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While most studies on peaceful settlement of disputes see the substance of the proposals for a solution as the key to
a successful resolution of conflict, a growing focus of attention shows that a second and equally necessary key lies in
the timing of efforts for resolution (Zartman 2000).Parties resolve their conflict only when they are ready to do
so–when alternative, usually unilateral, means of achieving a satisfactory result are blocked and the parties feel that
they are in an uncomfortable and costly predicament.At that ripe moment, they seek or are amenable to proposals
that offer a way out.

The idea of a ripe moment lies at the fingertips of diplomats.As long ago as 1974, Henry Kissinger recognized that
“stalemate is the most propitious condition for settlement.”Conversely, practitioners often are heard to say that
certain mediation initiatives are not advisable because the conflict just is not yet ripe.In mid-l992, in the midst of
ongoing conflict, the Iranian deputy foreign minister noted, “The situation in Azerbaijan is not ripe for such moves for
mediation.” (AFP l7 May l992).

The concept of a ripe moment centers on the parties’ perception of a Mutually Hurting Stalemate (MHS), optimally
associated with an impending, past or recently avoided catastrophe (Zartman & Berman l982, pp 66-78; Zartman
l983; Touval & Zartman l985, pp ll, 258-60; Zartman l985/l989). The concept is based on the notion that when the
parties find themselves locked in a conflict from which they cannot escalate to victory and this deadlock is painful to
both of them (although not necessarily in equal degree or for the same reasons), they seek an alternative policy or
Way Out.The catastrophe provides a deadline or a lesson indicating that pain can be sharply increased if something
is not done about it now; catastrophe is a useful extension of MHS but is not necessary either to its definition or to its
existence.If the notion of mutual blockage is too static to be realistic, the concept may be stated dynamically as a
moment when the upper hand slips and the lower hand rises, both parties moving toward equality, with both
movements carrying pain for the parties.

The mutually hurting stalemate is grounded in cost-benefit analysis, fully consistent with public choice notions of
rationality (Sen l970, Arrow l963, Olson l965) and public choice studies of war termination and negotiation (Brams
l990, l994; Wright l965), which assume that a party will pick the alternative which it prefers, and that a decision to
change is induced by increasing pain associated with the present (conflictual) course.It is also consistent with
prospect theory, with its emphasis on loss avoidance Tversky & Kanneman, Farnham). In game theoretic terms, it
marks the transformation of the situation in the parties’ perception from a prisoners’ dilemma (PDG) into a chicken
dilemma game (CDG) (Brams l985, Goldstein l998), or, in other terms, the realization that the status quo or no
negotiation is a negative-sum situation, and that to avoid the zero-sum outcomes now considered impossible the
positive-sum outcome must be explored.

Ripeness is necessarily a perceptual event, and as with any subjective perception, there are likely to be objective
referents to be perceived.These can be highlighted by a mediator or an opposing party when they are not
immediately recognized by the party itself, and resisted so long as the conflicting party refuses or is otherwise able to
block out their perception.But it is the perception of the objective condition, not the condition itself, that makes for a
MHS.If the parties do not recognize “clear evidence” (in someone else’s view) that they are in an impasse, a Mutually
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Hurting Stalemate has not (yet) occurred, and if they do perceive themselves to be in such a situation, no matter how
flimsy the “evidence,” the MHS is present.

The other element necessary for a ripe moment is less complex and also perceptional: a Way Out.Parties do not
have to be able to identify a specific solution, only a sense that a negotiated solution is possible for the searching and
that the other party shares that sense and the willingness to search too.Without a sense of a Way Out, the push
associated with the MHS would leave the parties with nowhere to go.Spokespersons often indicate whether they do
or do not feel that a deal can be made with the other side and that requitement–i e the sense that concessions will
bve reciprocated, not just banked–exists, particularly when there is a change in that judgment (Zartman & Aurik l99l).

Ripeness is only a condition, necessary but not sufficient for the initiation of negotiations.It is not self-fulfilling or self-
implementing.It must be seized, either directly by the parties or, if not, through the persuasion of a mediator.Thus, it is
not identical to its results, which are not part of its definition, and is therefore not tautological.Not all ripe moments are
so seized and turned into negotiations, hence the importance of specifying the meaning and evidence of ripeness so
as to indicate when conflicting or third parties can fruitfully initiate negotiations.

Although ripeness theory is not predictive in the sense that it can tell when a given situation will become ripe, it is
predictive in the sense of identifying the elements necessary (even if not sufficient) for the productive inauguration of
negotiations.This type of analytical prediction is the best that can be obtained in social science, where stronger
predictions could only be ventured by eliminating free choice (including the human possibility of blindness and
mistakes).As such it is of great prescriptive value to policymakers seeking to know when and how to begin a peace
process.

Finding a ripe moment requires research and intelligence studies to identify the objective and subjective
elements.Subjective expressions of pain, impasse, and inability to bear the cost of further escalation, related to
objective evidence of stalemate, data on numbers and nature of casualties and material costs, and/or other such
indicators of MHS, along with expressions of a sense of a Way Out, can be researched on a regular basis in a
conflict to establish whether ripeness exists.Researchers would look for evidence, for example, whether the fluid
military balance in conflict has given rise at any time to a perception of MHS by the parties, and to a sense by
authoritative spokespersons for each side that the other is ready to seek a solution to the conflict, or, to the contrary,
whether it has reinforced the conclusion that any mediation is bound to fail because one or both parties believes in
the possibility or necessity of escalating out of the current impasse to achieve a decisive military victory.

Ripeness is the key to many successful cases of negotiation, opening the way for discussions that lead to an
agreement in the Sinai (1974), Southwest Africa (1988), El Salvador (1988), Mozambique (1992), and many
others.The lack of ripeness led to the failure of attempts to open negotiations between Eritrea and Ethiopia in the late
1980s, within Sudan for decades, and elsewhere.Objectively ripe moments, however, were not transformed into
subjective perceptions or seized and carried through to successful agreements in Karabagh in 1994, in Cyprus in
2002, and elsewhere, according to published analyses.

I William Zartman is the Jacob Blaustein Distinguished Professor Emeritus of International Organization and
Conflict Resolution at the Nitze School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) of The Johns Hopkins University
in Washington. This piece is a condensed version of Zartman, I William, 2000.  “Ripeness: The Hurting Stalemate
and Beyond,” in Paul Stern & Daniel Druckman, eds., International Conflict Resolution after the Cold War.
Washington: National Academy Press

Bibliography
Arrow, Kenneth, l963.Social Choice and Individual Values.Yale University Press.

Baker, James & deFrank, Thomas, l995.The Politics of Diplomacy.NewYork: Putnam

Brams, Steven J, l990. Negotiation Games.New York: Routledge.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/6



'Ripeness': the importance of timing in negotiation and conflict resolution
Written by I William Zartman

Brams, Steven J, l994.Theory of Moves. Cambridge University Press.

Burton, Michael & Higley, John, l987.“Elite Settlements,” American Sociological Review LII 2295-307

Campbell, John, l976, Successful Negotiation: Trieste.Princeton:Princeton University Press.

Christopher, Warren et al, l985.American Hostages in Iran.New Haven:Yale University Press.

Crocker, Chester A, l992. High Noon in Southern Africa. Norton.

Crocker, Chester A, Hampson, Fen Osler, & Aall, Pamela, eds., l999. Herding Cats: The Mangement of Complex
International Mediation. Washington: US Institute of Peace.

Deng, Francis, l995.“Negotiating a Hidden Agenda: Sudan’s Conflict of Identities,” in I William Zartman, ed., l995a

DeSoto, Alvaro, l999.“Multiparty Mediation: El Salvador,” in Chester Crocker, Fen Osler Hampson, & Pamela Aall, eds,
1999.

Druckman, Daniel & Green, Justin, l995, “Playing Two Games” in Zartman, ed. l995a.

Faure, Guy Olivier, and Zartman, I William, eds., forthcoming.Escalationand Negotiation.Laxenburg: International Institute
of Applied Systems Analaysis.

Fisher, Roger & Ury, William, l99l.Getting to Yes.New York: Bantam.

Golan, Matti, l976.The Secret Conversations of Henry Kissinger.Bantam.

Goldstein, Joshua l998.“The Game of Chicken in International Relations:An Underappreciated Model,” mss, Washington:
School of International Service, American University.

Goulding, Marrack, l997. Enhancing the United Nations’ Effectiveness in Peace and Security.United Nations: Report to
the Secretary General, 30 June.

Goodby, James, l996, “When War Won Out: Bosnian Peace Plans Before Dayton,” International Negotiation l 3:501-23.

Haass, Richard, l990, Conflicts Unending. Yale University press.

Hampson, Fen Osler, l996, Nurturing Peace.US Institute of Peace.

Hoffer, Eric, l95l.The True Believer.New York: Harper Bros.

Holbrooke, Richard, l998.To End a War.New York: Random House.

Hopmann, P Terrence, l997.The Negotiation Process and the Resolution of International Conflicts.Columbia: University of
South Carolina.

Ikle, Fred Charles, l964.How Nations Negotiate.Harper & Row.

Jentleson, Bruce, l995.With Friends Like These.New York: Norton.

Kahneman, Daniel & Tversky, Amos l979.“Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decisions Under Risk,” Econometrica IIIL
3:263-91.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 3/6



'Ripeness': the importance of timing in negotiation and conflict resolution
Written by I William Zartman

Kelman, Herbert, l997, “Social Psychological Dimension in International Conflict,” in Zartman & Rasmussen l997.

Kissinger, Henry, l974, New York Times, l2 October.

Kriesberg, Louis & Thorson, eds., l99l, Timing the De-escalation ofInternational Conflicts.Syracuse University Press.

Lax, David & Sebenius, James, l986.The Manager as Negotiator.New York: Free Press.

Lederach, John Paul, l997.Building Peace.Washington: US Institute of Peace.

Lieberfield, Daniel, l999a. “Conflict ‘Ripeness’ Revisited: South African and Israeli/Palestinian Cases,” XV Negotiation
Journal l:63-82.

Lieberfield, Daniel, l999b.Talking with the Enemy: Negotiation and Threat Perception in South Africa and
Israel/Palestine.New York: Praeger.

Maundi, Mohammed, Khadiagala, Gilbert, Touval, Saadia & Zartman, I William, 2000.Entry and Access in
Mediation.Washington: US Institute of Peace.

Mitchell, Christopher, l995.”Cutting Losses,” Working Paper 9, Institute for Conflict Analysis & Resolution, George Mason
University, appearing in a shorter version in Paradigms: Kent Journal of International Relations IX 2

Mooradian, Moorad, and Druckman, Daniel, l999.“Hurting Stalemate or Mediation?The Conflict over Nagorno-Marabakh,
l990-95.” Journal of Peace Research XXXVI 6:709-27.

Moses, Russell Leigh l996.Freeing the Hostages.Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Norlen, Tove l995.A Study of the Ripe Moment foir Conflict Resolutionand its Applicability to two periods in the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict.Uppsala: Uppsala University Conflict Resolution Program.

Nicholson, M, l989.Formal Theories in International Relations.Cambridge University Press.

Nicolson, Harold, l960.Diplomacy. Oxford.

Nordquist, Kjell Åke, 2000.“Boundary Disputes: Drawing the Line,” in I William Zartman, ed., Preventive Diplomacy:
Avoiding Conflict Escalation.Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.

Nye, Joseph and Smith, Roger, eds., l992.After the Storm.Lanham: Madison Books.

Ohlson, Thomas l998.Power Politics and Peace Politics.Uppsala: University of Uppsala, Department of Peace and
Conflict Research, report 50.

Ohlson, Thomas & Stedman, Stephen John, l994.The New is Not Yet Born. Washington: Brookings.

Olson, Mancur, l965.The Logic of Collective Action.Schocken.

Ottaway, Marina, l995.“Eritrea and Ethiopia: negotiations in a Transitional Conflict,” in Zartman, ed., l995a

Pillar, Paul, l983.Negotiating Peace.Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Pruitt, Dean G, l98l.Negotiating Behavior.New York: Academic.

Pruitt, Dean G, ed., l997, The Oslo Negotiations, International Negotiation II 2.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 4/6



'Ripeness': the importance of timing in negotiation and conflict resolution
Written by I William Zartman

Pruitt, Dean G and Olczak, Paul V, l995, “Approaches to Resolving Seemingly Intractable Conflict,” in Barbara Bunker &
Jeffrey Rubin, eds, Conflict, Cooperation and Justice.Jossey-Bass.

Pruitt, Dean G & Carnevale, Peter, l993.Negotiation in Social Conflict. Pacific Grove: Brooks/Cole

Quandt, William B, l986.Camp David.Washington: Brookings.

Rabinovich, Itamar 1998.The Brink of Peace: The Israeli-Syrian Negotiations. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Raiffa, Howard, l982.The Art and Science of Negotiation.Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Rothchild, Donald, l997.Managing Ethnic Conflict in Africa.Washington: Brookings.

Rubin, Jeffrey Z, Pruitt, Dean G, & Kim, Sung Hee, l994.Social Conflict. McGraw Hill.

Salla, Michael l997.”Creating the ‘Ripe Moment’ in the East Timor Conflict,” Journal of Peace ResearchXXXIV 4:449-66.

Sambanis, Nicholas 2000.“Conflict Resolution Ripeness and Spoiler Problems in Cyprus,” Journal of Peace Research
pending

Sampson, Cynthia, l997.“Religion and Peacebuilding,” in Zartman & Rasmussen l997.

Samuels, Richard et al, l977.Political Generations and Political Development.Boston: Lexington.

Sandefur, J T l990.Discrete Dynamical Systems.Clarendon Press.

Saunders, Harold, l99l, “Guidelines B,” unpublished manuscript.

Sen, Amartya, l970.Collective Choice and Social Welfare.San Francisco: Holden-Day.

Shultz, George, l998. “This is the Plan,” New York Times, l8 March, op ed.

Sisk, Timothy 1995.Democratization in South Africa: The Elusive Social Contract.Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Snyder, Glenn & Diesing, Paul, l977.Conflict among Nations.Princeton University Press.

Spector, Bertram I, l998.“Negotiation Readiness in the DevelopmentContext,” paper presented to the International
Studies Association.

Stedman, Stephen John, l99l.Peacemaking in Civil War.Lynne Rienner.

Stedman, Stephen John, l997.“Spoiler Problems in Peace Processes,” International Security XXII 2

Stein, Janice and Louis Pauly, eds., l992.Choosing to Cooperate: How States Avoid Loss.The Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Touval, Saadia, l982. The Peace Brokers.Princeton University Press.

Touval, Saadia, l996.“Coercive Mediation on the Road to Geneva,” in Saadia Touval & I William Zartman, eds.,
Negotiations in the Former Soviet Union and Former Yugoslavia, International Negotiation I3:547-70.

Touval, Saadia, l999, “Mediators’ Leverage,” National Academy of Sciences, Commission on Conflict Resolution.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 5/6



'Ripeness': the importance of timing in negotiation and conflict resolution
Written by I William Zartman

Touval, Saadia & Zartman, I William, eds., l985,International Mediation in Theory and Practice, Westview.

Walton, Robert & McKersie, Richard, l965.A Behavioral Theory of Labor Negotiations.New York: McGraw-Hill.

Wright, Quinmcy, 1965.“The Escalation of International Conflicts,” Journal of Conflict Resolution IX 4:434-49.

Young, Oran, ed. l975.Bargaining.Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Zartman, I William, l983, “The Strategy of Preventive Diplomacy in Third World Conflicts,” in Alexander George,
ed.,Managing US-Soviet Rivalry, Westview.

Zartman, I William, l986, “Ripening Conflict, Ripe Moment, Formula and Mediation,” in Diane BenDahmane & John
McDonald, eds., Perspectives on Negotiation. Government Printing Office.

Zartman, I William, l985/l989.Ripe for Resolution, New York: Oxford. Zartman, I William, l995b.“Negotiations to End
Conflict in South Africa,”in Zartman, ed., l995a

Zartman, I William, 2000.“Ripeness: The Hurting Stalemate and Beyond,” in Paul Stern & Daniel Druckman, eds.,
International Conflict Resolution after the Cold War.Washington: National Academy Press

Zartman, I William, ed., l995a.Elusive Peace: Negotiating an End to Civil Wars.Washington: Brookings.

Zartman, I William & Berman, Maureen, l982.The Practical Negotiator. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Zartman, I William & Aurik, Johannesl99l.”Power Strategies in De-escalation,” in Kriesberg & Thorson, l99l.

Zartman, I William & Rasmussen, J Lewis, eds., l997. Peacemaking in International Conflict.Washington: US Institute of
Peace.

Zartman, I William & Touval, Saadia 1997. “International Mediation in the Post-Cold War Era,” in Chester Crocker, Fen
Osler Hampson, & Pamela Aall, eds., Managing Global Chaos.Washington: United States Institute of Peace.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 6/6

http://www.tcpdf.org

