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Chronic communal conflicts often embody prisoner’s dilemmas. Both communities prefer peace
to war. Yet neither trusts the other, viewing the other’s gain as its loss, so potentially shared inter-
ests often go unrealized. Achieving positive-sum outcomes from apparently zero-sum struggles

requires a particular kind of risk-embracing leadership. To succeed leaders must (a) see power relations
as potentially positive-sum, (b) strengthen negotiating adversaries when tempted to weaken them, and
(c) demonstrate hope for a positive future and take great personal risks to achieve it. Such leadership
is exemplified by Nelson Mandela and F. W. de Klerk in the South African democratic transition. To
illuminate the strategic dilemmas Mandela and de Klerk faced, we examine the work of Robert Axelrod,
Thomas Schelling, and Josep Colomer, who highlight important dimensions of the problem but underplay
the role of risk-embracing leadership. Finally we discuss leadership successes and failures in the Northern
Ireland settlement and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Political communities marred by long-standing
bitter conflicts find them extremely difficult to
resolve, even if most members of the community

suffer their effects and want them resolved. Such con-
flicts are chronically self-reinforcing: Violent eruptions
reproduce incentives for parties, leaders, and ordinary
individuals to perpetuate the dynamic. These conflicts
resemble Thomas Hobbes’s state of nature and the
prisoner’s dilemma of game theory. The “Troubles” in
Northern Ireland, the racial conflicts in South Africa,
the Israeli-Palestinian conflicts today—others could be
added—display the incentives and behaviors that per-
petuate that cycle.

Hobbes insisted that only an all-powerful sovereign
could break the cycle and bring civil peace (Hobbes
2010). Yet communities suffering chronic conflict lack
an effective sovereign; perhaps worse, they harbor a
state asserting sovereign authority that itself propels
the conflict because it is perceived as illegitimate by
much of the population. The South African apartheid
state, for example, possessed a powerful military, an
effective bureaucracy, and strong support among white
South Africans; yet it was powerless to impose a solu-
tion to a conflict driven in large part by the character
of that state.

Nor is partition an assured solution. Territorially
separate states can sometimes minimize conflict by
disengaging. That is more difficult where communi-
ties in conflict share territory. In Yugoslavia the worst
atrocities occurred after partition. Overturning South
Africa’s “Homelands” policy, a forced racial parti-
tion on extremely unequal terms, was a chief aim of
the anti-apartheid movement. Even to agree on fair
terms of partition and ultimately to separate states (an
outcome generally favored in the Israeli-Palestinian
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case) requires a degree of intercommunal cooperation
that is difficult to achieve given many conflicts’ bitter
histories.

Democratic franchise is not itself a solution, unless
there are democratic institutions regarded on all sides
as fair and legitimate. Communities marked by chronic
conflict might not lack democratic practices altogether.
Often they are flawed democracies that appeal to a
democratic legitimacy that the system itself conspicu-
ously fails to embody (Jung, Lust-Okar, and Shapiro
2011, 83–6). Leaders of battling groups are not monar-
chs able to arrange a pact and impose it on their sub-
jects. They are accountable to separate constituencies,
which retain the power to replace them and block any
agreement the constituency has not been persuaded
to support. In commencing a risky reform process in
1990, for example, South African president F. W. de
Klerk anticipated a future in which all South Africans
would enjoy political rights in some form. However,
his reforms would have been stillborn if in the early
1990s he had lost majority support among white South
Africans. Democratic institutions at their best hold
leaders accountable to the community as a whole—
but flawed democratic institutions often reinforce the
conflicts that prevent agreement on more effective and
just democratic institutions.

It is tempting to categorize some conflicts as inher-
ently zero-sum, one side’s gain being the other’s loss,
and dismiss as illusory any lasting, mutually acceptable
settlement. Today the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is of-
ten thus described. Both sides make exclusive claims to
the same territory, invoke irreconcilable religious iden-
tities to support those claims, and resort to violence that
the other can neither forgive nor forget. Perpetual war
seems inevitable. Yet similar claims were made about
South Africa in the 1980s. Few observers then believed
that white South Africans, whose military power re-
mained unmatched on the African continent, would
accept any state ruled by a black majority. To charac-
terize a conflict as inherently zero-sum because of rival
parties’ supposedly irreconcilable interests and values
is to overlook how events themselves, and the actions
of leaders with a hand in those events, can reshape
peoples’ preferences and beliefs about the conflict.

40

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

13
00

06
6X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305541300066X


American Political Science Review Vol. 108, No. 1

We argue that risk-embracing acts of political lead-
ership, marked by what we call strategically hopeful
action, are needed to extract positive-sum outcomes
from apparently zero-sum conflicts. These acts clear
the way for agreement on institutions that are cured of
the flaws that undermined the old order’s legitimacy.
Our principal case study is the leadership of Nelson
Mandela and F. W. de Klerk that made possible (though
by no means guaranteed) the South African democratic
transition. We illuminate strategically hopeful leader-
ship by examining models of conflict and cooperation
in the work of Robert Axelrod, Thomas Schelling, and
Josep Colomer. We show how strategically hopeful
leadership embodies a variable-sum understanding of
power. Finally we discuss the leadership records of the
Northern Ireland settlement and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict from this perspective.

STRATEGICALLY HOPEFUL ACTION

By strategically hopeful action we mean a certain kind
of calculated risk-taking in the face of imponderably
complex circumstances, the aim of which is to replace
a destructive status quo with a new and better dis-
pensation. The paradoxical overtones of “strategically
hopeful” are intentional: The phrase blends aspects
of political action that are typically kept separate.
The action must be strategic, because attempts to re-
solve chronic conflicts without hardheaded calculation
would be merely wishful thinking and, in some cir-
cumstances, dangerously reckless. The action must be
hopeful because it requires a willingness to bolster his-
torical adversaries and take personal risks for a better
future when key determinants of that future are, at
best, imponderable. Displaying hope adds a performa-
tive ingredient at a time when it is essential. In periods
of rapid political and institutional flux (such as South
Africa in the early 1990s) it is impossible for any leader
to foresee, much less control, the wider flow of events.
Yet a skilled leader can estimate the likely response
of an adversary to an unexpected opening and act
to improve its chance of being constructive. Among
other skills this ability requires empathy, the capacity
to imagine oneself in another’s place and comprehend
how the conflict looks from his or her perspective.

We illuminate strategically hopeful action by draw-
ing from the indefinitely iterated prisoner’s dilemma
featured in the work of Robert Axelrod. In con-
trast to Axelrod’s unitary rational actors, however, we
highlight the strategic dilemmas confronting individ-
ual leaders facing chronic conflict while retaining the
support of refractory constituencies. Bitter communal
conflicts resemble prisoner’s dilemmas (PDs) because
most people on both sides would gain, compared to the
miserable status quo, were they able to cooperate. Yet,
without mutual trust, no party has good reasons to co-
operate; thus potential mutual gains go unrealized. This
holds both for single-round PDs and for iterated PDs
where the stakes are high and the number of rounds
are known beforehand.

Actual conflicts are often of uncertain duration, gen-
erating more interesting possibilities. If A knows she
will face B again in an indefinitely iterated interaction,
then it might be in A’s interest to cooperate, hoping
B will reciprocate; and it may be in B’s interest to
reciprocate because if he defects, A will retaliate in
the following round. This is the essence of “tit for tat”
(TFT): cooperate on the first round, then mimic the
other player (Axelrod 1984, 13). However, A takes a
risk by cooperating first. If instead of reciprocating, B
exploits A’s cooperation by defecting, A then defects
on the next round, B defects again in turn, and the result
is a self-reinforcing, mutually costly cycle. In contrast
to a one-shot prisoner’s dilemma, where the dominant
strategy is always to defect, the indefinitely iterated PD
offers genuine choices.

Axelrod found that TFT won in computer simula-
tions of iterated dilemmas, beating a wide range of
alternative strategies. Ironically, although TFT offers
the highest average payoff, in any given round a TFT
player never scores better than the other player, and it
always scores lower than an opponent who responds
to cooperation by defecting. Yet players employing
“nasty” strategies score badly against other “nasty”
players: Each drags the other down. TFT won “not
by beating the other player, but by eliciting behavior
from the other player which allowed both to do well”
(Axelrod 1984, 112).

Real-world communal conflicts rarely permit a fresh
beginning, but exhibit instead an oft-repeated history
of mutual violence and distrust. Axelrod recognized
that with simple TFT, “once a feud gets started, it can
continue indefinitely” (1984, 138). In later work Ax-
elrod investigated strategies for restoring cooperation
when it has broken down. These include “generous”
TFT (occasionally cooperating in the face of an op-
ponent’s defection) and “contrite” TFT (cooperating
in response to defection that was in response to one’s
own previous defection).1 Such restorative strategies
can work if they are employed about 10% of the time,
not more; otherwise they will be exploited (Axelrod
1997, 33–9). They are useful here because they allow
us to pinpoint the potential contributions of leaders
to cooperative outcomes, and they highlight the risks
leaders must be willing to take. Given that generous
TFT will be exploited if used too frequently, leaders
who employ it assume a significant risk—because they
must commit 100% to the move once chosen.

Moreover, in long-standing conflicts such as those of
South Africa, Northern Ireland, and Israel-Palestine,
it is misleading to speak of “restoring” cooperation
(as in Axelrod’s model) because cooperation might
never have existed. Strategically hopeful leaders must
instead construct intercommunal cooperation for the
first time and create an enduring constituency for it.
And even if most people on both sides prefer peace to
war, there typically remains a determined minority on
each side that prefers war to any negotiated settlement.

1 Axelrod explored the contrite and generous versions of TFT on
the theory that we all know that people sometimes make mistakes
and would not want to fall prey to an inadvertent error.
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Such hard-liners must be marginalized if they cannot be
convinced or coopted. This is among the most difficult
and essential tasks of a strategically hopeful leader. If
one cannot be confident that hard-liners (in the ad-
versary’s camp as well as one’s own) can no longer be
effective spoilers, then one cannot know what strategic
game is being played. For among hard-liners it is a
zero-sum conflict, not a prisoner’s dilemma.

Axelrod did not address the role of leaders; his actors
could be whole communities or even distinct species
“cooperating” over the span of evolutionary time (Ax-
elrod 1984, 88–105). His narrative of the tacit “Live
and Let Live” ethic (which emerged across trench lines
mutually to limit casualties in World War I) shows that
leaderless cooperation can sometimes reduce the death
toll (73–87), but it did not end the war. One can imagine
a comparable ethic occasionally emerging in neighbor-
hoods of East Jerusalem, without resolving the larger
conflict.

Individual leaders can initiate new, tentatively co-
operative approaches more readily than can whole
communities, but in the process they accept a different
degree of risk than the community does. In addition to
political failure and repudiation, such leaders risk as-
sassination by extremists on both sides. The community
can take a longer view: If one leader fails, it can elevate
another; if a cooperative initiative fails, the community
can pivot back to a warlike approach. Communities in
long-term conflict thus mirror Axelrod’s indefinitely
iterated PD. Yet individual leaders may have only
one major chance at intercommunal cooperation; if it
fails, they could be finished. Their predicaments more
closely resemble single-round PDs: The safe money
bets the other way. To press forward with a coopera-
tive opening, despite the odds, is a mark of strategically
hopeful leadership. In effect, such leaders internalize
the costs of solving collective action problems that will
otherwise continue plaguing their constituencies.

Game theorists typically assume utility-maximizing
actors with fixed preferences who are indifferent to one
another (Morrow 1994, 19–20, 34). Axelrod made more
illuminating psychological observations. He reported
that in real-world approximations of the iterated PD,
“the very experience of sustained mutual cooperation
altered the payoffs of the players, making mutual co-
operation even more valued than it was before.” Thus
the successful experience of mutual cooperation can it-
self predispose people to view interactions in variable-
sum rather than zero-sum terms. But the reverse also
occurred: Failed attempts at cooperation evoked “a
powerful ethic of revenge” and reinforced tendencies
to view conflicts as zero-sum, even when successful co-
operation would have produced mutual gains (Axelrod
1984, 85, 110–12).

To have any chance of bridging long-standing divi-
sions, strategically hopeful leaders must first judge for
themselves that the conflict is potentially positive-sum.
They have to believe, and persuade others to believe,
that all parties lose if the conflict continues unabated
(even if they lose unequally), and that all stand to gain
if the conflict can be resolved. Yet they must recog-
nize that accumulated bitterness and past failures at

cooperation have led many to perceive the conflict as
zero-sum—resolvable only by victory for one side and
defeat for the other. Game theoretic models mask this
judgment problem when utilities over outcomes are as-
signed to actors. The payoff schedule of a PD indicates
that both actors are better off if they cooperate; the
problem is that neither can trust the other. Strategi-
cally hopeful leaders confront the trust problem, but
they also face another, equally difficult challenge: con-
vincing skeptics on both sides that any potential out-
come will leave both parties better off. The mutual
cooperation outcome in the PD interaction, if never
realized, may disappear altogether from participants’
consciousness, making it appear a game of pure conflict.
Thus strategically hopeful leaders must not only play
the game strategically; they must also persuade others
about which strategic game is being played.

Strategically hopeful leaders must also know how
to circumvent preconditions. Parties locked in chronic
conflict typically insist on mutually incompatible pre-
conditions for negotiations. Preconditions highlight
and often magnify the prisoner’s dilemma because
each side insists on securing concessions before ne-
gotiations that could only be obtained with great dif-
ficulty through negotiations; in the unlikely event that
its preconditions were met, it would have no further in-
centive to negotiate. Waiving one’s own preconditions
looks like waving the white flag. Strategically hope-
ful leaders must somehow sidestep their constituency’s
preconditions without acceding to their adversary’s,
and they risk failing if “the enemy” refuses to meet
them halfway. Strict preconditions—such as demands
to end violence or decommission—also enable hard-
liners to kill negotiations by deliberately violating those
preconditions.

Strategically hopeful leaders recognize their bridge-
building attempts will fail unless preferences on both
sides change. If leaders instead seek to maximize the
satisfaction of prevailing preferences—which in prac-
tice means the preferences of the constituency to whom
they are immediately accountable—then peace efforts
are doomed. In times of regime transition, when stakes
are high, institutions are in rapid flux, and the outcome
is uncertain, political preferences become interdepen-
dent to a significant degree: The aims of each side
become importantly conditioned by signals from the
other side. It is here that strategically hopeful lead-
ership can have its greatest impact. A cooperative
opening that, against the odds, achieves early if lim-
ited success can change each side’s perception of the
other side’s intentions. Changes in what is perceived
to be possible alter in turn what is possible, to a de-
gree unforeseeable to many before the process began.
The assumption before 1994 that white South Africans
would never relinquish their monopoly on political
power turned out, given the right circumstances, to be
unfounded.

The dynamic of interdependent preferences cuts
both ways. On one hand it encourages hope for a new
opening. However risky and difficult the first step, if it
induces a constructive response, this can alter the pref-
erences and perceptions of others, generate a surplus
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of good will, and make subsequent moves possible that
previously were not. However, the same effect works
in reverse: Any serious misstep risks modifying pref-
erences in negative directions, making future coopera-
tion harder than before. Strategically hopeful leaders
recognize that, if they fail, their failure constricts the
options of their successors.

Strategically hopeful leaders implicitly see power
as variable-sum. Political power is frequently, perhaps
even normally, gained at another’s expense: One can-
didate wins an election, another loses. More fatefully,
in the cases that concern us here, the success of re-
formist leaders depends on facing down their own rad-
ical flanks, whose members will see reformists’ gain of
power as their own loss and vice versa. To perceive
power as variable-sum does not mean that literally
everyone gains or that gains are equally shared, only
that gains can exceed losses or losses exceed gains.
Even during the horrific meltdown of the former Yu-
goslavia in the 1990s (where, it is often remarked,
“everyone lost,”2 and whose path South Africa might
have followed), every atrocity produced its own rela-
tive winners and losers. A variable-sum understanding
of power requires looking past the more obvious polit-
ical gains and losses and taking into consideration the
wider community’s collective power over its own fu-
ture, which can be enhanced or diminished by leaders’
success or failure in risk-taking efforts at cooperation.

Strategically hopeful leaders must recognize that
their own power to secure a resolution acceptable to
their constituency depends on preserving and, where
necessary, reinforcing the power of the “enemy” leader
across the table. They must resist the temptation to
weaken an antagonistic rival and divide the opposition;
otherwise their rivals will be unable to persuade their
own constituencies to support an agreement. Here
one’s own power stands or falls with the power of one’s
counterpart on the other side. This is easy to recognize
in principle, but acting on it is difficult.

We turn next to two decisions, one taken by Nelson
Mandela in 1985 and the other by F. W. de Klerk in
1992, that exemplify strategically hopeful leadership.
Neither leader possessed comprehensive, impartial un-
derstanding of the events in which they participated.
Both were limited in what they could see and even
more limited in what they could control. Nor were they
saints, untainted by ordinary political ambition. Yet
their political ambitions led them, at decisive moments,
to risk career and perhaps life on making cooperative
moves across the divide when the usual political incen-
tives, and the advice of trusted colleagues, prescribed
the opposite. Different leaders might well have chosen
differently, with very different consequences for the
country.

Some rational choice analyses of leadership
(Frohlich, Oppenheimer, and Young 1971) treat lead-
ers as political entrepreneurs who solve collective ac-
tion problems in exchange for personal “profit” (ap-

2 One of this article’s coauthors (Read) heard this characterization
of the 1990s—“everyone lost”—repeated by many contacts during
study trips in 2003 and 2006 to the former Yugoslavia.

propriating revenues, distributing patronage, continu-
ing in office). That analysis describes many politicians,
but fails to illuminate strategically hopeful efforts to
resolve long-standing bitter conflicts when all previous
attempts have failed. Even success in those efforts may
ultimately spell the end of a political career, as it did
for F. W. de Klerk and David Trimble, and failure will
end a career even sooner. Strategically hopeful leaders
recognize the human cost of continued battle. Their
ambition is perhaps to be remembered as one of those
who resolved it.

TWO LEADERS, TWO GAMBLES

In 1985 Nelson Mandela (then in Pollsmoor Prison)
decided to initiate secret talks with representatives of
the National Party government, without the knowledge
or approval of the African National Congress (ANC)
executive committee—neither its leaders in exile nor
those imprisoned at Pollsmoor with whom he was in
regular communication. Mandela did not propose for-
mal negotiations with the government; he invited “talks
about talks.” Yet even this step was exceedingly risky,
both for the ANC and for Mandela personally. The
ANC’s policy was that negotiations could begin only
after the government satisfied various preconditions,
none of which had been met: revoking the legal ban on
the ANC and other anti-apartheid groups, releasing all
political prisoners, and allowing open political opposi-
tion. On the contrary, the government’s repression of
anti-apartheid activity was increasing (Prime Minister
P. W. Botha would declare a new state of emergency in
1986). The government’s own preconditions excluded
negotiations unless and until the ANC permanently
renounced violence and dismantled its military wing,
Umkhonto we Sizwe.

Mandela recognized that military overthrow of
apartheid was “a distant if not impossible dream”
(Mandela 1994, 457). Yet the idea of armed strug-
gle, even on a limited scale, was enormously impor-
tant to the ANC rank and file and could not eas-
ily be relinquished. By 1985 the Soviet Union had
ended the support it once provided to the ANC and
the South African Communist Party (Jung, Lust-Okar,
and Shapiro 2011, 94). This would have increased the
ANC’s motivation to negotiate with the government,
but also heightened the risk in doing so, because ea-
gerness to talk might telegraph the ANC’s diminished
military capability and worsen its bargaining position.
Under the circumstances, for Mandela to invite talks
could betray ANC weakness in an increasingly high-
stakes struggle. The government might accept Man-
dela’s invitation with the ulterior aim of trapping him
and dividing ANC leadership at a crucial moment.3

3 During the 1980s some forces within the South African government
sought to paralyze the ANC by dividing its leadership, while others
sought a political settlement. The catalyst for the “talks about talks”
was a 1985 letter from Nelson Mandela to South African justice
minister Kobie Coetsee (Lodge 2006, 148–60).
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Nevertheless Mandela decided to go forward and to
keep it secret from his ANC colleagues until he was
committed:

If we did not start a dialogue soon, both sides would be
plunged into a dark night of oppression, violence, and
war.. . . Both sides [would] lose thousands if not millions of
lives in a conflict that was unnecessary. [The government]
must have known this as well. It was time to talk.

This would be extremely sensitive. Both sides regarded
discussions as a sign of weakness and betrayal. Neither
would come to the table unless the other made significant
concessions.. . . Someone from our side needed to take the
first step.

I chose to tell no one of what I was about to do.. . . I knew
that my colleagues upstairs would condemn my proposal,
and that would kill my initiative even before it was born.
There are times when a leader must move out ahead of his
flock, go off in a new direction, confident that he is leading
his people the right way. Finally, my isolation furnished my
organization with an excuse in case matters went awry: the
old man was alone and completely cut off, and his actions
were taken by him as an individual, not a representative
of the ANC (Mandela 1994, 457–9).

Once his initiative was underway, Mandela informed
his ANC colleagues. Their responses were sharply di-
vided, but most were guardedly willing to permit Man-
dela to continue an action they would not have ap-
proved in advance (Lodge 2006, 158–60; Mandela 1994,
466–7; Read 2010).

Mandela’s strategic observations could be summa-
rized as follows:

• The South African conflict was potentially
variable-sum. Although many on both sides per-
ceived it as zero-sum, in fact both stood to gain
from a political settlement and both would lose
terribly in an escalating racial war.

• Nevertheless, if present trends continued, the lose-
lose outcome (“dark night of oppression, violence,
and war”) would occur, because “both sides re-
garded discussions as a sign of weakness and be-
trayal.” Mandela was describing a classic prisoner’s
dilemma.

• A leader must resolve this impasse, “move out
ahead of the flock,” hoping this will enable people
to perceive, and act on, the positive-sum possibil-
ities. But this is risky because the leader cannot
control the process he or she sets in motion; the
other side may indeed suspect weakness and esca-
late its demands.

• In taking this step Mandela internalized much of
the risk, thereby diminishing it for other anti-
apartheid activists. He realized that his initiative
might backfire, finishing him as a top ANC leader.
Indeed he discerned bargaining leverage with the
government in the fact that, if “matters went awry,”
his colleagues could limit the damage by renounc-
ing the initiative of an irrelevant old man. Mandela
might “move out ahead of his flock,” but he knew

the “flock” was free to denounce him and refuse
to follow.

Mandela’s 1985 decision to “talk to the enemy” was one
vital step in replacing apartheid with racially inclusive
democracy (Lodge 2006, 165–6). Equally crucial and
risky was the decision taken in 1992 by President F.
W. de Klerk, the man who had released Mandela from
prison two years earlier. Unlike Mandela’s 1985 move,
which occurred far from public view, De Klerk’s gamble
took place in the glare of publicity.

De Klerk belonged to P. W. Botha’s cabinet during
the 1980s, but had not participated in, and initially was
not informed of, the government’s talks with the still-
imprisoned Mandela. Before he became president de
Klerk appeared to be a typical conservative Afrikaner
politician, displaying little reformist behavior. How-
ever, he became privately convinced that apartheid
had failed and that only fundamental reform “could
pull South Africa back from the edge of the chasm on
which we were teetering” (de Klerk 1998, 89). Botha
had admitted as early as 1979 that South Africans must
“adapt or die,” but was unwilling or unable to follow
through—and even if Botha had committed to reform,
there were then no ANC leaders with whom he could
have negotiated. In contrast, from the outset of de
Klerk’s presidency in 1989 (by which time he would
certainly have known of the Mandela talks), he judged
Mandela to be someone with whom “it would be pos-
sible for us to do business” (158). In February 1990 de
Klerk surprised South Africa and the world by lifting
the ban on the ANC, the South African Communist
Party, and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) uncon-
ditionally. He announced plans to release all political
prisoners, including Mandela, and to begin negotia-
tions toward democracy (de Klerk 1998, 229–32; Jung
and Shapiro 1996, 194–5).

By 1992, however, de Klerk’s reform effort was
greatly endangered. Political violence had escalated,
especially between ANC supporters and followers of
Mangosuthu Buthelezi’s ethnically Zulu Inkatha Free-
dom Party (IFP) in Natal. Negotiations on a new consti-
tutional settlement had collapsed. There was an appar-
ently unbridgeable gulf between the ANC’s demand
for full majority rule and the government’s insistence
on permanent, constitutionally guaranteed veto rights
for all minorities (the white minority included). In-
stead of trusting the government to lead the reform
process, as de Klerk hoped, the ANC had stepped up
its campaign of mass action. Though it had announced
a “suspension” of the armed struggle in 1990, it had not
dismantled its military wing. The economy was implod-
ing. Personal relations between de Klerk and Mandela
had soured. Mandela accused de Klerk of complicity in
government-instigated violence, a charge the latter ve-
hemently denied; de Klerk in turn suspected Mandela
of concocting such charges to maximize his bargaining
leverage.4 The country appeared headed for the abyss.

4 For de Klerk’s version of this dispute, see de Klerk (1998, 199–
204, 258–67, 384–5; for Mandela’s, see Mandela (1994, 509–15).
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De Klerk’s standing among the white electorate, to
whom he owed his presidency and thus any opportunity
to engage in reform, was eroding dangerously. In late
1991 and early 1992 the Conservative Party, which was
intensely opposed to de Klerk’s reforms, began winning
by-elections in former National Party strongholds. The
election results were widely interpreted as a rejection
of the National Party’s reform proposals on the part
of white voters, who were at that point still the only
voters who mattered.5 Recalled de Klerk (1998, 229–
32), “The mandate that I had received in 1989 from
the white electorate was visibly slipping away from me
and the National Party.” According to conventional
wisdom, de Klerk at this point should have moved to
the right, shoring up his political base and salvaging
his party’s governing status—even at the cost of scaling
back or postponing his plans to dismantle apartheid.
Many of de Klerk’s supporters, advisors, and cabinet
members urged this course.

Instead, on February 20, 1992, de Klerk surprised
the public and many in the National Party leadership
by calling a snap referendum among white voters on
the question: “Do you support the continuation of
the reform process that the state president started on
2 February 1990 and which is aimed at a new constitu-
tion through negotiations?” De Klerk typically sought
consensus in his party and cabinet, but in this one case
he acted unilaterally: “If I had put my decision to the
vote the majority of the caucus would have opposed
what they then regarded as an over-hasty and risky
decision” (de Klerk 1998, 232). He made clear that if
the referendum failed he would resign. He campaigned
vigorously for the March referendum, winning an im-
pressive 68.7% Yes vote.

De Klerk later explained his reasoning in calling the
referendum: People were expressing their fears and
dissatisfactions in the by-election results, but when con-
fronted squarely with the issue of the country’s future
they would rise to the occasion and embrace the need
for change. There were no polling data on the subject.
Instead, he was relying on his intuitive sense of what
moved his compatriots and why (interview with the
second author, Cape Town 2003).

De Klerk survived one risky move only to face an-
other. The referendum had not ratified any particular
post-apartheid settlement; it had merely authorized
him to continue a process whose ultimate outcome
he could not fully control. He would likely have been
finished politically if, after winning the referendum, he
had failed to secure an agreement with the ANC that
was also acceptable to a critical mass of white South
Africans. In 1992 the two sides’ constitutional demands
were still fundamentally opposed. De Klerk and the

Subsequent investigations established that some members of the
South African security forces were involved in illegal and violent
covert activities, though who authorized them is unknown.
5 South Africa’s 1983 constitution had created a so-called tricameral
parliament in which “coloured” (mixed race) and Indian voters were
permitted to vote for members of two separate and largely powerless
chambers. Black South Africans, the vast majority of the population,
remained wholly disenfranchised.

National Party had promised during the referendum
campaign that they would never give up constitution-
ally guaranteed power sharing, whereas the ANC re-
jected any such provision as apartheid in another form.
Only in late 1993 did de Klerk relinquish entrenched
power sharing, settling instead for constitutional guar-
antees on property rights, civil freedoms, and a two-
thirds majority to alter the constitution. The white mi-
nority’s willingness ultimately to accept in 1994 what it
still appeared implacably to reject in 1992—black ma-
jority rule over which whites possessed no guaranteed
veto rights—illustrates the fluid character of political
preferences as events unfolded. (Whether de Klerk
knew in 1992 that he was promising white voters more
than he could later deliver is an open question.6)

De Klerk recognized he could not impose a consti-
tutional settlement unilaterally. He needed the coop-
eration of Mandela and his supporters in the ANC—
this after the National Party government and the ANC
had been through decades of bitter conflict in which
countless people had been uprooted, imprisoned, tor-
tured, and killed. Unlike his predecessor, de Klerk was
willing to plunge into the Rubicon and start swimming
(de Klerk 1998, 103–6). He had no guarantee, however,
that anyone on the other bank—the ANC and its radical
allies—would help him across if he began to drown.

Both Mandela and de Klerk recognized the interde-
pendent character of the negotiated transition: Neither
could succeed without the cooperation of the other.
Both viewed the situation as variable-sum (they and
their respective constituencies stood to gain or lose
together, but each also hoped to gain more or lose less
than the other). Both knew there were hard-liners on
both sides who saw the conflict as irreducibly zero-
sum, anticipating a violent showdown. De Klerk ob-
served of Mandela: “We realized that we both bore the
ultimate responsibility for ensuring that there would
be a negotiated settlement and we were both commit-
ted to carrying out this responsibility” (de Klerk 1998,
169). Mandela correspondingly recognized de Klerk’s
“genuine and indispensable contribution to the peace
process,” remarking that “[t]o make peace with an en-
emy one must work with that enemy, and that enemy
becomes one’s partner” (Mandela 1994, 533). Both
believed that the failure to cooperate would produce
horrifying losses for all—“a dark night of oppression,
violence, and war” (Mandela 1994, 457), “a prolonged
struggle so bitter and destructive that there would be
little left for anyone to inherit” (de Klerk 1998, 121).

Yet both also recognized that there was conflict over
the terms on which these common interests would be

6 In an ironic illustration of how negotiations change the prefer-
ences of leaders, by 1996 de Klerk would abandon even the volun-
tary power-sharing model and lead the National Party out of the
Government of National Unity proclaiming: “We believe that the
development of a strong and vigilant opposition is essential for the
maintenance and promotion of a genuine multi-party democracy”
(de Klerk 1996). Whether he had intended ever to get to that point re-
mains unclear. In a December 2003 interview with the second author,
de Klerk cited unspecified others in the National Party negotiating
team for abandoning entrenched power sharing in the negotiations
over the final constitution.
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met. De Klerk and Mandela acted “in the full knowl-
edge that we were opponents with divergent goals” (de
Klerk 1998, 169; see also Mandela 1994, 503). In addi-
tion to conflicts among the constituencies they repre-
sented and between the deeply divergent constitutional
proposals, there was little personal trust between Man-
dela and de Klerk during the negotiations process. Yet
both were willing to take significant personal risks to
bridge the racial divide, hoping but not knowing that
the other would reciprocate.

The South African transition was far from bloodless.
Between February 1990, when Mandela was released
from prison, and April 1994, when the ANC won South
Africa’s first democratic election, more than 14,000
South Africans died in political violence (Sisk 2008, 92–
8). By some conventional measures the struggle over
apartheid between 1985 to 1994 crossed the threshold
of civil war; the early 1990s conflict between ANC sup-
porters and Inkatha in Natal certainly did (Sambanis
2004). Political violence motivated Mandela and de
Klerk to persist in negotiations because both feared
matters would become much worse if they failed to co-
operate. Other leaders in their position might well have
acted differently with radically different consequences.

LEADERSHIP, STRATEGIC INTERACTION,
AND THE PRISONER’S DILEMMA

Mandela and de Klerk realized that resolution of the
conflict depended on an interdependent decision: Nei-
ther could impose a unilateral solution, but each had in-
stead to offer something that could become acceptable
both to the adversary and to his own constituency. The
tragedy of interdependent decision is that outcomes
that are worse for all may result because leaders cannot
agree on the terms of cooperation.

There is an enormous literature, scholarly and pop-
ular, on leadership but little of it addresses the prob-
lem that concerns us here: how leaders democratically
accountable to one constituency in a long-standing
communal conflict can initiate cooperation across the
divide and then persuade their own constituency to
start crossing a bridge that is still under construction.
Analyses of democratic leadership that presuppose ef-
fectively functioning institutions widely perceived as
legitimate, such as the large literature on presidential
leadership, do not reach our case.

Rational choice theories of leadership often feature
what William Riker calls “heresthetics” or “the art of
political manipulation”—in which leaders strategically
deploy words and actions to structure decisions to their
advantage, to get their way without having to persuade
anyone to modify their preferences (Riker 1983; 1986;
see also Dewan and Myatt 2012, 432). For example, by
manipulating the order in which a set of alternatives
is voted on, one can win a decision—without altering
preferences—that would have been lost had the voting
order been different. Both Mandela and de Klerk were,
among other things, skilled “political manipulators” in
Riker’s sense: At key moments both took risks that
their colleagues would have opposed had they been

consulted beforehand, but were guardedly willing to
support afterward. Yet Mandela’s and de Klerk’s short-
term “agenda manipulation” was directed to longer
term ends that could only be realized if other key elites
and substantial numbers of their constituents were per-
suaded, through both word and act, to modify their
political preferences.

The notion that leaders merely manipulate fixed
preferences provoked an initially useful, but now ex-
cessive counter-reaction in the enormous literature on
“transforming” leadership pioneered by James Mac-
Gregor Burns (Burns 1978; 2003; Conger 2004). In
contrast to merely “transactional” leaders, “transfor-
mative” leaders are said to create new possibilities by
modifying the character and preferences of followers.
Transformative leadership theories identify an impor-
tant element missing from rational choice accounts, but
too often treat transformation as a quality inhering in
a charismatic leader or emerging from that leader’s
interactions with committed followers. At least equally
important for understanding acts of communal bridge-
building are leaders’ strategic interactions with rival
leaders and with their constituencies—for whom an ad-
versary’s charisma might actually be a threatening lia-
bility. In the South African transition, Mandela’s trans-
formative capacities depended on de Klerk’s responses
and vice versa and on the fragile support of skeptical
constituencies—as both leaders fully understood. For
these reasons we find theories of strategic interaction,
even when they exclude or underplay leadership, more
useful to the problem at hand than much of the leader-
ship literature. However, it needs to be supplemented
by greater attention to the way leadership shapes the
outcomes of strategic interactions. Axelrod’s iterated
prisoner’s dilemma has already been discussed; here
we examine Thomas Schelling and Josep Colomer.

Despite its vintage, Schelling’s The Strategy of Con-
flict remains among the most fruitful examinations of
the type of decision problem considered here. Schelling
makes a fundamental distinction between zero-sum
(or “constant sum”) conflicts, where “more for one
participant inexorably means less for another,” and
variable-sum, or “mixed motive” conflicts, in which
“there are common as well as conflicting interests
among the participants” and “mutual dependence as
well as opposition.” Strategy in a variable-sum game
must take account not only of “the division of gains and
losses between two claimants” but also “the possibility
that particular outcomes are worse (better) for both
claimants than certain other outcomes.. . . There is a
common interest in reaching outcomes that are mutu-
ally advantageous.” Neither participant can fully con-
trol the outcome; instead, “the ability of one participant
to gain his ends is dependent to an important degree
on the choices or decisions that the other participant
will make” (Schelling 1980, 5). Cooperation might fail
because whoever first indicates a willingness to cooper-
ate signals potential weakness, inviting exploitation by
the other side, or because one or both sides are unable
credibly to commit to positions from which they will not
later be tempted or pressured to move. For negotiations
to succeed, expectations on both sides “must somehow
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converge on a single point at which each expects the
other not to expect to be expected to retreat” (35, 70).

Either party can jeopardize the possibility of an
agreement by weakening the other too much. Man-
dela illustrates Schelling’s point when he writes that
despite the frictions “I never sought to undermine Mr.
de Klerk” because “the weaker he was, the weaker the
negotiations process” (Mandela 1994, 533). Mandela
did on occasion push ANC demands close to the limits
of what de Klerk could accept, but never forgot that de
Klerk had his own constituencies to satisfy.

Schelling’s variable-sum model aptly describes the
South African racial power contest as perceived by
both Mandela and de Klerk. Both agreed that through
cooperation each side stood to gain—at least compared
to the likely outcome without cooperation. Both rec-
ognized the interdependent character of the decision:
If either refused to sign or agreed to a pact he could
not persuade his constituency to support, then both
constituencies would lose, as would the leaders them-
selves, politically and personally. Each recognized that
the other also recognized these things.

Yet Mandela and de Klerk also understood some-
thing Schelling does not discuss: Whether a conflict is
perceived as zero-sum or variable-sum may itself be
at stake in what leaders do and say. Schelling takes
as given that a conflict is either zero-sum or variable-
sum, which in turn is a function of the respective, inde-
pendently derived preferences on each side. This ini-
tial classification is decisive because “the intellectual
processes of choosing a strategy in pure conflict and
choosing a strategy of coordination are of wholly dif-
ferent sorts” (Schelling 1980, 4, 96). But Schelling does
not explain how participants decide whether they be-
lieve the conflict to be zero-sum or variable-sum. Man-
dela’s inviting “talks about talks” with the government
in 1985 was risky because, though he perceived the
conflict as potentially variable-sum, he did not know
whether his colleagues or the National Party govern-
ment would agree. For Mandela to frame the conflict
as involving potential shared gains was a hopeful act.

Even if leaders on both sides view a conflict as po-
tentially variable-sum, cooperation might fail because
their respective constituencies—which retain the power
to block agreements and replace their leaders—might
instead prefer a fight to the finish. Mandela noted
that many anti-apartheid activists in the early 1990s
demanded “a victory on the battlefield, not the negoti-
ating table,” and he noticed signs at rallies reading,
“MANDELA, GIVE US GUNS” and “VICTORY
THROUGH BATTLE NOT TALK” (Mandela 1994,
506, 526). De Klerk was equally aware of the white
right who anticipated a violent showdown (1998, 316–
19). Both faced a twin challenge: first to manage a
difficult bargaining process with adversaries and then
to persuade a critical mass of the rank and file on both
sides to support an agreement.

Unlike more formalized rational choice approaches,
Schelling does not stipulate invariant preference func-
tions. Yet his bargainers maximize their share of a fixed
supply of gains from cooperation. He ignores the ways
in which actors with interdependent preferences can

expand (or shrink) the available surplus depending on
their behavior in successive rounds of bargaining. This
is the performative dimension of cooperation: When
successful, it creates a new reality (Austin 1975).

Schelling also downplays the moral dimension of
leadership: Negotiations between warring underworld
gangs, or kidnappers and victims, do not differ in strate-
gic logic from any other bargaining situation in which
conflict and cooperation intermix (Schelling 1980, 12,
43–4). Schelling’s undemanding leadership assump-
tions reach their limits in explaining anything as dif-
ficult as the South African settlement. What Mandela
asked white South Africans to give up—their monopoly
on political power, in exchange for an uncertain future
under majority rule—went well beyond the kind of con-
cessions featured in The Strategy of Conflict. It is unsur-
prising that many people on all sides saw the conflict as
zero-sum and, in particular, that white South Africans
anticipated harsh treatment from an empowered black
majority they had oppressed for so long. White South
Africans still retained decisive military and economic
superiority, and some on the right would have gladly
pushed de Klerk aside to spearhead a violent contest.
Both de Klerk and Mandela kept a close eye on the
South African military throughout a transition that the
military could have halted had it chosen to do so.7

Yet in the end white South Africans turned over
power to a black-majority government led by Nel-
son Mandela, who promised them no more—but also
no less—than to live as equal citizens in a multiracial
democracy. That “South Africa belongs to all who live
in it, black or white” was affirmed in the ANC’s Free-
dom Charter of 1955, but few South Africans of any
race had personally experienced this kind of political
community. One of Mandela’s accomplishments was
to make this vision believable, both to its advocates
after nearly a century of frustration, and to white South
Africans who feared that majority rule meant oppres-
sor and oppressed exchanging positions.

Mandela understood this fear and addressed it:
“I have fought against white domination, and I have
fought against black domination. I have cherished the
ideal of a democratic and free society in which all per-
sons live together in harmony and with equal oppor-
tunities” (Mandela 1994, 322; 2004, 59–62). Yet it was
his actions that made the statement believable, just as
de Klerk’s turning on the white right and plunging into
the Rubicon established his credibility. Taking these
risks enabled them to persuade their supporters to re-
think the conflict in variable-sum terms. Once they did,
they could focus on their enduring common interests
beneath the more obvious conflicts.

Whereas Schelling does not specifically discuss
democratic transitions, Josep M. Colomer’s Strate-
gic Transitions: Game Theory and Democratization

7 The military did not signal decisive support for the transition until
March 1994, when it accepted an order from the Transitional Ex-
ecutive Council (by then the caretaker government) to put down a
white separatist group that was supporting a local black leader in
the Tswana homeland of Bophuthatswana who opposed the coming
elections (Jung and Shapiro 1996, 201–4).

47

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

13
00

06
6X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305541300066X


Transforming Power Relationships February 2014

(2000) is immediately directed to the problem at hand.
Colomer examines possible coalitions among six types
of strategic actors: radical democratic opposition, mod-
erate democratic opposition, radical soft-liners (re-
formists in the regime), moderate soft-liners (less com-
mitted reformists), moderate hard-liners, and radical
hard-liners (2000, 49). His model emerges from demo-
cratic transitions in the former Soviet bloc, but with
some modification can also illuminate South Africa,
Northern Ireland, and other cases.

Colomer seeks to explain why confrontation be-
tween a regime and its democratic opposition some-
times produces stable compromises and at other times
triggers “frontal conflict” whereby both sides risk “be-
coming an absolute loser” (2000, 1–3). Like Schelling,
Colomer presupposes variable-sum interdependent
decision: Neither the regime nor its democratic opposi-
tion is powerful enough unilaterally to determine out-
comes, and failure to cooperate leads to consequences
that are worse for both. Following Axelrod, Colomer
takes the prisoner’s dilemma as a starting point (57–61)
and seeks to explain how “cooperation can develop
even among antagonists” (51).8 However, Colomer
argues that critical transitions more closely resemble
single-shot PDs because “actors’ opportunities to re-
peat interactions in a process of regime change may be
remote” (51).

To explain how cooperation might emerge from a
single-shot PD, Colomer endows actors with the ca-
pacity for foresight. Mutually destructive outcomes
result from “short-term-looking decisions. . .made in
ignorance of other actors’ choices.” Yet rational actors
should be able “to foresee not only the immediate con-
sequences of their choices but also the consequences
of the other actors’ reactions, their further counter-
reactions, and so on” (Colomer 2000, 2). Colomer’s pre-
scient actors do not make simultaneous, blind choices
as in the classic PD. Instead they “enter into open,
dynamic interactions in which they make choices pre-
cisely in the expectation of other actors’ reaction, as is
typically the case in political exchanges” (52). Reject-
ing the assumption that moves once taken cannot be
reversed, Colomer introduces retractable moves; for
example, “if the hard-liners reject an intermediate for-
mula proposed by the opposition, the latter can resume
mobilizations and protests” (57–8). Colomer’s model
thus builds flexibility into single-shot PDs; mutual de-
fection is not inevitable.

Colomer’s introduction of foresight—the principal
innovation of his model—simultaneously reveals a lim-
itation: There is no specific role for leadership. If fore-
sight was equally distributed among human beings and
operative in all strategic interactions, PDs would al-
ways be resolved and civil wars would seldom oc-
cur. However, most people most of the time operate
with limited and inflexible cognitive capacities (Kah-
neman 2011, 19–108; 259–376). Colomer’s actors rep-

8 Colomer also examines “mugging games,” which resemble pris-
oner’s dilemmas in some respects, but, unlike the PD, give one actor
a strategic advantage over the other (2000, 53–7). For simplicity our
commentary focuses on Colomer’s treatment of the PD.

resent strategic positions (such as “moderate demo-
cratic opposition”), not individual leaders, even when
he illustrates those positions with proper names like
Gorbachev and Havel (2000, 41). If the classic PD un-
derestimates the cooperative possibilities, Colomer’s
revision, although insightful, downplays the difficulty
of exercising foresight in periods of rapid and extraor-
dinarily complex change.

Nor does the model provide for the different de-
gree of risk run by individual leaders as compared to
collectivities during such periods. Colomer assumes,
for example, that actors’ strategies will be weighted
by a preference for peace over war: “A transition by
agreement is less risky for the actors involved than a
civil war” (Colomer 2000, 2). This is true as a general
proposition (otherwise negotiated solutions would be
impossible). However, for individual leaders it is often
much riskier, politically and personally, to initiate a co-
operative opening where there has been a long history
of conflict and distrust than to do nothing. What would
ultimately be risk minimizing for the group, if it can be
achieved, may be risk augmenting for the leader who
makes the first move. The foresight required under such
circumstances is more complex than the general recog-
nition that both groups lose if they fail to cooperate.

ZERO-SUM AND VARIABLE-SUM POWER

The prisoner’s dilemma is a parable of powerlessness.
The prisoners lack power to realize their common in-
terests because they can neither alter the rules nor
trust one another to cooperate under those rules. With
respect to utility, the PD is potentially variable-sum:
Mutual cooperation yields the highest aggregate util-
ity and mutual defection the lowest. However, with
respect to power, the prisoners’ interaction appears
zero-sum, because the only aspect of the interaction
lying within each prisoner’s control is deciding whether
to cooperate or defect. Cooperation leaves one power-
less and vulnerable. Defection promises each prisoner
a small degree of power, though of course at the other’s
expense.

An iterated PD creates a wider range of options: If
each actor must take future retaliation or cooperation
by the other into account, defection is no longer ob-
viously a dominant strategy. An invitation to mutual
cooperation is sometimes successful, though it offers
no guarantee. This expanded range of strategies sug-
gests an alteration of the power relations among the
actors. This latter possibility has not received much
discussion, perhaps because the concept of power is
not explicitly employed in formal game theory, though
assumptions about power are implicit in the structure
of the game.9 If under the classic one-shot PD, each
actor’s power comes at the expense of the other, and
aggregate power is fixed at a low level, then it should
follow that, under an iterated PD where reciprocity
and trust can potentially emerge, the power of each

9 Morrow (1994) nowhere mentions power. For the implicit presence
of power in game theory, see Dowding (2011, xxiv).
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actor does not necessarily come at the other’s expense,
and the power available to both actors is potentially
variable, not fixed. This hypothesis requires that we
examine the concept of power itself.

The meaning of power has long been contested
(Lukes 2005, 14–38, 60–107). Hobbes defined it as
one’s “present means to obtain some future appar-
ent good” (2010, 93). This definition of power is not
inherently zero-sum; in principle we might secure our
own good by cooperating with others in realizing theirs.
Yet where interests conflict or where shared interests
go unrealized because trust is absent (as in the state
of nature), power for Hobbes becomes zero-sum in
practice. Thus elsewhere Hobbes provides the classic
zero-sum description of power: “Because the power
of one man resisteth and hindereth the effects of the
power of another: power simply is no more, but the
excess of the power of one above that of another. For
equal powers opposed, destroy one another, and such
their opposition is called contention” (Hobbes 1928,
26).

For Hobbes, one’s power is demonstrated through
victory in a head-to-head contest. This premise is
shared by the realist school of international relations
theory, which perceives an anarchic realm in which
war-winning capacity counts above all (Gilpin 1981, 94;
Mearsheimer 2001, 2). Yet Hobbes’s idea is also echoed
in the way many political scientists define power even
under the operation of peaceful democratic rules. Ac-
cording to Nelson Polsby—speaking here as a “plural-
ist” in the “three faces of power debate”—in studying
power we should focus on who wins and who loses in
a “direct conflict between actors” because this is the
best measure of their respective “capacities to affect
outcomes” (quoted in Lukes 2005, 18). The “radicals”
in this faces of power debate pointed out that conflict
and domination were not always readily visible. Yet
they did not question the assumption that power al-
ways comes at another’s expense; indeed they drove
that premise further (see Lukes 2005 for that debate,
including his recent revision of his original view [63–
5]).

Conflict and inequality are always relevant to un-
derstanding political power. The more problematic as-
sumption is that A’s capacity to “affect outcomes” is
a direct function of B’s lack of capacity to affect those
same outcomes. This doubtless describes many power
relations, but not the negotiations between Mandela
and de Klerk. If those interactions were conflictual
and “subtractive” in some respects, they were coopera-
tive and “additive” in others. Conflict and cooperation
fused in the same complex relation; both shaped the
outcome. To comprehend as power only the conflict
and to ignore the cooperation—as though cooperation
were passive, something other than power—is to mis-
understand the power relationship itself.

The assumption that power is inherently zero-sum
has not gone unchallenged. Power has alternatively
been defined as the cooperative capacity to achieve
collectively shared aims (Talcott Parsons) or the gen-
eral capacity of human beings to “act together” (Han-
nah Arendt). Yet Parsons’ and Arendt’s arguments,

though insightful, are flawed by their treating power as
almost wholly cooperative, thus neglecting the element
of conflict that preoccupies other theorists of power;
for a discussion and critique see Lukes (2005, 30–5)
and Read (2012). Some challenges to the zero-sum
view do incorporate both conflict and cooperation, but
fail to develop alternative variable-sum descriptions in
much detail (for example, Baldwin 2002; Giddens 1984;
Wrong 1995; for a more fully developed variable-sum
argument incorporating both cooperation and conflict,
see Haugaard 2012). The zero-sum view of power,
despite its one-sidedness, has produced rich descrip-
tions of political life (for example, Gaventa 1980). The
variable-sum alternative view, to be fully persuasive,
must pass this same test.

The political interactions between Mandela and de
Klerk, and between the constituencies they led, suggest
that a variable-sum theory of power can persuasively
describe significant dimensions of political life—with-
out neglecting inequality, domination, the potential for
violence, and the persistence of conflict. Both Mandela
and de Klerk understood the struggle in variable-sum,
not zero-sum terms. When Mandela reminded South
Africans that “I have fought against white domination,
and I have fought against black domination,” he was
challenging a zero-sum picture of power: that liber-
ation for either community entailed domination for
the other. Mandela’s hopeful view—one shared with de
Klerk, despite their divergent constitutional visions—
was that black South Africans could be liberated with-
out dominating whites (or any other group of this mul-
tiracial society).10

Yet Mandela and de Klerk also realized that many
South Africans on all sides saw one group’s gain as the
other’s loss; such zero-sum perceptions threatened to
produce negative-sum outcomes. Both were aware of
the conflicting aims of their respective constituencies
and of their personal conflicts as rival leaders. Yet both
also recognized that each had to keep the other strong
enough to retain the support of their constituencies for
any negotiated settlement, and for this reason each
could not push an advantage too far. They can be
imagined as actors in a prisoner’s dilemma who, by
taking risks to generate trust, have found a way out
of the prison. In the classic prisoner’s dilemma the
powerlessness of each ensures the defection of both.
Mandela and de Klerk overcame this dilemma because
their interactions generated new power on both sides.

The variable-sum view of power sketched out so far
does not “refute” the common assumption that po-
litical power is gained at another’s expense, for two
reasons. First, where power is cooperatively generated,
there remain important respects in which power gains
for some entail power losses for others. In a stable
democracy rival parties compete for a fixed number
of powerful offices even as they cooperate to maintain

10 For present purposes we ignore the interactions between both
sides and the then two million or so “Cape Coloureds” as well as
the ethnic Zulu Inkatha Freedom Party. For discussion see Jung and
Shapiro (1996, 185–99, 201–13) and Jung, Lust-Okar, and Shapiro
(2011, 105, 122, 146–53).
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the power of the democratic system itself. In South
Africa, the reversal-of-domination scenario feared by
white South Africans did not occur, in part because
de Klerk and Mandela cooperated to prevent it. In
this sense the variable-sum model best captures events.
Nevertheless white South Africans had to relinquish
significant political power for black South Africans to
gain new political power; in this sense the zero-sum
view retains its attraction.

Furthermore, the zero-sum hypothesis cannot be dis-
missed because it remains a self-fulfilling prophesy. If
one behaves as though power is radically zero-sum,
one can indeed make it zero-sum. Had either Mandela
or de Klerk been replaced by leaders who understood
the contest in zero-sum terms and acted accordingly,
an escalation of racial war would have been the likely
outcome. A zero-sum strategy, once decided on, will
“prove itself correct” because the adversary responds
in kind. A strategically hopeful opening, by contrast,
might fail. There is no “best strategy” but instead a
morally charged choice among contingent strategies.

UNIONISTS AND NATIONALISTS, ISRAELIS
AND PALESTINIANS

The South African constitutional resolution was not
replicated in Northern Ireland or Israel. Those conflicts
differ in their histories, the ideologies invoked, the role
of outside actors, and the design of settlements realized
or proposed. Yet there are significant parallels.

First, all three are (or were) high-intensity, self-
reinforcing conflicts with no end in sight. Second, none
of the parties to these conflicts could win a decisive vic-
tory and impose a unilateral solution, but reformers in
the government and moderates in the opposition could
potentially negotiate settlements that would command
enough support to survive. Finally, all three conflicts
can be understood either as zero-sum or variable-sum,
depending on how one frames them and whether one
regards the preferences of the principal actors as fixed
or dynamic. There was nothing about the South African
conflict that made it inherently more amenable to res-
olution than the other two. Apartheid was obviously
incompatible with nonracial democracy. Northern Irish
nationalism contradicts Northern Irish unionism. Is-
raelis and Palestinians advance irreconcilable historical
and religious claims to exclusive possession of the same
land. If human beings were mere replicas of the ide-
ologies they espouse, then all these conflicts would be
inescapably zero-sum. In fact, people who live through
chronic conflicts often suffer greatly, and most appear
to place more value on physical and economic secu-
rity and personal liberty than on pursuing ideological
stances to their ultimate conclusion.11

11 In the 2010 Northern Ireland Life and Times survey only
13% of respondents found it “almost impossible to accept”
Northern Ireland being ultimately joined to the Republic of
Ireland; 85% of respondents would either “happily accept” or
“could live with” this result. Alternatively, if Northern Ireland
were never to join the Republic of Ireland, only 2% found
this “almost impossible to accept,” whereas 93% would either

Protracted, self-reinforcing conflicts will continue
unless a leader of at least one of the parties stakes
his or her career on altering the dynamic. Even so, the
odds of failure are high; there are many more ways
for negotiations to fail than to succeed. And leaders
who successfully bridge the abyss against the odds may
receive few political rewards for doing so, as Northern
Ireland demonstrates.

The 1998 Good Friday (or Belfast) Agreement
should be considered a qualified success because it
ended most of the political violence,12 and all sig-
nificant players remain committed to employing only
peaceful means in pursuit of political goals. (Peace ef-
forts stalled whenever parties demanded preconditions
and advanced when these were waived [Mitchell 1999,
22–38]). The fundamental question—whether North-
ern Ireland shall remain with the United Kingdom or
join the Republic of Ireland—remains unresolved, and
Protestant and Catholic communities remain highly
politically and culturally segregated (McGarry and
O’Leary 2009, 65–9; McGlynn, Tonge, and McAuley
2012). However, all major parties, including those most
committed to a united Ireland, have accepted “the
principle of consent”: that “Northern Ireland should
remain in the UK as long as a majority of Northern
Ireland’s citizens support this status” and that any unifi-
cation with Ireland requires majority support of North-
ern Ireland’s people in a referendum (McGarry and
O’Leary 2009, 56). The agreement was facilitated by
external actors—Britain, the Republic of Ireland, the
United States—but would have been impossible with-
out risk-embracing political leaders from both sides of
Northern Ireland’s communal divide. Yet those leaders
occasionally lost their nerve or dragged their feet in
ways that weakened the example they set.

In Northern Ireland the political incentives for com-
munal reconciliation have always been slim. Union-
ist firebrand Ian Paisley expressed the once-prevailing
view in both camps: “A traitor and a bridge are very
much alike, for they both go over to the other side”
(Powell 2008, 54–5). In the decades preceding the 1998
agreement, Unionist leaders such as Terence O’Neill
and Brian Faulkner who reached across communal
lines found their political careers abruptly cut short.
For Nationalists and Republicans13 (those who seek

“happily accept” or “could live with” this result. “Improving cross-
community relations” and reducing unemployment were ranked as
higher priorities than resolution of the national affiliation ques-
tion. http://www.ark.ac.uk/nilt/2010/Political_Attitudes/index.html
(retrieved September 12, 2012). Recent surveys of Palestinians liv-
ing in Gaza and the West Bank indicate that practical concerns such
as employment and physical security have highest priority. Pales-
tinian Center for Public Opinion, http://www.pcpo.org/polls.htm (re-
trieved September 12, 2012).
12 In the nine years preceding the 1998 agreement (1989–97) there
were 509 political-conflict–related deaths. For the period 1998 to 2006
there were 134, and numbers dropped steeply after 1998 (McGarry
and O’Leary 2009, 51–2).
13 “Nationalist” refers broadly to all who seek to unite the North
to the rest of Ireland, but is also employed to distinguish parties
such as John Hume’s SDLP that work within the system and endorse
only peaceful methods from “Republicans” like the Irish Republican
Army and its political affiliate Sinn Féin, who consider all existing
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to unite Northern Ireland to the Republic of Ireland)
the political rewards for compromise have been equally
meager. The most significant Nationalist bridge-builder
has long been John Hume of the Social Democratic
and Labour Party (SDLP), who since the 1960s has
advocated what ultimately became central principles
of the 1998 agreement: commitment to exclusively
peaceful measures, the legitimacy of both Northern
Ireland political traditions, and the principle of consent
(McLoughlin 2010). Yet Britain’s violent repression in
1972 energized the Irish Republican Army (IRA) at
the expense of Hume’s peaceful approach. Republican
leaders who agreed, even provisionally, to a partitioned
Ireland invited the fate of Michael Collins in 1922.
Gerry Adams, the Sinn Féin leader who eventually
turned the republican movement toward politics and
(gradually) away from violence, knew that in doing so
he risked assassination (Powell 2008, 100, 147–8).

Yet by 2007 Paisley and his Democratic Unionist
Party (DUP) were willing to cross a bridge (the 1998
agreement), whose builders they had denounced as
traitors, and accept a power-sharing arrangement with
Sinn Féin and Gerry Adams, who in entering govern-
ment tacitly accepted a divided Ireland, at least for
the present. The 2007 electoral success of the DUP
and Sinn Féin came at the expense of the parties and
leaders who did the most to make the 1998 agreement
possible. In the 1980s Hume, recognizing that lasting
peace was impossible without the participation of Sinn
Féin, risked his reputation by entering into initially
secret talks with Gerry Adams, hoping to persuade
Republicans to declare a ceasefire (McLoughlin 2010,
153–67). (Hume also sought Sinn Féin’s inclusion to
strengthen the Nationalist bloc in any power-sharing
settlement.) The IRA ceasefire was so long delayed
that Hume’s eventual success appeared as failure at the
time. Hume insisted that Sinn Féin be treated as a le-
gitimate party to the Good Friday settlement—perhaps
recognizing that a successful peace agreement would
boost Sinn Féin’s political fortunes at the expense of
Hume’s own party, as indeed happened (McGlynn,
Tonge, and McAuley 2012, 10–14).

Unionist support for the agreement depended criti-
cally on the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and its leader
David Trimble. Trimble’s party and political career af-
terward were eclipsed because of his efforts, in part
because the IRA’s long delay in disarming left him
hanging (Powell 2008, 203–5). However, Trimble’s own
limitations as a leader contributed to his decline. In
1997 he made the risky decision to enter negotiations
that could have gutted his support base, and he kept
the UUP at the table despite significant opposition
within his own party and right-wing charges that he
was betraying his own people (Mitchell 1999, 108–17).
Yet during the May 1998 referendum on the agree-
ment, Trimble’s resolve wavered. In contrast to F. W.
de Klerk, who called the 1992 referendum and per-
sonally led the successful campaign for a “yes” vote,

Irish governments illegitimate and have in the past condoned the use
of violence.

Trimble—though he continued to voice support for the
agreement—stayed largely on the sidelines during the
campaign, apparently in response to the heat he had
taken earlier. Supporters of the agreement repeatedly
advised Trimble “to become more forthright and to
engage in more active campaigning,” and in the fi-
nal weeks before the vote Trimble did become more
active (Hancock 2011, 103, 111). The “yes” vote ulti-
mately succeeded among Protestants, but just barely,
and many of those votes were shaky (Hayes and McAl-
lister 2001).

Trimble’s political future was uncertain in any case,
but his episodes of hesitation did nothing to restore
his political fortunes and clouded the legacy of his
more courageous moments. The same is true of Adams’
unwillingness or inability to persuade the IRA to
disarm in the years immediately following the 1998
agreement. The IRA’s long-delayed decommissioning
in 2005 appeared grudging, not an act of communal
reconciliation.14 Trimble and Adams deserve credit for
the risks they took. Yet in the end John Hume, who
first attempted a bridge to Unionists, then risked his
reputation and his party’s electoral future to persuade
Sinn Féin to cross that bridge, set the strongest example
for Northern Ireland’s future leaders.

Today the Israeli-Palestinian conflict appears impos-
sibly difficult to resolve, despite its continuing urgency.
Both sides view any hint of compromise as signaling
weakness, and both insist on preconditions each knows
in advance that the other will reject. Repeated failures
to secure peace have reinforced a penchant to regard
as some primordial antagonism what has in fact re-
sulted from contingent choices and repeated failures
of leadership. Here we focus on one particular missed
opportunity.

In 1993 Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin decided
for the first time to talk to the Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO) and its chairman Yasser Arafat,
who was then the most powerful Palestinian leader
and essential to any deal. Arafat was no Nelson Man-
dela. He headed a corrupt and ineffective organiza-
tion, and his leadership status among Palestinians was
often shaky. He lacked Mandela’s strategic judgment.
Yet Arafat had taken a historic and politically risky
step when he publicly acknowledged the State of Is-
rael in 1988. In the mid-1990s Arafat, whatever his
faults, seemed willing and able to secure Palestinian
support for an agreement that appeared potentially
viable (Jung, Lust-Okar, and Shapiro 2011, 107–14).

By 1995 both Rabin and Arafat were well posi-
tioned to manage hard-liners on their respective flanks
and consummate an agreement, the main elements of
which had been hammered out in secret negotiations in
Oslo and announced in the fall of 1993. Rank-and-file
support was strong in both communities for the two-
state solution envisaged at Oslo. Rabin was a war hero
whose dedication to Israel’s security was not in doubt.

14 The IRA defended its delay in decommissioning as a response
to the UUP’s stalling on reforming Northern Ireland’s police force,
which was a priority for Republicans (McGarry and O’Leary 2009,
35, 45–47).
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Arafat committed to policing the West Bank to secure
Israel from Palestinian attacks. Both were personally
invested in the process and recognized a common in-
terest in preventing terrorism. Had the process contin-
ued, they might have reached a provisional agreement
delivering benefits that would have replenished their
political capital for further negotiations.

Rabin’s assassination in November 1995 by an Is-
raeli right-winger opposed to the peace process was a
stunning blow. Yet tragedy might have been turned into
opportunity had Rabin’s successor, Shimon Peres, been
willing to take greater political risks. Peres could have
called a snap election in the wake of the assassination
and won an endorsement from the Israeli public for
continuing the peace process, analogous to de Klerk’s
1992 referendum. At the time, public opinion on both
sides strongly favored a two-state solution, and outrage
at Rabin’s assassination had all but the most fanatical
Israeli right on the defensive.15 Major issues remained
unresolved, but this was also true in South Africa in
1992. One round of successful negotiations shifts per-
ceptions of what might be possible in the next round,
which in turn changes what is possible.

However, Peres missed the opportunity, tacking in-
stead to the right. He permitted the assassination of
Hamas militant Yahva Ayyash in January 1996, rein-
forcing the cycle of violence and closures on the West
Bank and Gaza. Peres responded to attacks from south-
ern Lebanon by bombing Lebanese refugee camps. A
wave of suicide bombings in the spring of 1996 hard-
ened the Israeli stance in negotiations. Palestinian rad-
icals thus helped secure the victory of the Israeli right.
Peres alienated Israeli supporters of the negotiations
and lost the May 1996 election to Benjamin Netanyahu,
who was openly hostile to the Oslo accords. Arafat’s
political support among Palestinians had been deci-
sively weakened by his failure to secure an agreement.
When President Clinton summoned Arafat and Israeli
prime minister Ehud Barak to Camp David in 2000,
Arafat was offered a deal similar to what he would
have accepted five years earlier, but it was too late;
Palestinian support for the deal had evaporated—as
had support among Israelis.16 Arafat was no longer
able to secure Palestinian consent to anything Barak
could have offered. Mandela and de Klerk both real-
ized, despite their conflicts, that each needed to keep
the other strong enough to close the deal. Recognition
of this strategic reality has been in chronically short
supply in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Rabin’s fate demonstrates that political risk-taking
can literally be fatal. Other leaders involved in the

15 According to polls conducted by the Tami Steinmetz Center for
Peace Research (TSC), the Oslo Peace Index of Israeli public opin-
ion rose from 46.9 in October 1995 to 57.9 on November 8, imme-
diately following Rabin’s assassination. TSC, “Peace Index, 1995,”
http://spirit.tau.ac.il/socant/peace/. In October 1995, 72.5% of Pales-
tinians polled supported the peace process. “JMCC Public Opinion
Poll #10,” http://www.jmcc.org/publicpoll/results/1995/no10htm.
16 Barak went out on a limb under strong pressure from President
Clinton, offering new concessions on Jerusalem that infuriated many
in the Knesset and subsequently cost Barak his premiership (Jung,
Lust-Okar, and Shapiro 2011, 111–14).

Israeli-Palestinian conflict have shown little appetite
for the kind of strategically hopeful action that made
the South African transition possible. Leaders on both
sides (which since the 2006 elections in Gaza and the
West Bank have included Hamas) have not placed high
enough priority on resolving the conflict or taken the
risks necessary to advance its prospects for success.
Indeed, both sides have countenanced policies likely
to worsen it. Yet further entrenching the status quo is
not risk-free either. Leaders who refuse to take risks
to recast festering conflicts thereby increase the costs
and dangers faced by someone else, somewhere else,
sometime in the future.

CONCLUSION

We have argued that strategically hopeful action by
leaders willing to take calculated risks is necessary for
transforming political orders characterized by chroni-
cally violent communal conflict. One vital characteris-
tic of such leaders is their capacity, despite the bitter
history, to view a conflict widely seen as zero-sum to be
potentially positive-sum.

We do not claim that strategically hopeful leader-
ship is sufficient; factors outside a leader’s control may
cause even a carefully calculated, risk-embracing ef-
fort to fail. And sometimes, as with the Israel-Palestine
conflict since the mid-1990s, the chances might be van-
ishingly slim. Yet we do argue that strategically hopeful
leadership is necessary: Without it chronic conflicts will
remain impossible to resolve, even if the stars align in
every other respect. Routine leadership cannot resolve
the conflict because ordinary political incentives favor
action that reinforces the status quo.

If our analysis challenges leaders to take risks for
peace, it also challenges social scientists and political
theorists to look differently at leadership, interdepen-
dent decision, conflict, and power. Leadership theories
that feature profit-maximizing elites who manipulate
fixed preferences, or conversely attribute extraordinary
transformative powers to individual leaders, miss vital
dimensions of Mandela’s and de Klerk’s joint accom-
plishment. Theories of mixed-motive interdependent
decision, exemplified here by Axelrod, Schelling, and
Colomer, better reach the problem at hand. Yet they
fail to explore the dynamic possibilities opened by
leaders willing to take unusual risks, in the hope that
others will reciprocate rather than exploit them. Our
understanding of political power would be deepened
by attention to the peculiar blend of conflict and coop-
eration in power interactions of the sort that facilitated
South Africa’s transition.

When Mandela was released from prison in 1990,
many long-festering world conflicts appeared on the
verge of resolution—in Eastern Europe with the fall of
communism, in Latin America, and elsewhere. South
Africa’s 1994 settlement seemed to ride this “wave of
history.” However, the global optimism of the early
1990s soon gave way to some ghastly nightmares, as in
the former Yugoslavia at the same moment Mandela
and de Klerk were heading off disaster in South Africa.

52

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

13
00

06
6X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305541300066X


American Political Science Review Vol. 108, No. 1

A cascade of optimism will not substitute for leaders
willing and able to take risks at critical junctures, as
the sobering recent evolution of the Arab Spring un-
derscores. In retrospect it is clear that Mandela and
de Klerk did not merely ride a wave. They bet on one
another when they had good reasons not to, display-
ing hope that reshaped possibilities in the present and
created new ones for the future. This enabled them to
dismantle apartheid without destroying their country
in the process, an achievement deserving our attention
today no less than in 1994.
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