (“Simple 

Framing”). For Lakoff, communication frames are highly successful because they rely on 

people’s existent knowledge to help define different causes. In Don’t Think of an 
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Elephant! Lakoff explains how political groups can create frames that are more 

applicable to their beliefs. He advises, “be proactive, not reactive. Play offense, not 

defense. Practice reframing, every day, on every issue. Don’t just say what you believe. 

Use your frames, not their frames. Use them because they fit the values you believe in” 

(34). He suggests that successful political parties create frames that consistently use 

terminology relevant to their issues. I would like to apply the transformative 

understanding of framing and reframing detailed in this dissertation in order to facilitate 

ideas that are consistent with improving a specific community. 

 Beyond potentially helping social activists, this dissertation can also apply to 

contemporary examinations in research on emergent ethos and community building. 

Broadening the transformative understanding of generative ethos developed in Chapter 

Three, I would like to benefit research on community ethos currently being done by 

philosopher Eugene Garver, who has identified how Aristotelian concepts of ethos extend 

to current conflicts and community rebuilding practices. In For the Sake of Argument he 

explains how the sense of ethos forwarded in classical rhetoric is more connected to 

collaborative inquiry than is often understood. Garver’s research on collective ethos 

identifies how shared character can emerge during discourse and enable both friendship 

and rational thought: 

The ethos of preexistent reputation, of tradition or charisma, might be 

persuasive, but an ethos created by the speech rationally integrates […] a 

trustworthy and credible character […] The more rational and ethical the a 

speaker, the friendlier the relations between speaker and hearer. (7) 
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Thus, for Garver ethos develops between speaker and audience during discourse and is an 

enabling factor for collaboration and agreement. For Garver ethos is directly related to 

conflict resolution and public agreement. By examining the significant and important 

work of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Committee, Garver makes an important 

connection between generative ethos and conflict resolution, a connection I would like to 

strengthen through conflict transformation. 

Similar to Jim Corder’s development of generative ethos, Garver’s research can 

contribute to further investigations of rhetoric and conflict resolution. I would like to 

utilize examples of collective ethos to continue developing a transformative 

understanding of conflict resolution and increased rhetorical invention. I believe better 

understanding collective ethos can help disputants develop transformative skills and 

enable communities to construct effective reconciliation and peace building systems.  
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