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Abstract: 

The aim of this Masters Dissertation is to assess the overall validity of 
ripeness theory, as originally laid out by I.William Zartman. This is a medium 
N-study, looking at 11 applications of ripeness theory, largely in Southern
Africa. These applications suggest that the Mutually Hurting Stalemate (MHS),
as a core concept of the theory, is helpful to understanding conflicts. A valid
spokesperson for both sides is seen as a valid criterion as well. Where
evaluated, the role of mediators seizing ripe moments is also important.

However, in its failure to internalise ripeness, these applications also stress a 
key gap in ripeness theory. They suggest the need for leaders to consolidate 
their support across a broad coalition (for a conflict to become ripe). Where 
more pragmatic leaders come to the fore is also seen as a sign of the conflict 
ripening. Whether or not hard-line military factions are included in 
negotiations, and support their overall leader, may be a potential indicator of a 
conflict ripening as well.  
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1. Introduction
Background

This thesis looked at third-party mediation as a form of conflict resolution. 
Mediation is a process in which ‘those in conflict seek the assistance of…an 
outsider…to change their perceptions or behaviour’ (Bercovitch, 2005: 107).  
It is necessary ‘when the conflicting parties cannot communicate to each 
other, find a formula on their own, or see sufficient benefits to pull themselves 
out of the conflict’ (Zartman & Touval 2006: 264). Mediation is ‘best thought of 
as a mode of negotiation in which a third party helps the parties find a solution 
they cannot find themselves (Crocker, Hampson & Aal, 1999: 7)  

1.1 Problem Statement 

In examining third-party mediation, this study investigated when the optimum
time for a third party to intervene is. I did this by assessing the literature on 
ripeness. This literature implies that ‘there is a moment or a period in which a 
conflict is resolvable, or most resolvable and, in the nature of ripeness, that 
moment might pass’ (Nathan, 2011: 5).  

The problem this thesis addressed was how valid ripeness theory has been 
shown to be in its applications. Altogether, I looked at eleven applications 
from nine different authors, and assessed how ripeness theory has been 
applied. Through examining these theoretical applications, this study 
contributed to the study of ripeness by, firstly, giving an overview of ripeness 
theory, especially the significant contributions of I. William Zartman. This 
overview included an account of the criticisms that have been made of 
ripeness theory in order to highlight what authors have found to be flawed. 
This part focused on the refinements of the theory that have been accepted 
by the mainstream of the theory, and assessed whether these refinements 
have been applied and how they may enhance the overall validity of ripeness 
theory.  

Secondly, by looking at different applications of ripeness theory, this study 
was able to judge its validity in various circumstances and whether it boosts 
our understanding of conflict. This thesis was therefore able to support or 
challenge those who believe ripeness theory is able to identify a moment in a 
conflict where resolution would optimally occur. This is useful to various 
groups of professionals involved in intervention. Conflict analysts may use 
the theory to predict when interventions would be most productive, and 
similarly when attempts at resolution would be futile. Mediators can build on 
this analysis to practise attempts at mediating supposedly ‘ripe’ conflicts.  

The Research Question is: 

How has ripeness theory been applied in Southern African conflicts, and was 
it relevant to explaining the resolution of the respective conflicts? 
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1.2 Research Design and Layout 

Due to the descriptive nature of the Masters Dissertation, it is in the form of a 
literature review of the theoretical applications of ripeness theory. I started by 
outlining the ripeness theory of Zartman, and the contributions of other key 
thinkers, such as Stedman and Pruitt. Following this, this study looked at the 
case studies to which this theory has been applied. With each theoretical 
application, the thesis asked the following three questions: 

o How has the theory been applied?
o Does the theory help us to understand the ending of the conflict

better?
 Sub-question: Does ripeness theory explain the resolution of

the conflict – is the theory valid in that situation?
o How does the case study help us to develop the theory?

This study focused more on case studies in Southern Africa. I am more 
interested in conflict and conflict management in this area. As conflict still 
rages in certain states in the region, predicting when to resolve these conflicts 
is of the utmost importance. Furthermore, as fundamental transitions in these 
states occurred within a relatively short timeframe, there is a level of historical 
overlap, which tied the applications together.  

Specifically, the study assessed extensive ripeness applications in Zimbabwe 
and South Africa. This is primarily because there is far more material on 
applications of ripeness theory in these 2 states. Furthermore, the 
applications I have assessed in South Africa and Zimbabwe, particularly 
Stedman’s study of ripeness in Zimbabwe leading up the 1980 Lancaster 
Agreement, were superior in quality to those applied to other state conflicts in 
the region.  

In addition to ripeness applications in South Africa and Zimbabwe, this thesis 
also addressed conclusions drawn from applications of ripeness in Namibia. 
Chester Crocker’s writings (in hindsight) of his personal mediation attempts in 
Namibian and Angola formed the spine of this section.  

My final conclusions drawn from African case study applications were from
where it has been applied further north. Firstly, I discussed Lilja’s findings 
from her study of several rebel movements, including the Movement of 
Democratic Forces of Casamance (MRDC) in Senegal. Finally, this thesis 
assessed Andreas Krieg’s application of ripeness to Rwanda. From this 
application, I identified an original addition to the ripeness literature. This 
comes in the form of an adaptation of the Hawk/Dove model. This will be 
expanded on in due course.   

Although the majority of applications I assessed were Africa-based, I 
nonetheless examined certain applications from farther afield. These were 
chosen due to the extent of the critical response they received from scholars 
in this discipline.  They are high quality, detailed applications of the theory. 
These applications made the overall conclusions regarding the validity of 
ripeness theory more credible, by making the dissertation a large ‘N’ study.  
Furthermore, as these additional, non-African applications discussed a theory 
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slightly different to ripeness, they contributed by putting forward potentially 
rewarding refinements to the original theory.  

In this section, this study discussed Dean Pruitt’s applications.  He looked at a 
slightly different theory to ripeness, namely readiness theory. Pruitt suggested 
potentially key refinements to ripeness theory. These include enhancing the 
flexibility of the theory by viewing components as perceptions by each party 
separately rather than as joint perceptions (Pruitt, 1997:238).   

Thus in each application the debate was structured around the 
aforementioned 3 guiding questions. Having asked these questions on the 
section of each country, I then wrote a summarising section comparing the 
validity and general relevance of ripeness of each case study. In the final 
section, this study drew general conclusions from all cases. Discussed is how 
certain theoretical applications support Zartman’s contributions to ripeness 
theory, stressing the correlation found between MHS and onset of talks. The 
thesis also highlighted that many cases advocate the reincorporation of the 
valid spokespersons criteria into ripeness theory.  

However, despite the indication of such seemingly necessary conditions, the 
dissertation questioned the overall validity of Zartman’s writings, and ripeness 
theory as a whole. The thesis discussed the difficulties in falsifying ripeness 
theory and its ambiguity. It emphasised the need to incorporate indicators of 
internal ripeness, as espoused by Stedman and Lilja. In particular this 
dissertation showed that willingness from one side to allow militant factions a 
seat at the negotiating table suggests the conflict is ripening. In stressing 
Pruitt’s findings, this study also advocated the inclusion of Pruitt’s working 
trust between adversaries as necessary for negotiations to start. 

1.3 Literature Review 

Thus, in the first section this thesis focused on the key contributions of 
Zartman, Pruitt and Stedman. 

I.William Zartman 

Zartman suggested that “ripe moments” in conflicts come ‘when there is a 
Mutually Hurting Stalemate and the recent or prospective experience of an 
escalation in costs’ (Crocker, 1992: 469). Such ripe moments are therefore 
evident as:  

(1) mutual, painful stalemates marked by a recent/impending catastrophe; (2) as a time when
both parties’ efforts at unilateral solutions or “tracks” are blocked and bilateral solutions or
“tracks” are conceivable; and or (3) as a place on a long slope where the “ins” start to slip and
the “outs” start to surge (Zartman, 1989: 10)

Stephen Stedman 

Stedman stressed the importance of properties internal to the parties 
concerned. For example, ‘is each contending party consolidated in such a 
way that its leaders can seek a settlement with the other party?’ (Stedman, 
1991:79) 
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Dean Pruitt  

Pruitt added a more psychological perspective to the ripeness debate. He 
coined the term “full readiness for conflict resolution,” that is, the parties (to a 
conflict) are both motivated to prevent further escalation and optimistic about 
reaching an agreement (Aggestam & Jonsson, 1997: 773). Pruitt built on and 
found evidence for many of Zartman’s findings, but suggested the importance 
of a working trust between parties, amongst other variables, for a conflict to 
be ready for resolution  

Following this outline of ripeness theory, this study then looked at its 
application in Southern African conflicts 

1.4 Case Studies 

South Africa 

Daniel Lieberfeld 

Lieberfeld looked at ripeness theory with regards to conflict resolution in 
South Africa. He detailed a number of changes that led to the decision to
negotiate. Lieberfeld questioned the efficacy of Zartman’s Mutually Hurting 
Stalemate in bringing about negotiations because of the time delay between 
its perception and the commencement of talks. He also stressed the 
importance of a change in leadership on the government side that brought 
security-minded pragmatists to power. Lieberfeld (1999: 65) put forward 
another ripeness criterion, referring to the acknowledgement by the 
government that they had no alternative partners with whom to bypass the 
primary adversary.  

Timothy Sisk 

Sisk also applied ripeness theory to the resolution of conflict in South Africa. 
He describes the importance of the recognition of a stalemate that arose 
during the 1980s in terms of its impact on the talks that began very soon after. 
He stressed the importance of a power balance; ‘The conflict moved from a 
zero-sum to positive-sum perception when the balance of power between the 
dominant white minority and the increasingly empowered black majority 
reached a level of approximate parity’ (1985: 285).  

Zimbabwe 

Stephen Stedman 

Stedman refined Zartman’s theory, stressing internal dynamics, in particular 
the consolidation of military factions behind a party’s leader. Through 
application of Zartman, Stedman asserted that, for example, the moment 
when the fortunes of the players were reversed (a feature mentioned by 
Zartman that is one indicator of ripeness) did not happen at the Lancaster 
Agreement, but earlier. Furthermore, Stedman (1991:2) also questioned the 
indicator of a Mutually Hurting Stalemate, as ‘Two of the major parties to the 
conflict did not perceive the situation as MHS [at Lancaster House]. Mugabe 
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and ZANU believed it was ‘winning the war and that victory was inevitable’ 
(Stedman, 1991: 2).  

Mark Anstey 

Having assessed the relevance of ripeness theory through an examination of 
Stedman's application, I moved onto Anstey's application of ripeness theory.  
Anstey’s study implied that ripeness theory can successfully identify key 
elements necessary for negotiations to commence. 
 
Namibia 

Here I combined Crocker’s and Hampson’s observations on ripeness on the 
conflict in Namibia. Despite gaps in their applications, this study praised 
Crocker’s emphasis on tactics used by mediators to seize ripe moments and 
bring them forward. Both authors drew correlations between the onset of 
negotiation and the perception of a hurting stalemate by both sides – in this 
case the South West African People’s Organisation (SWAPO) and its 
sponsors on one side, and South Africa on the other. However, this thesis 
highlighted Hampson’s conclusion that ‘the concept of ripeness does not fully 
explain why the peace process stayed on track once a negotiated settlement 
was reached in Namibia…nor is it helpful in explaining why successive 
agreements unravelled in Angola’ (1996: 214) 

Other African Applications 

Jannie Lilja 

In her assessment of rebel behaviour, Lilja built on Stedman’s emphasis on 
internal ripeness. Whilst accepting the importance of identifying who is 
negotiating, Lilja found that what is more revealing are the actions taken by 
leaders to consolidate their support.  

Andreas Krieg 

Krieg‘s application of ripeness to negotiations between the Rwandan 
government and the RPF revealed some of the difficulties in applying ripeness 
theory. The issue of parties lying was highlighted, as well as the general 
ambiguity of the theory. Furthermore, the need to accept militant factions at 
the table appeared to be a ripening indicator as well.  

Dean Pruitt 

Through applications to The Troubles in Northern Ireland, and the Oslo Talks 
regarding the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Pruitt devised a slight refinement of 
ripeness theory. Whilst accepting the validity of most of its components, Pruitt 
(1997: 243) advocates the inclusion of his working trust and perceived 
common ground criteria.  
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Therefore, from these case studies I argued the following: 

Overall Validity 

o There was a strong correlation between the perception of a MHS and 
the onset of negotiations  

o The valid spokesperson criterion should be reincorporated due its utility 
in helping to understand several conflicts.  

o However, the validity of ripeness theory was challenged due to the 
difficulty in revealing what parties truly felt. 

o If all the criteria of ripeness theory were not applied, it verged on the 
tautological.  

Theoretical Development 

o Stedman’s findings, particularly his emphasis on dynamics internal to 
the parties to a conflict, has received substantial traction in the field. 
This emphasis should be incorporated into ripeness theory.  

o There needs to be more insight into the inclusion and acceptance of 
militant groups at negotiations  

o Pruitt’s working trust criterion should be considered as a potential 
addition to the ripeness mainstream 
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2. Theoretical Outline 
 ‘To pluck fruit from a tree before it is ripe is as problematic as waiting too 
long. There is a right time to negotiate, and the wise negotiator will attempt to 
seek out this point’ (Rubin, 1989:205) 
  
‘ripeness of time is one of the absolute essences of diplomacy…you have to 
do the right thing at the right time’ (Zartman, 2000: 226)  
 
Objectives of Ripeness Theory 
 
I.William Zartman is the pioneer of ripeness theory.  His 1989 Magnus Opus 
Ripe for Resolution: Conflict and Intervention in Africa and subsequent works 
form the spine of ripeness theory and the literature to which most critics have 
responded. Thus, whether I refer to ‘Zartman’, or ‘ripeness theory’, they are 
one and the same.  
 
The theory is not able to or designed to predict when a ripe moment will arise 
in a conflict. Moreover, Zartman (2000: 228) asserts that it is predictive ‘in 
identifying the elements necessary for the productive inauguration of 
negotiations’.  Ripeness theory (as outlined by Zartman) claims to elucidate 
why, ‘and therefore when, parties to a conflicts are susceptible to their own or 
others’ efforts to turn the conflict towards resolution through negotiation’ 
(Zartman, 2000: 228).  

Timing is paramount 

Although great emphasis is placed on the content of peace proposals and 
settlements, Zartman saw this as relatively misguided. For him, and ripeness 
theory as a whole, the timing of peace efforts is equally, if not more key, than 
the substance of the peace settlements themselves (Zartman, 2001: 8). This 
emphasis on timing led Zartman to stress that it is only worth attempting to 
resolve conflicts when they are ‘ripe’; if the conflicts remains ‘unripe’, attempts 
at resolution will fail, irrespective of the quality of the mediation process 
(O’Kane, 2006: 269). Moreover, these attempts can actually damage 
otherwise good proposals and weaken the credibility of diplomats (Haass, 
1990: 140).  Accordingly, Kriesberg (1991: 4) succinctly describes ripeness as 
‘a metaphorical way to refer to the right time to undertake an effort to make a 
desired change’ 
 
Conceptualising Ripeness 
 
Zartman, the pioneer of this metaphor, views it in relation to critical changes in 
the intensity of a conflict. In his view, ripeness primarily derives from the 
military situation between the parties in conflict, their perceptions of that 
situation, and the availability of possible solutions. More specifically, a ripe 
moment implies that a mutually hurting stalemate exists, marked by a recent 
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or impending catastrophe (a situation of deadlock and deadline); the efforts of 
both parties to impose unilateral solutions are blocked and bilateral solutions 
become conceivable, leading antagonists to perceive that there is a workable 
alternative to combat; and power relations have changed in a way that a party 
that previously had the upper hand in the conflict starts slipping and the 
underdog starts  rising (110, Kleiboer: 1994).  

In essence, ripeness is a moment ‘on a long slope where the “ins” start to slip 
and the “outs” start to surge’ (Zartman, 1989: 10). Zartman has used the 
analogy of the plateau and precipice to outline key elements of ripeness. A 
plateau and its ensuing deadlock ‘begin when one side is unable to achieve 
its aims, to resolve the problem, or to win the conflict by itself, and they are 
completed when the other side arrives at a similar perception’ (Zartman, 1989: 
267). Here, the key aspect of perception is evident, for this plateau must be 
‘perceived by both not as a momentary resting ground, but as a hurting 
stalemate…providing no later possibilities for decisive escalation or for 
graceful escape’ (Zartman, 1989: 267).  

By contrast, the precipice is the reverse of the plateau. The precipice can 
come in the form of an impending, or narrowly missed, catastrophe, or ‘one 
into which the parties are already sinking deeper and deeper’ (Zartman, 1989: 
268).  

From this analogy therefore, one can identify a key element of ripeness 
theory, namely a mutually hurting stalemate associated with an impending or 
recently avoided catastrophe. In addition to this, I shall now discuss the two 
other key elements of ripeness, the need for a way out and the importance of 
valid spokespersons on each side.  

2.1 Mutually Hurting Stalemate 

‘Stalemate is the most propitious condition for settlement’ – Kissinger 
(Zartman, 2000: 227)      
 
The mutually hurting stalemate (MHS) is the core component of ripeness 
theory. It is grounded in rationality and cost-benefit analysis, assuming that a 
party will pick the preferred option, and ‘that a decision to change is induced 
by increasing pain associated with the present (conflictual) course’ (Zartman, 
2001: 8). This element asserts that parties will only seek a way out of the 
conflict when they find themselves ‘locked in a conflict from which they cannot 
escalate to victory and this deadlock is painful to both of them’ (Zartman, 
2001: 1). Only when parties are mutually stalemated – although the stalemate 
does not have to hurt each party the same amount – will the parties forego 
attempts at unilateral solutions and turn their attention towards negotiated 
bilateral resolutions (Zartman, 2006: 256).  

Optimally associated with the MHS is the impending, past or recently avoided 
catastrophe. This factor gives a deadline to the parties that ‘pain can be 
sharply increased if something is not done about it now’ (O’Kane, 2006: 273).  
However, Zartman (2001: 1) emphasises that a catastrophe ‘is a useful 
extension of MHS but is not necessary either to its definition or to its 
existence.’  
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Thus, the MHS and its associated catastrophe is the heart of ripeness theory. 
That said, Zartman has recognized in works following his 1989 piece that 
introduced the concept, that on some occasions a mutually hurting stalemate 
does not produce opportunities for negotiation. Instead, this situation actually 
makes talks less likely, in 4 contexts. Firstly, the reaction to the MHS from a 
party(s) may be to not give up without a fight. Secondly, the image of the 
adversary may be exacerbated by its use of excessive force, pushing the 
other party away from the negotiating table despite there being a MHS 
(Ekwuachi-Ford, 2009: 28). Thirdly, the ‘true believer’ theory sees increased 
pain justifying further and more intense struggle and self-sacrifice. This is 
related to the fourth scenario where certain cultures actively nurture the ‘true 
believer’ mentality, causing resistance to MHS situations (Ekwuachi-Ford, 
2009: 28). 

In addition to these circumstances, in internal, intractable conflicts, parties 
often ‘cling to their existence, find reconciliation difficult, and settle into a 
mutually beneficial stalemate’ (Zartman, 2006: 255). Essentially, instead of 
there being a MHS pushing the parties towards a way out, ‘there is only a 
stable, soft self-serving (4-S) stalemate that is preferable to any attainable 
solutions’ (Zartman, 2005: 51).  This form of stalemate means there is no 
pressure on the parties to come to a resolution.  
 
Despite these occasions where a present MHS may not cause negotiations to 
commence or where it may not become apparent, it is nonetheless a key 
ingredient of ripeness theory when predicting the onset of negotiations. I shall 
now outline the two remaining key elements. 

2.2 Way Out 

While the MHS pushes actors away from their more combative strategies, the 
way out feature of ripeness theory pulls them into negotiation (Lustenberger, 
2012: 11). The way out must be coupled with evidence of requitement – ‘an 
indication that the parties are willing to choose it [the way out] if it is attractive 
enough and that they will respond positively to the other’s moves in that 
direction’ (Zartman, 1991:16). 

The solution proposed by the way out does not have to be particularly 
specific, ‘only a sense that a negotiated solution is possible for the searching’ 
(Zartman, 2000: 228). Without the way out, the element of the MHS would 
‘leave the parties with nowhere to go’ (Ekwuachi-Ford, 2009: 69) 

Valid Spokespersons 
 
In Zartman’s original formulation of ripeness theory, he included this element 
of valid spokespersons. These individuals are able ‘to harness domestic 
support, to manage domestic politics, and to build coalitions’ (Lilja, 2010:16). 
He therefore asserts the importance of individuals who are representative of 
the party, can negotiate on its behalf, and keep the more militant factions in 
check (Nathan, 2012: 7). Zartman claims that ‘soft-liners’ often find it more 
difficult to carry the body politic into a change of policy’ (Lustenberger, 2012: 
24).  
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Other contributors to ripeness theory have also highlighted the importance of 
valid spokespersons. Lilja (2010: 16) stresses that ‘important aspects of pre-
negotiation are a party’s capacity to produce valid spokespersons.’ This 
element has since been dropped by Zartman because as is it is a structural 
element, it differs from the other two perceptual elements of a MHS and a way 
out (Zartman, 2000: 243). This criterion might have also been dropped 
because the conflicts Zartman was looking at in the 1980s did not highlight 
this element as much as more recent conflicts do. In examining applications of 
ripeness I shall nonetheless be assessing the importance of this element, and 
ultimately arguing for its reinstatement.    

Mutually Enticing Opportunities 
 
A final element, which has received far less traction, comment and application 
in the field of ripeness theory, concerns Mutually Enticing Opportunities 
(MEOs). Scholars have found far fewer examples of MEOs in conflict 
situations. These may arise when a conflict ‘becomes depassé, no longer 
justifying the bad relations with the other part or the mediator that it imposed’ 
(Zartman, 2001: 14). In addition to the way out, MEOs serve as ‘pull factors 
dragging parties out of conflict by promising an improvement in the situation’ 
(Zartman, 2000: 242).  
 
Perception of Ripeness 
 
As mentioned already, what is important about the creation of a ripe moment 
is not the presence of the outlined elements, but rather the perception of such 
elements by the parties to the conflict. As the theory describes, ‘subjective 
perception is helped by objective evidence, but it is the former that is crucial’ 
(Zartman, 2005: 59). As an element, the MHS contains both objective and 
subjective elements, but only the latter are necessary for it to be present 
(Zartman, 2000: 229). Even if there is clear evidence – data on casualties, 
ground lost, costs incurred, etc. – of a MHS, if the parties do not perceive 
there to be such a stalemate, then it has not yet occurred. By contrast, if the 
parties ‘do perceive themselves to be in such a situation, no matter how flimsy 
the ‘evidence’, the MHS is present’ (Zartman, 2001:9). That said, it follows 
that the greater the amount of objective evidence of a MHS, the greater the 
subjective perception of the stalemate (Zartman, 2001: 13). Such a perception 
often requires a high level of intensity for it to be perceived.  
 
At times, the ripe moment needs to be seized by a third party mediator 
(Zartman, 2001:9). For although perception of a MHS ‘may motivate 
conflicting parties themselves to mediation…it often needs to be nourished by 
a third party’ (Zartman, 2001b: 142). Parties may sometimes not feel that they 
are in a MHS, and therefore not feel the need to consider ending the conflict.  
Here, the mediator’s challenge is to ‘develop that need, arouse it, even 
anticipate it, so that as the moment ripens the parties will be ready to feel it 
and seize it’ (Touval & Zartman, 1985: 265). Thus, rather like a ‘lifebuoy 
thrown to a swimmer rather enjoying the excitement of the surf and oblivious 
to the approaching tidal wave that only the thrower sees’ (Zartman, 2001b: 
142) conflicting parties must often be persuaded to take on third party 
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assistance.  
 
Mediation is also necessary when the conflicting parties are unable to find a 
way out by themselves or see the merits of stopping the violence (Zartman, 
2006:264).  Although the constitution of a way out formula is normally 
apparent from the nature of the conflict, ‘this in no way diminishes the skills 
and perseverance required by the negotiators…to put the elements into an 
attractive form’ (Zartman, 2006: 259).   
 
Thus, when there is perception of a MHS with its associated 
catastrophe, a way out and Valid Spokespersons, the conflict is said to 
be ‘ripe’ for resolution. Presence of a MEO is an added indicator. I will 
now discuss the development of ripeness theory through the 
contribution of other scholars, in particular John Stedman and Dean 
Pruitt. 
 
2.3 Other Contributors to Ripeness Theory 
 
Internal Politics  
 
While Zartman recognises the impact of internal politicking in bringing about a 
peaceful end to a conflict, his focus is largely on inter-party dynamics 
(Kleiboer, 1994: 110). As I assess his application of ripeness in a later 
chapter, I shall here just briefly outline Stedman’s contributions to ripeness 
theory.  In his application of ripeness theory to negotiations in Rhodesia in the 
1970s, Stedman questions Zartman’s focus on external ripeness. Rather he 
asserts that ‘for a conflict to be ripe for resolution depends on properties 
internal to the parties concerned (Stedman, 1991: 79). Politics internal to 
actors determine whether a settlement will be congenial or not. Through group 
discussion, leaders decide what is rational for the group, based on such 
criteria as objective indicators of their situation and the nature of the opponent 
(Stedman, 1991: 210).  
 
Stedman has put forward other criteria for incorporation into ripeness theory, 
linked to the internal mechanics of parties. He stresses that ‘for a conflict to be 
ripe for resolution, it is necessary for the military wings of both sides to 
support negotiation’ (Stedman, 1991: 238). He also ties internal politics into 
the perception of the MHS. For Stedman, leadership change can give rise to 
‘the subjective perception of a MHS where it had not been seen previously in 
the same objective circumstances’ (Zartman, 2001: 10). In examining the 
internal forces in Zimbabwe, Stedman stresses the role of patrons of each 
adversary. He posits that the MHS may in fact be felt at the patron level, 
rather than the individual actor level. This perception by patrons helps to ripen 
the conflict.  
 
Chester Crocker supports Stedman’s inference that revelations about a 
conflict’s ripeness can come from dynamics internal to the parties. He states 
that ‘how leaders deal with rivals and opponents within their own camp has 
great implications for a conflict’s intractability. In some cases, they are 
disregarded, and sometimes they are even suppressed’ (Crocker, Hampson & 
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Aall, 2005: 78). Lustenberger (2012: 3) also supports Stedman’s findings; he 
believes that the perception of negotiability is mediated by intra-group 
processes. Dean Pruitt’s (2005: 5) mentioning of the “New Leader Theory”, 
suggests the ‘internal dynamic of a change in leadership is often needed to 
pull away from failed policies.’  
 
Thus, Stedman challenges Zartman’s conception of actors in conflict acting as 
holistic, unitary actors. His ‘polycentric view of actors in conflict leads to 
different assumptions about the ripeness of conflict for resolution’ (Kleiboer, 
1994: 110). In addition to the external indicators of ripeness outlined by 
Zartman, ripeness is also dependent on internal changes, ‘such as the rise of 
new leaders, the emergence of a divided leadership, or a split in a 
government previously unified in its war aims’ (Kleiboer, 1994: 110).  
 
Until Stedman’s attempts to refine ripeness, there was a general neglect of 
internal factors in ripeness theory. His contribution implies that it is just as 
important to take into account internal ripeness as it is to account for external 
evidence of ripeness (Mitchell, 1996).  
 
In 2001, Zartman accepted this core refinement by Stedman.  However, I am 
yet to find a scholarly application of ripeness theory which equates Stedman’s 
refinement with those elements put forward Zartman.  This is probably 
because of the relatively recent acceptance of Stedman’s findings into the 
mainstream of the theory.  I shall nonetheless be assessing the potential 
validity of Stedman’s contributions when examining the applications.  
 
Jannie Lilja (2011: 337) has deepened Stedman’s research into internal 
politics. Instead of just looking at the individual who is negotiating, Lilja 
stresses that an indicator of ripeness is what leaders actually do, rather than 
who they are. Her focus on the actions of rebel leaders points her to the 
general use of coercive tactics in pre-negotiation, and more non-coercive 
tactics as talks begin. I will assess her applications of ripeness theory and 
give credit for her inclusion and extension of internal dynamics.     
 
2.4 Dean Pruitt  
 
Pruitt has attempted to refine ripeness theory further by creating his own 
version of ripeness theory called readiness theory. This theory was intended 
to ‘strengthen the predictive power of ripeness theory’ (Ekwuachi-Ford, 2009: 
67). Both theories hypothesise that negotiations will arise when ‘conflicting 
parties are pessimistic about their conflicts and possible outcomes, and 
develop optimism that the adversary will engage in the peace process’ 
(Ekwuachi-Ford, 2009: 15).  
 
Pruitt divides his theory into two core areas. He asserts that motivation about 
settling a dispute and optimism about reaching a jointly acceptable agreement 
are key if conflicting parties are to consider negotiations (Pruitt, 2002: 48). 
Motivation is caused by a number of factors. Firstly, the perception of the 
conflict strengthens parties’ motivations. Pruitt does warn that when this first 
perception firstly becomes apparent ‘the disputant is likely to try new tactics, 
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such as escalation, alliance building, or co-optation of the adversary’s 
supporters, [but] if those tactics also fail, motivation [to end the conflict] is the 
likely result’ (Pruitt, 2005:7).  The perceived cost of the conflict, and the risk of 
continuing escalation also cause motivation. The latter includes the risk of 
‘further alienating the other party, the risk of spiralling escalation, and the risk 
of running out of resources’ (Pruitt, 2005:7). Pruitt (2004: 175) builds on this 
notion, suggesting that ‘some sort of shock may be needed to bring them 
[parties] to their senses – a catastrophe or near catastrophe that mobilizes 
careful examination of what is actually happening.’ If both cost and risk 
escalate, then motivation is strengthened. 

There are clear parallels between Pruitt’s ‘motivation’ criterion and elements 
of ripeness theory. The perception that the conflict is being lost and the costs 
mounting evidently correspond to the notion of a ‘MHS’. Furthermore, the risk 
of continuing escalation is very much linked to ripeness‘ impending 
catastrophe element.  

Optimism is the second criterion of readiness theory. This is influenced by 
parties having valid spokespersons. Pruitt (2004: 179) highlights the 
importance of leaders on each side ‘who can commit enough segments of the 
political spectrum on the other side that a negotiated agreement will stick.’ 
Pruitt gives the example of resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis. He implies 
that as Kennedy and Khrushchev had similar roles and standings, they were 
seen as sufficiently “valid” by each other. Related to this, a change in 
leadership can bring about recognition of the stalemate, as for example in 
South Africa, when de Klerk took over as President from PW Botha (Pruitt, 
2004:175).   

Optimism is enhanced and sustained if the parties envisage a plan for a 
mutually acceptable agreement. This would be ‘a formula that will bridge the 
two parties’ opposing positions (Pruitt, 2005: 8). In addition to such a formula, 
Pruitt adds his own original element to readiness theory, which he terms 
working trust. This is a belief that ‘the other side is motivated to settle the 
dispute, and, hence, that it will work hard and make concessions’ (Pruitt, 
2005: 8). Party expects the “Other” to behave reasonably, if given a chance 
(Pruitt, 2004: 179).  

Therefore, optimism is required, along with motivation, for a party to enter 
negotiations. Optimism must rise during negotiations for the party to remain 
committed to the process. As with the element of ‘motivation’, there are 
evident overlaps with the proxies measuring ‘optimism’. Firstly, optimism 
mentions the importance of valid spokespersons, also covered by ripeness 
theory. The need for a mutually acceptable agreement to maintain optimism 
corresponds to Zartman’s criterion of a way out. The notion of working trust is 
the only element not covered by ripeness theory.   

The elemental construction of ripeness theory and readiness theory are 
therefore very similar. In contrast, while ripeness assesses joint psychological 
states, such as the presence of a MHS, readiness theory deals with individual 
states (Ewuachi-Ford, 2009:13). Pruitt (2005:9) treats readiness and ‘its 
components as variables [which] allow us to use a more compensatory model 
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for hypothesis building.’ The compensatory model gives readiness theory 
more flexibility than ripeness as more of one variable can compensate for lack 
of another. Thus, the motives for one party’s decision to end a conflict may be 
different; party A may decide to move towards resolution due to the cost of the 
conflict, while party B may fear a future catastrophe, or it could have been 
more affected by third party strategies (Pruitt, 2005:9). Ripeness theory, on 
the other hand, is far more rigid in its application, and as it examines joint 
states and situation between parties, rather than the parties themselves, it 
cannot account for these discrepancies. Readiness’ restatement of ripeness 
theory as variables, according to Pruitt (2005:30), means it ‘fits more historical 
cases than does the original theory.’   

There have been far fewer applications of and research into readiness theory 
than ripeness. Nonetheless, when reviewing all applications, I will assess the 
addition of readiness theory to the ripeness debate and question their overall 
validity.  

Thus, in the applications of ripeness theory, the study shall primarily examine 
be looking at the contributions of Zartman, Stedman, and, to a lesser extent, 
Pruitt, to ripeness. The thesis will start by discussing applications of ripeness 
from Southern Africa, focusing on South African and Zimbabwean 
applications. It will then move further afield to discuss the validity of ripeness 
in relation to other states and regions.  
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Chapter 3: Case Studies from Southern Africa 
Applications of Ripeness 

South Africa  

Zartman (2000a: 233) himself says that studies of ripeness ‘have found the 
concept applicable and useful as an explanation for the successful initiation of 
negotiations or their failure.’ Arguably, as the pioneering writer on ripeness, 
his judgment on its validity is not especially reliable.  

He has written of the missed opportunities in Liberia and Zaire where the 
conflicts were ripe for resolution but were not in fact resolved. July 1993 in 
Liberia was one such opportunity. There was a stalemate between Samuel 
Doe’s forces and Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL). 
This offered the chance for ‘the Carter Center International Negotiation 
Network and UN special representative of the Secretary-General to mediate a 
realistic disarmament and interim governance agreement’ (Zartman, 2005:50).  

In his own conflict analysis of African states, Zartman has written extensively 
on the conflict within South Africa. In applying ripeness theory, he asserts that 
‘both sides must have the impression that they cannot manage…or escalate 
their way out by themselves for negotiations to become attractive’ (Zartman, 
1988: 142). Writing in the late 1980s, he posited that these perceptions were 
not apparent on either the National Party or ANC side.  

At the time (1988) Zartman still included the valid spokesperson element in 
his theory. He claimed that there were by no means valid spokespeople from 
either party. Moreover National Party (NP) leader PW Botha and (symbolic) 
African National Congress (ANC) leader, Nelson Mandela ‘hid a battlefield of 
pluralistic conflict on either side’ (Zartman, 1988: 147). There were 
fundamental divisions within the National Party, evidenced by a growing 
movement of “New Nats” pushing for reforms, fighting against more hard-line, 
conservative elements. On the black South African side, there was simply no 
valid spokesman capable of carrying the ANC forward (Zartman, 1988: 147). 

I am curious to see whether other authors who have applied ripeness theory 
to South Africa have come up with similar conclusions. Evidently, the 
conclusions drawn will depend very much on when exactly the author applied 
ripeness theory.  

3.1 Daniel Lieberfeld: Conflict Ripeness Revisited: The South African 
and Israeli/Palestinian Cases 

1999 

How has the Theory been applied? 

Lieberfeld looks at the onset of negotiations in South Africa 1990 and 
Israel/Palestine 1993. He examines the shifting (pre)-negotiation behaviour of 
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the respective parties and the factors behind the eventual resolution. He 
applies ripeness theory, concentrating on Zartman’s contributions, but also 
acknowledges the works of other scholars.  

In outlining Ripeness Theory, Lieberfeld rightfully focuses on the element of a 
MHS. He (Lieberfeld,1999: 64) describes the latter as a situation in which ‘no 
side can prevail by force and which imposes high costs.’ He correctly links an 
impending or recently avoided catastrophe to the MHS.  

As this particular work by Lieberfeld was written in 1999 (before Zartman’s 
2001 work dropping valid spokespersons as a criterion), he does address the 
valid spokesperson criterion. However, Lieberfeld does not seem to address 
all the criteria in ripeness theory. There is no initial outlining of the need for a 
way out, a general formula to pull the parties towards agreement, although he 
does apply this to South Africa later on. Furthermore, the author fails to apply 
the Mutually Enticing Opportunity criterion to his cases of South Africa and 
Israel. The latter is more understandable, as it could be argued that it is not 
one of the 3 core elements of ripeness theory.  

Lieberfeld does well in incorporating the contributions of Stedman to the 
ripeness debate. He praises Stedman’s work on the inclusion of ‘internal 
politics’ to ripeness theory and openly admits to aiming to: 

 ‘develop such generalizations and to refine the ripeness concept by analyzing the factors that 
led to the negotiated agreements between the National Party (NP) and ANC [and the 
respective parties in Israel and Palestine]’  (Lieberfeld, 1999: 65).  

I question one of Lieberfeld’s challenges to ripeness theory, which he makes 
early on his piece.  This implies a gap in his pre-application reading of 
ripeness theory, particularly Zartman’s contributions. He (1999: 64) suggests 
that one of the difficulties with the ripeness concept is that ‘factors that seem 
to favour negotiation – high costs and crises – might be construed to favour 
escalation.’  He (1999: 64) uses socio-psychological perspectives to 
demonstrate that as ‘costs mount so does the sense of investment in the 
struggle. Conflict goals may then be expanded in order to recoup sunk costs’. 
I fear that Lieberfeld has not read or acknowledged Zartman’s works building 
on his original conception of the MHS. For Zartman does recognise 
circumstances where increased pain may actually cause the conflict to 
become more intense and prolonged. As detailed in the theoretical outline of 
this paper, Zartman emphasises that the ‘true believer’ theory actually sees 
increased pain as leading to further struggle and self-sacrifice.  

Does ripeness theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

Lieberfeld (1999: 65) concludes that five key perceptual elements led to the 
commencement of direct negotiations in South Africa and Israel/Palestine. 
These are the following: 
 
1. Each side concluded that the opponent cannot be coerced into giving up its national goals. 
2. Each side assessed that the status quo was untenable. 
3. Each side perceived enhanced possibilities for negotiation with the adversary. 
4. Leadership change on the government side brought security-minded pragmatists to power. 
5. Government leaders found that they had no alternative partners with whom to bypass the 
primary adversary.  
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Whether Lieberfeld meant to portray the similarities or not, one can draw 
evident comparisons between these five points and elements of ripeness 
theory. 

The first perceptual element highlights how parties felt the conflict could no 
longer be won by force. NP politicians perceived that the South African 
Defence Force (SADF) could not rid South Africa of ‘the mass protests 
organised by internal opposition groups beginning in the mid-1980s’ 
(Lieberfeld, 1999: 67). On the other side, ANC leaders accepted they were not 
in a position to successfully overthrow the government. This led Mandela to 
quote that ‘We had right on our side, but not yet might…[M]ilitary victory was a 
distant if not impossible dream’ (Lieberfeld, 1999: 67). 

Additionally, the second point suggests that parties felt their current situation 
was so painful that they could not continue as they were. The NP found it 
increasingly difficult to retain their supporters with fewer resources due to the 
stagnant economic growth. Their ability to quash internal insurgencies was 
also adversely affected by the sorry economic state. Accordingly, F.W. de 
Klerk said the security establishment, ‘”We cannot go on like this”’ (Lieberfeld, 
1999: 67). The combination of these 2 points appears to point to the 
prevalence of a MHS, as outlined in ripeness theory.  

The third conclusion suggests that parties ultimately changed their opinions 
about each other and perceived that negotiations might be a possibility. This 
implies that both sides perhaps saw a MEO ahead, in the form of 
negotiations. The parallels with this particular element of ripeness are less 
evident, but there is nonetheless some overlap. 

Lieberfeld’s fourth conclusion details the importance of a change in leadership 
to the onset of negotiations in both areas. In the case of South Africa, P.W. 
Botha’s more ideological outlook was swapped for the pragmatism of F.W. de 
Klerk. This demonstrates the importance of assessing battles internal to the 
parties in conflict. With the rise of de Klerk, this was a triumph for the reform-
minded of the National Party. The internal politicking may therefore be of 
explanatory value. This supports the incorporation of Stedman’s refinements 
into ripeness theory.  

The fifth conclusion stated is a potential new criterion of ripeness theory. 
Lieberfeld does accept the need for valid spokespersons for negotiations to 
begin, those individuals who ‘enjoy sufficient support from [their] own national 
constituencies for agreements to be implemented’ (1999: 77). However, 
particularly in the case of South Africa, valid spokesperson was not the 
primary concern of parties in the pre-negotiation phase. Rather, the key 
obstacle ‘was the government’s reluctance to acknowledge that no viable 
alternative partners existed’ (1999: 77). The ANC’s legitimacy in the eyes of 
the Nats was greatly boosted by their increasing international credibility.  

Part of being in a MHS is you begin to realise the limited number of partners 
available with whom to negotiate. In the painful deadlock of the MHS, parties 
become far less pedantic about whom they are willing or unwilling to negotiate 
with and accept the lack of alternative partners around.  
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Therefore, although ripeness theory does not specifically allude to this fifth 
conclusion of Lieberfeld’s, I feel it is somewhat covered under the MHS.  

The overlaps between Lieberfeld’s conclusions and ripeness theory suggest a 
degree of validity for the theory. I will now move onto some of Lieberfeld’s 
general observations of ripeness theory 

Lieberfeld takes issue with the accuracy of predictability of the ripeness 
concept. He asserts that the shifts of power at the core of ripeness, with the 
fall of the stronger party and rise of the weaker, actually occurred several 
years before parties agreed to negotiate. In the case of South Africa, the 
power shifts occurred during the mass uprisings of the mid-1980s, when 
security forces failed to regain control over the townships. There was then a 
gap of about a year before contact between Mandela and NP official 
commenced. By the start of negotiations, the government had managed to 
contain the uprisings (Lieberfeld, 1999: 74).  

This is a serious challenge to ripeness theory. For negotiations started ‘not at 
the point where the “ins” started to slip and the “outs” started to surge, as 
Zartman proposes, but rather after that point’ (1999: 74), when the internal 
insurgency had been put down.  

Perhaps there is a time lag with the MHS, until the parties feel it. Although the 
negotiations started when the security forces were back on top, perhaps the 
NP government was only then feeling the effects of the mid-1980s turmoil. 
Either way, ripeness theory appears to lack precision in this application to 
negotiations in South Africa.  

Lieberfeld continues to question Zartman in some of his suggested changes 
to ripeness theory. He (1999: 75) states that ‘an alternative conception of 
ripeness might account for the influence of internal politics by highlighting 
perception of negotiation possibility and domestic sources of political “hurt.”’ 
This is a clear inference to highlight Stedman’s refinements to ripeness 
theory, which put forward the importance of internal dynamics for assessing 
the ripeness of a conflict. I shall continue to stress the importance of 
Stedman’s refinements throughout this evaluation of Lieberfeld’s ripeness 
application. 

According to the author, there were several perfectly viable formulas or ways 
out apparent before negotiations began. Indeed, ‘the formula proposed by the 
British Commonwealth’s Eminent Persons Group in 1986…closely mirrored 
the one agreed to by the ANC and NP four years later’ (1999:77). Whether the 
parties agreed to the formulas or not depended on a separate set of factors, 
such as internal politics.  

This undermines the importance of Zartman’s third criterion for a conflict to be 
ripe for resolution. It implies that a way out is not a particularly persuasive 
factor pulling disputants into negotiations. Rather, the root cause of the 
acceptance of a viable formula lies in factors internal to the parties. The NP 
responded negatively to the 1986 formula ‘due to the influence of the military 
within the cabinet’ (Lieberfeld, 1999: 77).   
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Lieberfeld goes on to make specific reference to Stedman’s findings. He 
suggests that the case of South Africa and its onset of negotiations upholds 
Stedman’s contention that ‘the mere fact of leadership change…adds fluidity 
to what may have been a log-jammed conflict…[New] leaders who are 
confident of support and consolidated in their hold over their movements 
make compromise more likely’ (1990:241). This is perhaps linked to the 
ripeness notion of a valid spokesperson. For leadership change may not only 
add fluidity, but also bring to the fore a leader more valid in terms of enjoying 
a larger support base and being someone more willing to negotiate fairly.  

The author ends his piece by suggesting seven more criteria that could be 
potentially be of use when judging a conflict’s ripeness and negotiation 
possibility (1999:77)  
 

• Acknowledgment of stalemate, with each side credibly able to claim to be 
negotiating from a position of strength; 
• Centrality in national-level political competition of the debate over negotiated 
settlement; 
• Leadership change on the side defending the status quo; 
• Failed attempts to cultivate alternative negotiation partners; 
• Unofficial contacts between politically influential constituents or officials from both 
sides; 
• Declarations by each side’s leadership specifying non-maximalist preconditions for 
negotiation; and 
• Stable negotiated settlements in related conflicts. 

 

The first criterion is an acceptance, somewhat, of ripeness theory’s core 
feature of a MHS. However, the MHS concept suggests that negotiations will 
occur not once each side can claim to be negotiating from a position of 
strength, but rather when the pain of the stalemate is so great that unilateral 
solutions are blocked and bilateral solutions are recognised as possible 
options. The third criterion builds on Stedman’s emphasis on internal 
dynamics of disputants. Leadership change in these cases brought forward 
pragmatists who were more willing to negotiate.   

I will bear these suggested features in mind when assessing the validity of 
ripeness theory in other applications. In doing so, I shall assess whether 
Lieberfeld’s finding are capable of becoming general features in predicting the 
onset of negotiations and the ripeness of conflicts.  

In the first 5 perceptual elements, Lieberfeld clearly accepts the importance of 
a stalemate in explaining conflict resolution. Therefore, this study suggests 
the MHS is a valid criterion of ripeness theory. However, apart from this 
recognition, this study questions most of what ripeness entailed in 1999. As 
previously stated, when this study was written Stedman’s refinements were 
yet to be openly accepted by Zartman and were therefore seen as separate 
from the ripeness theory as defined by Zartman.  

Firstly, Lieberfeld stresses that the power shifts at the core of ripeness (“ins” 
slipping and “outs” surging) occurred before negotiation took place. In the 
case of South Africa, these shifts took place about a year before the onset of 
negotiations. This challenges the predictability of ripeness theory. Arguably, 
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the core of ripeness needs to be refined to allow for a time lag between the 
changing power dynamics and the onset of negotiations. Alternatively, 
scholars must add new elements to the theory to be used in conjunction with 
its core that postulate when conflicts are ripe for resolution.  

Secondly, there is substantial evidence that highlights the importance of 
paying attention to internal politics and dynamics in ripeness theory. In 
particular, leadership change can add fluidity to an otherwise stagnant conflict 
and facilitate the rise of more pragmatic leaders. This finding gives a glowing 
reference to Stedman’s overall conclusions from his own application of 
ripeness to Rhodesia/Zimbabwe. 

This study also questions ripeness theory’s valid spokespersons element. 
While this is of some importance, Lieberfeld deduced that what was more 
important, from the government side in particular, was the acknowledgement 
that no viable partners existed. Furthermore, a way out was not a factor of 
considerable influence in the eventual decision of the NP and ANC to 
negotiate. This is reflected by the similarities between the settlement 
eventually agreed upon and those which were proposed years earlier. Clearly 
other factors, in particular internal politics, played a part.  

How does the case study help us develop the theory?  

Lieberfeld’s case study application suggests the incorporation of Stedman’s 
findings into ripeness theory. Clearly, battles of forces internal to the 
disputants, especially on the NP side, were influential in the decision to 
negotiate. Moreover, this case study suggests putting internal factors ahead 
of the valid spokesperson and way out criteria. Incorporating internal politics 
may help to explain the time difference between stalemate in South Africa and 
the initiation of negotiations.  

The case study does suggest keeping the MHS criterion as an essential part 
of negotiations. Lieberfeld adds more elements that he sees as key to a 
conflict being ripe for resolution. In particular, he emphasises the perception 
by the NP that no viable alternative partners (to the ANC) existed with whom 
to negotiate. In fact, the author goes on to list 5 further conclusions (as 
outlined above), which he believes to have been influential in the case of 
South Africa, such as the presence of stable negotiated settlements in related 
conflicts.  

I think it is too early to incorporate these other perceptual elements into 
ripeness theory yet. However, I will certainly note their importance in other 
applications of ripeness theory in this and other conflicts. At the same time, I 
will be wary of suggesting the inclusion of numerous factors into ripeness 
theory. Although many factors may be regarded as being of some importance, 
the beauty of ripeness theory is its parsimony, and this should not be lost 
easily and without serious consideration.  

In another of Lieberfeld’s works from 1999 entitled Talking with the enemy: 
Negotiation and Threat Perception in South Africa and Israel/Palestine, he 
begins to question the utility of the hurting stalemate criterion itself. In relation 
to Israel and Palestine in particular, he (1999b: 117) asserts that during the 
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Israeli-Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) negotiations of 1993, ‘the 
stark imbalance of power in Israel’s favour at that time recalls the paradox…of 
why, given its strength, the stronger party should have chosen to 
compromise.’  

That said, he again accepts the applicability of the MHS characterisation to 
South Africa in 1990. He does qualify this by once more describing the time 
difference between the stalemate and the onset of negotiations. The author 
further questions the MHS feature through quoting another analyst of South 
Africa using ripeness theory. The latter concluded that, even following the 
1989 September elections that brought de Klerk to power, South Africa ‘was 
“far from ripe” and becoming “less ripe for compromise rather than more”’ 
(1999b: 122). Lieberfeld (1999b: 122) deduces from this case, and the Israeli-
Palestinian example, that perhaps ‘ripeness propositions tend to explain and 
predict the persistence of the status quo at the expense of explaining and 
predicting political change.’  

In this piece, Lieberfeld also highlights the importance of considering internal 
dynamics. He (1999b: 121) asserts that ‘conditions at the centre of ripeness 
should explicitly consider threats and opportunities stemming from internal as 
well as external politics.’ Indeed, Lieberfeld (1999b: 121) posits that in 
nonexistential conflicts ‘the threat of losing office may be at least as salient for 
decision makers as the potential loss of bargaining position relative to an 
external adversary.’   

This second piece further questions the original formulation of ripeness, as 
outlined by Zartman. In the Israel-Palestine conflict, Lieberfeld did not find a 
stalemate mutually hurting to both parties. However, despite the time 
difference, he did find such a stalemate in the case of South Africa. This 
further supports Lieberfeld’s previous piece that the MHS criterion is valid in 
relation to South Africa.  

In Talking with the Enemy, Lieberfeld gives further praise to Stedman’s 
ripeness refinements. He finds more evidence of the need to include internal 
as well as external dynamics and politics in order to identify when a conflict is 
ripe for resolution.  

3.2 Democratisation in South Africa: The Elusive Social Contract, by 
Timothy D. Sisk 

1995 

How has the theory been applied? 

Sisk applies ripeness theory to the initiation of negotiations in South Africa in 
1990. In outlining the theory he emphasises, above all else, the MHS element. 
He (1995: 28) correctly defines the hurting stalemate as ‘when the status quo 
is mutually damaging and neither side can impose its “solution” to the conflict 
upon others.’ Sisk (1995: 28) also is accurate in detailing actors perceptions 
of the hurting stalemate; those disputants ‘who previously viewed the conflict 
as zero-sum may change their perception to view the conflict as non-zero-
sum,’ as costs mount and the violence no longer serves actors’ interests.  
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In the pre-negotiation era before 1990, the parties – NP and ANC – gradually 
moved towards bilateral solutions. Sisk (1995: 14) asserts that the MHS arose 
during the mid-1980s, ‘whereby no party to the conflict had the capability to 
unilaterally impose a new set of rules.’   

There appear to be fundamental gaps in Sisk’s use of ripeness theory. Firstly, 
he fails to describe or apply the ‘impending or recently avoided catastrophe’, 
optimally associated with MHS. Secondly he makes no mention of the third 
criterion, that there needs to be a way out, or some sort of formula to pull the 
parties into negotiation, coupled with the push away from conflict brought 
about by the MHS.  

Thirdly, ripeness theory’s third element, valid spokespersons, is also not 
mentioned by Sisk. As this element was only dropped six years after Sisk’s 
ripeness application, he cannot use this as an excuse for its omission. As with 
Lieberfeld’s application(s), there is also no mention of the Mutually Enticing 
Opportunity (MEO). There appears to be a trend forming therefore, that the 
MEO has no gained traction in the applications of ripeness. I shall continue to 
monitor the extent to which applications of ripeness have applied the MEO to 
their respective case studies.  

Thus, Sisk appears to reduce ripeness theory to the sole element of the MHS. 
Although this is arguably the core element of ripeness, it is nonetheless a 
misapplication if the other elements are not also accounted for. By only taking 
into account the MHS, Sisk is giving credibility to critics of ripeness theory 
who regard it as tautological. Scholars critical of ripeness theory (who I shall 
later discuss at length), often reduce ripeness theory to the MHS, and then 
claim it to be a tautological theory; if the conflict was ripe for resolution and 
negotiations started, there must have been a MHS, if it this did not happen 
then there was no MHS. Sisk is pandering, perhaps unintentionally, to these 
criticisms. 

Does the theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

Sisk finds the MHS element to be most relevant to explaining the onset of 
negotiations in South Africa. Sisk (1995: 74) describes how both sides had 
reached a form of cul-de-sac. The government perceived that apartheid could 
not be taken any further, and the ANC, also in a dead end, realised they had 
been in ‘a strategy of change that didn’t seem to work.’  

In The Violence-Negotiation Nexus: SA in Transition and the Politics of 
Uncertainty, Sisk re-affirms the presence of the MHS by the mid-1980s. He 
(1993: 78) details how, by 1985 ‘neither the white minority regime nor the 
forces of liberation could unilaterally defeat the other, and neither could 
unilaterally succeed in constructing an alternative political order.’ Indeed, 
Botha’s reforms, such as the creation of the Tricameral Parliament, led to 
increased violence that ‘contributed to the mutually hurting nature of the 
stalemate, as did the perception that further rounds of revolt and repression 
would be increasingly costly’ (1993: 90).  

On the government side, economic considerations increased the pain felt in 
the stalemate. Sanctions, for example, ‘had taken their toll on the government 
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by creating economic conditions and making vulnerable a steady supply of 
resources to the security establishment and other government expenditures’ 
(85). Sisk continues his positive appraisal of the MHS element by linking the 
stalemate with the following power equality between the NP and ANC. The 
UDF (1995: 74): 

‘and other ANC-allied forces held sway in most townships and possessed international 
credibility, whereas the government controlled the central organs of the state – including 
security …and the commanding heights of the economy’  

This power parity then moved perceptions from zero-sum to positive-sum. 
Thus, the power parity present in ripeness theory was also present here in 
South Africa by the late 1980s. According to Sisk therefore, the realisation 
that negotiations were necessary originated in the perception of a MHS by 
both parties. This highlighted the power between both parties, and the 
perception that talks were needed soon followed. 

In addition to the MHS, Sisk stresses another factor behind the onset of 
negotiations. Following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and Communism in 
Russia, Moscow was no longer seen as threatening to the NP. Russia’s 
ensuing decline in support for insurrections in Africa, including the ANC, 
eased the fears of the government about a perceived onslaught from the 
Frontline States (86). Thus, the fall of Communism in Europe pushed de Klerk 
towards negotiations.  

International circumstances therefore pushed the parties towards seeking a 
way out. These circumstances – especially the fall of Communism – were 
arguably more important in this case than the formula for resolution itself. 
However, this is indeed speculation.   

At any rate, I feel that the importance that Sisk gives to the fall of Communism 
in changing the perception of the NP merits putting forward another possible 
criterion for ripeness theory. It could be potentially worded as follows: 

When the sponsor of the adversary no longer holds an ideology threatening to 
the other party, this may indicate the ripening of the conflict 

Clearly, the changing ideology of Russia, a key ally and funder of the ANC, 
facilitated the onset of negotiations. I shall look out for this feature in the 
commencement of negotiations following other conflicts.  

This application of ripeness deduces that the MHS element is valid. It is 
certainly important in explaining the beginning of talks between the disputants. 
However, Sisk is unable to assert whether ripeness theory as a whole is 
helpful in understanding this conflict better. This is because, as emphasised in 
the discussion of how the theory has been applied, this is an incomplete 
application. The elements of a way out and valid spokespersons need to be 
added.  

How does the case study help us to develop the theory? 

To a greater extent than Lieberfeld’s studies on the South African conflict, 
Sisk affirms the validity of the MHS concept. He points to how through being 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 25 

in such a stalemate, both parties came round to the possibility of negotiating 
an end to the conflict, rather than only thinking in zero-sum ways.  

Sisk also implies assessing the internal politics of actors. In this way, he also 
points to the general conclusions of Stedman. Specifically, Sisk discusses the 
changing political situation of Russia following the tumultuous revolts of 1989 
in Eastern Europe.  This brought me to put forward a potential extra clause of 
ripeness theory, concerning how threatening one party perceives the ideology 
of the adversary’s sponsor to be.  

Due to the incomplete application of ripeness theory here, Sisk cannot 
develop its other elements further. 

Zimbabwe 
3.3 Peacemaking in Civil War: International Mediation in Zimbabwe, 
1974-1980, by Stephen John Stedman  

1991 

How has the theory been applied? 

The Zimbabwean conflict has been the subject of a serious debate over the 
question of a hurting stalemate. Zartman claims that the final agreement was 
snatched from the jaws of victory and defeat rather than from a mutually 
hurting stalemate (Zartman, 1991: 17). As inferred already in this dissertation, 
Stedman’s application of ripeness theory to negotiations in Zimbabwe in the 
1970s has received critical acclaim. The core of his refinements have been 
accepted by Zartman, and to many, now forms a part of ripeness theory. 

Stedman (1991: 25) uses a quote from Zartman’s 1989 work to describe 
conflict ripeness. He asserts that a conflict is ripe when: 

• There exists a situation of deadlock and deadline 
• Unilateral solutions are blocked and joint solutions become conceivable,”   
• The party that previously had the upper hand in the conflict has slipped and the 

underdog has gained in strength 

Stedman then goes on to detail the specific components of ripeness. He 
outlines the hurting stalemate element, and the fear of an impending 
catastrophe. A solution that meets the minimal demands of the actors – a way 
out – is mentioned as well. Stedman (1991: 29) also stresses the changing 
power dynamics, where the party previously regarded as the underdog starts 
to gain power relative to the stronger party.  

Once again, Stedman makes no mention of the mutually enticing opportunity 
criterion. However, this is because Zartman did not introduce this feature into 
the theory until later. Stedman also does not outline the element of valid 
spokespersons, which is included in Zartman’s original formulation of the 
theory. Despite inference to this element in the book, this could be regarded 
as a gap in the application of the theory.  
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While outlining ripeness theory, using almost exclusively the work of Zartman, 
Stedman does clarify that his intentions are to refine the concept through 
application. He goes on to examine 4 occasions where parties tried to resolve 
the conflict between the then Rhodesian government of Ian Smith, and 
nationalist forces in the 1970s. 

Does the theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

Vorster-Kaunda Détente  

Stedman starts his analysis by looking at the Vorster-Kaunda Détente. This 
occurred in late 1974, as the Portuguese army was increasingly unable to 
beat the revolutionary guerrilla force in Mozambique, called the Mozambican 
Liberation Front (FRELIMO) (1991: 71). As the colonial power fell, ‘600 miles 
would be open as a penetration route for nationalist forces (1991: 71). 
Changing circumstances in Mozambique therefore boosted the strength of 
guerrillas in Rhodesia.    

The Rhodesian government also faced another factor detrimental to their 
success in the conflict. Vorster, representing South Africa as Rhodesia’s chief 
sponsor, was pushing Ian Smith’s government towards negotiations and 
accommodation with nationalist forces, threatening him with isolation. Thus 
‘(white) Rhodesia faced not only the spectre of intensified guerrilla war, but 
the possible abandonment of their biggest supporter’ (1991: 72).   

As previously highlighted by Stedman (1991:72), ‘ripeness often coincides 
with a moment where an underdog begins to rise’ and the strength of the 
more powerful actors deteriorates.  This came about during the Vorster-
Kaunda Détente. The shock ‘of the fall of Mozambique and the surprise of 
Vorster’s initiative clearly sobered some Rhodesians to the desirability of 
settlement’ (1991:72). However, the unexpected nature of Portugal’s fall 
struck such fear into the White Rhodesians that it greatly disincentivised them 
to take the necessary steps to being negotiations. Moreover, Smith’s 
administration was hopeful that it could exploit the disunity between the 
nationalist parties, driving distance between them (1991:73).    

This episode questions the validity of some of Zartman’s rationale. As the 
underdog’s luck changed for the better, and the government’s fortunes 
deteriorated, the conflict did not ripen, as Zartman’s criteria would have 
predicted. Indeed, the suddenness of Portugal’s fall actually pushed the White 
Rhodesians further away from negotiations. This implies that increasing 
power parity, if brought about on the underdog’s side by an unexpected chain 
of events, actually is detrimental to a conflict’s ripeness. The power dynamics 
that Zartman outlines therefore appear invalid here.  

Events during and just after the Vorster-Kaunda Détente also suggest a 
refinement to the feature of an impending/recently avoided catastrophe may 
be necessary. Indeed, the rise of FRELIMO in Mozambique and the 
prospective support that this state could give nationalist forces in Rhodesia 
did pose a potential crisis for the government. However, by early 1975, this 
catastrophe did not materialise. The government re-strengthened itself and 
continued the conflict. This episode implies that if the numbing effect of a 
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crisis wears off, the actor ‘may become more emboldened than ever in 
refusing to make concessions’ (Stedman, 1991: 74).  

Therefore, perhaps one could refine the catastrophe feature of ripeness 
theory as follows. Although this period does not dispute the importance of a 
recently avoided/impending catastrophe, it does suggest a slight amendment. 
If the catastrophe that is expected ultimately does not arise, the behaviour of 
the Rhodesian government in 1975 suggests that the actor is actually 
bolstered by this occurrence. An expected catastrophe that does not come 
about therefore ‘unripens’ the conflict, according to this logic.  

In his analysis of these initial attempts at negotiations, Stedman begins to 
question the focus of Zartman solely on external ripeness. Assessing relations 
between the South African government and Ian Smith’s cabinet, Stedman saw 
how the Rhodesians were able to appeal to important elites within the NP to 
neutralise the mediator’s (Vorster’s) leverage (1991:78). As I will continue to 
discuss throughout this section, Stedman presents strong evidence to include 
internal politics to boost the validity of ripeness theory.  

Thus, ripeness theory fails to explain why the conflict continued when several 
elements of conflict ripeness were evident here.  It does not help us to 
understand this part of the conflict.  

Kissinger 

In 1976, US Secretary-of-State Henry Kissinger tried his hand at negotiations 
in Rhodesia. He pushed Smith to accept majority rule, hopeful that if radical 
elements of the majority were excluded, the country could be a stronghold 
against communism. Smith saw this push for majority rule as nothing more 
than attempts to appease Soviet-backed terrorists (Stedman, 1991: 99). 
Stedman judges that Kissinger attempts failed, despite the military backing of 
Vorster, due to the nature of the proposals. What he offered Smith was 
unacceptable to the nationalists (Stedman, 1991: 119), giving Smith a way out 
of the negotiations.  

For Stedman, internal dynamics were also important in terms of explaining the 
conflict during Kissinger’s attempts at mediation. What was key in 1976 was 
the disunity within some of the actors, especially the Zimbabwe African 
National Union (ZANU). This party, which ‘enjoyed nominal control over the 
guerrillas fighting from Mozambique, was not consolidated behind Mugabe. At 
that time, there was no leader who could step forward and say, “stop the 
fighting”’ (Stedman, 1991:118). 

Thus internal factors, rather than Zartman’s external criteria, appear to explain 
the development of this conflict better during Kissinger’s peacemaking efforts. 
That said, I think that applying the valid spokespersons criterion may also 
shed light on this conflict. Stedman’s investigation suggests there was no one 
individual in the nationalist camp who could harness sufficient domestic 
support and build a coalition of the nationalist forces. This implies they lacked 
a valid spokesperson to lead them forward against the government. This 
criterion therefore appears to be of some relevance in explaining the failure of 
this conflict to be ripe for resolution during Kissinger’s attempts at negotiation.   
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Anglo-American Initiatives 

By January 1977, ‘declining morale in the Rhodesian army and increasing 
penetration by guerrillas’ (Stedman, 1991:134) pushed Smith to look for an 
internal settlement.  There were, by this point, 6,000 nationalist guerrillas 
within Rhodesia and roughly 30,000 outside the state ready to intervene.  

Intelligence forces tried to make it clear to Smith that their situation was highly 
tenuous (Stedman, 1991: 157).  For them, the conflict had ripened. However, 
nationalist parties did not fear a lack of agreement; ‘indeed in the case of 
Mugabe, he believed that only by making the situation worse for white 
Rhodesia would Smith ever capitulate’ (Stedman, 1991:157).  

Arguably, ripeness theory is useful here. It highlights how nationalist parties 
had not given up their desire for a unilateral solution. For them, this track had 
not been “blocked”, and thus there was no urgent need to search out bilateral 
solutions.  It appears that if there was a stalemate, it was not mutually hurting 
to both parties. Thus, the conflict was not ripe.  Although this may sound 
tautological, the lack of a MHS may well be the factor why the conflict was not 
resolved at this time. Perhaps if there had been a MHS the situation would 
have moved towards negotiations.  

Lancaster House 

By discussions at Lancaster House, led by British Foreign Secretary Lord 
Carrington, Mugabe had consolidated himself as the valid spokesperson 
behind a more united ZANU (Stedman, 1991: 166). This was greatly 
facilitated by his consolidation of the support of the military wing of ZANU, led 
by Tongogara (Stedman, 1991: 241). These rebels had managed to bring the 
war to the doorsteps of the Salisbury government. Indeed, it was only by 
Lancaster House that the 2 leaders of the liberation groups, Mugabe and 
Nkomo had ‘consolidated their leadership and had established a reservoir of 
authority from which they could draw’ (Stedman, 1991: 211). Thus, according 
to Stedman’s research, the valid spokesperson criterion had been fulfilled on 
the side of the nationalists.  

With regard to the white government, Thatcher’s team also managed to gain 
their confidence. Ian Smith was persuaded to stay at home during the 
Lancaster House Agreement, and David Smith instead was included in the 
delegation to London. Ian Smith’s objections to majority rule were from a 
purely philosophical standpoint. With these views, negotiations were 
inherently impossible (Stedman, 1991: 212). A change in spokesperson to a 
more pragmatic individual or group of individuals facilitated the onset of 
negotiations. At any rate, by this point Bishop Abel Muzorewa as Prime 
Minister of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, following elections in 1979.  

There are parallels here with the change in leadership in South Africa from 
P.W. Botha to F.W. de Klerk. However, the clear distinction is that Ian Smith 
remained leader of the Rhodesians, and was simply not present. This 
example implies that a change in spokesperson to a more pragmatic 
individual(s) actually willing to compromise can go some way to compensating 
for a lack in change of overall leadership.   
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While there were valid spokespersons, even by the beginning of 1979, all 
parties were committed to alternatives away from the negotiating table 
(Stedman, 1991: 165). For the Rhodesians, and (Ian) Smith in particular, the 
first priority was no agreement or compromise. The government’s fear of the 
Patriotic Front in government was more intense than continuing the conflict 
(Stedman, 1991: 207). Thus, despite the Rhodesians facing a crisis worse 
than a stalemate ‘due to the combined economic and military damage to the 
country’ (Stedman, 1991: 206), they did not perceive themselves to be in a 
hurting stalemate. They saw no defeat in the near future, or an impending 
catastrophe.  

Similarly, ZANU were sure of victory in only a matter of time. Mugabe was 
absolutely convinced by this point that ZANU would win outright within the 
next 3 years (Stedman, 1991: 207). He saw no looming catastrophe pushing 
him towards talks. Nkomo, the less militant nationalist leader, was the only 
individual who perceived a considerable worse situation if no settlement was 
reached.  

Therefore, as negotiations for a peaceful end to the war in 
Rhodesia/Zimbabwe began in 1979, most parties did not perceive there to be 
a MHS. Indeed, only the least vocal out of the three main parties saw the 
situation as painful and becoming increasingly so. Ultimately, ripeness 
theory’s core concept fails to explain the onset of negotiations at the 
Lancaster Agreement.  

In part due to a special relationship that formed between Mozambican 
President Samora Machel, and UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, a 
settlement was reached. Machel threatened to close off the Mozambican 
border to Mugabe. As many of the guerrilla forces and supplies were then 
situated in Mozambique, this would have proven greatly troublesome to 
ZANU’s war effort. Thus, the key Nationalist groups were pushed towards a 
settlement.  

The settlement formally granted the Nationalist leaders ‘what they had been 
fighting for – the acknowledgement that they were equal to the existing 
administration’ (Stedman, 1991: 196).  Britain’s management of the mediation 
process was facilitated by the ability to learn from the previous attempts 
throughout the 1970s, as well as the use of bargaining leverage within and 
between the parties.  

In addition to the lack of a MHS, other ripeness criteria were also not present. 
Whilst the war failed to bring about a hurting stalemate by Lancaster House, 
there also wasn’t the rough power parity between the parties inherent in 
Zartman’s analysis (Stedman, 1991: 209). As described, Zartman stresses the 
need for rough equality in power between actors. By 1979, the Salisbury 
regime was considerably weaker than the Patriotic Front. Thus, the parties 
were not negotiating for similar power positions at all.  

Thus, Stedman’s account of the attempts at conflict resolution in Zimbabwe 
suggests fundamental refinements of Zartman’s theory are necessary. Firstly, 
when a MHS was present in 1974, negotiation did not begin, but by the onset 
of talks in 1979 at Lancaster House, there was no MHS perceived by all 
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parties to the conflict. This core feature therefore appears to be of little 
explanatory value in relation to Zimbabwe. 

Secondly, the power parity inherent in ripeness theory is not present by the 
Lancaster Agreement. Although members of the Rhodesian party were 
unwilling to accept it until very late on, the Rhodesian government was in a 
considerably worse military and economic situation by 1979 and were 
undoubtedly losing the war.  

However, there is some evidence here that the valid spokespersons element 
is somewhat relevant. For only at Lancaster House was Mugabe the clear, 
undisputed leader of ZANU. Furthermore, Thatcher’s government had 
persuaded the Rhodesian to part company with Ian Smith as their chief 
negotiator and opt for more pragmatic, compromising individuals.  

As I will discuss in more detail in the next section, the importance of internal 
politics to the inauguration of negotiations is most evident. That Zartman 
focuses on external ripeness only is here regarded as a key weakness, as 
much of this conflict at its ending is to do with factors internal to the 
disputants.  

How does the case study help us to develop the theory? 

This case study informs us to incorporate properties internal to the parties into 
ripeness theory. It points to the internal deliberating which brings about valid 
spokespersons. This is evident in the change of spokesman, on the Salisbury 
side, which brought to the fore more pragmatic, compromising actors.  

What is also evident is the power of military wings in supporting new leaders. 
Mugabe’s lead would not have been consolidated were it not for his backing 
from the military wing of ZANU, led by Tongogara (Stedman, 1991: 241). This 
implies that in order for new leaders to gain sufficient popularity and be valid 
spokespersons they must placate and gain the support of the military wings of 
their parties. I shall bear this in mind when assessing other applications of 
ripeness.  

In essence, Stedman emphasises the notion of each disputant being a 
coalition of individuals with different values, preferences and resources 
(Stedman, 1991: 210). He stresses the need for all factions of each disputant, 
especially the military wing, to be behind the leader. Stedman therefore 
stresses the importance of a leader who can draw support from key areas, 
especially the military.  

In addition to the politics around leadership choice and credibility, and the 
need to have respective military backing, this application questions the 
importance of the MHS as a core underpinning of ripeness. For Mugabe and 
ZANU firmly believed that it was winning the war and victory was inevitable. 
Similarly, despite ample evidence to the contrary, the Rhodesians were not 
considering a defeat to be on the horizon (Stedman, 1991: 236). Thus, not all 
participants to a conflict perceived a MHS. Therefore, the overall validity of a 
MHS to bring on negotiations has been strongly challenged here.  
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However, Stedman suggests an amendment to the MHS element, which may 
actually boost its future utility and give it greater flexibility. At the inauguration 
of negotiations, there was a MHS perceived at the patron level. Machel and 
the FRELIMO government of Mozambique, a patron of the Patriotic Front, 
perceived themselves to be in a hurting stalemate. Indeed the military costs of 
hosting both Zimbabwe’s guerrillas and refugees had crippled the economies 
of both Mozambique and Zambia’ (Gwarazimba, 2008:122).  

This was also the case with Britain, who felt unable to continue their support 
for the Rhodesian delegation. Gwarazimba (2008: 122) states how the ‘ripe 
moment’ crystallized due to ‘pressure from South Africa as well as from Britain 
and USA for Smith to accept a negotiated settlement before further 
radicalization of the liberation movements’. This dynamic suggests that ‘the 
perception of a MHS can be manifested at the patron level and be efficacious 
in bringing about settlement, if that patron holds a monopoly of assistance to 
its client and if that patron can persuade the client of the credibility of its 
threats’ (Stedman, 1991: 237).  In the case of ZANU, ‘for Machel’s threat to 
cut off assistance to be effective, Mugabe had to believe it was credible’ 
(Stedman, 1991: 237).  

Stedman therefore puts forward a variety of possible amendments to 
Zartman’s formulation of ripeness theory. The proposed refinements are as 
follows: 

o Some but not all parties must perceive the hurting stalemate 
o Internal dynamics are key: 

o Patrons rather than parties may be the agents of perception 
o The military element in each party is the crucial element in 

perceiving the stalemate 
o The high potential for leadership change to bring about 

negotiations  (Zartman, 2001: 10) 

Stedman’s refinements suggest a great deal of adaptation of Zartman’s 
original theoretical formulation. I shall investigate whether these refinements 
are relevant in other ripeness applications.  

 

3.4  Zimbabwe in Ruins: Mediation Prospects in a Conflict Not Yet Ripe 
for Resolution 

Mark Anstey  

2007 

How has the theory been applied? 

Mark Anstey assesses whether the conflict in Zimbabwe in 2007, mediated by 
then South African President Thabo Mbeki, was ripe for resolution. In his 
application, he adopts a Zartman-focused form of ripeness theory. In detailing 
the potential for conflict resolution in 2007, Anstey also comments briefly on 
the negotiations at Lancaster House in 1979, following civil war in the 1970s.  
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As in the applications already discussed, Anstey focuses on the MHS element 
of ripeness theory. He rightly details how mutually painful stalemates are 
marked by a ‘recent or impending catastrophe [emphasis author’s own] at a 
time when unilateral solutions are blocked and bilateral solutions are 
conceivable, and a shift in power relations between the parties is evident’ 
(2007: 416). Anstey also correctly adds on the fact that the parties’ realisation 
that a negotiated settlement is in their own interests can be put down to 
dynamics internal to the conflict itself or be induced by external parties (2007: 
436). 

As was evident with Sisk’s use of ripeness theory to elucidate the conflict in 
South Africa, so Anstey has also overly-focused his application on the single, 
albeit core, element of the MHS. This comes at the expense of outlining and 
applying other elements of ripeness theory. If he so desired to stick with 
Zartman’s theory, then the need for a way out, pushing the disputants towards 
bilateral solutions, should have been described and searched. 

As this article was written after Zartman dropped the valid spokesperson 
criterion, due to its structural (as opposed to conceptual) character, it seems 
reasonable not to criticise Zartman for not applying this element.  Similarly, as 
it appears that the disputants’ perception of a MEO has not caught on as an 
element of ripeness theory to apply to conflicts, perhaps the lack of mention of 
this criterion is not a considerable gap in this application.  

Does the theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

By September 1979, Anstey asserts, the civil war had become unsustainable 
for the Rhodesian government. This was particularly evident in the allocations 
of government expenditure, ‘with military spending rising to 47% of all 
government spending by 1979’ (2007: 417), as well as the escalating 
difficulties in imposing conscription for a side heading for defeat. South Africa 
was also pushing Rhodesia substantially, through the suspension of critical oil 
supplies. This ripening process had claimed an estimated 30,000 lives and left 
850,000 homeless (2007: 417).  
 
Anstey’s discussion of the onset of negotiations at Lancaster lacks depth. It 
looks at objective indicators of pain and hurt, specifically material cost and 
loss of lives, and does not include data about the material and human costs 
on the Nationalist side.  This actually implies quite a poor understanding of the 
ripening process. For part of the difficulty of assessing conflict ripeness is that 
one cannot simply look at quantitative data and assume that a MHS, for 
example, was present. Indeed, a researcher must instead discover what the 
parties actually perceive about the conflict. In the statistics mentioned above, 
just because military expenditure took up 47% of the total government budget 
tells us nothing about the ripeness of the conflict. This is because such 
information does not reveal whether or not the Rhodesian government 
recognised the situation it was.  

Thus, although Anstey implies that ripeness theory does help us to 
understand the civil war of the 1970s conflict better, it is difficult to deduce this 
from his investigation because his evidence of conflict ripeness remains highly 
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questionable. As only objective indicators of ripeness were mentioned, I think 
this part of Anstey’s application was poor and inconclusive. At this point, I 
cannot pass judgment over whether ripeness theory helps us to understand 
the conflict better or not.  

That said, Anstey’s evidence does point to the importance of examining the 
situation of the patrons. This is clear in Anstey’s focus on how South Africa, 
as the chief patron of the Smith’s government, pushed Zimbabwe towards 
settlement through the curtailment of vital supplies. This implies the power of 
the patrons is highly influential in pushing disputants into a painful situation, 
which they may eventually perceive as a MHS. Although Anstey’s piece does 
not imply the notion put forward by Stedman – that patrons rather than the 
parties in conflict themselves may be the ones who must perceive the MHS – 
it does nonetheless re-emphasise a general gap in ripeness theory. Arguably 
ripeness theory could better understand this conflict if it also monitored the 
behaviour and predicaments of the patrons. That ripeness theory does not 
overtly include analysis of patrons of the disputants questions its overall 
validity.  

Following his brief discussion of events surrounding the Lancaster 
Agreement, Anstey moves on to describe the turmoil that modern-day 
Zimbabwe finds itself. The author then looks at the challenges that lie ahead 
for Mbeki in 2007.  

Anstey is emphatic that the division within the international community as to 
the right course of action in Zimbabwe has been highly detrimental to finding a 
productive solution to the infighting in this state (2007: 432). He stresses the 
presence of ideological gridlock (2007: 432), causing Mugabe not to consider 
relinquishing control or proceed to a democratisation process and consider 
working with opposition parties, such as the Movement for Democratic 
Change (MDC).   

The importance of ideology is implied in Zartman’s original theoretical 
formulation. Zartman suggests that the increased pain of a MHS may cause 
increased struggle if actors are motivated by ideology and certain beliefs. He 
identifies ‘true believers’ as individuals who may see increased pain as 
justifying further violence.  However, ideology is not by any means a core 
element of ripeness theory, and these evaluations of MHS are largely 
tangential in nature. Stedman mentions ideology as being a barrier to 
settlement, with reference to the Lancaster Agreement. As previously 
discussed, Ian Smith had substantial ideological aversions to negotiating with 
Nationalists, and for the most part saw majority rule as inconceivable. 

Thus, although ripeness theory does discuss ideology, it is only brief. The 
importance of such a gridlock does not appear to be covered by ripeness, 
questioning its overall validity in trying to understand mediation attempts by 
Mbeki in 2007.  One could hypothesise that a conflict may be ripening when 
ideologies that prohibit talks and compromise with adversaries begin to fade. I 
think such a hypothesis could be met within Lieberfeld’s conclusion that a 
change to more pragmatic leaders willing to listen and compromise is a sign 
of the conflict ripening.  
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Although Anstey did not discuss the perceptual nature with regard to the 
eventual Lancaster House discussions, he does bring this crucial aspect in 
when discussing the tasks that lie ahead for Mbeki. Indeed, he concludes that 
‘Zimbabwe’s conflict is not yet “ripe for resolution” through low level mediatory 
intervention’ (2007: 440). This is largely because although the ‘size of the 
crisis and the intensity of the suffering are profound…the regime is not 
sending signals it recognises the need for change’ (Anstey, 2007: 440). 
Anstey is implying that the regime does not perceive the hurting stalemate 
that is becoming increasingly apparent. When the government does begin to 
perceive this, the conflicting will ripen.  

The need to recognise a MHS does help to understand the recent conflict in 
Zimbabwe better. This is further evidence that the core ripeness concept does 
have explanatory value. However, the ability of ripeness theory to explain the 
concept is questioned, firstly, because it does not look at the patron level and 
the pressures these actors place on those directly involved. Secondly, 
Anstey’s description of an ideological deadlock and the need for more 
accommodating behaviour is not encompassed within ripeness.  

Anstey does not analyse the valid spokespersons criterion. In class 
discussions on ripeness, Laurie Nathan has stressed the lack, during the 
2007 mediation process, of valid spokespersons on both sides. Morgan 
Tsvangirai is not able to garner sufficient support to be termed a valid 
spokesman for the opposition. Nathan’s analysis would suggest that this 
particular criterion does help to understand this conflict somewhat.  

How does the case study help us to develop the theory? 

The case study contributes far less to the advancement of ripeness theory 
than previous discussed applications. Nonetheless, Anstey’s assessment of 
recent Zimbabwean history reaffirms the vitality of perception and recognition 
ripeness, specifically the MHS.  

In a very general way, this application points to the importance of internal 
ripeness, as stressed by Stedman, Lilja et al. As emphasised by Stedman, 
this case study would also suggest the need to assess the conduct of patrons, 
in this case South African patronage over the Rhodesians. Furthermore, 
Anstey’s analysis would also suggest Lieberfeld’s emphasis on a move 
towards a more pragmatic outlook is beneficial to ripening a conflict. 
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4. Other African Applications 
4.1 Namibia 

High Noon in Southern Africa: Making Peace in a Rough Neighbourhood 

Chester Crocker 

1992 

Nurturing Peace: Why Peace Settlements Succeed Or Fail 

Fen Osler Hampson 

1996 

Chester Crocker was the U.S. Secretary of State for African Affairs during the 
mid-1980s. He was chief mediator in the Namibian conflict and its eventual 
settlement in 1988.  I shall combine the Crocker’s application with Hampson’s 
work, who was writing from a more academic perspective. Their findings are 
interlinked, and the flaws in their applications are also relatively similar. 
Separately, the applications would result in a more limited, over-lapping 
discussion. Crocker and Hampson have also collaborated on a number of 
works on conflict resolution in the past, so I’m confident that as authors they 
would be fine sharing this section.  

How has the theory been applied? 

Crocker largely draws from Zartman to apply ripeness theory. He points to the 
MHS element as the prime condition, where ‘neither side in a conflict feels it 
can win a conflict and the parties perceive its costs and prospects of 
continuing war to be more burdensome than the costs and prospects of 
settlement (Crocker, 1999: 21).   

Crocker expands on this in High Noon in Southern Africa. He details that 
‘ripening’ arises when parties eliminate unilateral options in favour of bilateral 
solutions, due to rising costs. This grasps the notion of a MHS. The author 
highlights greater power equality between actors as a sign of ripening 
(Crocker,1992: 469). Crocker also rightfully stresses the importance of 
identifying a resolving formula – a way out - to push actors out of conflict  
(1992: 469).  However, when discussing the unilateral and bilateral accords of 
1988, intended to bring peace to Southern Africa, Crocker does not assert 
how important he saw this way out to be. Ultimately, his findings on the 
importance of a way out appear inconclusive.   

As well as describing these key tenets of ripeness theory, Crocker also 
emphasises the role mediators play, something mentioned in ripeness theory 
but not focused on in any of the applications up to now. This is no doubt partly 
due to his own professional background as a professional diplomat. As 
informed by Zartman, third parties are often needed to seize a potentially ripe 
moment and push it towards fruition. Accordingly, Crocker (1999:21) states 
how: 
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‘parties have to be coaxed and cajoled to the bargaining table….by skilled mediators using a 
variety of ripening agents:…legitimising…making themselves indispensable…exploiting 
changes in military balance…changes in party leadership’  

I do commend Crocker for stressing the role of mediators and the seizure of 
ripe moments. That said, he may have over-emphasised this facet at the 
expense of other aspects of ripeness theory. For example, Crocker does not 
apply the valid spokesperson criterion. As Zartman still considered this a 
feature of ripeness theory when Crocker wrote these works, it should have 
been applied.  I regard this as a gap in Crocker’s applications of ripeness 
theory.  

As with all other ripeness theory applications, the MEO element was not 
applied. Due to the lack of traction this feature has found, I do not regard this 
as a gap in this particular application.  

Hampson implies that the MHS did contribute to negotiations in South West 
Africa. While Hampson suggests this, he then goes on to make a false 
assumption about ripeness theory. Hampson (1996: 214) states that: 

‘the concept of ripeness does not fully explain why the peace process stayed on track once a 
negotiated settlement was reached in Namibia…nor is it helpful in explaining why successive 
agreements unravelled in Angola’  

Whether or not this is the case, Hampson appears to have misread the 
intentions of ripeness. Zartman asserts that ripeness theory aims to predict 
the productive commencement of negotiations, not if the peace process stays 
on track. Perhaps the theory should be added to to account for the 
continuance of negotiations. Regardless, this assertion by Hampson suggests 
a gap in his understanding of ripeness.  

Does the theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

The South West African People’s Organisation SWAPO was the primary rebel 
group in Namibia and enjoyed support from some Frontline States – Angola, 
Zambia, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe (Hampson, 1996: 57).  The People’s 
Movement for the Liberation of Angola’s (MPLA) support for SWAPO, from 
Angola, was particularly crucial. The USA, South Africa, Portugal, the UK and 
the USSR were a mixture of aggressors and mediators in the conflict, South 
Africa being the main belligerent against SWAPO (Hampson, 1996: 57). 

War between South Africa and SWAPO waged during the 1980s. This war 
was interlinked to events in Angola, where USSR and Cuban forces 
supported the MPLA government, while South Africa sponsored The National 
Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). Thus, when a hurting 
stalemate arose in Angola following clashes in the Techipa-Calueque region 
between Russian, Cuban and MPLA forces on one side, and South African 
and UNITA forces on the other, a hurting stalemate soon followed in Namibia 
that same year (Crocker, 1992: 373). South Africa was ‘unable to bring 
SWAPO to a decisive conventional battle nor could it hope to win a bush war 
without a major escalation and commitment of resources’ (Hampson, 1996: 
63). This was unlikely due to the deteriorating socioeconomic situation in 
South Africa. Nassau Sanctions against the apartheid regime began to take 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 37 

effect in 1985. Additionally, white public opinion had become disillusioned with 
the conflicts in Namibia and Angola, pushing the government towards 
settlement (Hampson, 1996: 64). 

The SWAPO sponsors – Cuba and Angola – could do no more than stem the 
tide. Despite having over 50,000 troops in Angola, Cuba could do no more 
than challenge South African might (Crocker, 1992: 368).  These factors 
produced a stalemate (Hampson, 1996: 63).     

In December 22, 1988, Angola, Cuba and South Africa signed an agreement, 
which set in motion concrete plans for peace in the region. These plans were 
successful in producing peace in Namibia, but war continued to wage in 
Angola afterwards (Hampson, 1996: 53).  

Hampson and Crocker suggest that ripeness theory does go some way to 
explaining the onset of the peace process. They show how negotiations only 
started once there was a MHS, in both Namibia and Angola. Unlike in 
Lieberfeld’s analysis of South Africa, negotiations for peace started very 
promptly after the MHS was recognised by the actors.  

However, this analysis appears to make ripeness theory seem tautological; it 
implies that the peace process came about purely due to the presence of a 
MHS, and had that not been apparent, war would have continued. This 
questions the utility of ripeness theory in helping to understand the conflict 
better, if it is indeed tautological in nature.  

I do not actually think that ripeness theory is tautological. It seems this way in 
this application because of the authors’ over-emphasis on MHS at the 
expense of other elements. If the valid spokespersons and way out criteria 
were also addressed to the same degree, the theory would appear far less 
tautological. I therefore reject this potential failure of ripeness.  

Although I challenge accusations of tautology, I do agree with Rothstein’s 
criticisms somewhat, in regard to the falsification of ripeness theory. Rothstein 
(2007: 266) writes that the ripeness approach: 

‘violates the norm of falsification: the only thing we can conclude, after the fact is that If 
negotiations occurred, a ripe moment was present by definition; if negotiations did not occur, 
a ripe moment was either not present or not perceived’  

While I’m hesitant about using such vitriolic terms as ‘violates’, it is rather 
clear to me that ripeness theory is indeed hard to falsify. This adversely 
affects ripeness’ overall applicability, but does point to the need to apply all 
ripeness criteria, rather than just the core MHS concept. That way, a range of 
factors that may have contributed to the resolution of a conflict can be 
discussed.  

Where they may be a problem in this application, as in others, is the links the 
authors draw between the presence of a MHS and the inauguration of 
negotiations. They suggest that the MHS caused – even though they do not 
rule out the importance of other causes – negotiations to begin. However, 
from the analysis, at most there is a correlation between the MHS and the 
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beginning of the talks. Thus, although MHS may be valid in terms of being a 
contributory factor, it does not appear to be a cause.  

While the MHS does appear to correlate with talks commencing, it is difficult 
to assert whether the way out criterion was helpful in understanding the 
conflict better. The negotiations that ended the conflict, both the unilateral and 
bilateral accords, were stated. However, Crocker and Hampson do not link 
this agreement to ripeness theory as a whole. Thus, I am unsure of its level of 
importance in terms of understanding the onset of negotiations  

The correlation between the recognition of a MHS by parties and the onset of 
negotiations in December 1988 suggests some validity for this core element 
of ripeness theory. However, this case study has highlighted a crucial area of 
caution for those applying ripeness theory and attempting to draw 
conclusions. While ripeness theory may be able to predict the commencement 
of talks, applications of ripeness theory need to account for potential and 
spurious other factors, which may contribute to negotiations starting.  
Otherwise, merely drawing a link between the presence of a MHS and 
negotiations does seem superficial and implausible.  

Crocker and Hampson’s applications also highlight the need to discuss all 
subjective elements of ripeness theory.  I posit that had valid spokespersons 
and a way out been debated, for example, correlations between these 
elements and negotiations would have made this application more credible. 
The fuller the application, the greater the potential understanding a reader can 
get of a conflict.  

How does the case study develop the theory? 

Despite concerns regarding causation over correlation, MHS is again present 
by the time of talks. The growing relationship between the MHS and 
negotiations supports the inclusion of this feature in the theory.  
 
Crocker concludes with regard to formulas proposed to resolve a conflict, that 
‘to ripen a conflict that appears deadlocked, it may be desirable to shake the 
parties up by giving them something fresh to mull over’ (1992: 471). With 
regard to a way out, this suggests that proposed formulas, although not 
needing to be particularly specific or detailed, need to be new and innovative. 
If the general way out appears to be grounded too much in previous peace 
attempts, parties may be more likely to lose interest in it. Accordingly, the 
Accords put forward in 1988 had to be fresh and intriguing to all parties.  This 
application therefore adds potential clauses to the way out criterion, 
suggesting it must be a fresh formula.  
 
While not contributing significantly to the development of the theory, these 
applications suggest greater utility for the theory than is presently conceived. 
Crocker suggests that ‘the absence of ripeness does not tell us to walk away 
and do nothing’ (1992: 471). Indeed, the theory can ‘help us to identify 
obstacles and suggest ways of handling them’ (1992: 471). Thus, even where 
the indicators of ripeness are not apparent, it can still boost our understanding 
of a conflict or stalemate as a whole.  
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4.2 Ripening Within? Strategies Used by Rebel Negotiators to End 
Ethnic War  
 
Jannie Lilja 
 
2011 
 

How has the theory been applied? 

Lilja’s application ripeness is focused on the ripening process internal to 
parties. She does concede that negotiations eventually take place at 2 levels, 
between and then within parties (2011: 314). Her work builds on Stedman’s 
refinements of ripeness theory, who as mentioned, challenged Zartman’s 
original formulation of ripeness theory for over-concentrating on indicators of 
external ripeness. She looks at the actions of rebel leaders and negotiators 
during the pre-negotiation and negotiation phases of conflicts. 
 
Although not building on his contributions extensively, Lilja nonetheless 
outlines the core MHS feature of Zartman, rightly stating how perceptions of 
this ‘could induce a move from an armed strategy to negotiated peace’ (2011: 
313). That the author has not stuck to the criteria outlined by Zartman does 
not reduce the quality of the application or mean it has serious gaps as her 
contribution to the debate surrounding the internal ripeness is significant.  
Accordingly, Lilja details Stedman’s claim that ripeness is more a function of 
internal changes, something which she claims has not been methodologically 
studied for the non-state side.  
 
Within the confines of the original ripeness theory, it claims predictability up 
until the negotiations begin, not for the continuance and completion of 
negotiations. Arguably Lilja’s assessment of behaviour during the negotiation 
phase is not strictly “ripeness territory”. However, the importance of internal 
dynamics in this phase suggests that perhaps ripeness theory could be 
extended to assess the negotiation process as well.  
 
In her assessment of non-state actors, Lilja looks at three rebel groups to 
draw findings about rebel behaviour – Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and 
the Tamils in Sri Lanka (Lilja, 2011: 320), Geracan Aceh Merdeka and the 
Acehnese in Aceh (Lilja, 2011: 323), and the Mouvement des Forces 
Democratiques de la Casamance and the Casamançais in Senegal (Lilja, 
2011: 328). As this thesis is focusing on African applications of ripeness, I 
shall focus on the internal ripeness present in the MFDC of Senegal.  
 
Does the theory help us understand the conflict better? 
 
Through her focus on internal ripeness, Lilja challenges Zartman’s focus on 
external indicators of ripeness. Indeed, Lilja claims that ‘some of the most 
important functions of prenegotiation, such as generating valid spokespersons 
and building support and coalition for negotiations, are intraparty in nature’ 
(Lilja, 2011: 313).  
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This implies that one of Zartman’s (external) indicators of ripeness, valid 
spokespersons, should be internalised to enhance its overall validity. 
Therefore, in its current form, the ripeness notion of valid spokesperson does 
not help us to understand this conflict greatly, as it is over-externalised. 
 
Lilja’s findings suggest that coercive tactics were used in pre-negotiation, 
although non-coercive methods were also used ‘by rebel groups seeking to 
persuade their ethnic constituencies to support peace negotiations’ (Lilja, 
2011: 337). Non-coercive tactics did dominate in the negotiation phase (Lilja, 
2011: 337).   
 
The conflict in Senegal between the government and MFDC concerns 
‘grievances [from the Casamançais people] pertaining to central government 
policies, notably policies concerning land rights and natural-resource 
management’ (Lilja, 2011: 328). The MFDC, an amalgamation of several rebel 
groups, has been the only group to represent the Casamançais (Lilja, 2011: 
329). 
  
Eager to represent the Casamançais, Father Augustin Diamacoune Senghor 
used a variety of tactics to establish himself as the Casamance 
representative. He consolidated this position through non-coercive persuasion 
and verbal outbidding. He stressed ‘his past reputation of historical forerunner 
and non-militant “martyr” for the Casamance cause’ (Lilja, 2011: 331).   
 
In this phase, the importance of gaining the support of militant factions was 
highlighted. This factor has been stressed by Stedman with regard to Mugabe 
consolidating more militant forces within ZANU behind his leadership. In the 
case of the MFDC, Diamacoune initiated negotiations with the government 
during a period of intense infighting within the MFDC military. Moreover, 
Diamacoune ‘hardly consulted with military factions leaders on the substance 
of the 2004 peace framework agreement’ (Lilja, 2011: 332). Accordingly, the 
Diamacoune-Wade cease-fire, agreed to in 2001, was not adhered to by any 
of the militant factions, clearly undermining its overall potential effectiveness 
(Lilja, 2011: 331). This is further evidence that Stedman’s emphasis on 
consolidating the military behind a leader is an important component of 
ripeness.  
 
During the negotiation phase, Diamacoune made use of collective incentives 
to maintain the support of MFDC militants. For example, he acquired ‘material 
resources from interveners in the peace process for distribution to the 
combatants’ (Lilja, 2011: 333).   
 
Lilja’s point is that it is not really about who negotiates, as Stedman stresses, 
but more about what the rebel negotiator does to consolidate his position that 
demonstrates the conflict is ripening. Diamacoune’s non-coercive persuasion 
during the pre-negotiation phase and then concentration on incentivising the 
militant factions in the negotiation phase were signs that the conflict was 
approaching ripeness.  
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Diamacoune’s and the MFDC behaviour were typical of what Lilja found 
overall. Persuasion and propaganda were needed to convince ethnic 
constituents that negotiation was in the interest. The second non-coercive 
measure of distributing incentives was also present in the other rebel groups 
(Lilja, 2011: 318). Although not present with regard to the Senegalese 
negotiations, Lilja found from other cases that another sign of internal ripening 
is where actors form coalitions with actors inside or outside the non-state 
camp in order to out-manoeuvre competitors. This is done in pursuit of 
legitimacy and material resources (Lilja, 2011: 318).  

Lilja’s study therefore challenges Zartman’s concentration on external 
indicators of ripeness. Classic ripeness theory would appear to leave 
significant gaps in attempting to explain the conflict between the MFDC and 
the Senegalese government in the late 1990s because it fails to account for 
intraparty dynamics.  

Furthermore, the findings challenge and deepen Stedman’s argument that 
internal ripeness is largely recognisable through leadership change – in other 
words by who is negotiating (Lilja, 2011: 337). Lilja posits that one recognises 
internal ripeness through the actions of existing leaders – what they do to 
promote negotiation (2011: 337). She focuses on how ‘rebel leaders attempt 
to bolster legitimacy to act as valid spokespersons, build coalitions, and 
harness support’ (2011: 337).  

Thus, internal ripeness can have greater explanatory value if it focuses on 
what leaders do as opposed to just who is negotiating. Merely looking at the 
figure of the leader divorced from his actions and efforts isn’t half as revealing.  

 Does the case study develop the theory? 

Lilja’s study of rebel behaviour again emphasises the need to incorporate 
internal ripeness into Zartman’s original construction of ripeness theory.  
Stedman initiated the link between internal and external ripeness, stressing 
that ‘perceptions of a mutually hurting stalemate are a matter of internal 
bargaining’ (Lilja, 2011: 337); Lilja then focused specifically on which 
individual was negotiating. Lilja’s study develops the internal ripeness debate 
by suggesting that ‘change may come about through deliberate measures 
undertaken by rebel negotiators’ to “ripen” the ethnic minority camp’ (2011: 
338).  

Lilja’s research also points to the importance of military support in internal 
ripeness. This implies that the internal facets of ripeness theory need to be 
extended to include the importance of getting military backing for a conflict to 
ripen. Only once military support is consolidated can rebel leaders/negotiators 
expect agreements settled on to be respected by all areas of each disputant. 

As well as pointing to ripening within in terms of actions taken, this case study 
also points to internalising the valid spokespersons criterion, in order to 
deepen our understanding of how leaders consolidated their support.  

Finally, Lilja’s findings on pre-negotiation and negotiation phases also imply a 
prolongation of the time period that ripeness theory assesses. Ripeness 
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theory would appear to boost overall validity if it was extended to look at the 
negotiations themselves and the importance of internal ripeness to their 
successful completion. However, extending ripeness in this way would reduce 
its overall simplicity. It may require a myriad of new factors, internal and 
external, to be able to explain why negotiations persisted and were agreed to. 
It would nonetheless be an interesting area of research to examine what 
factors maintain ripeness levels during negotiation. Without further evidence 
of behaviour during negotiations, I am sceptical of extending ripeness to this 
territory.  

4.3 When A Stalemate Is Not Mutually Painful – Explaining the Failure of 
the Arusha Accords 
Andreas Krieg 

2009 

How has the theory been applied? 

Krieg takes the MHS concept and applies it to the ultimate failure of the 
Arusha Accords. These Accords were signed between the Rwandan Patriotic 
Front (RPF) and the Government of Rwanda (GoR) in August 1993 to end the 
civil war that had waged since 1990. However, violence flared up soon after, 
culminating in the genocide during the spring of 1994.  

There are evident gaps in Krieg’s application of ripeness theory, if we are 
looking for full applications of the theory. This is because he takes the MHS
concept by itself, not even the impending/recently avoided catastrophe, 
optimally associated with the MHS.  

Krieg rightly defines the MHS as a ‘hurting deadlock from which escaping by 
military means becomes impossible and continuation of hostilities will lead to 
a mutual increase of costs’ (2009: 5). He also points out the subjective 
importance of the MHS, and the role mediators often have to perform in 
establishing perceptions of ripeness (5). Krieg correctly asserts that at times 
the MHS, instead of pushing parties to negotiate, causes an increase in 
resistance and violence (2009: 5).  

 Quite bizarrely, Krieg leaves out the valid spokespersons and way out 
criteria, but does apply Zartman’s MEO feature. He states that ‘mutually 
enticing opportunities serve as pull factors dragging the parties out of the 
conflict by promising an improvement of the situation’ (2009: 8).  

Does the theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

From Krieg’s research there is also a correlation between the presence of a 
MHS and the onset of negotiations. Hank Cohen, a key negotiator in the 
Arusha delegation, managed to make the RPF realise they were in hurting 
stalemate. He succeeded ‘in convincing the RPF that a military solution was 
not feasible given that the RPF could not expect to occupy more than its 
northern enclave in Rwanda’ (Krieg, 2009: 12). Kagame was pushed into a 



Univ
ers

ity
of

Cap
e Tow

n

43 

hurting stalemate by the US threatening withdrawal from Uganda (Krieg, 
2009: 16). The RPF’s apprehensiveness about French support to the 
Rwandan government led to its gradual perception of a MHS.  

Krieg highlights how Cohen worked with both sides at Arusha, creating the 
sense of a MHS in both camps. The government soon realised their military 
inferiority as well as the economic crisis Rwanda was in. This pushed them to 
the realisation of a hurting stalemate, and ultimately to the commencement of 
talks at Arusha in the summer of 1992 (Krieg, 2009: 12).   

Krieg’s study further demonstrates the ambiguity of ripeness theory. The 
author assumes the presence of the MHS led to the onset of talks. Krieg fails 
to account for possible third factors involved in negotiations beginning. Thus, 
all that can be deduced from this application, as with previous ones, is a 
correlation between the presence of a MHS and the commencement of talks.  

I am also puzzled as to how Krieg knew that both parties had recognised the 
presence of a hurting stalemate between them and were willing to negotiate. 
For even if leaders from both the Rwandan government and the RPF openly 
admitted to accepting the stalemate and expressed desires for dialogue, this 
does not necessarily mean they believed what they said and were telling the 
truth. Parties could be lying about perceiving a MHS. They may just say this in 
order to receive some respite from the fighting and give themselves time to re-
group. The Rwandan government may have wanted time to arm local militia, 
the Interahamwe, and garner financial support from the likes of France. 

Indeed, despite the RPF’s apparent proclamations of perceiving a hurting 
stalemate, their perception of a MHS was clearly rather weak, as they 
continued negotiations away from the table, on the battlefield (Krieg, 2009: 
14). That Kagame saw the military alternative as ‘more advantageous and 
powerful than continuing bargaining at the negotiation table’ (Krieg, 2009: 14) 
questions, whether he and the RPF perceived a MHS at all.  

That parties do lie makes it very difficult for ripeness theorists to know when 
parties do perceive the elements of ripeness. Its reliance on subjective 
affirmations by disputants of their recognition of the MHS, for example, 
questions whether the theory as a whole can help understand conflicts and 
attempts at their resolution.  

Arguably, both sides did perceive a hurting stalemate when the peace 
negotiations began at Arusha. However, due to scepticism about the prospect 
of the talks and substantial distrust between the adversaries, the disputants 
prepared for war, in conjunction with the outward showing of diplomacy 
(Krieg, 2009: 16). Thus, the mediators failed in their role of keeping the 
perception of stalemate alive at Arusha.   

Thus, ripeness theory is useful in pointing to a correlation between presence 
of a MHS and the onset of negotiations. Krieg’s analysis would suggest the 
MHS pushed parties toward talks, but as mediators could not sustain the MHS 
perception, the RPF and Rwandan government looked for other, military 
alternatives. The correlations between MHS presence and corresponding 
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disputant behaviour indicate to some degree the need for a MHS for 
negotiations to begin and continue. 

On the other hand, some of the evidence for a MHS rests on shaky ground, 
due to the ease with which parties to a conflict may lie and deceive 
negotiators about what they actually feel or perceive.  

Events during the negotiations themselves further highlight the importance of 
including hard-line, military factions in negotiations. The RPF were adamant 
that the pro-Hutu highly militant Coalition for the Defence of the Republic 
(CDR) be excluded from the talks and in any participation in future transitional 
governments. That the RPF were committed to leaving the talks should the 
CDR be consulted ‘caused one of the core problems of the Arusha Accords: 
an attempt to establish a power sharing arrangement that excludes one party’ 
(Krieg, 2009: 13).     

The CDR was greatly influential in the commencement of the genocide. Their 
inclusion at Arusha may have reduced their involvement. As Mediator 
Mpungwe stated at Arusha, ‘it is better to have the hardliners inside the tent, 
pissing out, than outside of the tent, pissing in’ (Krieg, 2009: 13). Mpungwe, 
was thus arguing for the inclusion of more militant factions, the ‘hawks’ as it 
were.  

The Dove/Hawk Model 

With this conduct of the disputants in mind, I put forward an amendment to the 
Dove/Hawk model, which may be useful to ripeness theorists and future 
applications. In this case, the Rwandan government of Habyarimana 
represented the Dove on one side (depicted in the model below by the letters 
GoR), whilst the CDR played the role of the Hawk on that same side. On the 
other side, the RPF was the sole party and therefore represented both the 
Hawk and Dove, depending on which internal faction was being examined. 
Let us assume the more moderate factions represent the Dove on the other 
side, and the more hard-line factions represent the Hawks.  

Hawk Dove Dove  Hawk 
CDR GoR RPF moderates RPF 
hardliners 

As stated, the RPF, both moderates and hardliners were against the inclusion of 
the CDR at talks at Arusha in 1993. Accordingly, a potential new addition to 
ripeness theory could be the following: 

If the Doves and Hawks from one side of a conflict are willing to allow the Hawks from the 
other side a seat at the negotiating table, then the conflict is ripe for resolution 

As suggested in Lilja’s case above as well, this case study also points to the 
need to include hardliners. I posit that a conflict may be ripe for resolution when 
(before the negotiations begin) parties on one side accept the presence of Hawks 
from the other at talks. Because ripeness theory, as it stands, does not focus 
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sufficiently on internal ripeness it cannot account for the acceptance of Hawks 
from one side by the other.  

Krieg emphasises the mutual distrust apparent between adversaries before 
and during the Arusha Accords. This contributed to the moment of ripeness 
disappearing, ‘at least for the RPF’ (Krieg, 2009: 17). As described in the 
theoretical outline of this thesis, the importance of trust is something explicitly 
detailed by Dean Pruitt. In essence, Pruitt details 2 criteria in his readiness 
theory that are required for a conflict to be ready for resolution, motivation by 
parties and optimism. One of the requirements of optimism concerns the need 
for working trust between the parties, a belief that ‘the other side is motivated 
to settle the dispute, and, hence, that it will work hard and make concessions’ 
(Pruitt, 2005: 8). The notion of working trust, one feature of readiness theory 
not included within ripeness theory, could be added to the latter to improve its 
validity. It appears that the mutual distrust hampered negotiations at Arusha, 
even before they began. For talks to begin and have a chance of being fruitful, 
and arguably for a conflict to be truly ripe, there has to be some level of trust 
between parties to make anything agreed to functional.  

How does the case study develop the theory? 

Ultimately, mediators at Arusha ‘failed to extend the perception of ripeness over
the entire negotiation process’ (Krieg, 2009: 18). A hurting stalemate was not
perceived by the Hutu ‘Hawks’, and the RPF’s perception soon wore off,
contributing to the 1994 genocide.

This again demonstrates the need to address certain internal dynamics of
disputants. The role of patrons is once more highlighted, not precisely in the
Stedman sense of patrons feeling a MHS instead of the actors themselves. The
US as RPF patron threatening to abandon it pushed it to perceive the MHS. It 
therefore played a role in the construction of a core ripeness indicator. 

The important role played by more militant factions of groups is also highlighted
in this case study. As my adaptation of the Hawk-Dove model shows, Krieg’s take
on the Arusha Accords implies that a conflict is ripe when the Hawks and Doves
of one side are willing to cede a place at the negotiating table to the Hawks from
the other side. This internal dynamic should be tested for potential universality. 

As stressed by Krieg, there were high levels of distrust between parties from 
each side of the conflict before and during Arusha. This characteristic suggests 
that Pruitt’s emphasis on working trust could be rightly placed as a prerequisite 
for the commencement and continuance of negotiations. This should be 
considered as a potential addition to the ripeness mainstream.     
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5. Dean Pruitt
Ripeness Theory and the Oslo Talks 

1997 

Readiness Theory and the Northern Ireland Conflict 

 2007 

Dean Pruitt has refined ripeness theory through the creation of readiness 
theory.   I shall assess 2 of Pruitt’s theoretical applications, in which he 
evaluates the utility of ripeness theory and finds evidence for his 
modifications. I shall combine Pruitt’s case studies of Northern Ireland and 
Israel-Palestine because this thesis concerns ripeness theory, and there is 
insufficient space to delve deeply into readiness theory.  

How has the theory been applied? 

In his earlier work entitled Ripeness Theory and the Oslo Talks from 1997, 
Pruitt gives a full outline of all facets of ripeness theory. He correctly asserts 
the MHS realisation by disputants ripens the conflict. This is augmented by 
the presence of a catastrophe, and/or occasionally from a MEO, ‘in which the 
parties perceive an opportunity…to gain a favourable outcome’ (Pruitt, 1997: 
237). The author also rightly details the need for a way out in ripeness theory 
‘way out resolving the conflict that does not require sacrificing the parties’ 
basic objectives’ and valid spokesmen who can commit each side to agree 
(Pruitt, 1997: 237). 

Without leaving gaps in his evaluation of ripeness theory, Pruitt then 
reorganises these ripeness criteria under 2 section of readiness theory.   
Under motivation to end the conflict, Pruitt groups the MHS, catastrophe, and 
MEO. Under optimism about reaching a viable agreement, he places a way 
out and valid spokespersons. He adds the concept of working trust and 
perceived common ground to this sense of optimism (1997: 239).  

Pruitt gives greater flexibility to ripeness theory by treating ripeness as a 
variable, rather than a state. This allows theorists to ‘postulate that as 
ripeness strengthens, negotiation is more likely to start (Pruitt,1997: 238). He 
also separates the joint states that ripeness details. He asserts that ‘a more 
flexible theory would analyse motives and perceptions of each party 
separately’ (1997: 238), rather than the joints states of MHS or MEO (1997: 
238). 

In his later article, entitled Readiness Theory and the Northern Ireland 
Conflict, Pruitt is not technically evaluating ripeness theory as much as 
building on his previous applications of readiness theory. Accordingly, he 
does not detail or apply ripeness theory in the traditional fashion, but looks for 
support for readiness theory as a refinement of ripeness. In doing so, he 
outlines readiness in the same form as in his 1997 peace on Israel-Palestine, 
but takes a more descriptive edge to the piece on Northern Ireland. He 
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stresses that working trust is the most important factor for optimism to 
become apparent (2007:1529).  

Does the theory help us to understand the conflict better? 

Readiness Theory and the Northern Ireland Conflict stresses that optimism 
from both the British and Sinn Fein side increased in the early 1990s. Britain 
finally agreed to negotiate directly with Sinn Fein; Sinn Fein responded by 
conceding (amongst other things) their dedication to socialism and the 
importance for the Unionists of Northern Ireland to be persuaded that a united 
Ireland was a good idea (Pruitt, 2007: 1530). These mutual concessions 
clearly boosted the level of working trust between the disputants. Contact 
between the SDLP and the Irish government also enhanced their optimism 
about potentially finding a negotiated settlement. Contact between these 2 
actors created a sense of working trust connecting them (Pruitt, 2007: 1536). 

In this piece, Pruitt (2007:1531) also introduces Central Coalition theory an 
extension of readiness theory that stresses all parties must be ready for 
negotiation. This theory points to catering for all groups above the readiness 
threshold, and armed groups in particular must be included (Pruitt, 
2007:1538).   

The inclusion of militant groups points to my ripeness criterion discussed in 
regard to the Arusha Accords of 1993. I suggested that for a conflict to be 
ripe, the doves and hawks from one side must accept hawks from the other 
side at talks. In the case of Northern Ireland, the conflict ripened when Britain 
agreed to negotiate with Sinn Fein – the Hawk of the opposing side.  

Although strictly an assessment of readiness theory, Pruitt’s analysis 
nonetheless questions the efficacy of ripeness theory. He highlights the value 
of looking at parties individually and seeing their respective optimism and 
motivation to end the conflict increase. The importance of the working trust
criterion to boost optimism is evident. This study also emphasises the need to 
include militant groups, and the internal dynamics, which are necessary for 
one side to accept an adversaries more militant groups at the negotiating 
table. The factors are not encompassed within ripeness theory.   

Pruitt’s piece on the Oslo Talks lends support to several ripeness criteria. The 
perception of a hurting stalemate by both Israel and Palestine motivated them 
to seek an end to the conflict. The PLO had been weakened ‘by the 
disintegration of the USSR and by Arab retaliation for the PLO’s support of 
Iraq during the Gulf Crisis’ (Pruitt, 1997:243).  The intifada had been highly 
costly for Israel causing many to question the possibility of it controlling the 
West Bank and Gaza. 

The impending catastrophe criterion also helped to understand the conflict 
better, which for both sides in this case was the rise of Islamic 
fundamentalism. Hamas ‘threatened to unseat the PLO as leader of the 
Palestinians’ (Pruitt, 1997: 243). The catastrophe foreseen by Israel was that 
a more hard-line ‘Palestinian leadership would make common cause against 
Israel with…Iran or…Iraq’ (Pruitt, 1997: 243).  



Univ
ers

ity
of

Cap
e Tow

n

48 

The actors’ optimism was also boosted due to the presence of certain 
ripeness features. Israel felt increasingly reassured that it was ‘dealing with a 
valid spokesman...in…Abu Ala’ (Pruitt, 1997: 244). The entry of trusted Israel 
government officials at Oslo boosted the sense of dealing with valid 
spokespersons on the Palestinian side as well.  

Working trust also developed during preparation for the talks and during the 
talks themselves. The Palestinian delegation gained the trust of Israel as 
Arafat’s purpose become ever more serious and as Abu Ala made continuous 
concessions (Pruitt, 1997:244).  Over the course of the talks, perceived 
common ground developed through a circular incremental process (Pruitt, 
1997:244); this ripened the process as a way out began to be mutually 
perceived.  

 This second application by Pruitt does suggest a high level of validity of 
ripeness theory. He actually asserts that ‘most of the components of 
ripeness…are powerful tools for the analysis of this case’ (Pruitt, 1997:248). 
However, ripeness theory is more flexible if its components are seen as 
perceptions by each party separately (Pruitt, 1997: 248), not as joint states.       

Despite recognising ripeness’ overall validity, its utility is questioned in the first 
theoretical application, as it cannot account for the need to include military 
factions and the importance of developing a working trust between parties for 
a conflict to truly ripen.  

How do the case studies help us to develop the theory?

Pruitt’s assessment of the Northern Ireland points to the need to include as 
many willing parties as possible in negotiations. Crucially, this article also 
gives further support to the inclusion of military factions (Pruitt, 2007: 1538), 
and implies that the willingness to accept the inclusion of such groups at the 
negotiating table could well be sign of the conflict ripening. There is also 
support for the incorporation of working trust into ripeness theory.  

In his application of ripeness theory at the Oslo talks, one sees the value of 
applying all ripeness criteria. This application thus suggests the theory is far 
more convincing than if you were to look solely at the MHS element. While 
finding evidence for most ripeness indicators, Pruitt does suggest some 
refinements to certain criteria. When the impending catastrophes involve a 
common enemy, such as Hamas, this ‘makes the parties dependent on each 
other in a way that fosters the peace process whether or not a hurting 
stalemate exists’ (Pruitt, 1997:238). Therefore, perhaps impending 
catastrophe should be a separate feature of ripeness theory, not just an 
associated element of a MHS.  

Pruitt deepens the valid spokesperson criterion, stressing that while it is vital 
that there are valid spokesmen on each side, ‘it is equally important that valid 
spokesmen be recognised as such by both sides ‘ (Pruitt, 1997: 248). This 
suggests, once more, that this element should be reinstated into ripeness 
theory. Again, working trust is found to be a ripening agent.  
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Finally, Pruitt’s applications suggest ripeness theory could be enhanced if it 
was split up. It could gain more flexibility if the motives and perceptions of 
each party were analysed separately and not as joint, mutual states, such as 
the MHS or MEO (Pruitt, 1997: 238).  

Chapter 6. Conclusion 

General Gaps in the Applications of Ripeness 

There was an overconcentration on the MHS element, at the expense of 
outlining and applying other elements. Sisk and Anstey fell into this trap, to 
name just two. Clearly this over-focus creates general gaps in applications of 
ripeness. It also makes ripeness theory appear tautological, when it actually is 
not.  

The structural valid spokesperson criterion was missed out in several 
applications, including Crocker’s and Hampson’s assessment of ripeness in 
Namibia. Some authors also failed to address the way out criterion, including 
Sisk in his application of ripeness to South Africa.  

The majority of applications (wrongfully) disregarded the role played by 
mediators in nurturing ripe and potentially ripe moments. Crocker’s was the 
only application to highlight how mediators can seize ripe moments and bring 
them to fruition. Another general gap was the failure to outline the MEO. In 
fact, Krieg’s application is the only one that made a point of highlighting this 
element. 

A few applications, including Hampson’s, appeared to confuse the predictive 
capacity of ripeness theory. While it may be useful to extend ripeness to the 
entire negotiation process it is strictly claiming to be predictive only for the 
productive inauguration of talks.  

Where ripeness theory was more fully applied, as with Lieberfeld and Pruitt, 
the overall efficacy of ripeness theory was far more evident. By assessing 
each condition, rather than over-concentrating on the MHS element, ripeness 
theory appeared to explain a great deal of the conflicts. The push/pull factors 
of the MHS/way out were apparent, as was the need for suitable individuals to 
represent either side.  

Pruitt has applied ripeness theory rather differently, through his self-crafted 
lens of readiness theory. Treating the respective components as variables 
rather than joint states, he has divided the ripeness criteria into 2 bins, 
motivation and optimism. Applying the different features separately gives 
greater flexibility.  
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Overall Validity of Ripeness Theory 

Falsification 

Ripeness theory is hard to falsify. This is particularly evident where the MHS 
element alone was applied. In these cases, ripeness theory was difficult to 
falsify because if the MHS was present, the conflict was ripe, and if it was not, 
then the conflict was not ripe. In the fuller applications, scholars can assess 
the other ripeness indicators, which may then make the theory as a whole 
easier to be proved valid or not.   

Mutually Hurting Stalemate 

The MHS appeared to encompass a great deal of factors, which push parties 
to negotiate. Its lack of specificity allowed authors to present a variety of 
factors pushing actors into a hurting stalemate and increasing their perception 
of it. 

There was a correlation between the presence of a MHS and the onset of 
negotiations in many case studies, including Crocker’s, Hampson’s and 
Sisk’s. Krieg’s application also pointed to this correlation. The growing 
relationship between the MHS and negotiations supports the inclusion of this 
feature in the theory.  

Sisk’s analysis of negotiations in South Africa drew a strong link between the 
perception of a hurting stalemate by both sides and the onset of talks. Pruitt 
concluded that the perception of a hurting stalemate helped to understand the 
motivations of both Israel and Palestine to seek an end to the conflict. This 
further highlights the crucial perceptual nature of the MHS, and the relative 
insignificance of objective indicators.  

However, in Stedman’s application, the utility of the MHS element was 
questioned. For by the 1979 talks, the 2 main parties in Rhodesia did not 
perceive there to be a hurting stalemate. This challenges the universal 
applicability of this concept, but nonetheless should not take away from it its 
general validity.  

By looking at the patron level, the MHS could encompass even more factors 
in a conflict. Some applications (such as Stedman’s) assert that the 
perception of a MHS at the patron level can bring about a settlement if that 
patron holds a monopoly of assistance to its client. Anstey also pointed to the 
significance of pressures that patrons put on conflict actors, specifically the 
pressure that South Africa placed on the Rhodesian administration in the late-
1970s. Krieg stressed the pressures that the US put on the RPF to push them 
into the perception of a hurting stalemate.  

The recently avoided/impending catastrophe did lend greater understanding in 
some of the applications. Pruitt saw its validity with regard to the Oslo Talks 
discussing the Israel-Palestine conflict. Pruitt went as far as to posit that this 
feature should be a separate feature of ripeness theory, not just an associated 
element of a MHS because he found the catastrophe element to ripen the 
conflict without being linked to a MHS. 
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Stedman deepened one’s understanding of the impact of a recently 
avoided/impending catastrophe. He deduced that if an actor feared a looming 
catastrophe that does not ultimately materialise, this hardened the actor’s 
desires to continue fighting. 

Ambiguity of the MHS 

The ambiguity of the MHS was highlighted in Lieberfeld’s piece. He queried 
the worth of the MHS and ripeness theory, due to the time delay between the 
perception of the MHS and the eventual onset of talks. This questioned the 
overall validity of the MHS as a factor in the resolution of the violence here. 
There needs to be clarification as to whether the MHS can still be valid even 
with a time lapse between its perception and the beginning of talks, and how 
long this time delay can feasibly be.  

Related to the ambiguity of the MHS, and to ripeness theory as a whole, is 
that it is difficult to know what the actors are actually perceiving. It is difficult to 
tell if parties are lying, or if they do indeed perceive a MHS or way out. 

Valid Spokespersons 

This criterion is indeed valid and should be reincorporated. Stedman showed 
that it was only when Mugabe had gained support from all areas that the 
conflict fully ripened. Pruitt and other authors have also found this criterion 
helpful in understanding conflict. Pruitt (1997: 248) deepened this element, 
stressing that while it is vital that there are valid spokesmen on each side, ‘it is 
equally important that valid spokesmen be recognised as such by both sides’. 

Way out 

This criterion was not applied by many authors. Where it was, its importance 
to resolution of the conflict was often not quantified. Crocker did accept the 
validity of a way out in Namibia, but suggested a slight refinement. In addition 
to the need for a general formula amenable to both sides, the way out needs 
to be fresh and not rooted in previously attempted formulas. This doesn’t 
mean it needs to necessarily be more specific, but rather new and exciting.  

Ripeness Power Dynamics 

Whilst Zartman stressed the need for rough equality in terms of capacity for a 
conflict to be ripe, some applications suggested this was not necessary. 
Indeed, Stedman’s case study questioned the need for emerging power 
parity, because in Zimbabwe, the Nationalist forces were far stronger than 
Smith’s government by the time of settlement. Most applications did not 
explicitly comment on these dynamics.  

Thus, the MHS was helpful in understanding conflict and the onset of 
talks, demonstrated between the continuous correlation between the 
perception of a hurting stalemate and the onset of talks. It could be 
made more useful, as with ripeness theory as whole, if patron-level 
dynamics were considered as well. Additionally, the valid spokesperson 
element should be reincorporated. More clarification and research into 
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the MEO feature is also necessary if this element is going to gain 
traction.  

Development of Ripeness Theory 

Stedman’s emphasis on internal ripeness 

The importance of military support and inclusion 

The applications suggested a glowing appraisal of Stedman’s refinements. 
Firstly, the importance he gives to the need for leaders to consolidate their 
support from all areas within their party has found traction in many 
applications, such as Jannie Lilja’s. In Stedman’s analysis, the ripening 
process was hastened by the ability of Mugabe to consolidate his support 
from the armed wing of ZANU. Lilja also highlighted the importance of getting 
military backing for a conflict to ripen; otherwise, settlements agreed upon are 
unlikely to be adhered to by the more militant factions. Pruitt’s assessment of 
The Troubles in Northern Ireland also stressed the importance of the inclusion 
of militant groups in talks.  

Dove/Hawk Model Modification  

Following Krieg’s analysis of the Arusha Accords, I put forward the following 
possible ripeness criterion: 

If the Doves and Hawks from one side of a conflict are willing to allow the Hawks from
the other side a seat at the negotiating table, then the conflict is ripe for resolution

This element could find traction in Zimbabwe as well. Stedman stressed how 
Smith was highly reluctant to negotiate with Mugabe, representing the more 
hard-line nationalists than Nkomo. The eventual willingness of the 
Rhodesians to be willing to talk with Mugabe about a compromised future for 
the country suggested the conflict was ripening. Additionally, Pruitt’s Northern 
Ireland’s application emphasised how the conflict was only ready for 
resolution when the British government was willing to accept the importance 
of Sinn Fein (hawk) and the need to include them.  

Lilja built on Stedman’s focus on internal ripeness and the individuals who are 
negotiating. She developed internal ripeness further, stressing that it could 
have greater explanatory value if it focuses on what leaders do as opposed to 
just who is negotiating. Merely looking at the figure of the leader divorced from 
his actions and efforts isn’t half as revealing.  



Univ
ers

ity
of

Cap
e Tow

n

53 

Pruitt’s Working trust  

The notion of working trust could be added to the latter to improve the validity 
of ripeness theory. Pruitt found it to be highly relevant with regard to The 
Troubles and the Israel-Palestine conflict during the around the Oslo Talks. It 
also appeared that the mutual distrust hampered negotiations at Arusha in 
Krieg’s application, even before the actual talks began.  

Pruitt asserted that readiness theory gave greater flexibility to ripeness theory 
by treating ripeness as a variable, rather than a state. This does seem a 
plausible modification and would allow one factor to be more influential on one 
party and a separate factor to have greater impact on the adversary. Its 
incorporation into ripeness theory would signify a fundamental change in 
ripeness theory. Therefore, more applications of this concept are necessary 
before it can be accepted into the ripeness mainstream.  

Leadership change as a ripening process 

Changing personnel may ripen a conflict. Lieberfeld stressed that leadership 
change can add fluidity to an otherwise stagnant conflict and facilitate the rise 
of more pragmatic leaders. This is greatly enhanced, as found be Lieberfeld 
and Anstey, if that new leader holds a more pragmatic outlook. Lieberfeld’s 
study also highlights the importance of leadership change on the National 
Party side in South Africa– the side defending the status quo - as key to the 
eventual commencement of talks.  

Assessing the negotiation process as well 

According to several applications, ripeness theory would boost its overall 
utility if it were extended to look at the negotiations themselves. Krieg 
stressed the need to maintain MHS during negotiations to ensure successful 
completion. Lilja’s research emphasised the need to assess indicators of 
internal ripeness and the tactic of spokesmen during talks. 

Extending ripeness in this way may reduce its overall simplicity. It may also 
confuse the overall identity of ripeness theory, and temper its utility in 
explaining the pre-negotiation phase. More research should investigate 
whether factors that contribute to the successful completion of negotiations 
are similar to those outlined by ripeness. At this stage, I am sceptical about 
suggesting this extension of ripeness theory in terms of timeframe.

Other potential criteria brought to light by the applications 

Lieberfeld put forward a number of additional criteria that appear to influence 
when adversaries are willing to begin talks with each other.  He stressed that 
‘failed attempts to cultivate alternative negotiation partners’ (1999:77) pushed 
the National Party to negotiate with the ANC.  He also stated, with regard to 
the same conflict, that stable negotiated settlements in related conflicts helped 
to ripen the conflict (77). This included the peace agreement reached between 
FRELIMO and RENAMO in Mozambique in 1992.  

Sisk suggested an element that also brought adversaries together. He 
proposed that when the sponsor of an adversary no longer holds an ideology 
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threatening to the other party, then the conflict is ripe for resolution. In his 
case it was the renouncing of communism by the ANC that made the NP 
more amenable to talks. Pruitt also found support for this feature in his 
evaluation of ripeness in The Troubles in Northern Ireland. Here Sinn Fein’s 
renouncement of socialism motivated the British government to consider talks 
with them.  

From the 11 applications, there is a clear suggestion to include internal 
ripeness into Zartman’s original formulation of ripeness theory. 
Specifically, the inclusion of adversaries’ militant factions at 
negotiations, and the willingness for one side to accept the Hawks from 
the other side at the table, suggests a conflict is ripening. Mere 
leadership change to more pragmatic-minded individuals also boosts 
the chances of a conflict moving towards talks. Sisk’s logic(that when a 
threatening ideology is dropped by one party, talks are more likely) 
should be researched for further support from other case studies. 
Pruitt’s working trust criterion would also appear to boost the overall 
utility of ripeness theory.  

Thus, ripeness theory, as it currently stands, is only partially valid in helping 
us to understand conflict. While the MHS and valid spokesperson are useful, 
with the perceived correlation between their presence and the successful 
inauguration of negotiations, the theory is nonetheless insufficient. Ripeness 
must also be internalized to boost its overall relevance, and in particular must 
account for the decisions of military factions in pushing a conflict towards a 
ripe state.   
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