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Abstract

This  research  is  1)  a  critical  conceptual  analysis  of  the  existing  theoretical  framework  of

desacralisation of conflicts developed by professor Isak Svensson in relation to mediation practice

in  religious  conflicts  with  explicit  religious  claims;  and  2)  a  critical  argumentation  for  the

development  of  an  alternative  and  complementary  initial  attempt  of  mediation  methodology

suggested  by  myself:  sacralisation  of  peace.  This  methodology  is  based  on  aspects  of  the

worldview conflicts theoretical framework of professor Jayne Seminare Docherty, the ritual theory

for peacebuilding as proposed by professor Lisa Schirch, and a plural conceptual notion of peace. 

The research concludes that the desacralisation of conflicts theory has four conceptual limitations

when  used  as  a  mediation  practice  in  religious  conflicts.  These  limitations  are  related  with  1)

conceptual assumptions of secularisation project; 2) “issue-negotiation” processes proposed by the

theory and their rational model for conflict resolution; 3) a reduced notion of religious issues to

ideological or convictional aspects, and 4) a reduced notion of the ambivalence of the sacred and its

associated processes of sacralisation and desacralisation.  The research also concludes that these

limitations could be overcome by introducing a complementary complex mediation methodological

approach where sacralisation of peace and desacralisation of conflicts coexist. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Religious conflicts in today's world are a concern. The real role of religion in conflicts defined as

“religious  conflicts”  and  the  difficulties  involved  in  their  peaceful  resolution  are  the  focus  of

researchers,  international  institutions  and  organizations,  governments,  conflict  analysts,  peace

practitioners, activists and mediators. The increasing prevalence of these conflicts is one reason for

this concern, but more specifically, the difficulty of mediating such conflicts and the perception that

they are more intractable are major drivers for this interest and research.

Religion is a powerful tool both for peace and conflict.  Mediation is a field where this  can be

experienced directly.  In mediation in religious conflicts,  all  the theories,  concepts,  analysis  and

methods related with religion, peace and conflict come to practice within a very limited time and

space. In that space all our knowledge becomes valuable, indispensable. 

In  2013,  I  started  working  as  a  freelance  mediator.  Since  then  I  have  worked  with  families,

communities,  hospital  staffs,  priests,  firefighters,  NGOs,  social  services  technicians,  policemen,

primary and secondary school teachers, political parties, local communities, and officers and non-

commissioned officers of the army, both mediating and training others. Working with people, their

conflicts, violence, pain and fears, ideologies, religions, needs, interests, values, feelings, traumas

and everyday peace experiences have transformed me.  Peace in its  broadest  possible sense has

become a personal path, a life peacewalking process within a conflicting world.

In all of this, I have always tried to join academic research with real mediation practice. Many

times, in workshops and training courses, I felt that mediators needed to know more about what

scholars  had  already  found  via  their  investigation  in  order  to  incorporate  all  that  valuable

knowledge in their practice and make it more efficient and helpful. At the same time, when I was at

the academic world, I felt there was no dialogue neither between researchers and practitioners nor

among different theories, approaches, disciplines and fields of study. In both worlds I found myself

like an outsider who wanted to bring different sides together, build bridges, share. 

Uppsala University and the Master’s Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict have given me

that  opportunity.  During  these  two  years  I  have  been  able  to  research  with  the  eyes  of  the

practitioner and to mediate incorporating the knowledge of the researcher. I found professors and

fellow  students  sharing,  putting  together,  building  bridges  between  topics,  interests,  fields  of

studies, ways of working and research methods. The course “Religiously and Ethically Motivated

Movements  for Peace and Justice,”  taught  by professor  Brian Palmer,  brought  to  me the book

Ending Holy Wars: Religion and Conflict Resolution in Civil Wars by professor Isak Svensson. I

5



started to think about how to incorporate his findings in my own mediation practice and, probably

without being fully aware of it, the seed of this research began to take shape. Many suggestions,

critics, discussions, readings, courses and debates watered the seed.

I had experienced previously in my own mediation training that most of the theoretical, conceptual,

methodological  and  technical  resources  developed  in  relation  with  mediation  had  been  first

developed and produced in relation with armed conflicts and then applied in a top-down approach

(Mac Guinty, R., 2010) to other spheres and levels of mediation. During these years I have also

observed how these conceptual and theoretical frameworks have guided mediation practice of most

professional mediators. I was worried that precisely the limits of our conceptual and theoretical

frameworks were the limits of our peace possibilities: “The mediator brings her fore-conceptions to

the negotiating table, and they form the basis for understanding and action” (Väyrinen T., 2005, p.

353). 

My concern for the increase and difficulty of religious conflicts combined with my worries about

the existing theoretical frameworks for dealing with them began to dialogue in my mind. 

Two later  courses  during  the programme (Current  Debates  in  Religion  and Society and  Moral

Leadership and Project Evaluations) allowed me to deepen some of these initial ideas. Each reading

lead to another, and each finding to a new question. Finally, the research idea for this master´s thesis

and its own research process started. 

Conflict, peace and its different processes are all complex phenomena in which no knowledge and

inputs  are  superfluous  to  build  a  better  world.  I  have  tried  precisely  to  put  worlds  together:

establishing a dialogue between theories, and between them and the ambivalent role of religion

within peace and conflict. Maybe it is the mediator trying to mediate with the research world or the

researcher trying to investigate different mediation approaches. Or both trends at the same time.

What is certain is that it is in the “in-between” of all these worlds and fields that this research is

forged. I humbly aim to contribute to that knowledge and that space while being fully aware that

developing knowledge is finally a never ended collective task.

1.1. Aim and scope

“Peacebuilding  includes  a  wide  range  of  activities  such  as  human  rights  activism,  relief  aid,

peacekeeping,  dialogue,  negotiation,  mediation,  restorative  justice,  transitional  justice,

development, military conversion and transformation, education and research activities” (Schirch

L.,  2014,  p.  57).  This  research  is  focused  and  limited  to  one  of  these  specific  peacebuilding
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activities: mediation. And more specifically, to mediation in religious conflicts. 

The religious dimension of conflicts, when not completely rejected as an inadequate category, has

been mainly understood either in relation with identity or in relation with issues. That is, religion

has been understood as part of one or several groups´ identity within the conflict or the demands of

at least one of the disputants have been explicitly anchored in a religious notion. 

Taking these categories as a starting point, this research limits its focus to religious conflicts where

there is “a contested religious issue in the incompatibility of the conflict” (Svensson I., 2013, p. 17).

We can find examples of this type of issue-based religious conflict in ones related to, for instance,

sacred spaces (Ex: controversies over Mapuche sacred lands in Araucania, Chile) or sacred laws

(ex: claims of implementation of Sharia by Boko Haram in Nigeria). That is, although it is possible

and not uncommon that when referring to the issue dimension, the identity dimension is also present

in the conflict, in this research I focus exclusively on “conflicts where at least one side has made

explicit  claims relating to the religious  sphere” (Ibid.,  19).  This   is  also the main focus of the

desacralisation of conflicts theory which I critically analyse. These conflicts entail in some cases a

“sacred”  or  "trascendental"  authority/legitimation  of  the  claim  made  over  any  “secular”  or

"imanent" authority/legitimation. In other cases, they entail at least one of conflicting parties not

even accepting or recognising that differentiation between the religious and the secular spheres. On

the contrary, that very differentiation is explicitly contested through the religious/sacred claim. 

Focusing  on conflict  resolution  processes  for  these  religious  conflicts,  and here  specifically  in

mediation practice, we can say that at this moment “there are two basic approaches: removing the

sacred from the conflict; and adapting traditional conflict resolution tools for dealing with religion”

(Baumann, J., Finnbogason, D., Svensson, I., 2018, p. 4). These two approaches have been seen

mainly as a dichotomy or, at least, as parallel processes which act at different levels or in different

spheres. Here, I analyse the possible conceptual limitations of first approach,  desacralisation of

conflicts, and I suggest a third approach based on the conceptual notion of sacralisation of peace.

This approach is addressed through specific ritualisation processes which are in part related to the

second approach but which are not completely equivalent to it, as we will see.   

1.2. Research questions

The two research questions that guide this master´s thesis are: 

1) Which are the possible limitations of the desacralisation of conflicts theoretical framework

as a mediation procedural methodology?
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2) How feasible would be to introduce a complementary mediation methodology suggested by

myself: sacralisation of peace? 

My initial working hypothesis is that the  desacralisation of conflicts theoretical framework could

have  epistemological  limitations  due  to  its  own  manifest  or  latent  conceptual  and  theoretical

assumptions.  This could limit mediating practice when dealing with religious conflicts if we take

this framework as the only possible approach. Based on this hypothesis, and by using complexity

theory and the research method of conceptual analysis, I will analyse this theoretical framework

looking for such potential conceptual, theoretical and epistemological limitations. 

My second working hypothesis is that the approaches taken by the worldview conflicts theory and

the ritual  theory for peacebuilding could help complement the desacralisation of conflicts theory,

thus  providing  a  complex  complementary  methodological  approach  to  mediation  of  religious

conflicts.  In  this  sense,  the  ultimate  task  of  this  research,  encouraged  by the  aim of  bridging

theories,  is  to  suggest  an  alternative  and  complementary  methodology  for  mediating  religious

conflicts. 

In  order  to  investigate  the  second hypothesis,  the  first  one needs  to  be  confirmed.  If  the  first

research  question  is  answered  negatively  -that  is,  I  am  unable  to  find  any  limitations  of  the

desacralisation  of  conflicts theory-  the  second  research  question  will  be  addressed  in  relation

exclusively to the feasibility of introducing a complementary methodology, rather than in relation to

overcoming possible limitations of the desacralisation of conflicts theory.

1.3. Relevance

“In 2015, religious issue conflicts were the majority (56%) of all armed conflicts” (Svensson, I.,

2018, p. 2). In 2018, data showed that these religious conflicts “are not only representing a larger

share of the world’s armed conflicts but are actually increasing in absolute numbers” (Svensson, I.,

Nilsson,  D.,  2018,  p.1136).  And this  increase does  not  only affect  armed conflicts.  The Social

Hostilities Index (SHI), which quantifies violence, harassment and other types of religion-related

hostilities committed by individuals, social groups and other nongovernmental actors in society, has

doubled in the past decade (Majumdar, S., november 2020). 

As a mediator, I have also experienced this increase in conflicts with religious dimensions in almost

every sphere. The religious education of children after a divorce, the demand for different faiths´
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religious services in a secular hospital or the disputes about the uses of natural resources in sacred

places are some examples outside the category of violence and armed conflicts. 

If we refer to armed conflicts, data show that religious conflicts “are significantly less likely to end

through negotiated settlements, compared to conflicts without such religious dimensions” especially

when  “at least one side has made explicit religious demands” (Svensson I., 2007, p. 942, p. 931). 

Therefore, there is a deep need to find more and better tools to mediate within religious conflicts.

That is precisely the focus and concern of this research where any modest contribution is already a

step. I humbly hope this research contributes to that purpose, offering some new perspectives and

methodological suggestions. Its relevance, if it achieves it, must be framed within these limits, that

is, to offer a broader conceptual/theoretical approach to mediation in religious conflicts. 

1.4. Previous research

This research is focused on the specific theme of mediation in religious conflicts, and includes

reference to previous research on religion, peace and conflict resolution. The academic literature on

religion, peace and conflict is vast and encompasses religious studies, peace studies and conflict

resolution studies. The academic literature on mediation itself has also grown significantly in recent

decades, creating its own specific research niche.

Different theories, perspectives and scholars have defined mediation (Bercovitch J., Anagnoson T.,

Wille D.L., 1991; Young O.R., 1967; Ury W.L., Brett J.M., Goldberg S.B., 1988; Wall J.A., Stark

J.B., Standifer R.L., 2001; Bercovitch J., Houston A., 2000; Bercovitch J., 1992; Bercovitch J., and

Houston A., 1993; Cloke K., 2001, Ross M.H., 1993). Scholars have offered different perspectives

on what are the key elements of a successful mediation (Bercovitch J., Houston A.,1993; Bercovitch

J., Anagnoson T., Wille D.L., 1991), and studies and analyses on the relationship between religion,

conflict  and peacemaking have been carried out (Bercovitch J.,  Kadayifci-Orellana S.A.,  2009;

Abu-Nimer M., 2001; Gopin M., 2002; Lederach J. P. 1997).

There are scholars who have addressed specifically the ambivalent role of religion (Appleby R. S.,

2000; Juergensmeyer M., 2005), some who have emphasised religion as a main driver for peace

(Gopin M., 2002), others who have focused specifically on interfaith dialogue as a peacebuilding

tool (Smock D. R., 2002; Bercovitch J., Kadayifci-Orellana S.A., 2009; Abu-Nimer M., 2001) and

some who have addressed even the specific scope of this research: mediation in religious conflicts

(Baumann J., Finnbogason D., Svensson I., 2018; Bercovitch J., Kadayifci-Orellana S.A., 2009,

Svensson I., 2007, 2013, 2016; Svensson I., Nilsson, D., 2018).
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Classic  and current  scholars  of  religious  studies  have analysed  the  role  of  religion,  rituals  and

processes of sacralisation and desacralisation (Mircea E., 1963; Durkheim E., 1995; Rappaport R.,

1999; Joas H., 2021, 2016;). Scholars from peace studies have tried to develop a critical agenda on

peacebuilding, contributing to broadening its conceptual notions and approaches (Richmond O.P.,

2009; Walker P.O., Jabri V., 2013; Mac Guinty R. 2010, 2004; Millar, G., 2019; Martínez Guzmán

V., Ahmed Ali F., 2008; Dietrich W., 2002; Cruz J.D., Fontan V., 2014), and different studies have

contributed to rethinking the category of religion itself and its relation to secularity, violence and

conflicts (Brekke T., 2012; Cavanaugh W., 2009; Fitzgerald T., 1997, Casanova J., 1994).

A review of the literature shows that scholars have differing views on the part that religion plays in

conflicts and in peacebuilding, and even on how all this affects mediation practice.

However, it is precisely a dialogue between theories and disciplines which is missing. This research

aims to contribute to that dialogue and to future inter- and trans- disciplinary approaches. To that

end, it integrates aspects of all of the above-mentioned fields. It will probably not fully satisfy any

specialist in each of the fields of study involved, but it will attempt to offer a glimpse of the forest

beyond the trees. Opening that dialogue while keeping a complex perspective is still a research gap,

and one which this thesis tries to help fill, with the added challenge of maintaining as its practical

aim the development of better methodological mediation approaches.

2. RESEARCH MATERIAL, THEORY AND METHOD

I have chosen a conceptual/theoretical approach since I am not going to directly observe mediation

practice.  On  the  contrary,  I  am going  to  work  with  existing  theoretical  frameworks  related  to

resolution  of  religious  conflicts:  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts theory,  the  worldview conflicts

theory, and the ritual theory applied to peacebuilding.

2.1. Research Material

The material I will critically analyse will be: 

1. The desacralisation theoretical framework as explained and described in Ending Holy Wars:

Religion  and  Conflict  Resolution  in  Civil  Wars (Svensson  I.,  2013)  by  Professor  Isak

Svensson of Uppsala University.

2. The  worldview conflicts theoretical  framework as  developed and explained in  Learning

Lessons from Waco: When the Parties Bring Their Gods to the Negotiation Table (Docherty
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J.S., 2001) by Professor Jayne Seminare Docherty of Eastern Mennonite University.

3. The research on the use of rituals and symbols in peacebuilding developed by Lisa Schirch,

also former  Professor  of  Eastern  Mennonite  University and now at  University of  Notre

Dame´s  Kroc  Institute  for  International  Peace  Studies,  in  Ritual  and  Symbol  in

Peacebuilding (Schirch L., 2014).

As we can observe, this research is itself a debate, conversation and mediation between apparently

conflicting theoretical frameworks for mediating religious conflicts. This analysis and dialogue is

developed in order to point to a new perspective that could be useful in practice as a complementary

methodology to better mediate within these conflicts. In other words, I suggest a new methodology

built on the shoulders of existing theoretical frameworks.

2.2. Complexity theory as a meta-theoretical framework to guide the research 

I have decided to use a meta-theory as a meta-framework for the theories I am dealing with. “Meta-

theory provides a systematic framework to evaluate and compare various theoretical explanations in

an  effort  to  discard  irrelevant  propositions,  and  integrate  disparate,  yet  compatible,  theoretical

arguments (Turner 1990)” (Davis D.J., 2019, p.43). 

That is, I understand meta-theory in two senses: 1) as a deconstructive approach to other theories

and 2) as an approach that integrates multiple theories.  

In the deconstructive approach, analysis of assumptions is carried out, making implicit conceptual

and theoretical  assumptions  explicit.  In  the  integrative  approach,  a  dialogue among  theories  is

conducted in order to complement each theory with cotributions from the other ones. 

I take here both approaches as inseparable, although I will develop each step by step in order to

make them more understandable.  First, I use the deconstructive approach to critically analyse the

desacralisation of conflicts theory and to look for “the cluster of fundamental, but often implicit,

presuppositions that underlie or embed a theory” (Takla T.N., Pape W., 1985, p. 75) . Second, I

apply the integrative approach to try to suggest a complex methodology of mediation practice. This

methodology will  adopt the  desacralisation of conflicts theory but also integrate the  worldview

conflicts theory and the ritual theory for peacebuilding, combining the three aproaches and applying

them to mediation in religious conflicts.  A meta-theoretical framework will be used in order to

improve  these  pre-existing  theories  (Turner  J.H.,  1990)  and  produce  a  better  methodology for
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mediating religious conflicts.

The meta-theoretical framework I have chosen to use throughout this process is complexity theory.

“Complexity theory conforms much more closely to meta-theory than to theory (…). In

other words, meta-theory informs scholars of what to look for and where to look for it”

(Davis D.J., 2019, p.44).

The use of complexity theory is growing in many different fields in the social sciences, including

conflict resolution and peace studies (Hendrick D., 2009; Millar G., 2019), religious studies (Cho

F., Squier R.K., 2013; Furseth I., 2021) and international relations (Jervis R., 1997; Kavalski E.,

2015). 

This research is situated within the field of religious studies but at the intersection between peace

studies and conflict resolution. It can itself be framed as a complex task within a complex field that

studies complex phenomena: religion, peace and conflict within the specific practice of mediation

itself, an applied field that combines these studies. This context might be reason enough to appeal to

complexity theory as a meta-theoretical framework to study complex social phenomena. However,

while this may be a good motivation, my main reason for choosing complexity theory are my own

research needs, specifically the need for a framework that facilitates the critical analysis of other

theories  in search of  their  theoretical  and conceptual  limitations.  Complexity theory adequately

offers such a framework since it precisely intends to situate itself,  with its own limitations and

difficulties, not as a strictly delimited and closed theory but as an open framework or paradigm in

the form of a meta-theory. 

“Since `complexity theory´ is not a unified theory, it is common to speak of complexity as a

frame of  reference  (Byrne  and Callaghan 2014,  79,  233), which  is  characterized  by an

emphasis  on  ruptures,  nonlinearity,  and rejection  of  reductionism (Byrne  and Callaghan

2014, 17–38; Thrift 1999, 33–39; Walby 2007, 456–57)” (Furseth I., 2019, p. 73).

In this sense, I will apply the three principles of complexity as conceptual and theoretical guidelines

for analysing the  desacralisation of conflicts theory and its dialogue with the  worldview conflict

theory and the ritual theory applied to peacebuilding. I use these three core principles as described

by the French philosopher and sociologist Edgar Morin (1990):  

1. The dialogical principle allows us to maintain duality within the heart of unity. It associates

two terms that are both complementary and antagonistic. 

2. The principle of organisational recursiveness breaks the linear idea of cause and effect and
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asserts that products and effects are at the same time causes and producers of that which

produces them. 

3. The hologrammatic principle affirms that not only is the part in the whole, but the whole is

in  the  part.  This  principle  transcends  the  reductionism that  sees  only the  parts  and the

holistic view that sees only the whole.

Thus,  the  dialogical  principle of  complexity  theory  will  allow  me  to  explain  terms  (notions,

concepts,  explanations...)  and  trends  within  these  theories  not  only  as  antagonistic  but  also  as

complementary. I use this principle from complexity theory analogously to how professor Inger

Furseth from Oslo University uses complexity theory when she applies it to the notion of religious

complexity.  She uses religious complexity  “as a meta-theoretical concept that refers to the presence

of several, sometimes contradictory, religious trends that may co-exist at the same time at different

levels in society” (Furseth I., 2019, p. 73). The only difference is that I do not apply complexity

theory exclusively to a specific concept but rather to the conceptual analysis of the whole theory of

desacralisation of conflicts, and to its dialogue with the  worldview conflicts theory and the  ritual

theory for peacebuilding. 

Likewise, the dialogical principle will allow me to establish my initial second working hypothesis

and  address  the  “ambivalence  of  the  sacred”  through  the  concepts  of  sacralisation  and

desacralisation in  relation  with  the  notions  of  peace  and  conflict  within  mediation  practice

specifically.

On the other hand,  the principle of organisational recursiveness will help me to understand the

relationship between theory and methodology. This principle will allow to explain how a theoretical

framework produces a specific mediation methodology, but also how a different mediation practice

could produce different theoretical frameworks. This principle will be very useful to explain how

some conceptual notions within the theories produce particular mediation practices, and how the

lack of recursiveness could limit that practice. 

In addition, the hologrammatic principle will help me to understand the desacralisation of conflicts

theory  in  terms  of  its  parts  but  also  as  a  whole  framework.  Applying  the  conceptual  analysis

research  method this  principle  will  allow to  take  into  account,  as  units  of  analysis,  both  parts

(words, sentences, paragraphs, chapters) and the theory as conveyed by the book as a whole. Since

conceptual analysis is not merely a linguistic approach but rather tries to analyse meanings, ideas,

and thoughts, it is an essential methodological principle during the research process itself. 

“In opposition to reduction, complexity requires that one tries to comprehend the relations
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between the whole and the parts. The knowledge of the parts is not enough, the knowledge

of the whole as a whole is not enough, if one ignores its parts; one is thus brought to make a

come and go in loop to gather the knowledge of the whole and its parts. Thus, the principle

of reduction is substituted by a principle that conceives the relation of whole-part mutual

implication” (Morin E., 2007, p. 10).

I will  apply these three principles of the complexity paradigm in order to avoid simplifying or

reducing either the phenomenon and concept of mediation in religious conflicts and its associated

complex  phenomena  and  concepts  (peace,  conflict,  religion  and  mediation)  or  the  concrete

theoretical frameworks I analyse. On the contrary, I will try, despite the difficulties involved, to

apprehend the very complexity of those phenomena and concepts and suggest a similarly complex

methodology to mediate in this type of conflict. This methodology takes into account these three

principles in dialogue with the  desacralisation of conflicts theory, the  worldview conflicts theory

and the ritual theory applied to peacebuilding, and, in our case, to mediation practice.

Using complexity theory as a meta-theory does not suggest any hierarchical relation among theories

or that completeness should be a goal here. On the contrary, I use complexity theory as a research

tool to guide my analysis of theories, search for limitations within them and produce reliable and

consistent arguments, as well as to develop a complementary mediation methodology in religious

conflicts rooted in a dialogue with pre-existing theories.

2.3. Research method: conceptual analysis 

“Complexity theory is a paradigm or meta-theory that orients what is under investigation, but does

not specify how to investigate it” (Davis D.J., 2019, p.44). Here, as I am dealing with theories and

not directly with the phenomenon of mediating in religious conflicts, the research comprises text-

based study, critical reading and analysis. Thus, and in relation with the research questions and

hypothesis established, I will use conceptual analysis as a qualitative research method. 

Conceptual analysis is a widely acknowledged philosophical method (Kölbel M, 2021) which can

be  used  to  reveal  unacknowledged  assumptions  and  steps  in  arguments,  and  evaluate  the

consistency of theoretical accounts (Machado A., Silva F.J., 2007). 

“Conceptual  analysis  is  analysis  of  concepts,  terms,  variables,  constructs,  definitions,

assertions, hypotheses, and theories. It involves examining these for clarity and coherence,

critically scrutinising their logical relations, and identifying assumptions and implications.

Sometimes called  theoretical research, and closely related to  critical thinking, conceptual
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analysis is not merely a matter of language or language use (cf. Bennett & Hacker, 2003); it

is also a matter of the content of our linguistic expressions, that is, what we claim to be

thinking and talking about” (Petocz A., Newbery G., 2010, p. 126).  

Therefore,  conceptual  analysis  is  not  a  linguistic  analysis  but  a  philosophical  inquiry into  and

argument about what those linguistic elements refer to or represent.

“The goal in using conceptual analysis as a method of inquiry into a given field of interest is

to improve our understanding of the ways in which particular concepts are (or could be)

used for communicating ideas about that field”  (Furner J., 2004, p. 234).

In  this  sense,  I  will  undertake  a  conceptual  analysis  of  the  desacralization  of  conflicts theory

according  to  the  specific  research  material  selected  in  the  form  of  text  (book).  I  will  focus

specifically on concept of  desacralisation,  which is the core concept of the theory. I will analyse

what  desacralisation really means and entails within this theory, trying to reveal its assumptions

and possible conceptual limitations. Likewise, I will analyse the fundamental concepts related to

desacralisation, as well as its definition and meaning through the explicit terms used in the text.

And I will try to reveal the implicit assumptions behind the concept, since “conceptual analysis

reveals our implicit conception associated with a term and this, in turn, defines what the term is

about” (Laurence S., Margolis E., 2003, p.  257). 

Here, “concept” is understood as  “a theoretical term which refers to a property or construct (often a

complex entity or phenomenon) which suggests the role it plays in a theory, or in relation to other

concepts: it is the idea which is represented by a term or word” (Myburgh S., Tammaro A.M., 2013,

p.153).  And  it  is  assumed  that  “concepts  mediate  the  relation  between  minds  and  the  world"

(McDowell J. 1994, p. 3). Hence, conceptual limitations lead to epistemological limitations, that is,

limitations in thinking, and these can become limitations as well in our practical action in the world.

This does not assume that mental content is solely or wholly determined by concepts. However, if

through  the  conceptual  analysis  carried  out  here  we  can  conclude  that  there  are  conceptual

limitations  in  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts theoretical  framework,  we  will  be  also  able  to

conclude that these conceptual limitations can limit our mediation practice in the real world, at least

when mediators frame their practice exclusively through this approach. Mental content may not be

completely determined by concepts (Hanna R., 2008), but it is very conditioned by them, especially

if we have been explicitly trained and educated by those theories and concepts in how to carry out a

formal action like professional mediation practice.

I will describe the conceptual analysis in such a way that any another scholar can follow each step
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of my research process, in case they might wish to reconstruct or repeat the analysis, or carry out a

critical analysis of this research and its outcomes, limitations, and interpretations. My aim in doing

so is to contribute to the intersubjectivity of critical analysis within the academic community. To

this end, I will try to be as transparent as possible throughout the whole process, avoiding possible

research bias. 

I have chosen the data for conceptual analysis using a deductive approach, based on my research

questions and the hypothesis established.

In  addition,  the  conceptual  analysis  research  method  allows  me  to  show  how  the  possible

conceptual  limitations  of  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts  theory could  be  overcome  or

complemented:  “After  critiquing the  structure  of  the  authors’ arguments,  one  might  continue  a

conceptual analysis with an assessment of the consequences of the critique” (Machado A., Silva

F.J., 2007, p. 677). This is possible by expanding the conceptual notion of desacralisation and its

approach within this theory, and/or integrating other conceptual approaches from other theories, in

this case, from the worldview conflicts theory and the ritual theory of peacebuilding, both applied to

mediation practice. 

In this sense, conceptual analysis allows for the deconstructive and integrative approaches which

have  guided  this  research,  offering  suitable,  relevant  and  reliable  research  outcomes  in  both

approaches.

2.4. Ethical considerations and possible researcher bias

Because my research is purely theoretical, there are no ethical considerations to take into account in

terms of human subjects. Nonetheless, this study is based on the fundamental principles of the

European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity: reliability, honesty, respect and accountability. 

I am writing this as a researcher, but I have also worked as a mediator for the last nine years. Given

this fact, I have tried to avoid possible bias due to my own experiences of mediation practice. In

order to avoid this possible bias and maintain the integrity of the research, I have explained as

transparently  as  possible  my  research  process  and  line  of  argumentation  when  analysing  the

desacralisation of conflicts theory and when suggesting a  sacralisation of peace methodology. Of

course, it is impossible to override completely my own personal commitment to mediation and high

level of motivation to explore the topic, but I consider these not ethical barriers but a guarantee that

I am committed to the integrity of the research process and to achieving the most reliable results

possible. In the end, my experience as a mediator has made me fully aware that theories guide and
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become mediation practice, so they will affect people’s lives and their possibilities for achieving

peace.

3. ANALYSIS

My analysis has two parts. In the first part, I carry out a conceptual analysis of the desacralisation

of conflicts theory. Before beginning the analysis, I explain my approach to mediation practice: a

phenomenological approach which tries to avoid any theoretical and conceptual a priori bias. Then

I  give  an  explicit  definition  of  desacralisation within  the  theory  in  its  different  formulations

developed by the author, professor Isak Svensson. I establish three initial conceptual considerations,

derived  from conceptual  analysis  applied  to  the  explicit  and implicit  notion  of  desacralisation

within  the  theory.  Once  these  initial  considerations  have  been  explained,  I  explain  the  four

conceptual limitations I have found via conceptual analysis in the desacralisation of conflicts theory

for mediation practice.

In  the  second  part,  I  approach  second  research  question  and  hypothesis.  Based  on  these  four

conceptual limitations established in the first part, I explore a complementary theoretical/conceptual

approach to mediation in religious conflicts, which I term sacralisation of peace. I try to overcome

the limitations inherent to desacralisation of conflicts, and I discuss in conceptual/theoretical terms

whether the second research hypothesis is feasible or whether it should be rejected in whole or in

part.  I  use  the  worldview  conflicts  theory and  the  ritual  theory  for  peacebuilding  to  root  this

methodological suggestion for mediation in religious conflicts.

3.1.  Mediation practice:  from conceptual  definitions to  a phenomenological  description of

mediators’ mobilisation resources 

Mediation is a process (Bercovith J., Anagnoson T., Wille D.L., 1991, p.8) and a method (Young

O.R., 1967, p. 35) of conflict management or settlement between two or more disputants “assisted

by a third party”  (Ury W.L., Brett J.M., Goldberg S.B., 1988, p. 49). This third party “does not have

the authority to impose an outcome” (Wall J.A., Stark J.B., Standifer R.L., 2001, p. 375). He/she

helps the disputants to resolve their disputes through negotiation, “without resorting to physical

violence or invoking the authority of law” (Bercovith J., Anagnoson T., Wille D.L., 1991, p.8). The

process is voluntary (Bercovitch J., Houston A., 2000, p. 182) and the right to accept or reject a

mediation  offer  or  outcome  rests  entirely  with  the  disputants  (Bercovitch  J.,  1992,  pp.  2-7;

Bercovitch J., and Houston A., 1993, p. 298; Cloke K., 2001, p. 14; Ross M.H., 1993, p. 17, p. 104).

Mediation is “one of the most widely used tools of conflict management in international relations”
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(Bercovitch  J.,  Kadayifci-Orellana  S.A.,  2009,  p.  176)  and  “one  of  the  most  commonly  used

methods for solving armed conflicts” (Żakowska M., 2017, p. 75). 

There are different models or conceptualisations of mediation, and there are debates about biased or

unbiased mediators, pure or power mediators, formulative, facilitative or manipulative strategies,

etc. However, we can find a minimum of common defining elements: 

“Despite the variety in mediation types, structures, and techniques, scholars over the past

decade have developed somewhat of a consensus as to the definition of mediation's core

process. Currently, most scholars seem to agree that mediation has three defining elements:

(1) assistance or some form of interaction by (2) a third party who (3) does not have the

authority to impose an outcome” (Wall J.A., Stark J.B.,  Standifer R. L., 2001, p. 375). 

This research is focused on this assistance or interaction by a third party. Likewise, the focus on

mediation practice here is limited to the individual level of the mediator, to what a mediator does

and can do at the mediation space through a set of mobilisation resources available to mediators’

real-world  practice  (space,  embodiment,  time,  words  and  narratives,  performance,  objects,

symbols...). 

A differentiation between macro, meso or micro level or other possible categories is not established

since  those  categories  are  conceptual  and  could  limit  epistemologically  the  research’s  very

approach.  On  the  contrary,  here  I  take  a  phenomenological  approach  (Spickard  J.V.,  2011)  to

mediation practice. In order to do so, I first create an epoché of anything outside the specific and

concrete phenomenon of the mediation practice itself. This entails bracketing (Dörfler V., Stierand

M.,  2020)  pre-conceptual  and  theoretical  frameworks  of  mediation  and  trying  to  address  the

phenomenon in the most  fresh and naïve manner  possible  (Finlay L.,  2009).  This  includes not

taking  into  consideration  either  actions  carried  out  before  that  specific  moment  or  possible

outcomes  obtained  after  the  mediation  sessions,  nor  parties´  perceptions  and interpretations  of

mediators’ actions. It also means referring to mediation practice in a limited way, as a practice

developed at an individual level and in terms of specific actions within a concrete time and space. I

use this approach in order to avoid any theoretical or conceptual bias in my definition of mediation

before analysing the desacralisation of conflicts theory. I also maintain that  epoché or  bracketing

when dealing with the theory in order not to impose limited conceptual understandings of mediation

practice itself.  Mediation is  defined in the simplest  way possible,  and any other aspects of the

practice are left aside in order to focus on the specific resources of the mediator (third party) at the

individual level to “do” or “perform” the process.
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In this  sense, I offer here some initial examples of mediators’ mobilisation resources employed

during this “performance.” It is not an exhaustive list, but rather a way to understand better what I

mean when I say I take a phenomenological approach to mediation practice and mediators use of 

resources1  for this practice: 

1. Discourse or narrative. The specific discourse practice of the mediator with the parties,

including  the  situational  and  relational  adaptations  themselves,  acts  of  reframing  and

reformulation during the process, use of storytelling, metaphors, religious narratives, etc.

2. Language. In addition to the general discourse or narrative, the use of certain terms, notions

and concepts which may have resonances of great importance with the parties and which

could limit or expand the dialogue.

3. Embodiment. Mediation  is  not  an  exclusively  discursive  or  linguistic  practice  but  also

includes actions which involves the whole body.  Embodiment refers to the mediator's own

gestures,  movements,  voice,  intonation,  rhythm and  any aspect  related  with  non-verbal

communication. 

4. Spatiality. Mediation is also a spatial practice. The design, construction and management of

the spatial conditions of where the mediation takes place are key resources in mediation

practice. The mediation space must be safe and mutually acceptable. Space management

includes  the  management  of  the  material  objects  which  condition,  facilitate  or  imped

interpretation within the space, as well as the use of mediator’s own embodiment. 

5. Time. The amount of time offered to each of the parties to talk, listen and negotiate, as well

as time horizons of processes, procedures and resolution. Time management is a mediator´s

resource for his/her practice.

6. Material objects. During the mediation process mediators use or can use different kinds of

objects, ranging from furnitures like a table, blackboard or rug to their own clothes. This

specific materiality is also related to the creation of meaning and narrative.

In this research I refer to mediation practice as the interaction or performance carried out by a third

party who does not have the authority to impose an outcome in a conflict through the management

of his/her own discourses, narratives, language, embodiment, spatiality, time and material objects

during that process and in interrelation with the conflicting parties.

1 All these resources are interlinked. 
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3.2. The desacralisation of conflicts theoretical framework

In his  book  Ending Holy Wars: Religion and Conflict  Resolution in Civil  Wars, Professor Isak

Svensson  from  Uppsala  University  offers  a  theoretical  framework  for  “how  the  religious

dimensions of armed conflicts can become solvable through a process” (Svesson I., 2013, p. 6). He

names  that  process  and  the  theory  which  describes  it  desacralisation  of  conflicts.  Thus,

desacralisation is  defined  throughout  his  book  in  multiple  formulations,  similar  in  their  core

meaning but with some added nuances:

1) “a process in which the religious dimensions are either decreased in importance, replaced by

other more urgent concerns, re-framed in terms of their content (rather than intensity), or

channeled through other societal processes rather than the battlefields” (Ibid., p. 6)

2) “the solutions and the procedures through which religious issues decrease in significance

and status” (Ibid., p.160)

3) “the process through which religious factors decrease in importance” (Ibid., p.161)

4) “process of removing the religious status or significance of a contested issue” (Ibid., p. 161)

5) “a movement of emphasis or a shift in the form in which religion manifests” (Ibid., p. 161)

6) it  “occurs  when a  religious  aspiration  moves  from central  to  peripheral,  or  from being

peripheral to being rather non-existent (in terms of political aspirations of an armed actor)”

(Ibid., p. 161)

7) it occurs “when parties disengage from previously held religiously framed positions and

goals” (Ibid., p. 162) 

8) it  “is fundamentally a process through which a political,  armed actor that has originally

appealed to a religious sphere signals that the religious issue or particular aspiration has

become less important” (Ibid., p. 162).

Svensson also explains six different procedures through which desacralisation is achieved:

1. Re-prioritisation: “religious issues become more secondary to other concerns. There is no

explicit shift in the religious issues, but the concerns of the issues take over in priority to

such  an  extent  that  the  religious  issues  are  decreased  in  status  or  significance  in  the

conflicts” (Ibid., p. 169) 

2. Reformulation: “religious actors redefine the content of the religious message. Just as the
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religious actors, at the onset of the conflict, appealed to the divine to motivate a particular

set of action (take up arms), they can at the other end of the conflict cycle appeal to the

divine when they say that religious considerations now demand an end to the conflict (lay

down arms)” (Ibid., p. 170)

3. Repoliticisation: “the religious issue is shift to the political sphere (…) not in the sense that

the  basis  of  motivation  for  the  parties  or  the  emotional  importance  of  these  issues  has

necessarily decreased but rather they have shifted forms” (Ibid., p. 170-171).

4. Delegitimisation: “this can occur when the atrocities of a conflict decrease the appeal of

religious aspirations, or when other dynamics influence the legitimacy of the organisation or

the cause that they are fighting for” (Ibid., p. 171).

5. Fractionalisation: “which means other groups are rising up, challenging existing groups that

have raised religious aspirations. The group is then at risk of being religiously outflanked by

a more religiously outflanked group, or alternatively by a secular-oriented group or faction”

(Ibid., p. 172) 

6. Reconvergence: “occurs when the whole society becomes more pious and the gap between

the religiously focused actor and the other side narrows or even closes entirely. (…) This

opens the possibility to agree to a religious basis for a solution by giving on to religious

aspirations” (Ibid., p.172) 

And if we pay attention to the different case studies analysed by Svensson we find notions such as

“a rhetorical shift” (Ibid., p. 125, p.146), “a shift in emphasis” (Ibid., p.114), “a shift in ideological

emphasis” (Ibid., p.114), “an aspirational shift” (Ibid., p. 94), “a shift in priority” (Ibid., p.95, p.

140),  “a  gradual  change  in  the  level  of  religious  radicalism”  (Ibid.,  p.145),  “transformation

processes” (Ibid., p.152) or “regulation of religious issues” (Ibid., p.179),  which refer to the same

process of  desacralisation,  that is, “to make religion less salient as a conflicting issue” (Ibid., p.

95).

Taking into account these explicit notions of  desacralisation,  I  show now the implicit  or latent

conceptual assumptions they entail. None of them are considered here as conceptual limitations for

mediation  practice  in  religious  conflicts,  but  as  initial  conceptual  considerations  to  take  into

account. It is important first to unveil these implicit conceptual assumptions in order to later better

understand  and  analyse  the  real  conceptual  limitations  within  the  theoretical  framework  of

desacralisation of conflicts.
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3.2.1. Initial conceptual consideration 1: Desacralisation of conflicts is not only a “descriptive

analytical theory” but it implies a normative mediation methodology. 

Svensson presents desacralisation of conflicts framework as a “descriptive analytical theory” (Ibid.,

p. 160)  which can describe both solutions and procedures.  However, here I want to analyse this

framework only in relation to mediation practice. Therefore, before starting any critical analysis I

must argue first why it is also possible to understand and interpret desacralisation as a mediation

methodology and not only as a “descriptive analytical theory”. 

Desacralisation  of  conflicts describes  a  process  “through  which  religious  issues  decrease  in

significance and status” (Ibid., p.160).  This means that once the theoretical framework has been

established  to  describe  that  process,  the  theory  itself  offers  a  specific  procedure  for  attaining

desacralisation, one which can be reproduced in similar situations. In fact, Svensson himself shows

this  applicability  as  an  hypothesis:  “Are  there  conflict-resolution  models,  procedures  and

arrangements that have worked in desacralising these conflicts that are applicable to other cases? I

think so. (…) In Chapter 6, I will discuss the applicability of these mechanisms (Ibid., p. 84).

As we can observe, he refers to desacralisation as a “process” and in relation with the notions of

“mechanisms”, “conflict-resolution models”,  “procedures” and “arrangements”,  all  of which are

constituent elements of a methodology.

Furthermore, Svensson explains specifically how this  desacralisation process is carried out using

six specific procedures, as I have mentioned before, through which the religious dimensions of the

conflict  are  desacralised  by  1)  re-priorisation  (other  issues  become  more  imporant),  2)

reformulation (the religious contents are redefined), 3) repoliticisation (religious issues are shifted

to the political  sphere),  4) delegitimisation (of their  religious aspirations,  causes or groups and

organizations), 5) fractionalisation (competing among different religious groups or organizations) or

6) reconvergence (narrowing the religious gap between society and religious groups).

In other words, the analytical description itself contains the very methodology for implementing the

desacralisation process via six specific procedures. In this sense, the “descriptive analytical theory”

becomes itself the framework of a peacebuilding or conflict-resolution methodology for religious

armed conflicts. This also represents an specific and clear methodological tool for mediators in the

field since mediation is one of those peacebuilding or conflict-resolution practices and one with

great prestige despite its recent decline (Lundgren M., Svensson I., 2020). In this sense, I argue that

desacralisation is not only an analytical or descriptive theory but that it  implies a prescriptive,

normative and practical methodology for mediation practice. In fact, Svensson himself refers to
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“how conflicts  can be transformed through a desacralisation negotiation  process” (Svensson I.,

2013, p. 85), and he claims from the very beginning of his research that “the focus is on conflict

resolution (…) about how conflict-resolution processes can be designed in order to handle religious

obstacles to conflicts” (Ibid., p.4). 

Among  these  processes  and  mechanisms,  he  even  refers  on  different  occasions  specifically  to

mediation practice itself. That is the case of, for example, Iraq and the Sadrist Movement where the

desacralisation procedure  of  the  conflict  was  enabled  precisely  “through  the  mediation  of  a

religious authority” (Ibid., p. 127, p. 137) or in Sudan where “the third-party mediation effort under

the auspices of IGAD played a pivotal role in reaching regulation of the religious issues” (Ibid., p.

91). 

Svensson begins  with  the  question  “How can religious  armed conflicts  be  settled  peacefully?”

(Ibid., p.1) adding that “the focus here is on how they can be de-escalated, resolved and terminated”

(p.1). He writes: “Given that there are some religious aspects of armed conflicts that could obstruct

the resolution process,  how should be these be handled?” (Ibid.,  p.5).  And here I  draw special

attention to the use of the term “should” which entails that the final aim is not descriptive but

normative  or  prescriptive.  In  other  words,  what  seems  descriptive  and  empirical  is  finally

prescriptive and normative.  The empirical data "through analysis  of the global  trends of armed

conflicts, as well as through case studies" (Ibid., p. 9) offers Svensson descriptions about what has

happened  in  different  religious  conflicts  which  ended  in  negotiated  settlements  or  unilateral

concessions  through  different  desacralisation processes.  However,  once  he  has  developed  a

theoretical framework inferred from those data, he also offers a possible methodological approach

for dealing with religious conflicts that allows them to “be resolved peacefully” (Ibid., p. 5). This

can,  indeed,  be understood and interpreted as  a  normative and prescriptive  methodology to  be

applied to different peacebuilding activities, including mediation practice. 

Desacralisation of conflicts theoretical framework uses what has been done (empirical explanation),

including some mediation processes, to offer a possible frame of peacebuilding action in religious

conflicts. That is, it offers a theoretical framework but also a methodology about what can or should

be done (normative or prescriptive question) in those kind of conflicts.

In  this  sense,  although  professor  Svensson  explicitly  delimits  the  theoretical  framework  to

description,  using  “a  set  of  examples  of  desacralisation”  (Ibid.,  p.  9),  I  argue  that  the  very

description offers methodological tools of action (reprioritization, reformulation,  repoliticisation,

delegitimisation, fractionalisation, reconvergence). In fact, these are specific technical methods that

can absolutely be employed by mediators  within their  mediation practice.  In  that  practical  and

23



applied sense can be understood and interpreted by mediators and peace practitioners. 

Complexity theory as the meta-theoretical framework applied to this analysis shows precisely how

“from the moment an action enters a given environment, it escapes from the will and intention of

that which created it, it enters a set of interactions and multiple feedbacks and then it will find itself

derived from its finalities” (Morin E., 2008, p. 21).  Even if being a normative theory was not the

initial intention of desacralisation of conflicts theory -a fact which is unclear, as we have seen- the

core  definition  and  its  procedural  descriptions  in  and  of  themselves  comprise  a  normative

framework for resolution of religious conflicts. Some of those procedures are even already included

in common mediation techniques in any type of practice, not just resolution of religious conflicts.

That is the case, for instance, for reformulation and reprioritisation, which are used by mediators

with the help of different techniques such as  summaries, paraphrases or reframings. And, at the

same time, as we have seen, these procedures have been already applied in mediation processes as

Svensson himself points out: for instance, in Iraq or Sudan.

Svensson also points out that  desacralisation is as much a model of solutions as of procedures.

However, I limit my research to the procedural dimension of the desacralisation theory rather than

on the final solutions or outcomes of those procedures. This is so since only the procedural aspects

depend on mediators’ work; final “solutions” depend also on the parties’ will, interests, needs, etc.

Those final possible solutions (constitutional reforms, religious federalism, religious autonomy, ...)

when referring to mediation practice are negotiated by parties with the help of mediators. However,

mediators do not have the authority to impose outcomes, so their role is to facilitate the possibility

of those solutions, not to carry them out in the strictest sense. 

Mediators do not have the capacity to impose solutions. That is why the scope of this research is

limited to the procedure or procedures of desacralisation in relation with mediation practice, but not

those  final  possible  solutions  derived  from  them.  In  other  words,  it  is  “the  process”  of

desacralisation and not the “solutions” which are analysed in this research.

In fact, in mediation, what we could call “solutions,” if we refer to those as the final agreements and

their content, is a matter that strictly concerns the parties. Mediators facilitate and build the suitable

process  which  leads  to  and  enables  that  agreement,  but  they  do  not  build  the  content  of  the

agreement  itself,  at  least  not  in  a  strict  sense.  That  is  why,  as  Svensson  also  points  out

desacralisation as a “solution” can also be carried out via unilateral concessions by the conflicting

parties themselves. Another question, which is not within the scope of our analysis, is how these

parties decide to make such concessions or, in other words, how the desacralisation process can be

carried out by the conflicting parties without the help of any third party.
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3.2.2.  Initial  conceptual  consideration 2:  The  desacralisation of  conflicts theory focuses  on

issues, not on identities. 

Svensson distinguishes three basic types of religious dimensions of armed conflicts: 

1. “whether the parties’  religious identities are separate (Syria), 

2. whether  there  is  a  contested  religious  issue  in  the  incompatibility  of  the  conflict

(Afghanistan),

3. and the degree to which the religious issues are of central concern for at least one of the

conflicting parties (Boko Haram in Nigeria)” (Svesson I., 2013, pp. 16-17).

These  three  types  of  religious  dimensions  are  related  to  three  notions:  identity,  issues  and

incompatibility.  The  identity  dimension  refers  to  the  role  played  by  religion  solely  as  a

distinguishing mark of identity that defines a difference between the parties, without either side

necessarily making explicit religious demands, at least at the onset of the conflict. This would be the

case, for example, in the Northern Ireland conflict. The issue dimension refers to “the convictional

or ideological aspect of religion” (Ibid., p. 19). The incompatibility dimension refers to “the degree

of importance of the religious issue in the conflict” (Ibid., p.40) or, in other words, to “the degree of

commitment to which the parties hold on to aspirations” (Ibid., p.40). 

The identity dimension classifies conflicts in relation with the type of parties within the conflict

(Muslims, Buddhists, Catholics, Protestants...). On the contrary, the issue dimension is classified in

relation to the degree of incompatibility. In this case, the issues in the conflict can be, according to

Svensson, central or peripheral, as he explains:

1. Core religious conflicts: “if the parties’ demand, in relation to religion, is one of their main

demands, and if most of the non-state actors on the rebel side are behind such demands”

(Ibid., p.21)

2. Peripheral religious conflicts: “if the parties have made explicit religious demands but these

are generally not their main demands, or alternatively only one group or faction within an

armed opposition movement holds religious aspirations as their main demands” (Ibid., p.21)

At the same time, Svensson makes two claims when presenting his research:

1. “Religious conflicts  are  more difficult  to settle  peacefully than other  types  of  conflicts”

(Ibid., p.4)

2. “It is not the difference in religious identities but rather the fact that at least one side has

made explicit religious demands and this makes conflicts less likely to be settled through
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peace agreements” (Ibid., p. 5). 

In  other  words,  in  trying  to  find ways  to  deal  with religious  conflicts  in  order  to  reach peace

agreements and/or negotiation settlements, the main concerns are related to the issue dimension and

its degree of incompatibility. In those conflicts, incompatibility is defined as “the conflict issue that

the belligerents themselves have expressed, indicating the aspirations and motivation of why they

fight” (Ibid., p. 20) and religious incompatibility as “the conflicts where at least one side has made

explicit claims relating to the religious sphere” (Ibid., p. 19). This religious incompatibility is the

main concern precisely because Svensson’s research has shown that “if the issues are religiously

framed and, in particular, if those issues are central to the concerns of the parties, then the chance of

a negotiated settlement is lower than if they are not” (Ibid., p. 175). This does not occur when only

the identity dimension of religion is in play: “religious identity does not by itself systematically

decrease the risk for negotiated settlements”; “conflicts where parties have different religions are

not more difficult to settle than other types of conflicts” (Ibid., p. 65, p. 175). In fact, Svensson

points out “the importance of separating the identity and the issue dimension of conflicts” (Ibid., p.

65) since it is the issue dimension and conflicts categorised as “core religious conflicts” that are the

main focus when trying to find effective conflict resolution processes.

From that locus of concern, as well as from the different case studies and data analysed, Svensson’s

desacralisation theory is born. Hence, desacralisation refers to the process by which  the degree of

incompatibility  of  the  religious  issues  (claims,  demands,  aspirations,  ...)  under  conflict  can  be

decreased. Svensson declares it clearly: “desacralisation relates to the issues at stake, not primarily

the identity aspect of the parties” (Ibid., p. 161). 

3.2.3.  Initial  conceptual  consideration  3:  The  desacralisation theoretical  framework  was

created in the context of armed conflicts but its process and procedures are not strictly related

to decreasing violence. 

Svensson  defines  desacralisation as  “the  process  through  which  religious  factors  decrease  in

importance in the context  of an armed conflict”  (Ibid.,  p.  161).  The  desacralisation theoretical

framework is focused on and limited to armed conflicts; it came to light in that sphere and aspires to

be applied within it.

In fact, the desacralisation of conflicts theory draws upon empirical data on “organised violence”

(Ibid., p. 9). These data are offered by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) for the period

1975-2010. In addition, those data are complemented by several case studies of peace agreements
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(Sudan, Somalia, Nepal, Tajikistan, the Philippines and Indonesia) and unilateral concessions (Iraq,

Iran, Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Afghanistan and Kashmir) where  desacralisations have been carried

out. Likewise, the theory specifically follows a precise conceptualisation of armed conflicts, one

also developed by UCDP which defines armed conflict as “a contested incompatibility that concerns

government and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one

is the government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in one calendar year” (Ibid.,

p. 56). And Svensson establishes from the outset that a limitation of his research is that “those

conflicts where a government is not one of the fighting sides falls outside our scope” (Ibid., p.10). It

is not on the specific aim of this research to go beyond the field of armed conflicts or to bring

insights  from  other  fields  where  religious  conflicts  also  appear  (family,  health,  education,

urbanism...)  to  confront  with  this  theoretical  framework.  However,  in  order  to  answer  research

questions I find it relevant to pay attention to some considerations that could be seen as tangential if

we do not look closely. I refer especially to those related with the idea of violence itself.  

It seems that although this theoretical framework was born within the field of armed conflicts and

always refers to that context, the essence of its definition as a process has no specific relation to the

notion of (armed) violence itself.  Desacralisation refers to the nature of the issues under conflict,

not  to  the  exertion  of  violence  within  that  conflict.  In  fact,  Svensson  explicitly  states  that

“desacralisation enables the conflict to be transformed into a conflict along with other types of

political and group-based conflicts” (Ibid., p. 162). In this sense, as we know, other “political and

group-based conflicts” can be as violent as those defined as “religious conflicts.” In fact, since

Cavanaugh’s  (2009)  research  it  is  not  possible  to  strictly  differentiate  religious  from  secular

violence, or to claim qualitative or quantitative differences between these types of violence.

I point out this relevant aspect since it is not the violent or armed factor of the conflict which is

desacralised, but rather the religious issues at stake. And if we accept the empirical data that shows

that other group-based conflicts can be as violent as or even more violent than religious disputes,

we must accept the idea that  desacralisation does not strictly refer to a decrease in the level of

violence within the conflict  but  to  a  decrease in  the level  of  religiousness  of  the  issues  under

dispute. In this sense, and keeping strictly to Svensson’s explicit definitions, desacralisation could

be also applied to unarmed conflicts since it is not “the armed context” which the process acts upon,

but rather the degree of religiousness of the issues under dispute.

I  argue  this  despite  Svensson’s  declared  aim  of  limiting  his  theoretical  framework  to  armed

conflicts:  “an  important  limitation  is  that  we  are  only  trying  to  outline  the  solutions  and  the

procedures through which religious aspirations are demilitarised in armed conflicts” (Ibid., p. 173).
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His  own  definition  of  desacralisation does  not  refer  to  “demilitarisation”  itself,  despite  these

explicit  words,  but  rather  to  a  process  related  to  the  issues  under  dispute  and  the  shift,

transformation, reformulation, delegitimisation, etc., of their religiousness. To desacralise an armed

conflict  means,  also in Svensson’s words,  “to eject  the religious  element  from religious  armed

conflicts,” (Ibid.,  p. 7) and not to eject, strictly speaking, the “armed” element.  Desacralisation

cannot  be  conceptually  equated  with  demilitarisation  or  de-escalation,  as  if  these  terms  were

interchangeable  synonyms,  although  the  latter  might  be  sought  as  a  consequence  of  the

desacralisation process.  In fact,  it  is  after  carrying out  desacralisation when “ordinary conflict

resolution  processes”  can  be  implemented,  Svensson  explains.  Processes  of  “demilitarisation”

and/or  “de-escalation”  are  part  of  those  other  conflict  resolution  processes,  methods,  tools  and

content negotiations. In this sense, we can conclude that in some occasions the declared content of

desacrilisation  is not coherent with the latent one, or viceversa. In other words, here there is a

conceptual  confusion.  A good  example  is  when  it  is  claimed  that  desacralisation framework

“aspires to describe the shift from armed conflict to negative peace,” but this direct connection

between negative  peace  (absence  of  violence)  and  desacralisation is  not  really implied  by the

definition of desacralisation. 

If  desacralisation is defined as a “process of removing the religious status or significance of a

contested issue” (Ibid., p. 161), this does not say anything about the violent aspect of the conflict.

This conceptual confusion would only make sense if there were an absolute equivalence between

religiousness and violence, so that a decrease in religiousness would necessarily produce a decrease

in terms of armed violence. If we are not able to accept the first claim, the second claim does not

hold either. And even Svensson does not make this claim: “I depart from the basic assumption that

no religious tradition is either inherently violent or entirely peaceful (Ibid., p. 8).

Furthermore, if we consider, for instance, the  desacralisation process developed in Tajikistan as

Svensson himself  explains it,  which “implied a shift  in  ideological  emphasis  from Islamism to

nationalism” (Ibid., p. 111), we will be able to see the special relevance of the argumentation in

relation to the current discussion. We can find plenty of examples of conflicts in the world where

nationalism has become a key element for the motivation and development of organised violence

and armed conflicts.  The shift  from, for instance,  nationalism to Islamism or from Islamism to

nationalism does not necessarily entail any change in terms of decreasing or increasing violence. It

entails a change in the nature, perception, narrative and understanding of the claims, first by the

parties themselves and afterwards by international community, but this does not say anything about

the violence implemented in that conflict.
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Svensson  expresses  the  same  confusing  idea  in  relation  to  Iraq:  “The  desacralisation  process,

enabled through the mediation of a religious authority, moved the conflict from the battlefield to the

political sphere, from fighting with arms to electoral policies and pact making” (Ibid., p.137). Here,

there is again a conceptual confusion between what desacralisation really undertakes as a process

and  its  possible  final  results  in  terms  of  peace  and  violence.  The  desacralisation process  and

procedures, taking into consideration Svensson’s own definitions, could move the issue or issues

under conflict from the religious sphere to the political one. This could facilitate other processes and

changes, but it does not necessarily produce a shift from the battlefield to a non-violent sphere.

There  is  not  a  necessary,  unequivocal  and  direct  connection  between  religion  and  violence  or

between politics and non-violence, as we know, unfortunately, from many cases around the world.

Svensson does  not  make  this  claim either,  at  least  not  directly.  Furthermore,  he  confirms  that

religiousness is not a requirement for violence when he makes claims, based on empirical data, such

as, “armed disputes without religiously framed demands are far more common”, “religious issues

represent only a minority of the contemporary armed conflicts” (Ibid., p. 31, p. 176)

In other words, the desacralisation process can help move the confrontational issues of a conflict

from religion to other spheres. However, this does not necessarily imply any shift on the level of

violence of the conflicts. It can produce a change at a cognitive, discursive, narrative, or symbolic

level, or a change in terms of practices, in relation to religion, but it cannot produce a change in

terms of violence itself.

Svensson claims that “desacralisation represents a structural change that enables ordinary conflict-

resolution procedures to function” (Ibid., p. 162). At this point, maybe we can only say that this is

so because until now, those “ordinary-conflict resolution procedures” were not designed to deal

with  religious  conflicts  specifically.  In  this  sense,  desacralisation could  be  understood  and

interpreted as an intermediary step which produces some changes in the religiousness of the issues

in order to keep using those ordinary and already known procedures of conflict resolution.  Maybe

“ordinary-conflict resolution procedures” are only feasible within a level of previous secularisation,

but maybe there are other possibilities too. 

3.2.4. Conceptual limitations of the desacralisation of conflicts theoretical framework applied

to mediation practice

Based on the conceptual analysis carried out, I find that the desacralisation theoretical framework

contains four conceptual and theoretical  a priori assumptions. These assumptions are understood
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and  interpreted  here  as  epistemological  limitations  in  the  sense  that  if  mediators  apply  this

framework in their practice, they constitute preconceived notions of what can or should be done.

This could limit their mediation practice and therefore the possible outcomes. I infer and critically

argue  for  the  existence  of  these  latent  a  priori assumptions  based  on  the  explicit  content  of

Svensson’s text. 

These  limitations  refer  exclusively  to  the  methodological  aspects  of  the  theory,  that  is,  to

desacralisation as  a  methodology applied to  mediation  practice,  not  as  a  descriptive  analytical

theory. In this sense, I refer exclusively to the process and procedures of desacralisation applied to

a mediation process in a religious conflict by a mediator.

The four main conceptual limitations for mediation practice I have found are:

1. The  desacralisation  of  conflicts theory  limits  mediation  practice  to  a  project  of

secularisation.  Secularisation  entails  three  conceptual  connotations:  “secularization  as

differentiation of the secular spheres from religious institutions and norms, secularization as

decline of religious beliefs and practices, and secularization as marginalization of religion to

a privatized sphere” (Casanova J., 1994, p. 211, 2006, p. 7). These conceptual connotations

can also refer to three different ways in which secularisation has taken place (Brekke T.,

2012, p. 27).

Within the desacralisation of conflicts theory, the process of desacralisation is only possible

because  a  procedure  of  differentiation  has  been  previously  assumed.  Only  if  that

differentiation has been carried out, can a decline or decrease of those religious beliefs and

practices (religious issues) within the conflict be implemented.

Differentiation implies that different spheres of social life (politics, economics, law, science,

religion) can be conceptually identified, categorized, objectified and addressed separately

since  the  autonomy  of  each  component  of  the  social  system  has  been  conceptually

established. “The key is the autonomy of the component relative to other components of the

same social system” (Brekke T., 2012, p. 29). This allows one to deal directly and separately

with  each  one  of  those  components,  first  at  a  conceptual  level  and  afterwards,  as  a

methodological  practice  and tool,  which  in  our  case  would  have  direct  implications  for

mediation of religious  conflicts.  Desacralisation,  as  a mediation methodology applied to

religious conflicts  with explicit  and core religious demands,  is  a process in which these

religious demands are seen as something that can be detached from other aspects (political,

societal,  economical...).  “Religion  is  differentiated  from kinship,  economy,  law science,

30



politics, and other components of society” (Ibid., p. 29). 

It  is necessary to assume  a priori  this  possibility of differentiation in order to carry out

desacralisation at all. In other words, the process of desacralisation assumes from the outset

the rationality of the secularisation project. “Desacralisation represents a structural change

that enables ordinary conflict-resolution procedures to function” (Svensson I., 2013, p. 162).

Desacralisation becomes a kind of intermediate process that transforms a religious conflict

into a  secular  one so that  mediation can occur.  It  implicitly assumes that  only within a

secularised  rationality  can  conflict  resolution  procedures,  and,  in  our  case,  mediation,

function. This means that mediation practice in religious conflicts will be limited by the

conceptual, theoretical, epistemological and rational assumptions of secularisation itself.

However,  “fundamentalism is  a  reaction  against  this  process”  (Brekke T.,  2012,  p.  29).

Fundamentalists  aim to reverse this  process “by fostering a  process of de-differentiation

through which religion would regain some of its lost authority over other spheres of society”

(Ibid., p. 31). Mediating in religious conflicts with core and explicit religious claims means,

on  many occasions  mediating  with  fundamentalist2 claims  over  law,  politics,  science  or

education, whose very goal is to de-differentiate the religious and the secular. That is, these

claims  fight  the  differentiation  process  and the  decline  of  religious  authority  within  the

whole social system. An example of this is the religious explicit claim made by Ansar-Al-

Islam in Iraqi Kurdistan or by Boko Haram in Nigeria to apply sharia as “law,” which means

that, for these groups, there is no differentiation among religious, political, economical or

social law, with sharia encompassing both “the law” and matters not governed by the law.

This type of religious claim is a claim against differentiation and privatization of religion

and, overall, against the decline of religious authority in the everyday lives of people and the

whole social system.

In  this  sense,  differentiation  and  promoting  a  decrease  of  religious  significance  and

importance within the conflict could be interpreted by the parties in some of these religious

conflicts as part of an imposed, post-colonial secularisation, by which peacebuilding3, and in

this  case  mediation,  “is  used  as  a  covert  mechanism  to  export  ideologies  of  peace”

(Richmond O.P., 2009, p. 580) which “helps to construct and marginalize a religious Other,

prone to fanaticism, to contrast with the rational, peacemaking, secular subject” (Cavanaugh,

2 I  use the term “fundamentalist” exclusively in the sense of how fundamentalists try to reverse the processes of
differentiation, as Torkel Brekke (2012) explains it. 
3 Although authors like Vivienne Jabri (2013) warns against confusing peacebuilding with conflict resolution and I
agree with them, mediation methodologies are deeply based on peace models.  
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W., 2009, p.4), in this case, represented by the mediator.

Thus,  the  secularisation  process  which  had not  been carried  out  within  the  society,  the

community or  by the  parties  engaged in  the  religious  conflict  is  now attempted  on the

negotiation table.

Svensson himself refers to desacralisation as “a political or societal process” (Svensson I.,

2013, p. 161) which implies either that secularisation must had been produced outside the

negotiation table and in advance, or that secularisation as a political and societal project is

an  imposed outcome of  the  mediation  process.  In  both cases,  secularisation  is  assumed

without considering other options.

This theoretical approach threats fundamentalist  parties’ religious claims and aspirations,

which are in many occasions a  resistance to this  Western secularisation project  and the

liberal  political  and  societal  model  within  it.  This,  among  other  factors,  could  be

contributing to the decline in the demand for mediation (Lundgren M., Svensson I., 2020)

and to the perception that religious conflicts are more intractable. But it could also mean that

the epistemological paradigm of secularisation does not provide the proper conceptual and

theoretical tools to mediate in this type of conflict. In fact, "in most practice, research, and

training, Western problem-solving models of conflict resolution are promoted as appropriate

for all cultures" (Walker P.O., 2004, p. 557), as if there were no other possibilities. In this

sense,  I  argue  that  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts theory  limits  mediation  practice

possibilities to the project of secularisation and its own conceptual assumptions.

2. Desacralisation as a mediation methodology is limited to “issue-negotiation” processes

and their rational model. 

This  research  finds  that  the  second  epistemological  limitation  of  the  desacralisation

theoretical  framework  is  due  to  the  “issue-approach”  to  negotiation  processes,  which

assumes a specific rationality of conflict resolution. This “issue-approach” to negotiation

processes presupposes that all negotiations are based on concrete issues, demands, claims,

aspirations  or interests  that  are  rationally understandable by both parties and capable of

being  quantifiably  assessed,  differentiated  and  bargained.  Or,  if  we  prefer,  that  all  the

elements  of  the  conflict  (ethical  values,  ontological  assumptions,  epistemological

preferences, affirmations of ethical values, emotional considerations, time horizons, spatial

relations....)  can  be  translated  to  explicit  issue-claims,  which  are  the  actual  material  of

negotiation.  In other words,  the issue-approach affirms that if  there are not any specific
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issues (claims, demands...) to negotiate, conflict resolution cannot take place, as if this were

the only rational possibility in a negotiation process.

This allows an approach to conflict of dividing and differentiating parts (issues) which can

be  negotiated  separately  and  specifically  and  then  assembled  as  a  joint  agreement.

Concessions/losses on some issues allow positions/gains on others.  A negotiation of,  for

instance,  rationalities,  realities  or  relationships  is  avoided  and  the  rationality  of  issues,

problems and goals is imposed through a process of objectification of the conflict. Thus, this

approach affirms the negotiation over objects (issues) as the only possible rational way of

negotiating, avoiding the negotiation among subjects (people) and their understandings and

interpretations of the world, reality and relationships. Aqab M. Malik, assistant professor at

the  Department  of  Strategic  and Nuclear  Studies  at  the  National  Defence  University  of

Islamabad,  points  out,  for  instance,  how “religion  is  a  way of  describing  sets  of  social

relationships. It is one of the conceptual forms in which people represent their relationships

to  themselves.  The  relationships  produce  the  conceptions  and  the  conceptions  help

reproduce  the  relationships”  (Malik  A.  M.,  2012,  p.  203).  This  suggest  a  logic  that  is

precisely the inverse of the logic of the “issue-approach” to religious conflicting issues.

The “issue-approach” to negotiation conceals within it an entire rationality that limits the

opportunity to think in terms of relationships, roles, rules, meanings, values, realities, orders,

just to mention some other possible approaches. It restricts mediation to a cognitive process

which requires issue identification, objectification and evaluation where both parties commit

to examine and discuss issues in a problem solving or problem competition model within a

rational decision-making process. In fact, this notion of separating issues from people was

introduced by Roger Fisher, William Ury and Bruce Patton (1991) in what is known as the

Harvard  approach  to  negotiation  which  has  had  a  great  influence  in  negotiation  and

mediation education,  training and development since its origins. However, this is a very

specific  and  restricted  way of  understanding  this  kind  of  process.  If  mediators  restrict

themselves to this approach in order to apply desacralisation methodology, they will limit

their practice by trying to reduce religious conflicts to objectively measurable issues. In this

sense, I argue that the conceptual notion of “issue” limits the epistemological approach of

the mediator, establishing a preconception which leads her or his practice and therefore the

parties’ very possibilities  for  reaching a  negotiation settlement  or  a  peace agreement  by

using other approaches.

Within a religious claim there can be a specific issue, demand, or aspiration, but also an aim
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to establish a new relationship between the parties or with reality. The demand can be the

expression of a whole way of understanding reality, and that reality can include ontological,

epistemological and ethical aspects. Addressing religious claims exclusively in terms of their

underlying “issues” is a limiting choice.

In this sense, I argue that it is not the “religious” aspect which is especially restricting, but

rather the “issue” approach of the theory of desacralisation which limits its possibilities for

mediation practice. Trying to desacralise issues as a way to facilitate negotiation settlements

presupposes that only issue-negotiation processes can be applied to conflicts with religious

claims,  demands  or  aspirations.  I  consider  this  is  an  epistemological  limitation  of  the

desacralisation theoretical framework which, in some of these conflicts, could impose the

issue negotiation without really listening to what is being claimed and, therefore, what really

needs to  be  negotiated:  relationships,  meanings,  rationalities,  ontologies,  epistemologies,

axiologies, etc.

For  instance,  in  a  conflict  where an explicit  demand is  made over  a  territory based on

notions  related  with the  idea  of  sacred  land or  sacred  territory,  the  “issue-approach” to

negotiation understands territory as a delimited concrete spatial object that can be bargained

over. However, it does not consider the possibility that “sacred territory” could itself be a

controversial  epistemology, ontology and axiology over the very notion of territory.  The

own demand could be entailing a re-conceptualisation of the own definition of territory.

Territory,  seen  by the  “issue  approach,”  implies  notions  of  sovereignty,  ownership  and

management, but eludes other more dynamic notions. 

For example,  in the Mapuche conflict  in the region of Araucunia,  Chile,  “the notion of

territory became a mean to go beyond the approach and limitations imposed by the Chilean

state and to encompass all different political, historical, social and economic aspects. This,

then, became a crucial principle in the Mapuche combat” (Le Bonniec F., 2013, p. 100).

In this sense, it would be not the “religious” dimension which would be problematic in terms

of indivisibility or intractability, but rather the attempt to reduce the claim or demand to an

issue approach, neglecting a more complex and non-reductionist approach to the process of

mediation.

3. The interlinked conceptual notions of “religion” and “issues” in the desacralisation of

conflicts theory limit other possible conceptual approaches to both religion and issues.

The very notion of “religion” that runs through the theory leads to two possible limitations
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and conceptual debates. 

The first one is framed within the broader debate between secularity and religiosity. This

includes  the  discussion  about  the  conceptual  possibilities  of  establishing  clear-cut

differences between the two dimensions, and about whether a general and universal notion

of religion makes sense or is  useful as a cross-cultural  or trans-historical category.  That

debate is not within the scope of this research.

The second limitation is  related to  desacralisation’s  specific  conceptual approach to the

issue dimension of religious conflicts, which refers to “the convictional or ideological aspect

of religion” (Svensson I., 2013, p. 19). This conceptual approach reduces the religiousness

of the conflicting issue to this limited notion,  identifying religion with an ideology or a

conviction. 

My conceptual analysis is limited to this second aspect but I will refer to the broader debate

over  secularity  and  religiosity  briefly  in  order  to  better  explain  my own approach  and

arguments. 

Thus,  and  in  relation  to  this  debate,  an  article  published  in  2021  by  Professor  Tomas

Lindgren and doctoral student Hannes Sonnenschein, both from Umeå University, argues

that “the distinction between religious and secular conflict is highly questionable and often

misleading” (Lindgren T., Sonnenschein H., 2021, p.61). They carry out “a critical analysis

of the social  scientific  literature on religion and conflict”  (Ibid.,  p.  60)  and, among the

scholars criticised in the article, Isak Svensson is specifically included: 

“The problem is that Svensson provides no convincing reasons to these questions.

(…) What counts as a religious issue and what does not is  most likely based on

common-sense  conceptions  of  religion,  which  are  typically  too  vague  to  be

analytically productive. The argument that religious beliefs define or frame conflict

issues presupposes that religion is distinguishable from non-religion” (Ibid., p. 66). 

There is a wide academic debate among scholars about how to conceptualize the religious

dimensions  of  conflicts.  There  are  even those  who reject  the  inclusion  of  religion  as  a

differentiating element for conflicts, and those who argue that categorising religion in this

way is an act of western colonialism, an attempt to impose a dominant epistemology on

other realities (Ex. Brekke T., 2012, Fitzgerald T., 1997, 2000)

Svensson himself  has written articles countering some criticisms and defending his own

ideas  in  this  respect,  while  even  accepting  and  including  some  criticisms  as  valid  and
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complementary (Ex. Svensson I., 2016).

My criticism of Svensson in this regard does not go as far as Lindgren and Sonnenschein’s,

and other similar criticisms, since here the conceptual analysis is undertaken from a very

different  perspective.  This  research  is  limited  to  mediation  practice,  so  all  theoretical

discussions are practically oriented. This means that debates about the essential and “true”

nature of those conflicts categorized as “religious conflicts” is not within the scope of this

research.  This  is  because,  in  mediation  practice the definition of  a  claim or  demand as

"religious"  or  of  any other  nature  (political,  familiar,  economical,  organizational...)  is  a

matter  of  the  parties’ own  formulations,  discourses  and  associated  practices.  Mediators

assume that parties can use those formulations, discourses and practices in an essentialist

way, as a mere tactic to negotiate other aspects or to gain a more powerful position, and

even that they can lie or perform them as instrumental means. In other words, the disputants

are the ones who define the conflicting issues and their nature through their own discursive,

narrative,  linguistic,  embodied  or  material  formulations.  In  the  case  of  “religious”

formulations these formulations are dynamic and can include the use of specific rituals and

symbols.

Mediators actively listen to and observe these formulations, and they are taken for granted

as  valid  in  the  sense  of  initial  positions  on  the  conflict.  However,  mediators  are  not

concerned about the “truth” of these claims. They are not scholars or analysts. In this sense,

Svensson’s  approach  in  relation  to  this  aspect  is  perfectly  adequate  and  coherent  with

mediation practice itself, in the sense of taking the parties’ own formulations of their claims

as  valid  starting  points.  In  an  article  published in  2018,  Svensson himself  clarifies  this

aspect:

“By utilizing the self-proclaimed aspirations of the parties, we circumvent making

any detached scholarly judgment that may have little bearing in reality. Instead, we

rely  on  the  explicit  positions  of  the  parties  themselves.  Furthermore,  we  avoid

problems of  postrationalization  by going  back  to  the  originally  stated  positions”

(Nilsson D., Svensson I, 2018, p. 1132). 

This research, since it is focused and limited to mediation practice, also takes this approach.

Thus, as I mentioned, mediation practice is not concerned about the “religious” nature of the

claim but, strictly speaking, about the level of  structuration and the possibilities of more

open and flexible reformulations and reframings of these initial positions/claims so that a

dialogue can be developed. Communicated claims and demands are not seen in terms of
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truth, but in terms of communication functionality and, so far, religious demands have not

been proven to be, by nature, less susceptible to change and becoming flexible than other

claims, including secular ideological ones.

The desacralisation of conflicts theory makes a valuable contribution to mediation practice

because it tries to facilitate such a shift, reformulation, or reframing of those claims. If that

helps  to  make  them more  open  and  flexible,  independent  of  their  true  nature  or  how

academia might categorise them, it is already worthy as a mediation tool. The problem is if

that perception of openness and flexibility is an epistemological need of the mediator alone:

that is, if it is only the mediator who needs to desacralise the conflict in order to mediate

because  his/her  theoretical/conceptual  approaches  limit  his/her  practice,  but  that

desacralisation is not a true necessity of the conflict or the parties.

In the end, and despite the broader debate on the difference between religious and secular

conflict, I argue that the more restricted mediators’ initial understandings of what religious

issues are or, in other words, on how religious claims, demands or aspirations are understood

and interpreted, the more limited their ability to deal with those “issues.” If religious issues

are limited to their convictional or ideological aspect, this equates religious issues with mere

ideas. 

“Most  often,  the  theorists  who  have  set  out  to  express  religion  in  rational  terms  have

regarded it  as being,  first  and foremost,  a  system of ideas that correspond to a  definite

object”  (Durkheim  E.,  1995,  p.  419).  This  approach  overemphazises  cognitive  and

discursive aspects and leaves aside other possibilities such as ritual and symbolic practices,

material actions or social networks and interactions through which the religious issues are

claimed.  Accepting  this  restricted  conceptualisation  of  religion,  it  follows  that  religious

conflicts, in their “issue” dimension, are, in fact, mere ideological conflicts or conflicts of

ideas. Again, the main limitation with this conceptualisation over “religious issues” is not

the notion of “religion” but the notion of “issues.” 

It is the conceptual understanding and interpretation of what an “issue” is which limits our

understanding of “religion.” It is the notion of “issues” as specific and concrete objectifiable

claims, demands or aspirations, and the associated assumptions, which limits the religious

aspect to a convictional or ideological aspect and to its restrictive cognitive and discursive

formulations.

In this sense, I argue that it is not, strictly speaking, the religious concept that limits the
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notion of issues, but rather the notion of issues that limits the conceptualisation of religion

within the theory, or, at least, that the latter occurs in a more unnoticeable way. In other

words,  it  is  the  interlinkage  of  concepts  (religion  and  issues)  which  limits  mediation

practice’s  possibilities  within  conflicts  with  explicit  religious  claims  at  their  core.  That

interlinkage is precisely the one which establishes that the conceptual boundaries of religion

are the boundaries of the concept of issues. In other words, religion as a concept is adapted

and limited to the notion of issue, which is a well-known notion in approaches to conflict

resolution and negotiation.

But how can we be sure that when a religious claim or demand is made in the context of an

armed conflict, it is framed exclusively in terms of ideas, ideologies or convictions? When

we assume this, we are only mediating in regards to concrete and specific "issues," and not,

for  example,  in  regards  to  whole  worlds  of  meaning,  which  include  specific  practices,

behaviours  and  relationships.  When  a  religious  claim  or  demand  is  made,  the

desacralisation of conflicts theory dissects it in order to deal only with “issues,” not with the

whole worldview which could be hidden that claim. And it is precisely this which creates a

conceptual limitation for mediation practice, because other conceptual possibilities are not

taken  into  consideration.  “Religious  issues”  (claims,  demands  and  aspirations)  can  be

formulated through many different types of practices and actions, such as rites, symbols,

embodiment, space and time management, etc., without necessarily privileging convictional

or ideological aspects. For instance, when a claim is formulated through a religious rite, that

action is also related with core relational aspects. However, from perspective of “issues,”

rites, for instance, become “no more than external, contingent, and physical translation of

those inward states” (Ibid., p. 419). A restricted notion of the concept of "religious issues,"

such as the one assumed by  desacralisation theory, limits the possibilities for mediation,

since it could lead either to ignoring that rite as an explicit claim or demand, or to reducing

it to the ideological or convictional aspects of it, excluding other important aspects of the

rite  as  part  of  the  claim.  If  those  other  aspects  are  not  taken  into  account  within  the

mediation process, or some claims are not considered because their formulation does not

match  the  standard  formulation  of  an  “issue”  (discoursive,  narrative,  rationally

interpreted...),  we  would  be  transferring  a  limitation  of  the  theory  to  the  practice  of

mediation itself.

4. The a priori assumption that desacralisation is positive limits the complex ambivalence

of  the  sacred. Desacralisation within  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts theory  is

38



conceptualised  as  intrinsically  positive,  that  is,  as  a  facilitating  process  for  conflict

resolution. At the same time, and derived from this conceptual approach, sacralisation is

implicitly  seen  as  essentially  negative  in  terms  of  making conflicts  more  intractable  or

difficult to solve. We can infer this notion since the desacralisation of conflicts theoretical

framework  assumes  that  previously  a  sacralisation  of  the  conflicting  issues  has  been

developed. This process is exactly what has made the conflict more difficult to solve, so that

a  desacralisation approach is  needed before  ordinary conflict  resolution  procedures  can

function (Svensson I.,  2013,  p.  162).  This  negative aspect  of  sacralisation,  although not

directly treated within the theory, can be inferred and is even explicitly mentioned twice, in

the case of Addis Ababa Agreement and in the Somali conflict (Ibid., p.88, p. 101)

This dualistic conceptual assumption about sacralisation and desacralisation does not take

into  consideration  that  maybe  both  concepts  might  be  neither  intrinsically  positive  nor

intrinsically  negative  in  terms  of  conflict  resolution,  but  rather  that  their  impact  might

depend on multiple factors such as what is sacralised or desacralised, how that sacralisation

or desacralisation is carried out, or even how those processes are interpreted.

“Anything  can  be  sacred”  (Durkheim E.,  1995,  p.  35):  weapons,  war,  territories,  laws,

conflicts but also peace, dialogue, shared times, events, spaces, encounters, objects or even

people.  Sacredness  indeed could  be  conceptualized  as  “a perceived property”  (Marshall

D.A., 2010, p.64), and  the notion of “the ambivalence of the sacred” (Appleby R. S., 2000)

is  well  known in relation with conflicts  and religion,  meaning that  “religion can be the

source of both conflict and peace” (Svensson I., 2013, p. 2). There are plenty of examples

where religion, and sacralisation as a process, is used to justify and increase violence and

war. But, at the same time, we find examples of religion as a source, motivation and tool for

peace.  Svensson  himself  refers  to  this  notion  of  “the  ambivalence  of  the  sacred”  and

specifically explains that the desacralisation of conflicts theoretical framework “sets out to

describe the transition for only half of the ‘ambivalence of the sacred’” (Svensson I., 2013,

p. 173). 

We cannot conclude that having focused his research on “half of” the notion is a conceptual

limitation of the theory, but rather a chosen focus. I argue, on the contrary, that the theory’s

conceptual limitation is not having chosen only one half of the “ambivalence of the sacred”

on which to focus, but rather this dichotomic approach to the sacredness in itself. I mean,

“the ambivalence of the sacred” does not only refer to those positive (peaceful) and negative

(violent) aspects of religion but precisely to its dynamic capacity for the ambivalence. It is
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not a matter of “either-or,” but a matter of “and.” It is not that religion can be either a tool

for war or a tool for peace but that it is indeed, as an empirical fact, a tool for war and peace.

In this sense, complexity theory, as the meta-theoretical framework used in this research for

conceptual  analysis,  could  offer  precisely  such  a  notion  of  complex  sacralisation  and

desacralisation processes. This means that both trends can coexist at the same time and for

both  peaceful  and  conflicting  purposes  or  results.  Thus,  neither  war  nor  peace  can  be

attributed purely to desacralisation or sacralisation; rather the four concepts are linked in a

complex, ambivalent relationship depending on what is sacralised or desacralised and how

that is interpreted. 

In other words, not taking into consideration the peaceful capacities of sacralisation does not

impose a conceptual limitation per se, this being a choice Svensson has made when focusing

his research. However, desacralisation does not necessarily lead to a positive change in the

conflicting  dynamics.  Desacralisation could  also  produce  negative  effects  on  conflict

resolution, and this is not addressed in the theoretical framework despite the fact that it is

once explicitly pointed out in the text: “Somewhat paradoxically, desacralisation initially

had a negative effect on mediation attempts” (Ibid., p. 90). In this sense, both processes,

sacralisation and desacralisation, cannot be conceptualised as implicitly positive or negative

processes for conflict resolution. Assuming a limited conceptual approach to the notion of

the  sacred  and not  addressing  its  ambivalence  limits  the  very possibilities  of  mediation

practice in religious conflicts. 

In fact, Durkheim already pointed out  this complex relationship of the sacred: 

"By a sort of contradiction, the sacred world is as though inclined by its very nature

to spread into the same profane world that it otherwise excludes. While repelling the

profane world, the sacred world tends at the same time to flow into the profane world

whenever the latter world comes near it" (Durkheim E., 1995, p. 322). 

The complexity paradigm does not overcome the contradiction or solve the ambivalence, but

rather embraces them, assuming that complexity is precisely the reality of the phenomenon

and that to properly address it we cannot reduce it by avoiding its ambivalence in all its

dimensions.  In  this  sense,  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts theory  has  not  reduced  its

complexity  by  focusing  on  half  of  the  ambivalence  of  the  sacred,  but  rather  by really

avoiding the conceptual notion of ambivalence itself.
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3.3. Sacralisation of peace: towards a complementary complex approach to mediation practice

in religious conflicts.  

In this second part, I address my second research question: How feasible would it be to introduce a

complementary mediation methodology suggested by myself (sacralisation of peace) and overcome

conceptual limitations of desacralisation of conflicts framework? 

This research question is based on  the hypothesis that the worldview conflicts theory and the ritual

theory for peacebuilding could help to complement the desacralisation of conflicts theory. Taking

into consideration the four limitations established, I  need to  develop an approach to  mediation

practice in religious conflicts which:

1) transcends the conceptual assumptions of the secularisation project;

2) is not based on “issue-negotiation” processes and their rational model;

3) is  open to the inclusion of different  conceptual  notions  of religion not  limited to  its

“ideological or convictional” aspect when mediating with religious claims;

4)  embraces  the  ambivalence  of  the  sacred  in  its  wholeness  (whole  and  parts)  as  a

fundamental part of the approach.

In order to achieve this aim, I suggest an approach which I call the sacralisation of peace

mediation methodology for religious conflicts.

3.3.1. Conceptual approach to sacralisation of peace

I  understand  sacralisation as  “a  process  by  which  an  object  is  invested  with  the  property  of

sacredness” (Marshall D. A., 2010, p. 66). That object can refer to any material object but also to

any person, time, space, event or experience. In this sense, sacredness would be defined as a quality

which  refers  to  transcendence  or  “another  form  of  reality”  (Pitarch  P.,  2010),  ultimate  truth,

authority or transcendental values (Rappaport, R., 1999), God or divinity. Sacredness would be a

quality of attributed meaning which would be developed through specific ways of communication.

Sacredness  would  aim  to  transcend  this  world  by  attributing  that  transcendental  meaning to

physical objects in this world (Merciade E., 1963).

Thus, the process of attributing trascendental meaning to an object, person, time, space, event or

experience by specific ways of communication is what I call specifically sacralisation.

This  communication  of  the  sacred  is  not  limited  to  “linguistification”  (Habermas  J.  1987)  and
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includes symbols, rites, myths, music, movement, dancing and performance. Although there are also

individual  forms  of  the  experience  of  self-transcendence  (Joas  H.,  2021)  here  sacralisation is

understood as collectively developed, produced and interpreted. This is so since we are referring to

a  process  carried  out  within  the  process  of  mediation  itself,  in  which  conflicting  parties  and

mediators participate.

Sacralisation is culturally rooted in religious traditions and takes on specific forms depending on

context and situation. It obliges participants of the process “to engage in or avoid certain behaviors

toward  it,  and  that  evokes  a  mixture  of  attraction  and  repulsion,  as  well  as  a  perception  of

contagiousness, in those who perceive it” (Marshall D. A., 2010, p. 66). Ambivalence, attraction,

repulsion, contagiousness and specific ways of communication are key elements of the sacralisation

process (Durkheim E., 1995). 

Applied to mediation practice, which is what I suggest here, sacralisation would be facilitated by

mediators. Mediators will develop a specific communication process to facilitate an experience of

the sacred. This experience is understood as an experience of meaning. However, since sacredness

is  collectively  produced  and  interpreted,  its  full  acceptance  and  recognition  (cognitive

interpretation, lived experience and practical action) as “sacred” will depend on the own parties.

Mediators do not have the capacity to impose sacredness, but they can develop a process which

facilitates that experience and interpretation.

The object which the mediator will try to “invest with the property of sacredness” will be “peace.”

The meaning of peace and its  associated behaviours, events and experiences will  be sacralised,

within the mediation process itself. This will help to transform “peace” into, for instance, a sacred

moral, political and social duty. If conflicts can be sacralised, peace can be sacralised too. Here, as I

am referring to the limited experience of the mediation process, sacralisation of peace also refers to

a limited procedure carried out during mediation practice. This procedure aims to have effects on

broader  societal,  religious  and political  processes,  but  here,  as a methodological  suggestion for

mediation, it is limited to what can be done during mediation encounters by mediators themselves.

Since the sacred is ambivalent in its nature and sacralisation is both a tool for conflict and violence

and a tool  for peace,  one fundamental  aspect to consider is  what is  sacralised and  how this  is

achieved.

This  requires  a  conceptual  approach  to  the  very  notion  of  peace  and  to  the  methodology for

implementing that sacralisation,  trying to avoid that this same process is  used for violence and

conflict.
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First,  I  propose  a  plural  notion  of  peace  in  the  sense  of  the  philosophy for  making  peace  (s)

(Martínez Guzmán, V., Ahmed Ali F., 2008) where diverse and plural ways of living in peace are

possible4. This offers an open conceptual notion of peace not restricted to negative peace or liberal

peace models but to plural positive, imperfect, hybrid, local, indigenous and/or religious possible

peace  (s).  This  notion  refers  to  peace  (s) which  are  socially  shared,  lived  and  experienced  in

everyday life and practices. In this plural philosophy for making peace (s), peace is an end in itself,

but also a plural process and practice. 

Normally, these plural peace experiences are not highlighted, precisely because of their mundane

nature. They are taken for granted as most everyday experiences. Sacralisation, as a performative

process, allows us to step out of the everyday and give meaning to these experiences through ritual

and ceremony. The sacralisation of peace  methodology suggests that we harness these everyday

imperfect plural experiences of peace, dialogue and coexistence through a process of sacralisation.

Thus, peace becomes not only an everyday shared human experience, practice and process but a

transformative,  transcendent experience: a sacred experience.  And, in turn,  peace can become a

moral  duty  at  both  individual  and  collective  level,  a  way  of  relationship  or  even  a  way  of

understanding reality.

At the same time, when cultural traditions and religions within the context of the conflict already

have specific peace rites, ceremonies and sacred experiences, these can be introduced within the

mediation process. This is possible especially when those rites, ceremonies and experiences are

shared by all the parties. They can also be incorporated when they are not shared in their concrete

particulars, but when they refer to the same shared meaning of peace and dialogue. In this case, both

ritual approaches can be developed separately before the encounter between parties, or both rites

can even be shared one after the other by all the parties.

This approach requires an epistemological turn. First, it entails a change in the focus and approach:

from conflict  resolution  to  making  peace.  The  focus  moves  from the  idea  of  de-constructing,

decreasing or de-escalating conflicts to the direct notion of making peace. This requires a deeper

inquiry into the elements that allow people to  experience peace,  so that  those elements  can be

implemented during the mediation process. The more people experience peace as something lived

rather than something only conceptualised and bargained for, the more readily this experience can

be transferred and passed on. Mediation practice becomes itself the place where future peace is

4 Other authors, such as the Austrian peace researcher Wolfgang Dietrich (2002), have also included a plural notion of
peace, named the many peace (s) approach. These plural notions of peace have been widely worked on in Latin America
at both a research level, interlinked with other notions like subaltern peace (s) (Cruz J.D., Fontan V., 2014), and at a
peace practioning level, by mediators like Paul Lederach (1997). 
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already manifested and experienced by the negotiating parties.  Sacralisation of peace reproduces

this  turn  by  making  the  sacred  present  in  the  mediation  process  through  its  specific  way  of

communication. Thus, a lived experience of sacred peace is developed within the mediation process

itself, which is especially relevant as we are dealing with religious conflicts with core and explicit

religious claims. Religiousness is not avoided, rejected or tranferred to other sphere but focused and

limited  to  peace  as  a  sacred  experience,  duty and commitment.  This  experience  motivates  the

parties  to  reproduce  it  and  relive  it  afterwards.  The  trascendental  experience,  if  lived,  is

contagiously desirable. That is precisely the main role of rituals and symbols: a reminder of the

original  experience  of  the  sacred  achieved,  not  through  a  surrogate,  but  through  a  new  lived

commemoration of the sacred. Sacralisation of peace as a mediation methodology aims to produce

this lived commemoration of peace as a sacred experience.

Sacralisation of peace also means treating the notion of peace as a plural concept, or as peace(s).

When it comes to religious conflicts involving multiple and varied religious, spiritual and cultural

forms, we cannot develop a univocal notion of what coexistence and peace between the parties

should  look  like.  On  the  contrary,  we  must  root  this  notion  dynamically  in  each  context  and

situation in  which  we intend to  mediate,  and use  the  rituals,  symbology,  texts  and ceremonies

specific to that context to achieve sacralisation of peace.

This plural notion also entails that peace can be understood both as an issue and as an identity. It

does  not  require  that  differentiation.  Sacralisation of  peace  addresses  the notion  of  peace  as  a

whole. This will allow sacralisation processes of peace to be carried out within different categories

depending on each situation, breaking down past categorisations of conflicts. Mediators will be able

to work building peace, for instance, as an issue, goal or claim but also as a marker of identity of the

parties, a sacred duty or a lived experience to be retrieved. It will be possible to address issue and

identity simultaneously, understanding that the very notion of making peace (s) entails a negotiation

over an entire way of understanding and relating to reality and to the community. Bargaining over

specific issues, claims and goals will be a part of that complete reality of making peace (s). Thus,

the plural notion of peace suggest that peace can be treated not only as an issue but as, for instance,

a shared marker of identity, a shared religious goal, a sacred duty, a lived experience or practice, etc.

In other words, sacralisation of peace within mediation practice in religious conflicts is at the same

time an ontological, epistemological, logical, axiological and ethical task.

In this conceptual approach, peace and conflict are not treated as absolute and elusive concepts

either. On the contrary, they are addressed as a long continuum in which conflicts and peace coexist

in people’s  everyday lives and realities.  There is  neither an absolute presence of violence as a
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permanent  situation,  nor  a  permanent  and continuous experience  of  peace.  There is  a  dynamic

reality of change in which at the same time macro, meso and micro experiences of conflict/violence

and  peace  interlink.  Assuming  this  conceptually  open  approach  requires  mediation  practice  to

embrace dynamic ambivalence. In doing so, it focuses its aims on 1) reproducing peace experiences

and possibilities; 2) repelling violent experiences and 3) facilitating the times, spaces and dynamics

which allow this attraction towards peace and repulsion to violence.

The goal  of  the mediation process  is  to  achieve  these  objectives  in  the  time and space of  the

mediation. Sacralisation of  peace would also attempt to  hyperbolise  this  process,  using certain

communication mechanism to endow it with transcendental meaning. By focusing this sacralisation

on peace, it would create an attraction towards peace and a repulsion towards violence but, with the

added power of sacredness. As we are referring to religious conflicts, the method of communication

is especially relevant. There is a direct connection between the way of communicating peace and

the very nature of how the conflict has also been communicated, through core demands that are

explicitly religious. This can help to increase motivational incentives for the active and effective

participation and commitment of the parties.

In  sum,  the  conceptual  approach  I  suggest  to  carry  out  sacralisation  of  peace mediation

methodology in religious conflicts entails:

1) approaching the notion of peace as a plural concept, by which making peace (s) does

not imply an absolute end state of peace, but rather an imperfect continuum between

peace and conflict.

2) turning the very practice of mediation, as a peacebuilding process, into a hierophany

(Merciade E., 1963) , that is, a specific time and space where peace manifests as a sacred

event  and  experience.  The  mediation  process  is  carried  out  to  facilitate  the  parties’

experience of the sacredness of peace within the mediation time and space. This process

is developed as something shared socially (ritually and symbolically) by the parties, thus

facilitating the contagiousness of the sacred. This contagiousness is produced within the

mediation process with the aim of having effects outside the mediation space in terms of

sacred duty, task, identity, relationship, etc. 

3) avoiding  the  replacement  of  ritual  and  sacredness  by  discussion  and  rational

argumentation, as secularisation project seems to impose. It does not reject, of course,

rational  argumentation  within  the  mediation  practice,  but  it  also  incorporates  other

complementary strategies that work with symbolic and ritual communication techniques
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and performances to attribute transcendental meaning to peace and the process itself. 

4) the return of the sacred to the negotiation table through mediation methodology and

practice. Instead of attempting to decrease the religiousness of the conflict or move it to

other spheres, it seeks to create a religiously meaningful experience of the sacred, but

focused and limited to the notion and practice of making peace. Mediation becomes an

essential part of the very experience of making peace (s).

5) embracing a  dynamic  ambivalence  which  tries  to  develop an  “attraction”  to  life,

peace, dialogue and coexistence and a “repulsion” towards death, war and violence in

the same methodological process.

3.3.2. How to implement sacralisation of peace in mediation practice

Sacralisation of peace is a specific procedure of communication developed during the mediation

process. This communication implies the use of ritual and symbolic actions to attribute a sacred

meaning  to  peace.  By ritual  and  symbolic  actions,  I  mean  physical  actions  that  communicate

primarily through symbols and performances rather than words or rational thought. The message is

nonreferential and it also includes the use of myths and metaphors. It is a way of communication

that requires interpretation and that allows multiple interpretations (Schirch L., 2005, p. 16-17).

Taking  into  account  the  phenomenological  approach  to  mediation  practice  I  addressed  at  the

beginning of this research, this methodology incorporates all of the possible mobilisation resources

of the mediator: discourse or narrative, language, embodiment, spatiality, time and use of specific

material objects. All these resources are ritually, symbolic and religiously produced and managed to

create the attributed meaning of sacred peace. As we are referring specifically to mediating within

religious conflicts,  these resources must  be culturally and religiously rooted within the specific

context of the conflict.

In  most  cultural  and  religious  contexts,  peacebuilding  often  requires  symbolic  gestures  and

associated rituals, including the exchange of gifts, preparation of meals and the slaughter of animals

for sacrifices and banquets (Daly E., Jeremy S., 2007). And this is common in many religious rituals

not strictly related with peace, like in Zakat-al-Fitr where Muslims give food to the poor and gifts to

children, or in Eid-al-Adha feast where animals are sacrified (Smith D. W., Burr E., 2007, p. 152).

These kinds of rituals are not exclusive to religious conflicts, either. Secular conflicts with secular

approaches  to  conflict  resolution often include secular  rituals  and exchanges.  In addition,  most

cultures  and religions understand that conflicts  have a specific spiritual dimension, so they use
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rituals to develop a relationship with God and spiritual beings (Ibid., p. 60), creating and restoring

impaired  relationships  with  God,  the  spirits,  ancestors,  family,  neighbours  and  the  whole

community.

In  order  to  limit  the  multiple  interpretations  allowed  by  ritual  and  symbolic  actions,  special

attention should be paid to focusing the whole act of communication on facilitating an experience of

peace, dialogue, coexistence and encounter. Especially relevant is the warning made by Hans Joas

about how “the sacralization of particular meanings is originally always also the sacralization of a

collectivity” (Joas H., 2016, p. 25) referring to this aspect as “the danger of self-sacralization”.

Sacralisation of a collectivity is one of the key elements of armed conflicts and genocide, so this

aspect must be addressed with full awareness, staying careful not to contribute to its development

while trying to mediate and build peace agreements. In this sense, any communication referring to

the "we" must be a "we" which includes all conflicting parties and it must refer to a "we" of peace.

This will involve working on the notion of peace as a shared marker of identity that should be

enhanced by symbolic and ritual communication.  To this end, ritual and symbolic acts must be

created  to  prevent  the  elaboration  of  a  "they."  Communication  about  "us"  must  therefore  be

absolutely inclusive  in  the  sense of  "We,  the  peacemakers."  In doing so,  “We” as  a  collective

becomes a defining marker of identity for a future shared goal. And that “we” is built within the

mediation  process  itself,  transforming  the  category  of  “conflicting  parties”  to  “We,  the

peacemakers.” The danger of “self-sacralisation” is avoided, not by avoiding the sacralisation of a

collectivity, but by developing a specific collectivity of peacemakers committed to their sacred duty

of making peace a lived reality. In some sense, we can say that we are using the same tools that are

used to build conflicts, but to build peace, embracing the ambivalent nature of those tools.

How  can  mediators  develop  the  sacralisation  of  peace process  within  mediation  practice  in

religious conflicts? : 

1. Discourse or narrative. Mediators use storytelling and religiously framed narratives and

discourses focused on peace. This can include the specific use of religious texts, narratives

and prayers. This procedure could be seen as similar to reformulation in the desacralisation

of conflicts theory. However, it is focused on notions of peace rather than only on ending

conflicts,  and  it  is  carried  out  through  specific  religious  metaphorical  and  mythical

narratives, not through rational discourses or arguments. These narratives seek to link peace

with sacredness. 

2. Language. In addition to this general discourse or narrative about peace, this aspect refers to

the use of certain religious words and notions which have not only conceptual resonances
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but also symbolic and emotional ones for the parties. Specific words and expressions can

work  within  a  narrative  and  can  work  as  symbols  with  specific  cultural  and  religious

connotations  for  the  parties.  Finding  those  words  or  expressions  is  fundamental  to  the

correct use of this mobilisation resource. 

Despite the fact that these two first resources can be seen as mainly linguistic,  sacralisation of

peace aims to create a lived experience. In this sense, these two resources (narrative and language)

must be understood through a non-conceptual approach (Hanna R., 2008). Sacralisation of peace is

specifically focused on creating the experiences of peace as a sacred event, which the traditional

approach of rational discussion ignores. Here, emotional and sensual processes of cognition are

fundamental. Linguistic aspects are therefore not rejected but are secondary to the development of

the procedure. The resources of discourse, narrative and language are here mainly used in their

metaphorical, mythical and symbolic dimensions, by which words try to facilitate an experience of

sacredness related to peace, rather than a philosophical, doctrinal or conceptual discussion. 

3. Embodiment. Mediation is not an exclusively discursive or linguistic practice, but also one

of  actions  which  involving  the  whole  body,  including  gestures,  movements,  voices,

intonations, rhythms and any aspect of non-verbal communication. “If people learn through

their bodies, emotions and senses, then it is also rational to think that ritual offers another

pathway to peace” (Schirch L., 2005, p. 52). Ritual embodiment is the specific embodied

approach I suggest as part of the sacralisation of peace methodology. We can find examples

of  ritual  embodiment  in  any religious  tradition,  and  there  are  even  secular  rites  which

develop  also  specific  ritual  embodied  movements:  from  specific  types  of  greetings  to

socially consensual protocols of gestures, dances, etc. 

In the sacralisation of peace approach, embodiment is understood as the ritual and symbolic

actions carried out by mediators with their own bodies. It can include, for example, gestures

of praying, specific dances, songs and ceremonial movements. For instance, the sun dance

developed by Native American tribes includes  songs,  dances,  drums and whistles;  Sufis

practice dhikr, or remembrance of the divine names, through recitation, song and/or dance ;

and the very notion of yoga in Hinduism entails the search for and union with God (Smith

D. W., Burr E., 2007, p. 179, p. 153, p. 36). The experience of sacredness is an embodied

experience. The experiences of conflicts and peace are too.
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Normally  ritual  embodiment  is  repetitive  and  invites  parties  to  participate.  In  the

sacralisation of  peace  approach,  I  suggest  an  embodied  ritual  performance or  drama to

facilitate the experience of sacred peace within the mediation process itself. This embodied

ritual performance will be focused and limited to notions and experiences of peace,  and

could  include any kind of ritual body movement that facilitates a lived experience of sacred

peace.

At the same time, although movement is universal, the interpretation of movement is not.

Therefore, it is extremely important that mediators use ritual embodiment that is culturally

and religiously rooted  in  the  context  where they are basing their  practice.  This  cultural

contextualisation is fundamental to the sacralisation of peace methodology.

The  role  of  embodied  processes  in  conflict  resolution  and mediation  practice  has  been

explored by few scholars. However, including movement analysis and embodied approaches

to mediation practice  and research  in  religious  conflicts  is  fundamental  (Ex.  Acarón T.,

2018).  Religious  scholars  who  have  developed  embodied  approaches  to  religion  can

contribute meaningfully to this interdisciplinary dialogue.  Sacralisation of peace aims to

bring together these research findings and transform them into practical tools for mediating

in religious conflicts. This means understanding that mediation is also an embodied practice,

not only one of verbal communication. Sacralisation of peace understands the body in both

its material and symbolic forms. That said, there is a need to investigate which embodied

ritual practices are the best for promoting peace in each cultural and religious context.

4. Spatiality.  Mediation  practice  is  developed  in  a  specific  space.  Spatiality  has  a  great

influence on decision-making processes,  including mediation  processes.  Sacralisation  of

peace  aims  to  design  and  manage  space  to  facilitate  an  experience  of  peace  and  its

sacredness. In other words, sacralisation of peace is also a placemaking procedure. “There

are  several  core  elements  of  placemaking  according  to  existing  theory  and  practice.

Placemaking entails intentional spatial design and organization to create shared meaning”

(McEvoy-Levy  S.,  2012,  p.  2).  This  interpretative  shared  meaning,  when  referring  to

spatiality,  means  that  the  space  where  mediation  is  developed  will  culturally  and

symbolically support the work of building peace as a sacred task or duty. Space is symbolic

and communicates messages about what can and should take place within it (Schirch L.,

2005, p. 68). Sacralisation of peace designs that space as a ritual space for sacredness where

peace can manifest as a lived experience. Mediators must design the mediation space as a

unique sacred one, separate from everyday regular spaces where people interact (Ibid., p.
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69). They must understand how to build a sacred space rather than a profane one (Mircea E.,

1963). This placemaking will be developed to facilitate the experience of both peace and

sacredness.

Placemaking  in  the  sacralisation  of  peace  methodology includes  looking  for  a  specific

location for mediating.  As the purpose is  to  make the process of  sacralisation of peace

possible, this location could be a place already deemed sacred, such as a church, mosque,

cemetery, mountain, river, tree, etc. But the mediators might also specifically design such a

location, for example with by simply using a geometric form to designate a sacred space for

peacebuilding.

At the same time, space is a dynamic conception that allows the use of rituals for transit or

transformation.  Mediators  can  also  create  these  ritual  spaces  precisely  to  enable  the

transition from conflict to peace, symbolically leaving violence behind and entering into a

new or old space and time of peace.  Arches or pathways can be used for this  purpose.

Mediators  might  also  design  a  joint  walk  or  ritual  pilgrimage,  or  the  real  or  symbolic

construction of a shared space to develop the peace process and, therefore, to experience

peace together by carrying out an action in space.

Spatial considerations includes the management of the material objects within that physical

space. Objects condition, facilitate or impede interpretation within the space. Sacralisation

of peace would have mediators consider the placement and inclusion of objects. This can

include for example a specific space to leave aside shoes before entering, washing facilities

for smudging ceremonies, use of carpets or small rugs facing an specific cardinal point, use

and position of furniture, lighting, etc.

This methodology pays also attention to the spaces adjacent to the mediation space itself,

including  other  informal  spaces  for  resting  during  the  sessions  if  this  is  the  case.  The

purpose is to prevent these spaces from hindering the specific ritual spatial work developed

where  sacralisation of  peace is  taking place,  and to  offer  a  whole  sacred experience  if

possible.

5. Time. Time  is  also  an  essential  feature  of  ritual  action.  The  sacralisation  of  peace

methodology would have mediators design and management a specific time horizon for the

experience  of  peace.  Haste  is  associated  with  anxiety  and  conflict  while  calmness  and

slowness  are  associated  with  peace.  Appropriate  time  management  to  facilitate  a  lived

experience of sacred peace involves the creation of that kind of slow time. This notion of
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time is  not quantitative but qualitative.  It works with time as a perception.  This time is

associated with the notion of rhythm or ritual tempo which involves slow repetition, slow

gestural movements and refinement. The perception of a slow but steady quality of time is a

key element.  Sacralisation of peace  implies also the sacralisation of time, that is,  of the

specific period time shared during the mediation process. Mediators must create the sense of

time that is achieved during a performance or play -that is, when a large process is carried

out in a short amount of time, while creating the perception of a huge amount of time being

available. This paradoxical notion of time is built on the notion of being absolutely present

within  the  mediation  and building  the  perception  that  the  mediation  is  a  separate  time,

protected from conflict, anxiety, and the everyday.

Conflicts have their own time management, so peace (s) should also have theirs. In fact, de-

escalation of conflicts implies also a de-escalation of time, at least in terms of rush and

anxiety. In fact, religious and ritual time horizons normally are interpreted differently than

secular ones. “Japanese Zen tea ceremony, for example, can last four hours (…). Each action

is carried out slowly, with attention to what is being done and to the simple objects being

used” (Smith D. W.,  Burr E.,  2007, p. 60). This is the kind of ritual time suggested by

sacralisation of peace.  Although mediation practice is a time-limited process, embracing

slowness  is  essential  to  moving  away  from  the  experience  of  conflict  and  toward  an

experience of sacred peace.

Time also has symbolic possibilities. Mediators could work with sequences, rhythms and

cycles, such as choosing to mediate on dates made meaningful by their relation to the natural

cycles of the sun, moon, and stars. For instance, the Mapuche assign to dawn (epewün) the

meaning of  a  period of maximum positive connotations.  Designing a  mediation process

related with this sacred time and a specific ritual with reference to the symbolic meaning of

that  moment  would  be  one  possibility  within  the  methodological  framework  I  am

suggesting.

The use  of  ritual  and symbolic  time elements  can  help  too.  Hourglasses,  bells,  Tibetan

singing bowls are examples of symbolic elements used to facilitate the ritual experience of a

sacred time.

Conceptual  notions  of  time  are  cultural,  so  the  mediators  must  understand  the  cultural

constructions of time held by the parties involved in the conflict. 

6. Material objects. During the mediation process mediators use or can use different kinds of
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objects. As we have already seen, this specific materiality is also related with the creation of

meaning and narrative. For instance, the use of plants which produce a specific smell is

common in  ritual  performances.  These  plants  not  only have  direct  physical  effects,  but

cultural  and  symbolic  meanings,  too.  That  is  the  case  in,  for  example,  the  sumdging

ceremony developed by Native people in North America and their use of cedar, sweetgrass,

tobacco, and sage (Schirch L., 2005, p. 65), or the use of burning incense, holy water, and

wine and bread for communion in Christian tradition.

Other  objects  might  also  facilitate  the  experience  of  sacred  peace.  We  can  find  many

different examples of these kind of objects in every religious tradition: an olive branch, a

dove, the  Calumet  or ceremonial smoking pipe of peace, the Dharma Wheel and its eight

points which symbolize the various types of living that lead to a peaceful existence in the

world, the  Mpatapo or knot of pacification and reconciliation, etc. These objects must be

culturally and religiously rooted  in  the  context  where  mediation  is  taking place  and be

relevant to the parties involved. There are also secular symbolic objects related with peace

to be used if one of the parties holds a secular worldview.

3.3.3. Sacralisation of peace and the worldview conflicts theory

In 1998 Jayne Seminare Docherty defended her Ph. D. thesis in conflict analysis and resolution at

George Mason University. That thesis addressed the negotiations developed in 1993 in Waco, Texas,

between federal law enforcement agents and members of the millennial religious community of

Branch  Davidians.  Negotiations  did  not  suceed  and  more  than  eighty  people  died,  including

children, pregnant women and FBI agents. That Ph.D. thesis became a published book in 2001,

titled Learning Lessons from Waco: When the Parties Bring Their Gods to the Negotiation Table. I

have taken this research material as one of the theoretical and conceptual bases upon which to

develop my own suggested methodology of sacralisation of peace.

In that research, Docherty presents the theory of  worldview conflicts  to explain why established

negotiation  procedures  developed  by  FBI  were  inherently  unsuitable  to  deal  with  an

“unconventional” religious community,  and why, finally,  those procedures failed. She concludes

that this was so because parties did not share the same worldview. In other words, they did not share

the same sense of reality, cognitive structure, or conceptualisation of the situation. Based on the

work  of  philosopher  Oscar  Nudler,  Docherty  identifies  the  following  features  of  a  worldview

(Docherty J.S., 2001, p. 50-51) :
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1. An ontology (What is real or true?)

2. A logic (How is “the real organized?)

3. An axiology (What is valuable or important?)

4. An epistemology (How do we know about what is real or true?)

5. An ethic (How should I or we act?) 

Sacralisation of peace tries to work in all of these spheres by including specific ritual performances

as a mediation tool. What I suggest is to work on a shared ontology, logic, axiology, epistemology

and  ethic  of  peace  through  ritual  techniques,  so  that  a  lived  experience  of  peace  as  a  whole

worldview is experienced in that process. This shared worldview does not have to be found or

imposed as a universal trans-historical and cross-cultural dogmatic essence. On the contrary, this

shared worldview is temporally and spatially limited to the mediation process. It is not a conceptual

construction but a lived experience which has been socially and ritually built during the mediation

process itself. At the same time, it hopes to be reproduced as peace possibilites outside mediation

process as shared peace commitments, duties, tasks and relationships.

As we are referring to conflicts with explicitly religious core claims, this methodology is designed

to  work  on  the  roots  of  religious  worldviews  specifically.  For  that  reason,  it  uses  ways  of

communicating  that  are  themselves  religious  to  facilitate  an  experience  of  sacredness  related,

focused and limited to peace. 

Sacralisation  of  peace  complements  the  “issue-approach”  developed  by the  desacralisation  of

conflicts theory. Based on the worldview conflicts theory, sacralisation of peace approaches conflict

resolution by negotiating worldviews (realities) rather than specific issues, demands or problems.

“Negotiating  reality  forces  people  to  address  their  ontological  and epistemological  differences”

(Ibid., p. 56). This entails that the mediation procedures are designed and carried out to negotiation

directly over ontologies, epistemologies, logics, axiologies and ethics. Addressing that goal requires

a complex procedure where complexity theory can work as a guiding framework.

As already explained, negotiation in religious conflicts involves negotiation over dimensions, such

as issues and identities, that are not mutually exclusive. That is why I suggest a ritual performance

or drama approach where that complexity can be handled without separating, differentiating and

reducing  spheres.  Thus,  instead  of  a  rational  conceptual  approach  of  "negotiating,"  this

methodology is closer to the notion of “facilitating a shared worldview experience.” That shared

worldview experience is collectively produced within the process of sacralisation of peace, carried
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out by the conflicting parties and the mediators themselves.  Through this  approach,  conflicting

parties and mediators will be able to share a sacred experience of peace as a social construction of

their  new  shared  reality.  In  this  sense,  that  means  “sharing”  peace  possibilities  rather  than

“negotiating” them. In this sense, it adopts the worldview conflict theory but it transforms it into a

methodology towards an experience of peace, that is, into a social construction of peace as a lived

reality.  When people live a meaningful experience of peace,  that reality is  non-negotiable.  It  is

simply real, lived, experienced. It builds an epistemology, an ontology, an axiology, a logic and an

ethical  relationship  between  the  parts.  Sacralisation  of  peace  begins  with  everyday  plural

experiences  of  peace and transforms those experiences  into a meaningful  experience through a

ritual  of  sacralisation during  the  mediation  process.  This  makes  peace  tangible  as  a  lived

experience shared by the conflicting parties.

On  the  other  hand,  this  process  does  not  avoid  issue-specific  negotiation,  although  it  is  not

performed as a mere instrumental technique to arrive at a issue-negotiation phase, either. Issue-

specific negotiation approaches presuppose that participants are rational actors who consciously

manage their  interests,  needs,  claims and demands.  On the contrary,  the  sacralisation of  peace

methodology I suggest adopts the stance of Docherty’s worldview conflicts theory, which states that

“worldviewing is a largely unconscious process” (Ibid., p.280) and understands that “in no case can

issue-specific negotiation (…) take place outside a negotiated reality” (Ibid., p. 55). This should not

be confused with a negotiation of ideas. “Worldview and ideology are not interchangable concepts”

(Ibid., p. 279). Worldview refers to an internal logic, a way of understanding the world and acting

on it according to that understanding. In fact, negotiating realities or worldviews entails a social

construction of those realities rather than a negotiation of how reality is understood. That is why

sacralisation of peace  tries to develop a social construction of peace within the limited time and

space  of  mediation  process.  It  is  indeed  a  methodology  which  tries  to  produce  a  “symbolic

convergence” (Ibid., p. 61), that is, an emotional response and a sense of involvement in a shared

worldview through a shared experience. That shared reality is created within the own mediation

process through ritual performance, which uses non-conceptual ways of communication to appeal to

those unconscious assumptions which are in conflict. This specific way of communicating is what

allows  mediators  to  work  with  different  worldviews  without  trying  to  impose  an  exclusive

understanding of conflict resolution and how peace should be built.

Based on the work of Ninian Smart, Smith D. W. and Burr E. (2007) explain that there are both

secular  and  religious  worldviews,  and  that  worldviews  have  seven  dimensions:  “people  have

experiences  (1);  come together  with others (2);  try to share and understand  their experiences in
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story (3) and reasoned discourse (4); and seek to live out their experiences in solemn or sacred acts

(5), ordinary acts (6), and the material facilitates they create (7)” (Smith D. W., Burr E., 2007, p. 6).

Sacralisation  of  peace  harness  six  of  these  seven dimensions  within  the  mediation  process.  It

creates a peace experience where conflicting parties come together, living out this experience as a

sacred act. This allows a shared understanding of the experience using metaphorical narratives and

language  with  the  help  of  symbolic  and  ritual  material  objects.  The  dimension  not  addressed

directly  is  the  use  of  a  reasoned  discourse,  which  is  the  core  focus  of  issue  approaches  to

negotiation and mediation practice.

My methodological proposal does not affirm that every religious conflict with explicit and core

religious claims is a worldview conflict. Religious conflicts are not necessarily worldview conflicts

and should not be assumed as such a priori. In fact, many religious groups want to negotiate over

specific issues, and in these cases “ordinary conflict resolution processes” work.

The desacralisation of conflicts theory, as we have already seen, develops different procedures to

allow those ordinary conflict resolution processes, based on issue-specific negotiation approaches,

to be applied once the conflict has been desacralised. What I am suggesting here is that when the

desacralisation of conflicts approach does not work, it may be because we are facing a worldview

conflict which requires other methodological approaches. At that point is where  sacralisation of

peace mediation approach is specially relevant. 

In addition, it is important to consider that worldview conflicts theory does not refer exclusively or

even primarily to  worldview conflicts between parties. On the contrary, many times it refers to

conflicts between the worldviews of the parties and the mediators, because these mediators are very

conditioned  by  their  own  mediation  training  and  its  associated  conceptual  and  theoretical

frameworks.

3.3.4. Sacralisation of peace and the ritual theory for peacebuilding

The sacralisation of peace methodology is also conceptually and theoretically rooted in the work of

Lisa  Schirch,  associate  professor  at  Eastern  Mennonite  University.  Schirch  worked  with  three

different communities -First Nations peoples in Canada, Turkish and Greek Cypriots and women’s

spirituality groups- to examine how rituals work in relation to peacebuilding. She also drew on

classic works such as those by sociologist  Emile Durkheim and anthropologist  and historian of

religions Elia Merciade. These investigations formed the material for her produced book, Ritual and

Symbol in Peacebuilding.

55



Schirch affirms that rituals both “confirms and transforms peoples worldviews” (Schirch L., 2005,

p.2). She proposes that those working to resolve conflicts should consider facilitating ritual and

symbolic acts that engage the senses, passions, and emotions to “build worldviews supportive of

peace” (Ibid., p. 100). Sacralisation of peace is the concrete methodological proposal I suggest to

reach this  aim within the limited scope of mediation practice in religious conflicts.  In order to

achieve  it,  the  ritual theory  for  peacebuilding  is  here  applied  within  the  five  features  of  the

worldview conflicts theory. At the same time, the specific rituals developed are not only focused on

the notion of peace but on the experience of sacredness. 

Schirch states “rituals maybe religious or secular,  traditional or improvised,  formal or informal,

forming or transforming, and destructive or constructive” (Ibid., p. 18).  I suggest a methodology

which  includes  ritual  performance  in  its  religious,  traditional,  ceremonial  transformational  and

constructive forms within the mediation practice itself. Thus sacralisation of peace does not seek to

escape  or  change  the  religious  context  of  the  conflict.  Rather,  it  seeks  to  interlink  peace  and

sacredness, thus allowing the parties to commit to a sacred duty, task and commitment of peace

within the existing religious framework. 

The same ambivalent process (sacralisation) used to frame the conflict is addressed now to build

shared  lived  experiences  of  sacred  peace  through  specific  ways  of  communication  (ritual  and

symbols). By doing so, the mediator does not reject the ambivalent nature of religiosity. Religion is

not assumed to be purely a tool for conflict or purely a tool for peace; instead, it is acknowledged

that religion can drive both processes. Sacralisation of peace embraces this ambivalence in its real

complex nature as a whole and works with it, not allowing religion to be coopted by either side.

This could be seen as paradoxical or even problematic, if we try to reason linearly. However, if

ambivalence in its complexity is not addressed, we are limiting our mediation practice and, by

consequence, peace possibilities for those conflicts.

In addition, ambivalence is not only embraced in relation with religion but also in relation with the

notions of conflict and peace themselves. Desacralisation and sacralisation are processes that can be

applied to both conflict and peace. Conflicts can be sacralised and desacralised, but peace can, too.

In a world where there seems to be a lack of celebration and enhancement of peace, sacralisation of

peace could be exactly what is needed. This approach highlights peace as a sacred collective value,

duty and task connected with transcendence, ultimate truth, God and divinity.

In order  not  to  impose  specific  cultural  and religious  rituals  nor  a  restrictive  notion  of  peace,

sacralisation of peace  offers a plural approach to conceptual notions and experiences of peace.

These  plural  notions  are  adapted  to  the  specific  religious  situational  context  of  each  unique
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mediation process, where specific and unique sacralisation rituals can be carried out.

Since this methodology aims to embrace ambivalence, it requires a communication style that can

communicate ambivalence. Rituals and symbols allow for this type of communication. They do not

work  with  conceptual  linear  rational  notions,  but  rather  with  deeply  relational,  lived,  sensual,

perceptive, embodied and interpretative experiences, collectively produced and shared. Conflicts

happen in all of those worlds. Therefore mediation practice also needs methods for working within

as many of those worlds as possible.  Sacralisation of peace suggests a way of doing this without

rejecting the issue-specific aspects of conflicts either. 

3.3.5. Sacralisation of peace and traditional conflict resolution tools for dealing with religion:

differences and similarities.

Traditional conflict resolution tools are used in religious armed conflicts. The two main approaches

have been 1) facilitating inter-faith and intra-faith dialogues and 2) the participation of religious

actors in the mediation process. 

As sacralisation of peace  must be rooted within the cultural and religious context in which conflict

has  arisen,  it  can  incorporate  traditional  conflict  resolution  tools  as  part  of  its  own  process.

However, sacralisation of peace is not a methodology limited by the identity of the mediators. It

does not require, for instance, that the methodology be applied only by religious or community

leaders. It can be used by any accepted mediator. 

Currently,  the participation of religious actors in mediation is a practice related to dealing with

identity markers, but not a methodology for making peace per se. The religiosity of actors -even if

they are the mediators- does not necessarily say anything about the methodology of the process of

mediation. It just makes a statement about the identity of the participants. Religious actors can carry

out, for instance, a  desacralisation of conflicts process, and secular mediators could incorporate

sacralisation of peace into their practice.

In addition,  sacralisation of  peace is  not  a  methodology that  seeks  to  treat  religious claims as

differentiated and separated from other social claims; it works precisely with political, economical,

social and religious claims as a whole worldview claim. That differentiation is what inter and intra-

faith dialogues usually attempt.  They have been designed as a parallel  approach to the conflict

resolution process, which helps to settle peace agreements but where other mediations have to be

developed to deal with other spheres of the conflict. In fact, those dialogues reproduce the same

rationality of differentiation and secular project. On the contrary,  sacralisation of peace designs a
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specific process to deal with religious claims which in fact represent a whole worldview and not

only an issue or goal. 

Sacralisation of peace can incorporate traditional conflict resolution tools to carry out the process of

sacralisation, but it cannot be completely equated with those tools. Sacralisation of peace must be

understood as a meta-methodological framework for mediating in religious conflicts with explicit

religious claims at their core. This meta-methodology is culturally and religiously rooted on the

context where the conflict has appeared, and that religious and cultural  frame is the one which

allows the incorporation of traditional conflict resolution tools within the process.

Sacralisation of peace does not renounce any of the tools, techniques and processes of mediation

practice, but rather suggests another methodology that can be added to the tool box.

4.  CONCLUSIONS  AND  FINAL  RECOMMENDATION:  DESACRALISATION  OF

CONFLICTS, SACRALISATION OF PEACE AND COMPLEXITY.  

In  conclusion,  the  desacralisation  of  conflicts theoretical  framework  includes  four  conceptual

limitations for mediation practice in religious conflicts. These limitations are related to:

1) conceptual assumptions of the secularisation project;

2) “issue-negotiation” processes and their rational model for conflict resolution;

3) a reductive notion of religious issues to their ideological or convictional aspects, and

4) a  reductive  notion  of  the  ambivalence  of  the  sacred  and  its  associated  processes  of

sacralisation and desacralisation.

This  research  has  also  been  able  to  offer  a  methodology to  overcome  and  complement  these

limitations in a conceptually/theoretically feasible way.

The suggested sacralisation of peace methodology, rooted in the worldview conflicts theory and the

ritual  theory for peacebuilding, offers a plural approach to the notion of peace and a process of

ritualisation that seeks to create a lived experience of sacred peace.

This methodology:

1) complements the secular approach to conflict resolution by incorporating a religious form

of  communication  through  ritualisation  and  symbolisation  within  the  mediation  process

itself.

2) complements the “issue-approach” in mediating in religious conflicts with a worldview
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approach  to  mediation  practice.  This  approach  takes  into  consideration  the  ontological,

epistemological,  logical,  axiological  and  ethical  aspects  of  parties’  and  mediators’

worldviews. It includes the notion of mediating worldviews even when negotiating issues. 

3)  complements  the  “ideological”  approach to  religious  claims  in  religious  conflicts  by

taking  a  complex  approach  to  religion,  in  which  different  spheres  (relational,  sensual,

interpretative, emotional...) are considered as a whole lived experience, without the need to

separate them. Ritualisation is the specific form of communication suggested because it can

address all these notions of religion as a whole.

4) embraces the “ambivalence of the sacred” without rejecting or simplifying it,  instead

using an ambivalent way of communication to work with it.

Sacralisation  of  peace  does  not  replace  desacralisation  of  conflicts.  It  offers  a  complementary

methodological tool for situations in which claims are being made over a whole worldview rather

than over specific issues. Together, the two methods form a complex approach involving apparently

conflicting theories and methodologies.  This complex interplay of approaches might be exactly

what is needed to overcome conceptual and theoretical limitations and produce a more effective

mediation practice in religious conflicts.

Nothing prevents a mediator from applying, within the same mediation process, both sacralisation

of peace and  desacralisation of conflicts. The only procedural limitation I have found is that, if

mediators face a worldview conflict, they must understand that desacralisation of conflicting issues

will be in fact an attempt to  desacralise a whole worldview. In these situations, a decrease in the

religiousness  of  the  claims  or  demands  would  entail  a  shift  in  the  whole  religiousness  of  the

worldview, which would probably not be successful. The  hologrammatic principle  of complexity

theory, from the meta-theoretical framework which has guided this research, establishes that not

only is the part in the whole, but the whole is in the part. Therefore, when negotiating over an issue

we are negotiating over a whole worldview, except when we already share the same worldview, in

which case negotiation over a specific issue is already possible within a shared understanding of

reality. 

In this sense, sacralisation of peace and desacralisation of conflicts could be combined during the

process, adapting them to the responses of the parties. The principle of organisational recursiveness

from complexity theory breaks down the linear idea of cause and effect. Desacralisation of religious

issues can allow sacralisation of peace, and viceversa. The effects of a process are simultaneously

the causes of that which produces them (Morin E., 1990). Since desacralisation is focused on the
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conflict and sacralisation on peace, this combined and ambivalent relationship is methodologically

feasible, allowing for the duality within the unity upheld by the dialogical principle of complexity

theory. This is indeed, the final conclusion and recommendation of this research, to introduce this

complex methodological approach, bridging theories, for the best mediation practice in religious

conflicts. Sacralisation of peace and desacralisation of conflicts are conceptually and theoretically

feasible complementary approaches within a complex mediation methodology. 

5. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCHES

This master´s thesis has used a conceptual/theoretical approach. This means that the conclusions are

limited to a theoretical and conceptual level too. Conclusions in terms of practical limitations of the

applicability of desacralisation of conflicts approach or the empirical feasability of sacralisation of

peace cannot be established by theoretical research alone. The limitations found are conceptual and

theoretical, and the suggested methodology is also developed in those terms. Sacralisation of peace

is a methodological proposal that is, at this point, not empirically tested, but rather inferred through

theoretical/conceptual analysis.  Sacralisation of peace  is conceptually and theoretically feasible.

And it is also conceptually feasible to apply it as a complementary approach to desacralisation of

conflicts within a  complexity meta-theoretical  framework.  It  remains  for  future researchers  and

practitioners to introduce this methodology into their practice and test its effectiveness in mediation

of religious conflicts. As a mediator, I have already started to introduce it through discussion groups

with other professional mediators. Of course, these experiences are out of the scope of this research

but I hope they will offer insights into future research opportunities.

This master´s thesis opens a space for future research on the field of religious studies, peace studies,

conflict  resolution  and  mediation  practice.  Further  religious,  anthropological  and  etnnographic

studies  of  the  ritualisation of  peace will  be fundamental  for  finding the best  way to carry out

sacralisation of peace . Research is needed about the most suitable symbols to use, the best spaces

for mediations, which material objects to incorporate, and which religious texts, metaphors and

narratives to use in a particular religious and cultural context.

In addition, scholars need to develop analytical tools for determining whether a given conflict is a

worldview  conflict  or  an  issue  conflict.  This  will  help  mediators  to  know  in  advance  which

approach  is  more  suitable  in  dealing  with  that  particular  religious  conflict.  Interdisciplinary

scholarly work, and a plurality of case and field studies, will be fundamental to developing such

tools.
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