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John’s ‘real career’

John’s decision to start a new academic career on the other side of the 
world turned out to be the right one for him. In August 1963, he had 
been offered tenure at UCL. John had started to make his mark early 
in the field of international relations with the help of Quakers. He had 
enjoyed their support when he became involved in the peace movement 
in Australia in the 1950s. He later connected with the Quakers through 
the Rowntree Trust. The family foundation was a philanthropical donor 
of the Pugwash initiative.

In August 1963, John attended a conference convened on the initiative 
of British and American Quakers in Clarens, Switzerland. Eastern bloc 
countries were represented among the 27 or so attendees. All were interested 
in forming an organisation that might bring the East and West together in 
their research efforts concerning social and political matters in a scientific 
environment. John had ideas and expressed them. He was influential in the 
conference’s resolve to establish international Conferences on Research on 
International Peace and Security (COROIPAS). These conferences would 
be similar to the Pugwash conferences, but with an international social 
and political focus, rather than Pugwash’s natural sciences focus. The 
Continuing Committee met in London in early December 1964, out of 
which the International Peace Research Association (IPRA) was founded 
with John as its secretary general. The association would, in John’s view, 
take the pressure from Pugwash to expand its work into those fields, 
which was causing division among scientists. The two organisations were 
to work together, with representatives from each taking part on the other’s 
standing committees. Pugwash agreed to this. It was John’s job to get the 
new association going and establish behind-the-scenes communications 
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that he hoped might achieve quiet results. Pugwash had established 
a precedent when, without publicity, it intervened in discussions between 
the superpowers over test bans.1 It was influential in enabling the 1963 
Limited Test Ban Treaty, allowing the UK to take the credit for the peace 
initiative, a game plan that John supported.2

In a 1964 article, John discussed power politics in the Cold War, and the 
circumstances that were forcing nations to reverse their policy of breaking 
off communications with hostile countries, and to talk more instead. 
He wrote:

Quakers have their own methods of dealing with disputes, they 
know that in situations of tension one should seek increased and 
not decreased communications. But nations have been known 
to decrease communications as soon as tensions occurred, thus 
making tensions worse. To break off diplomatic relations is 
a  nonsensical action. Circumstances are forcing the nations to 
reverse this policy.

If Quakers could translate into international terms the processes 
by which they operate, the ‘steering’ model to which political 
scientists are referring would mean more to ordinary people.3

John’s embracing the support of Quakers is interesting because he had 
never held himself out as having a faith, once he decided against studying 
theology. It was Cecily who regarded herself as a religious person but of 
no denomination. She felt close to the Quakers and identified with their 
philosophy of peace and their practice of communing in silence unless 
and until there was something someone was moved to share. Notably, 
John’s father understood the value of the Quakers’ and others’ spiritual 
religiosity. He wrote in his autobiography:

It is this ‘inner Light’ of the Quakers, this intuitus mentis of 
Descartes, and this ‘bhakti marg’ of the Hindus that seem to me 
of the essence of true religion. It is along this path of meditation 
and devotion that the saints in all ages and in many faiths 
have trod.4

1  For more on this, see Paul Rubinson, ‘Pugwash Literature Review’, Urban Institute, April 2019, 
accessed 10 April 2021, www.urban.org/research/publication/pugwash-literature-review.
2  Letters from John to family members, 10 and 29 August 1963, Burton family file.
3  Burton, ‘The Evolving International System’, Frontier 7, no. 3 (Autumn 1964), 209, copy held 
in John W. Burton papers, NLA, MS 8405, box 1, file 1, published papers 1956–64.
4  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 208.

http://www.urban.org/research/publication/pugwash-literature-review
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Perhaps his father’s and Cecily’s appreciation of Quaker philosophy helped 
John to realise its value to international peace movements. The Quakers 
later became a most important source of support for John in his pursuit of 
peace through the theory and practice of conflict resolution.

When John first arrived in the UK to teach international relations at UCL, 
it was at a time when students interested in governance at the international 
level were given, as their main text, H. J. Morgenthau’s Politics Among 
Nations (as was I when I studied the subject at ANU in Canberra shortly 
after this time). The students also relied on Power Politics, the work of the 
head of department, Georg Schwarzenberger, which, like Morgenthau’s 
works, argued that a balance of power exercised by superpowers was the 
means to peace. John had been relieved to find a ‘tolerance’ of ideas – 
his ideas, which were so different – and Schwarzenberger welcomed and 
befriended him. They could not have had more diverse philosophies to 
impart to students of international relations, but it worked well at the 
outset. Dunn, in his book on John’s philosophy and work, pondered how 
the two related as colleagues.5 Dunn notes that the two were sure to differ 
and, in time, they did.

I had arrived in London only days before Christmas 1963. John and 
I were invited to Georg’s country home on Christmas Day. My Australian 
winter coat was inadequate protection from the icy-cold weather, but the 
warmth of the welcome we received was more than compensation and we 
thawed out in front of a roaring log fire. While indulging in rich food and 
Christmas cheer, I listened to John and Georg jest about their poles-apart 
views. At 17, I was curious and bold enough to ask naive questions about 
power politics and diplomacy. I had already been influenced by John’s 
denouncement of deterrence – ‘deterrence did not deter’ – and his belief 
that the dominant power politics theories were false.

Although John welcomed ‘tolerance’ of his views after his ANU experience, 
as time passed, he wanted more than to be listened to; he wanted his 
teachings embraced and applied. He questioned whether any of the 
prevailing theories or methodologies had actually made a difference to 
the amount or intensity of conflict in the world and, if not, why maintain 
them.6 However, difficulties arose from the different approaches of UCL 
and the London School of Economics (LSE) that manifested particularly 

5  Dunn, From Power Politics to Conflict Resolution, 51.
6  Gregory Tillett, ‘Booknotes’, Australasian Dispute Resolution Journal 16, no. 2 (May 2005), 145.
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when students from each sat for exams together. John was not able to 
win the acceptance of the LSE to his less conventional approach to the 
teaching of international relations.

Over time though, at UCL and later in the USA, John worked on 
developing a more complex model of dispute resolution, distinct from 
conventional negotiation, arbitration and mediation. Dunn observed 
that, within a few years of taking up his UCL appointment, John 
‘incrementally’ left international relations behind as he travelled down 
the related path of conflict analysis and resolution in pursuit of a general 
theory for world peace.7 This would become John’s ‘real career’ – the one 
he wanted to be remembered for – his role in furthering the theory and 
practice of analysis and resolution of conflict. He pursued it for the rest 
of his long life. Adam Hughes Henry wrote: ‘In his second career Burton 
was viewed internationally as a former high-ranking Australian diplomat 
who became a cutting-edge scholar of new thinking.’8

The destructive border dispute that led to hostilities between Malaysia, 
Singapore and Indonesia – and the Borneo confrontation – in the mid-
1960s provided John with an opportunity of putting his thinking into 
practice. He had been pivotal in establishing a Conflict Analysis Research 
Centre in the UK.9 The British prime minister, Harold Wilson, had 
tried to get the disputing parties together. With his encouragement, the 
centre, then at UCL, intervened with some success. It invited each head 
of government to send to London three representatives to discuss the 
problem in camera to get to the heart of the problem.10 The framework 
the centre used in its impartial third-party facilitation process came to 
serve as a problem-solving model of what retrospectively became regarded 
as ‘track two’ diplomacy.11

7  See Dunn, From Power Politics to Conflict Resolution, 79. The centre’s home has remained at the 
University of Kent since its transfer from UCL in 1978, and John’s work is honoured by a continuing 
lecture series in his name.
8  Henry, ‘Reflections on Dr. John Wear Burton’, 74.
9  ‘John Burton Lectures’, Conflict Analysis Research Centre, University of Kent, undated, accessed 
10 April 2021, research.kent.ac.uk/conflict-analysis/events/john-burton-lectures/.
10  John. W. Burton, ‘Peace Begins at Home’ and ‘International Conflict: A Domestic Responsibility’, 
The International Journal of Peace Studies 6, no. 1 (Spring 2001).
11  Robin Fraser, ‘Track Two Diplomacy – A Distinct Conflict Intervention Category’ (Master’s diss., 
University of Victoria, 2012); and see Ron Fisher, Interactive Conflict Resolution (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse 
University Press, 1997).

http://research.kent.ac.uk/conflict-analysis/events/john-burton-lectures/


349

38. JOHN’S ‘REAL CAREER’

With the permission of the United Nations, the centre participated in 
processes to help resolve conflicts in Northern Ireland and Moldova, 
among others. Measuring success of the method was difficult because, 
necessarily, outcomes of such facilitated confidential dialogue between 
disputants could not be publicised.12 Communication, open and frank 
and in camera, was the key.

Initially, John was driven by the search for an alternative to the use of force 
as a means of resolving international disputes. However, the struggle he 
had in the UK to articulate his model and how it differed from peace talks 
and other methods of dispute resolution led him to expand his thinking. 
He drew on research of industrial conflict literature, social psychology and 
existing dispute resolution systems and frameworks in an effort to work 
towards a generic approach to resolving conflict. He would eventually 
find an accepting home for a multidisciplinary approach in the USA.

It took some time for John to establish himself in the USA after he left 
the UK in 1983. I met up with him in April that year at a conference in 
Mexico. We returned to his bachelor flat in South Carolina. The dogwoods 
and azaleas were in full bloom but not so colourful is my memory of 
John, a sad and lonely man wanting to change the world. My diary 
note reads: ‘Discussed the conference and his proposals and how we can 
appeal to [Prime Minister] Hawke’s vanity and get him interested in an 
international facilitation centre’. The Quakers were still his benefactors. 
My then partner, journalist Alan Ramsey, and I had the pleasure of staying 
with one of his Quaker colleagues, in Boulder, Colorado, from whom 
I learned how revered my father was for his peace work.

After completion of his fellowship in South Carolina, John obtained 
a teaching position for two years at the University of Maryland. In 1984, 
I visited him there and found a much happier man. He was now living 
with Betty Nathan who he had told me about in London. Betty became 
the true love of John’s life. Like Cecily and Leone, she was intellectually 
bright and university educated. She was 13 years his junior, not such an 
obvious gap at their senior ages and, having a Jewish heritage, she was 
very similar in looks and stature as Leone: dark eyes, short, dark hair and 
physically fit. Like Cecily, she was a very able editor and turned John’s 
writing into accessible prose. Betty was a caring, sensitive and a very 

12  J. C. R. Bayley and J. W. Burton, Northern Ireland Interim Report (London: Centre for the 
Analysis of Conflict, UCL, January 1971); and see Michael Hall in collaboration with Joe Camplisson, 
From Conflict Containment to Resolution: The Experiences of a Moldovan-Northern Ireland Self-help 
Initiative (Newtownabbey: Island Publications, 2002).
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sensible partner for John. He adored her from the moment he met her 
until he died. She dealt with, rather than dwelt upon, his difficultness. 
With Betty around, John was energised; he looked younger, smiled more 
and became academically very productive.

In 1985, John obtained a research and teaching position at George Mason 
University (GMU). Helpful to John’s academic standing in the USA was 
his existing reputation in his field. In particular, acclaim for him appeared 
in an article by Andrew Wilson in The Bulletin in 1982 in the context of 
a Bill being considered by both houses of the US Congress for a Peace 
Academy. The Bill proposed to allocate government resources and set up 
machinery for conflict resolution. In detailing its history and purpose, 
Wilson wrote:

The pioneer of these developments, which have resulted in US 
Administration backing for the Peace Academy Bill, is an 
Australian. A former head of the Commonwealth External Affairs 
Department in the Evatt period, John Burton started work in the 
field in the 1960s …

With the knowledge and approval of the British Government, his 
team has involved itself in quite a number of crises in the past 
15 years. Its operations, called ‘workshops’, have included setting 
up meetings between nominees of the governments of Malaysia, 
Singapore and Indonesia in the Borneo confrontation; meetings 
between nominees of both sides in the Cyprus dispute; meetings, 
in both Britain and the US, between parties to the Palestine 
dispute; and more recently meeting on East-West tension in 
London and Moscow.13

John’s thinking, when he had left the UK, was that basic human needs 
were central to the cause of disputes and identifying them was essential 
to understanding the root source and cause of any conflict. Around this 
core he eventually developed his peace theory to the point of articulating 
a problem-solving framework and system that could guide the practice of 
conflict resolution at all levels of society to promote sustainable resolutions 
to conflict in domestic and industrial disputes as well as disputes between 
nation states.14

13  Andrew Wilson, ‘A Psychiatrist for Nations in Conflict’, Bulletin, 27 July 1982, 81–82. The Bill 
was before both Houses of Congress but seems to have died before the next session.
14  See in particular John’s work, Resolving Deep-rooted Conflict: A Handbook (Lanham, MD: University 
Press of America, 1987) and Conflict Resolution: Its Language and Processes (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow 
Press, 1996).
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John the academic, USA, mid-1980s.
Source: Family collection.

His theory was founded on the assumption that individuals, families and 
communities have basic needs that extend beyond physical needs of food, 
clothing and shelter. They include, for example, the need for identity 
and respect. Hostilities, confrontations and wars, triggered by seemingly 
obvious events, usually arose out of perceived failures to have certain of 
these needs met and, John came to believe, that conflict resolution should 
be directed towards analysis of the behavioural and systemic sources 
of the conflict.

The GMU’s Center for Conflict Analysis and Resolution (CCAR) gave 
John the opportunity to further develop thinking and to teach and train 
others in the field. Unlike the time he headed a government department as 
a young man, here he was seen as ‘an elder’ – ‘Mother Burton’, one of his 
colleagues called him – a better position from which to lead new thinking. 
According to Dunn, it was at GMU that John saw that basic human needs 
were central to conflict and its resolution: ‘He went beyond Maslow in 
articulating the framework from which he developed a research agenda 
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that would allow him to look at conflict as a whole and the need to delve 
into its sources and causes for its resolution.’15 John further developed his 
belief that disputing nations were more likely to express their real concerns 
behind closed doors where there was no need for rhetoric for public ears.

My daughter Amanda and I spent time with John and Betty in 
Washington DC in 1986. I recall John telling us about his participation 
in the facilitation of peace talks under the auspices of CCAR between 
members of the British Parliament and the Argentine Congress to discuss 
the Falkland/Malvinas dispute. A study of the dispute revealed that the 
real goal of Argentina was the country’s acceptance as a ‘Western’ state and 
not recognition of its claim to sovereignty of the islands as such. Disputes 
such as this and that of the Greek and Turkish Cypriots demonstrated 
to him the benefits of an analytical problem-solving approach as against 
power negotiation.16

These ‘track two’ initiatives concerned with informal, unofficial efforts 
to resolve or mitigate violent, intractable conflicts were also utilised in 
Northern Ireland, Sudan, Liberia and elsewhere. Records of them are 
contained in the conflict and peace research archive at ‘Point of View’, 
the CCAR institute’s retreat, research and conference centre, Masons 
Neck, Virginia. From offering postgraduate studies in the field, CCAR 
developed a prestigious university teaching program to become what it 
is today, the Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter School for Peace and Conflict 
Resolution (the Carter School).

Much has been written about his work. The John Burton Library and 
Resource Center at the Carter School, with its dedicated focus on conflict 
analysis and resolution, attests to this. I found an example of John’s 
international influence in the field in Karin Utas Carlsson’s work Violence 
Prevention and Conflict Resolution. The report covers Maslow’s human 
needs theory and an alternative paradigm for peace and was distributed by 
the Department of Educational and Psychological Research at the Malmö 
School of Education, Sweden, in 1999. In including an analysis of John’s 
theory, the author states that she is very much influenced by Burton’s 
thinking. Her dedication, ‘To Markus and his generation’, highlights the 
work of Einstein and Burton. It reads:

15  Personal communication, 18 April 2019.
16  Burton, ‘Conflict Analysis’, unpublished paper, 1994, 41, Burton family file.
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‘Our world is threatened by a crisis whose extent seems to escape 
those within whose power it is to make major decisions for good or 
evil. The unleashed power of the atom has changed everything except 
our ways of thinking. Thus we are drifting toward a catastrophe 
beyond comparison. We shall require a substantially new manner 
of thinking if man-kind is to survive.’ (A. Einstein, 1946.)

‘It would be a shift in thinking of a profound kind – like finding 
the earth is round and not flat – if we were to discover that 
conflicts have generally a win-win potential and not a win-lose 
one.’ (J. W. Burton, 1986.)17

In 1988, John became a ‘Distinguished Jennings Randolph Fellow’ of 
the US Institute of Peace. On 26 April that year, he delivered the second 
Annual Vernon M. and Minnie I. Lynch Lecture, entitled, ‘On the Need 
for Conflict Prevention’. Over time, John authored more than 20 books 
on world peace and the theory and practice of conflict resolution, starting 
with The Alternative in 1954 and finishing with Violence Explained 
in 1997.18

Throughout the time John lived in the UK and the USA, he wrote 
fortnightly air letters addressed to ‘Dear all’ and, using carbon copies, 
he sent them to each of Meredith, Clare and me, and some to Cecily 
and Robert. They kept coming, whether we answered or not. They were 
mostly undated other than the note ‘Monday’ or ‘Sunday’ – John had little 
feel for history – and written for the moment to check in on us and keep 
us informed of his doings. Today these letters are a rich source of archival 
material on his work, the international disputes in which he was involved, 
on world affairs and how he viewed them at the time. I kept them, partly 
because of my interest and studies in international relations and because 
I was impressed with his persistence in working to find solutions to war 
and violence. I am grateful to David Dunn who, when undertaking 
research for From Power Politics to Conflict Resolution, painstakingly put 
the letters into chronological order with reference to postmarks where 
available and events and conferences mentioned in the letters.

17  Karin Utas Carlsson, Violence Prevention and Conflict Resolution: A Study of Peace Education 
in Grades 4–6, Studia Psychologica Et Paedagogica Series Altera CXIV (Malmö: Department of 
Educational and Psychological Research, Malmö School of Education, 1999), accessed 10 April 2021, 
tradet.org/filer/avh_peaceed.pdf.
18  John Burton, Violence Explained: The Sources of Conflict, Violence and Crime and Their Provention 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997).

http://tradet.org/filer/avh_peaceed.pdf
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The most notable aspect of John’s personal philosophy, which I believe 
drove his thinking, was the consistency of his belief that the path to world 
peace was through global economic stability and – putting it boldly at 
its highest – prosperity. From a young age he saw self-determination and 
freedom from exploitation as important to achieving this. In his senior 
years, John saw those as important in satisfying the basic human need of 
belonging – that is, identity. The influence of his father and his Methodist 
teachings was strong during his childhood and provided the basis for the 
philosophy that drove the development of his political and economic 
ideals. His thinking was reinforced from his public service experience 
that, in turn, informed his later intellectual and practical work in the 
fields of international and domestic conflict resolution. Because so much 
has been written about John’s work in the field of analysis of conflict and 
resolution that supports the view that his philosophy and political agenda 
were driven by these idealistic notions, there is no need for me to attempt 
to cover John’s ‘real career’ in detail. Others qualified in the field are more 
able to do it justice.

What is left for me to do, having attempted to paint a full picture of 
John’s earlier life in Australia, is to continue his story from the time he 
returned to Australia in 1989 to live out the rest of his life. However, 
because John’s influence as a public servant in postwar Australia has 
remained a subject of historical controversy, it is worth mentioning here 
that, after John’s death in 2010, Dennis Richardson, then secretary of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and previously head of ASIO and therefore 
well-placed to know who John was and what he stood for, described John 
as ‘a distinguished and highly respected member of the Department of 
External Affairs’.19 He said, ‘Many years on he still has a place of honour 
in the Department, which he headed up.’ Important to me, too, is the 
Australian War Memorial’s recent recognition of John as an important 
‘peacemaker’ in Australia’s foreign policy history.20

19  Letter Dennis Richardson to Betty Nathan, 30 June 2010, Burton family file.
20  Peter Londey, ‘Brave New Australia’, Wartime (Australian War Memorial) magazine, no. 88 
(Spring 2019). Londey drew on his research on John Burton’s role in the development of Australia’s 
postwar foreign policies and strategic allegiances for a forthcoming volume of the Official History of 
Australian Peacekeeping, Humanitarian and Post–Cold War Operations series.
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