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Introduction

This article constitutes an initial step towards linking 
the field of conflict resolution with the film industry, 
presenting arguments and methods for incorporating 
conflict resolution theory and principles within cinema. 
Beyond the pursuit of theoretical, academic exploration, 
this paper also aspires to generate a practical framework 
for creating ‘humanising films’ which, as this paper argues, 
can contribute to a culture of peace.

More than merely a form of entertainment, the author 
purports that cinema plays a profound role in the forma-
tion of human beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours. Various 
fields of study have recognised opportunities associated 
with embedding persuasive content in entertainment, most 

notably in the areas of advertising and marketing, but also 
in the humanitarian fields of promoting democracy, wom-
en’s rights, and health. One area of study that is noticeably 
absent in existing literature on entertainment-based per-
suasion, however, is conflict resolution. This article aims 
to fill this gap by exploring the potential dissemination of 
conflict resolution principles to the public through dra-
matic entertainment – in particular, via feature films.

Although there have been several attempts to include 
the public in the various theoretical undertakings within 
the field of conflict resolution, little progress has been 
made towards incorporating conflict resolution techniques 
and values into mainstream culture. In this paper the au-
thor identifies a recent notion from various conflict reso-
lution theorists that the arts are an underutilised tool for 
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peacebuilding. While a significant body of the field’s litera-
ture has suggested linking music and fine arts with conflict 
prevention and post-conflict reconstruction, curiously, the 
potential of film remains virtually unexplored.

Modern mainstream entertainment media, a force 
that permeates cultures worldwide, wields tremendous 
potential for positive social change. This paper’s thesis is 
that filmic messages that humanise the other and explore 
alternatives to violent resolution of conflict are valuable 
tools for conflict transformation, conflict prevention, and 
for nurturing the development of what conflict resolution 
theorist John Paul Lederach calls a “moral imagination” 
(Lederach, 2005).

The first section of this paper explores the feasibility 
of spreading conflict resolution principles through film. 
It identifies various principles that are appropriate for the 
medium, anticipates potential obstacles, and suggests a 
framework for this new field of study and practice. In the 
following section this framework serves as the basis for a 
case study in which the author performs a conflict analy-
sis of three highly successful recent mainstream films. The 
conclusion provides a comprehensive summary of, and 
further suggestions for the linking of film production with 
conflict resolution.

Part 1: Conflict Resolution 
and Film

“Logic will get you from A to B. 
Imagination will take you everywhere.”

Albert Einstein

Contemporary Conflict Resolution – 
A Shift Towards ‘Creative Modes of 
Knowing’

Conflict resolution is a field of study that has grown out 
of a wide spectrum of disciplines to produce various 
theoretical frameworks and approaches for peacefully 
managing conflict at all levels, from personal to 
international. Emerging from an obvious and urgent 
need for alternatives to warfare in the nuclear age of post-
WWII, conflict resolution initially focused on methods of 
averting the global nuclear holocaust that human ingenuity 
had made possible. Traditional realist approaches to 
international relations had to be re-examined, and 
concerned professionals from biology, to psychology and 
political science began searching for, and developing new 
ideas that eventually gave birth to this new field of study.

A core premise of the young field was that there are 
alternatives to ‘zero-sum’ conflict outcomes, where one 
party ‘wins’ and the other ‘loses’, or the even more prevalent 
outcome of violent conflict where both sides lose. (Rams-
botham, Woodhouse and Mial, 2005). When the ‘needs’ of 
conflicting parties are assessed rather than their ‘positions’, 
conflict resolution theory argues that it is often possible to 
find solutions where both parties can gain, thus generating a 
‘positive-sum’ (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Mial, 2005).

In the early 1990s, conflict resolution pioneer Adam 
Curle began to argue the importance of empowering in-
dividuals in peace processes (Curle, 1994). The idea that 
peacebuilding should be done from ‘below’, i.e., by the gen-
eral public instead of strictly by elites, became an idea that 
gained substantial acceptance in the field of conflict resolu-
tion. The relationship proved to be reciprocally beneficial: 
the field of conflict resolution being substantially enriched 
by the traditional and cultural expertise that the grassroots 
community had to offer.

Recognition of the value of creativity within conflict 
resolution theory has paved the way for the inclusion of 
the creative arts in contemporary conflict resolution pro-
cesses and research. For example, in the forthcoming third 
edition of the seminal text for teaching conflict resolution, 
Contemporary Conflict Resolution, Tom Woodhouse con-
tributes a new chapter: “Conflict Resolution and Peace Cul-
ture: Conflict Resolution in Art, Theatre, Music and Sport”. 
In this work he describes the evolution of the concept of 
peace culture and explores how art, culture and sport pro-
vide “a powerful source of peacebuilding energy and pas-
sion that is not always apparent in the formalised processes 
of political conflict resolution” (Woodhouse, 2011). This 
new direction has gained momentum to the point where 
the United Nations have adopted terms such as ‘culture of 
peace’ into their official rhetoric and have begun includ-
ing the arts in many of their agencies’ peacebuilding pro-
grammes (United Nations, “Culture of Peace”, 2010).

Toward Combining Conflict Resolution 
with Film

The notion of the “powerful source of peacebuilding 
energy” (Woodhouse, 2011) that the arts can generate is 
the basis for the following arguments for combining the 
field of conflict resolution with the film industry. While the 
abovementioned examples indicate that conflict resolution 
is ready to incorporate the creative power of imagination 
and the arts, as yet, the possibility of exploring the inverse 
of this relationship, of using the creative arts as tools for the 
widespread dissemination of conflict resolution principles, 
has been minimal. Instead, the valuable lessons of conflict 
resolution have remained confined within the limited sphere 
of academics and have not been shared with those who 
could benefit most from their wisdom – the general public.
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The following sections of this paper present (1) the ar-
guments for including conflict resolution principles in film, 
(2) the goal of rebalancing modelled approaches to conflict 
in film, (3) various methods of consciously creating human-
ising elements in films, (4) the necessity for collaboration 
and (5) the obstacles that the process faces. As a whole, these 
arguments and proposals represent the first steps towards 
creating a framework that would facilitate transfer of con-
flict resolution’s advanced knowledge of conflict dynamics to 
the creators of mainstream entertainment films. 

Arguments and Support for Conflict 
Resolution Principles in Film

Nurturing what Louise Boulding calls the “creative modes 
of knowing” (Boulding, 1990) and what John Paul Lederach 
describes as a “moral imagination” (Lederach, 2005) can 
be beneficial for everyone, since coming up with creative 
solutions to the conflicts that we inherently confront on 
a daily basis increases productivity, decreases stress and 
creates pleasant working and social environments. One 
way of nurturing such processes is by modelling examples 
of people successfully employing moral imagination, 
their resulting behaviours, and peer reactions. Film, an 
art form which has the power to depict human behaviour 
more lucidly than any other, has the potential to portray 
conflicting parties respecting one another and creatively 
finding peaceful win-win solutions to conflicts.

Contemporary research from the fields of sociology, 
psychology, neurobiology, and neurophysiology purports 
that humans do indeed learn beliefs and attitudes obser-
vationally.1 Either through personal role-models, or mod-
ern society’s more prevalent media-generated role-models, 
people learn beliefs, attitudes and behaviours through ob-
serving those who they respect and aspire to emulate. If 
a film’s plot is sufficiently engaging, and its characters are 
believable, likeable, and capable of inducing empathy in 
audiences, the ‘modelled behaviour’ in the film can culti-
vate similar beliefs, attitudes and behaviours in audiences 
through observational learning processes.

The academic field of film studies has long acknowl-
edged this influential power of cinema. In his most recent 
publication, film theorist Douglas Kellner claims that dra-
matic cinema shapes our world more profoundly than we 
may realise:

“There is an aesthetic, philosophical, and anticipatory 
dimension to films, in which they provide artistic 
visions of the world that might transcend the 

social context of the moment and articulate future 
possibilities, positive and negative…” (Kellner, 2010)

Some theorists believe that the ‘future possibilities’ 
that films provide have tended to be more negative than 
positive (Boggs & Pollard, 2007). However, a framework 
for intentionally creating positive influences, currently 
lacking in the film production industry, can be of tremen-
dous value to society. Film professionals, as members of an 
industry that inspires the imaginations of countless view-
ers, have a unique potential, and perhaps even a moral re-
sponsibility, to spread positive, conflict resolution-oriented 
messages through their films. 

Recently, this subject has been confronted by an initia-
tive at the UN Department of Public Information. The aim 
of the Creative Community Outreach Initiative (CCOI), 
mandated by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, is to con-
nect film industry professionals with UN staff in order to 
nurture a mutually beneficial relationship between the UN 
and filmmakers. The UN provides stories, advice, and ex-
clusive access to UN information and property in exchange 
for filmmakers “promoting peace and raising awareness of 
critical global issues” (United Nations, About CCOI, 2010). 
To date, several films and television programmes including 
The Interpreter, Law & Order, and Ugly Betty have taken 
advantage of this opportunity. While this initiative seems 
to point to progress towards this paper’s thesis, the imple-
mentation of the CCOI has been piecemeal and so far lacks 
comprehensive and transparent access protocols for film-
makers.2 Also, there is still no practical framework avail-
able for guiding film professionals who may want to cre-
ate conflict resolution-oriented content that has no direct 
relation to the UN. The subsequent sections are an initial 
attempt to develop such a framework. 

Rebalancing Modelled Approaches to 
Conflict in Film

Just as conflict is ubiquitous in our lives, it is at the core 
of every film. Whether internal, personal, or extra-
personal conflict, the essence of film is the exposition of 
people attempting to resolve some conflict in their lives. 
Unfortunately, resorting to violence to resolve conflict 
is common within contemporary mainstream films 
(Kellner, 2010; Plantinga, 2009; Rosenbaum, 2000). In 
order to make audiences comfortable with this violence, 
filmmakers often find it necessary to ‘dehumanise’ or 
‘infrahumanise’3 one side of the conflict. They accomplish 
this by framing conflicts dualistically, as good-versus-

1	 Chapter One of the dissertation from which this article is extracted is entirely devoted to an exploration of this topic.
2	 This observation is based on the author’s first hand experience of working for the CCOI at the United Nations Headquarters in New York from June to August 2010.
3	 ‘Infrahumanisation’ is a term that refers to the lessening of one’s humanity, while literally, ‘dehumanisation’ infers the complete removal of one’s human qualities. In 

common discourse, however, the latter term is used in both senses. Following this trend, this paper will employ the term ‘dehumanisation’ for both the both the reduction 
and removal of one’s humanity. For more information on the concept of infrahumanisation see: Castano and Giner-Sorolla (2006) and Motyl, Hart and Pyszczynski (2010).
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evil, thus diminishing one party’s humanity. To utilise 
conflict resolution terminology, such polarised conflicts 
are frequently presented as ‘zero-sum’ situations where 
the only potential outcomes are one side ‘winning’ and 
the other ‘losing’. When one party has been dehumanised, 
violence against them becomes a reasonable and justifiable 
course of action. Sometimes described in terms of 
‘destructive’ versus ‘constructive’ storytelling (Senehi, 
2002), this paper refers to the dichotomy as ‘dehumanising’ 
versus ‘humanising’ films.

While dehumanising films that portray ‘good’ tri-
umphing over ‘evil’ are surely intended as positive mes-
sages, the underlying assumption that evil is omnipresent, 
generates a conscious fear of the other in audiences, rather 
than striving to find their humanity. While there are in-
deed countless real-life examples of humans performing 
horrific deeds, many researchers believe that such behav-
iour is over-represented in entertainment media:

“In addition to modeling violent behaviour, 
entertainment media inflate the prevalence of violence 
in the world, cultivating in viewers the ‘mean world’ 
syndrome, a perception of the world as a dangerous 
place.” (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2001)

Assuming positive messages are of greater benefit to 
society than negative messages, the challenge for film pro-
fessionals is to frame conflicts as positive-sum and to be 
conscious of dehumanising behaviours, while maintain-
ing compelling narratives that will absorb audiences. The 
following section identifies the obstacles for doing this, 
and suggests ways in which film creators can borrow from 
conflict resolution to contribute to a global civic culture 
by opening audiences’ imagination to the possibilities of 
non-polarised conflict, and of the non-violent resolution 
of conflict. 

The Conscious Creation of Humanising 
Elements in Films

While it is important to acknowledge that creative processes 
such as filmmaking require freedom from excessive 
directives, and indeed it is the unique imaginations of 
the filmmakers themselves that is the most valuable tool 
for bringing scenes ‘to life’, this section identifies specific 
techniques that can be used to create humanising content.

Drama theorist Robert McKee’s theory of effective nar-
rative revolves around the notion, often explored in conflict 
resolution, that “to be alive is to be in seemingly perpetual 
conflict” (McKee, 1999). According to McKee, internal, 
personal, and extra-personal conflicts are at the core of the 
human experience and as far as storytelling is concerned, 
“nothing moves forward in a story except through conflict” 

(McKee, 1999) (see figure 1).

Figure 1. Robert McKee’s “The Three Levels of Conflict” (McKee, 1999).

McKee argues that a good story requires complexity, 
which can only be achieved by developing conflict on all 
three levels. Narratives that shy away from conflict, or deal 
with it in an unauthentic manner, miss the opportunity to 
connect with audiences and thus fail to achieve what psy-
chologist Michael Slater refers to as “absorption”. Narra-
tives that do achieve absorption, however, touch audiences 
at a deep emotional level, making it possible to effectively 
transmit stories, or ‘messages’, about ways of thinking and 
behaving that may not have occurred to them before.

Audiences are full of anticipation to see how the char-
acters act and react to conflicts in a story, particularly at 
the climax of the central conflict, because it gives them a 
rare glimpse at human nature – the aspect of story that has 
intrigued audiences throughout human history (Aristotle, 
1996). It is in these moments that audiences subconscious-
ly learn appropriate behaviours for when they find them-
selves in similar situations. If a character decides to show 
mercy or respect for their counterpart, the story can take 
on this ‘humanising nature’. 

The climax alone, however, cannot make a film reso-
lutely humanising. Instead, humanising elements must be 
established throughout a film; not only for positive mes-
saging considerations, but for the overall effectiveness of 
the film. If, for example, the potential for a humanising ac-
tion in the climax has not been nurtured throughout the 
story, it may seem unauthentic or unrealistic4 to the audi-
ence. This will cause them to be pulled out of their state of 
absorption, so the opportunity to influence them is lost: 
to create an effective humanising climax, filmmakers must 
build the potential in the earlier, ‘character development’, 
sections of a film.

There are many places in a script where filmmakers 
committed to contributing to a culture of peace can devel-
op characters that model positive, humanising behaviours. 
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Subtle acts of kindness for example, or depicting charac-
ters showing disdain for racist, sexist, xenophobic or any 
other dehumanising behaviours of other characters, could 
contribute to a consciousness of tolerance and respect for 
the other in audiences. It could be as simple as a disap-
proving look towards dehumanising behaviour, or it could 
be as complex as the script’s thematic structure revolving 
around challenging an institutionalised process of dehu-
manisation. An example of the latter would be the anti-
racism message of Paul Haggis’ Academy Award-winning 
film Crash in which the lives of fourteen different charac-
ters intertwine to present a scathing critique of a society 
divided by racism (Haggis, 2004).

Although depicting humanising behaviour or disdain 
for dehumanising behaviour is valuable for generating pos-
itive messages, it is important to acknowledge that a crucial 
aspect of a good story is characters going through change, 
or what film theory refers to as a ‘character’s arc’ (McKee, 
1999). The arc that a character goes through can potentially 
change them from being despicable, exhibiting violent and 
dehumanising behaviours, into a character who grows past 
these hurdles to see and respect the humanity in the oth-
er characters. However, this arc cannot materialise from 
nothing: it must result from events or the actions of others. 
Just as Newton’s laws of motion teach us that “for every 
action there must be an equal and opposite reaction” (Tait, 
1971), dramatic theory teaches us that, to be believable, a 
character’s arc must stem from a cause that is proportional 
to the change in the character (Aristotle, 1996).

This necessary element of storytelling presents a sig-
nificant conundrum for film creators: How can they avoid 
depicting violence or dehumanising behaviours, which 
by their mere presence could inspire similar behaviour in 
audiences, while creating powerful and effective character 
arcs. The answer must come from the filmmakers’ intui-
tion of balance. Their use of violent or dehumanising be-
haviour should be with cautious apprehension and with a 
conscious effort to resist glamourising or sensationalising 
the behaviour. Films such as Steven Spielberg’s Saving Pri-
vate Ryan (Spielberg, 1998) and Danis Tanovic’s No Man’s 
Land (Tanovic, 2001) that treat violence as what it really is 
– “a human behaviour that causes suffering, loss and sad-
ness to victims and perpetrators” (American Academy of 
Pediatrics, 2001), affect audiences deeply precisely because 
the violence seems real. This is in stark contrast to the vio-
lence depicted in films where dehumanised characters are 
killed and fall from the frame without a second thought. 
Both types of films teach viewers attitudes; the former that 
violence is terrible, and the later that violence is normal. 

Humanising films are difficult undertakings that re-
quire skilled craftsmanship to effectively develop characters 

and provide authentic insight into the human condition. 
Dehumanising films, on the other hand, are comparatively 
simple undertakings that rely heavily on violent spectacle 
and stereotypes. While the depiction of some violent or de-
humanising behaviour may be necessary to fully develop 
a character’s arc, with the conscientious use of craft and 
imagination, this can be framed in a negative light so as 
to offset unintended dehumanising-behaviour learning in 
audiences. The next section of this article explores the dif-
ficulty of finding this balance, and the danger of the un-
necessary utilisation of, and glamourisation of violent and 
dehumanising modelling. 

Framework for Creating Humanising 
Films: A Collaborative Process

Films are essentially the manifestation of the imaginations 
of many people. This section attempts to establish who 
exactly the creative-content contributors of a film are, 
and proposes ways in which they, if so inclined, can adopt 
the non-polarising, non-violent and non-dehumanising 
principles of conflict resolution in their work while 
maintaining effective and engaging narratives. There are 
six key roles on a filmmaking team that can do this, here 
referred to as the ‘key creatives’: writers, directors, actors, 
cinematographers, editors, and producers.5

While there is indeed a clear power hierarchy on a film 
team, where producers can fire anyone, and directors can 
refuse to move on from a scene they feel has not been shot, 
lit, or acted in accordance to his or her ‘vision’, typically 
there is a significant amount of respect of craft given to 
each of the key creatives. There is an understanding that 
the people hired for the job are hired because they are the 
best people for the job, and in order for a film to be made 
on schedule and within budget, the importance of coop-
eration and mutual respect is regularly reiterated by pro-
ducers. 

Scriptwriters create the original story and structure 
of a film either from personal experience, the experience 
of others, directly from their imagination or by adapting 
an existing work. As the original creator then, the writer 
is responsible for framing the story’s actions and conflicts, 
and thus plays a principal role in the fate of a film being ei-
ther humanising or dehumanising. Nevertheless, it is com-
mon practice in the film industry for a script, once sold 
to a producer or studio, to go through several changes in 
the pre-production stage based on input of the producers, 
the director, and sometimes also the actors. The result-
ing ‘shooting script’ is used during the production stage, 
however, what is actually shot is rarely identical to what is 

4	  This ironic notion that there can be anything ‘real’ in a fictional film stems from the drama theory phenomenon of ‘suspending disbelief ’.
5	  This is not to undermine the important creative work of wardrobe, make-up, lighting (electrics) and shading (grips) professionals, but when speaking of the building 

blocks of a film’s ‘story’, these five are the most influential.

http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu


Bryan Paul Nykon   The Feature Film as a Vehicle for Disseminating Principles…      http://journal-of-conflictology.uoc.edu

E-journal promoted by the Campus for Peace, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya

JOURNAL OF CONFLICTOLOGY,  Volume 2, Issue 2 (2011)        ISSN 2013-8857   	 23

written in the shooting script. Subsequently, the story and 
dialogues go through even further changes in the editing, 
or post-production stage (Murch, 2001). Responsibility for 
the messages in the final product is thus clearly dispersed 
amongst all key creatives. 

Since each of the key creatives contribute to the outcome 
of a film, it is logical to put the onus of contributing humanising 
aspects on each of them. Breathing life into a vile antagonist by 
showing a glimpse of his humanity, or creating a tense mood 
in reaction to a bigoted comment, are tools at the filmmak-

ers’ disposal for creating humanising content. However, while 
a writer may imagine and create a perfectly humanising scene, 
if the director is not thinking in terms of humanisation, he may 
not direct it in a way that captures the writer’s vision. Likewise, 
a cinematographer might frame the shots in a way that does 
not optimise the opportunity, or an actor might contribute a 
different emphasis or motivation if they are not thinking in 
humanising terms. Finally, the editors and producers have the 
power to cut shots or scenes and to select takes, so having them 
on board is also essential (see figure 2).

Figure 2. Creation of humanising and dehumanising films. (Bryan Nykon)

Figure 3. Humanising elements in dehumanising films. (Bryan Nykon)

Unfortunately, the inverse of this process, the creation 
of a humanising film from a dehumanising script is not 
feasible. If the director, actors, cinematographer, and editor 
have a commitment to creating humanising content, but the 
writer and producer have not supplied a humanising core to 

the story, short of a complete re-write, it not possible to cre-
ate a humanising piece. There could be successful creation 
of humanising moments, but the core, dehumanising mes-
sage of the film would not be changed (see figure 3).
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In summary, to borrow from conflict resolution ter-
minology again, each of the key creatives could potentially 
be a ‘spoiler’ of a humanising scene or film, as graphically 
depicted with the vertical lines in figure 2. Creating a hu-
manising film is thus a fragile collaborative process that 
requires the commitment of all the key creatives. It has to 
begin with a humanising script and the humanising inten-
tion should be clearly communicated to, and supported by, 
all of the key creatives at every stage of production.

If the key creatives are successful at framing conflict as 
‘non-polarised’ and portraying creative, non-violent solu-
tions to the problems that arise in the story, filmmakers can 
create humanising content without sacrificing narrative 
value. On the contrary, such films are quite often the ones 
that are celebrated by audiences and critics because of their 
obvious value to society. For better or worse, filmmakers 
have the tremendous power of being able to influence the 
way people see the world, and have an impact on their be-
liefs, attitudes, and behaviour. This great power should be 
taken seriously as the implications are substantial: human-
ising films contribute to a culture of peace while dehuman-
ising films fuel a culture of violence.

Part Two: Case study

“With great power comes great 
responsibility.”

Stan Lee (Spiderman, 2002)

Case Study Introduction 

The previous sections explored the possibility of the film 
medium being a vehicle for proliferating humanising, 
conflict resolution-based attitudes and behaviours. This 
premise leads us to this examination of three of the world’s 
most popular and most critically acclaimed6 contemporary 
films: Up (Docter & Peterson, 2009), District 9 (Blomkamp, 
2009), and Avatar (Cameron, 2009). Employing an original 
framework for performing a ‘conflict analysis’ of films and 
scripts, this chapter surveys the framing of and approaches 
to conflict in each of these films. Subsequently, the author 
provides suggestions for how each film could have taken on 
a more humanising perspective, thus further contributing 
to a culture of peace. 

Conflict Analysis Methodology

An overall assessment of whether a film is humanising 
or dehumanising is to some extent subjective because, as 
examined in the previous sections, there are a multitude 
of factors to consider. It is, however, possible to assess 
specific humanising and dehumanising elements of scripts 
and films by gathering data regarding the characters’ 
approaches to conflict. This requires an in-depth contextual 
assessment of (1) the type of conflicts, (2) the framing of 
the conflicts, (3) the methods that characters use to resolve 
the conflicts, (4) the outcomes of the conflicts, and (5) the 
characters’ reactions to the outcomes. The author designed 
and utilised a conflict analysis form to record these data for 
the three films of this case study.

The categories for the various components of the 
form were derived from the concepts presented earlier in 
this paper. The type of conflict was taken from McKee’s 
work on narrative conflict which defines conflict as in-
ternal, personal, or extra-personal (see figure 1). Further-
more, as in McKee’s dramatic theory, the conflicts were 
categorised as either central or secondary; the former re-
served for conflicts that form a film’s thematic basis. The 
framing and outcome components of the conflict analy-
sis form were derived from the conflict resolution theory 
which employs either a zero-sum (-), or a positive-sum 
(+) categorisation. Finally, the categories for the method-
of-resolution component were derived from a modified 
version of the “Approaches to Conflict” graph (Rams-
botham, Woodhouse, & Mial, 2005), where the x-axis in-
dicates ‘concern for self ’ and the y-axis indicates ‘concern 
for the other’ (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Methods of Resolving Conflict in Films.7

6	 All three films were nominated for the coveted “Best Motion Picture” award at the 82nd Academy Awards ceremony on 7 March, 2010.
7	 This figure is a modified version of Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall’s “Approaches to conflict” and was designed by the author specifically for this paper. ‘Contending’ in 

the original model was divided into ‘Violent contending’ and ‘Non-violent contending’, sub-categories in the author’s model. The original is from Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 
and Miall (2005).
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As shown in figure 4, the conflict analysis form cat-
egories for possible methods of resolving conflict were: (1) 
violent-contending, (2) non-violent-contending, (3) com-
promise, (4) withdrawal, (5) yielding, and (6) problem-
solving. Violent-contending is the approach commonly 
modelled in Hollywood films, while problem-solving is the 
less-frequently modelled approach that conflict resolution 
advocates.

A formal analysis process was used in this methodol-
ogy, in which I and an assistant screened and assessed the 
three films. The conflict analysis data constitutes the ba-
sis for the summaries and arguments below. The conflict 
resolution-based assessments which follow were a result of 
comprehensive examination of all the central conflicts and 
a selection of secondary conflicts, for each film. From these 
assessments, suggestions are given for ways in which each 
film could have (1) humanised the characters more effec-
tively, and (2) employed conflict resolution principles for 
framing and resolving the character conflicts.

Up – Conflict Analysis Summary

The conflict analysis for Up revealed two central conflicts 
and eight secondary conflicts. The two central conflicts, 
which are the focus of this section, are (1) protagonist Carl 
Fredricksen’s internal struggle to come to terms with the 
death of his wife, and (2) a personal conflict between Carl 
and his antagonist, Charles Muntz. 

This initial central conflict is at first framed as zero-
sum, where Carl appears to feel that there is no way of both 
honouring the memory of his wife and continuing his life. 
However, through well-constructed narrative progression, 
this framing evolves into a positive-sum perspective, cul-
minating when Carl discovers that his wife had wanted 
him to “have a new [adventure]”.8 From this point, Carl 
realises the he can cherish the memory of his wife and also 
live in the present. What starts as a non-violent-contention 
method of resolution (Carl resisting change), evolves into 
a problem-solving method (Carl finding a win-win solu-
tion), so the initial central conflict represents an excellent 
example of conflict resolution-oriented principles in a film. 
The second central conflict however, which emerges from 
the resolution of the initial central conflict, does not have a 
conflict resolution approach. 

Carl’s problem-solving approach to the first central 
conflict, choosing to carry on with his life, segues into 
the second primary conflict: saving his friends from the 
film’s antagonist, an evil explorer named Charles Muntz. 
This personal conflict is framed as zero-sum: either Carl 
or Muntz can prevail, but not both. Muntz’s motivation to 
capture Carl’s friend Kevin9 is well established early in the 

film in a humanising manner that encourages the audience 
to sympathise with Muntz’s plight.10 However, when Muntz 
is re-introduced to the story, he is progressively dehuman-
ised. He is presented as a deranged and irrational person 
to whom violent-contention is the only feasible course of 
action. 

In the ensuing showdown, the film’s climax, both men 
use violent weapons against one another and Muntz ulti-
mately meets his death by falling out of a floating house 
while fighting Carl. As McKee purported, this moment fa-
cilitates a glimpse into Carl’s true nature. As the audience 
waits in anticipation to see Carl’s reaction to Muntz’s de-
mise, rather than expressing concern, regret, or remorse 
for the death of Muntz, Carl immediately rejoices in his 
victory: this is an example of a missed opportunity to cre-
ate a humanising message. 

Up contains various examples of both humanising 
and dehumanising belief, attitude, and behaviour model-
ling. However, assessing the overall value of the film from a 
conflict resolution perspective, it unfortunately fails to re-
tain any significant merit because of the climax. This is un-
fortunate because it was completely unnecessary. The film 
constructs an excellent character arc for Carl, changing 
him from miserable and violent, into a caring and compas-
sionate character – until the point of his violent and fatal 
battle with Muntz. There are several ways in which the key 
creatives of this film could have prevented the film from 
taking on a dehumanising nature. If, for example, Carl had 
attempted to employ a problem-solving approach instead 
of a violent-contending approach with Muntz, regardless 
of the effort’s success or failure, it would have generated a 
message to audiences that such attempts are of value. No 
such attempt was made in Up. 

 Although a problem-solving approach was not mod-
elled in Up’s second central conflict, it is important to reiter-
ate the fact that violent-contending solutions are extremely 
common in mainstream films. Filmmakers frequently seem 
to feel obliged to demonise villains, polarise conflict, and 
have one side definitively ‘lose’, perhaps in order to prevent 
counter arguing in an audience base that expects such fram-
ing. Nevertheless, as argued above, even such polarised sce-
narios can maintain a humanising nature if the filmmakers 
simply show the ‘winner’ expressing remorse or regret for 
the tragic outcome of the ‘loser’. In Up, a moment of Carl 
looking down at Muntz’ disappearing body with regret, or 
perhaps a reaction of lament rather than rejoicing may have 
been sufficient. Instead, one of the key messages that audi-
ences take away from the film is that the death of your op-
ponents is reason for celebration. For this reason, Up’s key 
creatives narrowly missed a tremendous opportunity to con-
tribute to a global civic culture with this film.

8	 At 1:13:07 in Up, Carl finds a note from his deceased wife that says: “Thanks for the adventure – now go have a new one!”
9	 Kevin is a personified, yet non-speaking, nearly extinct bird.
10	At 00:02:07 in Up, the audience learns that Muntz had been defamed by the National Explorers Society when they deemed his skeleton of Kevin’s species a fake.
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District 9 – Conflict Analysis Summary

The analysis of District 9 revealed two central and six 
secondary conflicts. The two central conflicts employ 
both violent-contending and problem-solving methods 
of resolution, and one of the secondary conflicts utilises 
predominantly problem-solving methods. These three 
conflicts are the primary focus of this summary.

The two central conflicts in District 9 are (1) alien so-
ciety versus human society, and (2) the protagonist versus 
his own body. The first has been described as a satirical 
critique of the contemporary, real-world issues of refugees, 
mass immigration, and prejudice (The Canadian Broad-
casting Corporation, 2010). In the back story development 
of the film, the audience learns that when the aliens first 
arrived on earth, twenty years earlier, the humans had at-
tempted humanising measures of inclusion and integra-
tion by providing “proper status and protection” for them. 
However, the two cultures ultimately clashed in what was 
framed as irreconcilable differences, and the humans’ 
problem-solving methods gave way to violent-contending 
methods. 

The humans dehumanise the aliens11 both verbally, by 
referring to them derogatively as “prawns”, and physically, 
through forced segregation and internment. The film be-
gins with a government-hired company, Multi-National 
United (MNU), attempting to evict the aliens from their 
slum, District 9, to an internment camp far from any hu-
man settlements. This extra-personal conflict thus shifts 
from having a potential positive-sum framing (peaceful 
co-existence) to a contending approach with zero-sum 
framing. Despite a multitude of commonalities, and the 
apparent ability of both sides to understand the other’s 
language, the humans consciously decide to use their mo-
nopoly of violence to strip the aliens of the few freedoms 
and rights they had initially been given – clearly a dehu-
manising transition. This central conflict is not resolved by 
the end of the film.

The second central conflict is the main human pro-
tagonist, Wikus Van De Merwe’s battle with his own body. 
Following McKee’s narrative development theory, the story 
puts Wikus through a steadily escalating series of chal-
lenges. First, as a result of exposure to an alien fluid, Wikus 
experiences an embarrassing confrontation with his col-
leagues, and then begins to notice his body metamorphos-
ing − a literal dehumanisation. Next, he is separated from 
his wife, quarantined and subjected to medical experimen-
tation without anaesthetic, emotional torture, and eventu-
ally starvation. The effect of these escalating challenges is 
that the audience sees, and empathises with, a non-violent 
individual who is gradually stripped of his humanity. All of 

these dehumanising elements facilitate a character arc that 
turns Wikus from a kind and light-hearted worker into a 
ruthless, half-alien murderer fighting for survival. 

The conflict of Wikus versus his own body is initially 
framed as zero-sum. At first he considers employing a vi-
olent-contending method of resolution by cutting off his 
alienised arm, but realising the futility of this action, he 
shifts to a creative problem-solving approach by turning to 
the aliens for help. When he learns that the aliens have the 
technology to reverse the metamorphosis, he gains hope 
that he will ‘win’ against the transformation. This hope 
drives his motivation to carry on with his struggle and to 
further cooperate with the aliens. Through this coopera-
tion, Wikus comes to realise that the aliens are intelligent 
and compassionate beings, and that there is a positive as-
pect to the metamorphosis, i.e., that he can operate their 
advanced weapons and technology. This realisation shifts 
the conflict’s framing from zero-sum to positive-sum, as 
win-win solutions emerge. 

The third conflict in District 9 which models problem-
solving approaches is a secondary, extra-personal conflict of 
the aliens versus oppression. The film’s central alien protago-
nist, Christopher Johnson (CJ), has been peacefully scaveng-
ing technology scrap yards near District 9 for twenty years 
trying to find enough fuel to power a control ship, under his 
shanty, back to the mother ship. His goal is to return to his 
home planet to get help for his oppressed species.

CJ consistently employs problem-solving approaches 
in his plight. By cooperating with Wikus, and with the help 
of his young alien child, CJ manages to obtain the neces-
sary fuel, survives various violent attacks on his life, and 
makes it to the mother ship. While this conflict is framed 
as zero-sum because of the extreme situation to which the 
humans have subjected the aliens, CJ’s character models 
refrain from violent behaviour, and shows expressions of 
love for his son, compassion for Wikus, and desire to lib-
erate his species from oppression. These factors ironically 
frame CJ as the most humanised character in the film. 

In the various other secondary conflicts, District 9 
portrays a world trapped in a cycle of violence. Greed, 
selfishness, and sadism (“I love watching prawns die!”) de-
pict a human world devoid of humanity. While the aliens 
are shown cooperating with one another, the humans, in 
contrast, are obsessed with violence and with amassing 
personal wealth and power. Although this film models 
countless dehumanising behaviours, attitudes and actions, 
it manages to do so without glorifying them. On the con-
trary, these beliefs, attitudes and behaviours are framed as 
deplorable, and do not seem remotely fair or justified. 

Nevertheless, contrary to using violence sparingly, as 
suggested earlier in this paper, the amount of violence in 

11	The author acknowledges the apparent contradiction of referring to a non-human being in ‘humanising’ and ‘dehumanising’ terms, but argues that the humanistic traits 
attributed to the aliens effectively personifies them, and thus justifies the terminology.
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District 9 verges on the absurd, and at times could indeed 
be categorised as gratuitous. If the key creatives of District 
9 had been so inclined, they could have made an equally 
powerful film without modelling excessive violence. Al-
though the gore and violence makes this film inappropri-
ate for sensitive viewers, those who are willing and able to 
overlook it, and to employ a broader, contextual under-
standing of the filmmaker’s critical message, paradoxically 
receive a positive message of the importance of maintain-
ing our humanity. For this reason, on a certain level this 
film can be considered a humanising film which, through 
contrast and hyperbole, transmits conflict resolution prin-
ciples to desensitised audiences, and thus contributes to a 
peace praxis. 

Avatar – Conflict Analysis Summary 

The conflict analysis of Avatar revealed two central 
conflicts and six secondary conflicts. The central conflicts 
are the primary focus of this summary; (1) the extra-
personal conflict of humans versus the Na’vi people, and 
(2) a personal conflict between the protagonist, Jake Sully, 
and the antagonist, Colonel Quaritch.

Avatar is set in 2154 A.D. when, according to the nar-
rative, humans have destroyed all nature on Earth and have 
begun to exploit resources on the planet Pandora. Pan-
dora’s human-like inhabitants, the Na’vi, are initially por-
trayed as ‘savages’ that are impeding, what at first seems 
to be, a reasonable human quest for economic security. 
As the audience learns more about the Na’vi, however, it 
becomes difficult to see them as any less than ‘human’.12 
They are honourable, dignified, and always act respectfully 
towards one another, the animals they hunt, and the plant 
life that abundantly surrounds them. In contrast, humans 
are gradually exposed as self-centred, greedy, arrogant, 
and lacking any connection whatsoever with nature. In 
a conscious process of dehumanisation, the filmmakers 
metaphorically liken the humans to parasites; they stead-
ily extract life from Pandora and give nothing in return. 
Thus, similar to the first central conflict in District 9, this 
one is between two extra-personal groups, one alien and 
one human, where the alien characters are humanised and 
the humans are dehumanised.

The film’s protagonist, Jake Sully, a paraplegic ex-US 
Marine, is hired to take part in a scientific programme of 
plugging human minds into man-made versions of Na’vi 
bodies, or ‘avatars’. The purpose of the programme is to 
facilitate human infiltration of Na’vi society. While the hu-
man scientists working on the program seem to respect the 
Na’vi, and have a genuine interest in their biological con-
nectedness to the planet, the profit-motivated management 
of the human corporation, RDA, ultimately control the op-

eration. The management’s initial objective with the avatar 
program is to be able to communicate with the Na’vi when 
they need them to move from their homes to make way for 
new mining sites. This is not out of concern or respect for 
the Na’vi, but instead because “killing the indigenous looks 
bad”. Thus their declared commitment to a non-violent-
contending method of resolution is merely a disingenuous 
public relations tactic. In private, RDA’s manager tells Sully 
that: “There is one thing that the shareholders hate more 
than bad press, and that’s a bad quarterly statement.” The 
implied meaning is that if their non-violent relocation ini-
tiative is unsuccessful, they are perfectly willing to turn to 
a violent-contending method of resolution. 

Although the Na’vi are portrayed as a peaceful people, 
they are prepared to do everything within their power to 
protect their homes and their planet. Their commitment 
to this cause requires them to engage in combat with the 
military forces that RDA has hired to support the mining 
project. The Na’vi’s low-tech weaponry is no match for the 
military’s high-tech helicopters, bombers and robot ‘suits’; 
but the alternative, of surrendering and betraying their 
planet, is not an option for the Na’vi. When reflecting upon 
the situation, Sully aptly notes that there is no point in ne-
gotiation because “there’s nothing we have that they want”. 
Thus, this film portrays an asymmetrical conflict clearly 
framed as zero-sum because the two parties’ interests and 
needs are entirely incompatible. There is no possibility of 
a peaceful outcome that will satisfy both parties, and the 
violent-contending solution of war is framed as the only 
feasible option. 

While this notion of inevitable war is contrary to the 
fundamental principles of conflict resolution, it also em-
bodies the complexities of the conflicts that our world reg-
ularly confronts. Nevertheless, while this central conflict in 
Avatar does, perhaps inadvertently, succeed in accurately 
depicting the complexity of deep-seated conflict, it does 
not display an ideal conflict resolution framing.

At the film’s climax, Sully leads the Na’vi into bat-
tle with the humans, and the previously explored extra-
personal conflict evolves into a personal conflict between 
Sully and the RDA military leader, Colonel Quaritch. This 
second central conflict is prototypically framed as good 
versus evil. The filmmakers methodically portray Quaritch 
as a diabolical antagonist who completely lacks humanity. 
He does not show kindness, compassion, or caring towards 
anyone, and instead, clearly enjoys destruction and mur-
der. In this polarised framing, as in all traditional heroic-
epic stories, the audience is urged to sympathise with the 
protagonist and despise the antagonist. Quaritch’s obsti-
nacy, even in the face of certain defeat, results in the death 
of countless human soldiers, Na’vi warriors, and animals. 
In the final confrontation, Sully’s Na’vi mate, Neytiri, kills 

12	Similar to the case study of District 9, once again the filmmakers’ personification of alien characters lead the author to, somewhat ironically, refer to the ‘humanity’ of non-
human characters.
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Quaritch with two arrows to the chest. Unlike previous 
scenes where Neytiri had taught Sully that taking the life 
of even a vicious animal is “very sad only”, there is no sense 
of remorse or sadness when Quaritch dies. The filmmakers 
effectively dehumanise Quaritch to the point of his life be-
ing worthy of less respect than that of an animal.

The intended overarching message that Avatar seems 
to attempt to transmit to audiences is that respect for na-
ture is virtuous, and that greed and environmental exploi-
tation is loathsome. While this can be seen as a positive 
message, the other, likely unintended, message that Avatar 
conveys to audiences is that violent-contention is an appro-
priate method of conflict resolution against dehumanised 
adversaries. When the humans in Avatar cannot convince 
the Na’vi to peacefully leave their habitat, their solution is 
violence. Likewise, when the Na’vi cannot convince the 
RDA management to abandon their destructive methods, 
their solution is also violence. The two central conflicts 
culminate in an all-out war that results in the celebrated 
death of the antagonist and the unconditional surrender 
of the surviving humans to the morally superior Na’vi. The 
lesson that audiences likely take from such an approach to 
conflict is that violence is necessary, exciting, and effective.

Had the creators of Avatar opted for non-violent solu-
tions to the film’s central conflicts, they may have disap-
pointed an audience base that has, through conditioning, 
come to expect extravagant portrayals of violence.13 How-
ever, if they had been concerned with creating an overarch-
ing humanising message, they could have shown the char-
acters being affected by the destruction and tremendous 
loss of life that their violent behaviour had caused their 
adversaries. This could have been achieved even within the 
zero-sum framing and violent-contending method estab-
lished in Avatar by way of a few additional scenes or reac-
tion shots. 

It should be noted that there were indeed glimpses of 
human soldiers hesitating to kill Na’vi, and ultimately the 
Na’vi acted magnanimous in victory by peacefully expel-
ling the surviving humans from Pandora; however, similar 
to the climax of Up, there was no sense of regret for loss of 
either human or Na’vi life during Avatar’s climactic battle. 
Unlike the early message in the film that killing is “sad”, 
there was no such feeling for the fallen soldiers of either 
side, and instead, battle was glamourised. This is in stark 
contrast to the approach of the creators of humanising war 
films such as Saving Private Ryan, Crash, and No Man’s 
Land, mentioned earlier in this article.

In addition to glamourising violence, in Avatar, both 
sides were guilty of dehumanising the other to the point of 
murder seeming fair and reasonable. If the filmmakers had 
chosen not to model dehumanising attitudes, beliefs, and 
behaviours, they may have been able to generate a posi-

tive, humanising message with this film. Unfortunately this 
was not one of their priorities. Instead they employed the 
classic, simplistic, and non-conflict resolution oriented 
plot of good versus evil. In this way, although the intended 
messages of Avatar may have been pro-environment and 
pro-social, the effective message, from a conflict resolution 
perspective, contributes more to a culture of violence than 
to a culture of peace. 

Case Study Conclusion

This case study has analyzed three popular mainstream 
films for their value to the goals of the field of conflict 
resolution. While the hypothesis that film can contribute 
to the dissemination of the principles of conflict resolution, 
was not ‘proven’ by the chosen examples, the analysis and 
suggestions provided are an attempt to demonstrate how 
each film could have taken a more humanising perspective 
without sacrificing the quality of the narrative or the film’s 
commercial success.	

This section has offered several ideas on the framing 
and portrayal of conflict in mainstream films, but it is the 
decisions of the industry’s key creatives that can translate 
these ideas into a positive contribution to society. The de-
cision to make humanising content must stem from their 
consciences, and should be guided by a sincere considera-
tion of the impact their work has on the minds of millions 
of human beings. The quote at the beginning of part 2 of 
this article, taken from a scene in the popular film version 
of the Marvel comic-book hero, Spiderman, was originally 
intended for a young man with newfound superpowers. 
Perhaps it could also be read as a message to the filmmak-
ers of the world.

Conclusion
There is currently no framework to assure that the messages 
contained within films are of benefit to society. Instead, 
the glamourisation of violence and the dehumanization 
of entire groups of people has unfortunately become 
common fare in mainstream entertainment media. Films 
which contain positive modelling, or at least show negative 
reactions to dehumanising behaviours, can positively affect 
audiences by reducing racist and xenophobic attitudes, and 
instilling a sense of shared humanity. ‘Dehumanising films’, 
on the other hand, divide people and instil a sense a fear of 
the other.

This paper identifies three core ideas from the field of 
conflict resolution that advocate peaceful human relations 
and delegitimize violence as a means of bringing peace: 

13	As noted earlier, the phenomena of audience expectations of, and desensitisation to violence are issues demand a thorough inquiry that would go beyond the scope of the 
current paper.
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(1) that there are viable alternatives to violent-contending 
methods of conflict resolution, (2) that positive outcomes 
for both parties can often be created, and (3) that all par-
ties are worthy of being treated humanely. What is often 
needed to activate these ideas in people affected by conflict 
is creativity and imagination. The author argues that once a 
person can imagine a peaceful resolution to a conflict, that 
option becomes real. The role that filmmakers can play in 
this process is to stimulate such thought processes in audi-
ences by modelling problem-solving approaches to conflict 
and humanising beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours in the 
content they create.

Humanising messages are especially crucial in difficult 
times – such as the current global economic recession. His-
tory has shown that extreme right-wing and fascist groups 
enjoy their highest popularity in times of economic hard-
ship as people look for simple reasons and solutions to their 

immediate problems. Minority groups can become scape-
goats, and xenophobia can replace appreciation of cultural 
diversity if the narrative is twisted in that direction.

A conscious effort to counteract messages of hatred 
and fear of the other with messages of a common struggle 
and creative solutions to problems is crucial in such situa-
tions. The author argues that humanising films constitute 
such an effort and can be a source of positive inspiration 
leading to an increase in cooperation and creative prob-
lem-solving. It is feasible that humanising the other, fram-
ing conflict as positive-sum, and the adoption of creative 
problem-solving approaches to conflict are concepts that 
could infiltrate our collective aspirations. Until this occurs, 
the creative, humanising messages of conscientious film-
makers will be there to remind us of what the world could 
be like. 
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