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International mediation in civil wars is a hugely important activity in terms of its political, social 

and humanitarian potential and impact. It is often the only viable bridge from hostilities to peace 

and, if successful, it can forge among mortal enemies a consensual platform for long-term 

reconciliation, reconstruction and state-building. Where it fails, as in Darfur from 2004 to the 

present, Syria from 2012 to date and Rwanda prior to the 1994 genocide, the fatalities, 

destruction and displacement of people can reach catastrophic proportions. By contrast, in 1996 

UN mediation ended the long-running civil war in Guatemala, in 2005 IGAD mediated an end to 

the devastating civil war in Sudan and in 2008 the AU mediation in the Kenyan electoral conflict 

averted a descent into protracted violence. 

 

Given the importance of international mediation, there are a wide range of efforts to boost its 

effectiveness. Academic research on international mediation has long been a focus of peace 

studies. However, it has not had much of an impact on the practice of mediation. If we are 

interested in improving the quality and efficacy of international mediation in civil wars, whether 

through research, training, policy guidelines or organisational innovation, it is vital that we have 

a good grasp of the essence of the enterprise.  

 

I argue that the essence of international mediation in civil wars is the challenge of managing 

complexity. If mediation practice, training, research or policy guidelines fail to comprehend the 

complexity of peacemaking in civil wars, they are at risk of being too superficial to be useful. I 

use the term ‘complexity’ not as a synonym for ‘complicated’ or ‘difficult’ but with the richer 

meaning afforded by complexity theory. The aim is to show that this theory offers valuable 

conceptual and practical insights into mediation.  

 


