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Social workers are increasingly using advocacy and conflict resolution methods to resolve human rights conflicts. While feminist and structural perspectives have challenged traditional methods, only more recently have anti-oppressive and anti-racist perspectives emerged to point out key limitations.

This paper will critique these methods from the perspective of minorities and people of colour caught up in racism, discrimination and racial conflicts through a review of literature and case examples in practice in Canada and in United Arab Emirates as a contrast. Interventions that are more culturally sensitive to issues of racism and racial conflict will be suggested. These include the worker revealing and working with own location and ideology and using approaches such as healing circles to deal with the pain of recipients of human rights violations.
Introduction and Our Location

The purpose of this paper is to explore issues for advocacy and conflict resolution when working with people from the margins especially those of colour and argue for more appropriate theories and models. Using a review of the literature and our own experience, it will briefly critique mainstream theory, summarize key issues that arise and identify new directions for intervention. As a beginning, it is important to identify our own personal experience and perspective.

 
David Turner, a social work professor and human rights advocate, comes from a poor working class background, experienced some disability as a toddler, but has benefitted from white male privilege through the English and Canadian educational systems. 

Elias Cheboud is a Canadian man of colour from Ethiopia, an anti racist/anti oppressive social, currently teaching advanced counselling, research and child development at the University at Dubai. He has experienced political oppression in Ethiopia and racism in Canada.

Elvira Lopez, an anti-racism social worker and counsellor for people with brain injury, is a woman of colour, an immigrant to Canada and an able-bodied, heterosexual social worker, who has experienced many types of oppression in different contexts, especially invisibility, powerlessness, and exclusion. 

Abdullahi Barise is also a man of colour, born in Somalia, and educated in Canada.          He is a social worker and teaches help-seeking, advocacy and community-based education in Dubai.
Critique of mainstream theory 


Conventional advocacy is viewed as the partisan representation for or the giving of voice to a specific person or group in a conflict. Conventional conflict resolution is usually typified by mediation which is viewed as the impartial facilitation or refereeing of a problem-solving process for all parties in a conflict. While advocacy is traditionally regarded as more positional and competitive than mediation, the advocacy framework proposed by Coulshed (1991) suggests other influences.

 Advocacy should take place where the professional is in situations where having to fight to secure justice or to combat the abuse of power, perhaps by a higher authority, then competitive tactics are in order. Where parties are negotiating towards agreement rather than to gain advantage, then collaborative elements are to the fore. 


In the last part of the 20th century, advocacy and conflict resolution theory has been seminally influenced by two models of conflict resolution: the Interest-based Model of Principled Negotiation posited by Fisher and Ury in 1981 and the Generic Theory of Conflict Resolution of  Burton and Sandole in 1986.

             Fisher and Ury argued that, in order to get beyond positions in any conflict, several key principles must be followed: separate the people from the problem, focus on interests not positions, invent options for mutual gain, and insist on objective criteria. Interests include needs, desires, concerns and fears, which are elicited through a rational, analytical process of negotiation and problem solving. Burton and Sandole’s theory is based on the assumption that conflict arises from the universality of basic human needs such as for “response, security, recognition, distributive justice, meaning, rationality and control,” which are not satisfied. 


We believe these theories fail to take into account the issue of human diversity: the diversity of human’s perceptions of their needs; the diversity of human agency, power and ability; and the diversity of human experience, context, location and ideology which colours the vision for a just resolution of conflict.  Concepts of justice, rationality and peace are socially defined, relative and contextualized. For instance, Sharia law in Islam has a different concept of “justice” than the Canadian legal system.  Racial experiences and cultural perspectives colour issues. In Canada, a recent Referendum on the BC. Aboriginal Treaty Process (2002) has been defended as “democratic” by many in the mainstream, white population, and affirmed by a Canadian court, yet has been condemned as “racist” by most First Nations peoples. White perspectives dominated the discourse until some mainstream churches began to ally with First Nations’ perceptions and tell another story.


By reinforcing current power inequities and not challenging the status quo, conventional social work and mainstream conflict resolution theory and practice does little to combat social injustice. One emerging branch of theory and practice which is trying to incorporate the view from the perspectives of people from the margins such as racial groups is becoming known as anti-oppressive practice (AOP).

Race, Racism and Racial Conflict.


Thompson (2001) rightly states Race is a socially constructed way of categorizing people on the basis of assumed biological differences. It entails inherent inequalities and implies relations of superiority/inferiority which is Racism. Biological legitimation is used to justify discrimination and inequality. Agency in racial conflict is linked to racial groupings which compete over the unequal distribution of power and resources. This results in oppression which is often resisted through conflict.

Definitions of Oppression and Anti-oppressive Practice 

There are many definitions of oppression.  We like those that complicate the notion of oppression and include power and domination, structural inequality, both its interlocking and intersecting nature (based on race, age, gender, class, religion, ability and sexual orientation), differences in the origins, mechanisms and experiences of different oppressions, and the feelings of powerlessness and marginalization they bring.    For example, three definitions bring together some of the key components. Prilletensky and Gonick describe oppression as 

A state of asymmetric power relations characterized by domination, subordination and resistance, where the dominating persons or group exercise their power by restricting access to material resources and by implanting in the sub-ordinating persons or group, fear or self–deprecating views about themselves (1).

 Likewise Dei (2000) states:

There are axes of difference that need exploring to fully understand the ‘simultaneity of oppressions’. or multiplex oppressions…a genuinely transformative anti-racism politics must therefore recognize the situational and contextual variations in intensities of oppressions.” (44).

  Finally, Frye (1990) comments:  

The experience of oppressed people is that the living of one’s life is confined and shaped by forces and barriers which are not accidental or occasional and hence avoidable, but are systematically related to each other in such a way as to catch one between and among them and restrict or penalize motion in any direction.  It is the experience of being caged in: all avenues, in every direction, are blocked or booby trapped (30)


Realizing that the experience of oppression is perceived through different lenses (as a sufferer, perpetrator, bystander, intervenor) we do not want to dogmatically define oppression except as related to the impact of abuse of power or a power differential in personal and political forms resulting in the intentional or unintentional infliction of pain on individuals, groups or whole segments of society.

Similarly, social work academics have diverse standpoints on what anti-oppressive practice (AOP) involves.  Moosa Mitha 
 in taking an experiential approach, states 

 AOP requires entering the lives of our clients in a deep way that allows the client's story to invade ours. Oppression is the involuntary silencing of an individual or group for a variety of reasons...fear, overwhelmed by power, not reflected in political structures or marginalized through classism, racism, ableism, homophobia, and so on.. Anti-oppressive practice is driven by the experience of the oppressed person and not by the social worker, advocate or mediator. Indeed these may be unwitting agents of oppression…. seeing the world through the eyes of the dominant perpetuates oppression. Seeing the world through the experience of the marginalized gives hope for resistance to oppression. Demonstrating both compassion for the experience of the oppressed person and a willingness to share one’s own experience is required.. 

Mullaly (2002,x) in taking a structural conflict perspective outlines various reasons (premises) of why  AOP is needed to deal with social problems.. We  summarize his comments here as 

1. An understanding of oppression and  anti-oppression fits the lived reality of millions of people who find themselves in difficult circumstances because of social forces beyond their control.

2.  An understanding of oppression automatically links the personal with the political.

3.  Knowledge of oppression eliminates any claim or pretense that social work is not a political activity.

4. An understanding of oppression provides social workers with a view of social justice that goes beyond traditional notions of distributive and redistributive justice.

5. An anti-oppressive practice based on critical social theory and informed by post modern insights helps to bridge the modernist ideals of equality, social justice and solidarity with postmodernist concerns for diversity, difference and cultural relativity.

6. A critical understanding of oppression helps to expose the Eurocentric biases of the traditional welfare state and of traditional social work practice.


Later  we build on some of this foundation and develop our own  premises and objectives of anti-oppressive practice in working with race conflict and the racially marginalized as we move toward an anti-oppressive theory of advocacy and conflict resolution. Other feminist, anti-racist and anti-oppressive theorists (Grillo,1991; Lederach, 1997; Dominelli, 1996) have critiqued mainstream conflict resolution theory by suggesting it is underpinned by several myths. These include the following myths:

1) Myth of Neutrality: Many mainstream facilitators of conflict resolution like to think of themselves as neutral, impartial, power free, and not a player in the conflict. In reality, as Cloke (2001) states,

The language of neutrality creates an expectation that mediators will act fairly once they erase their own past experiences. But real fairness comes from using the past to gain an open, honest, humble perspective on the present. Worse, neutral language is bland, consistent, predictable, and homogenous: it is used to control what cannot be controlled. When confronted with something unique, or with paradox, contradiction, or enigma, a stance of neutrality makes us incapable even of observing without denying or destroying the very thing being observed, which is often a conflict that is riddled with paradoxes, contradictions and enigmas.(13)

2) Myth of Universality and Cultural Adaptability: Many mainstream facilitators believe their stance and the process is race-neutral, culture-free, apolitical and adaptable to all situations. In reality, their stance and process is steeped in their own racial, cultural and ideological perspective, and adaptation is merely a modified prescription. As Kruk (1997) points out,

The North American structured negotiation model rests on a number of culture-bound values and assumptions: (1) communications should be direct and forthright, with confrontation seen as a sign of strength in negotiation; (2) there should be full and open disclosure of relevant facts and feelings; (3) individual rights and interests are paramount; and (4) the process should be short term, task focussed and future oriented (13).

As we shall see, some of these issues become problematic for people from the racial margins in Canada.

3) Myth of Empowerment and Power Equalization: Many mainstream facilitators believe the process is equalizing or where glaring power discrepancies exist, that they can modify the conflict resolution process, empower the disadvantaged party or behave in a way which can balance the power differential of the people in conflict. In reality, the concerns of the marginalized party can be unwittingly silenced or often the disempowered complainant will go along with insensitive processes in an attempt to secure some crumbs.

4) Myth of Expertise and Professionalism: Many mainstream facilitators believe they have certain skills and expertise to
  a) assess conflict and determine ways and capacities of the parties to resolve conflict. In reality, they shape conflicts to fit their own worldview and prescribe conflict resolving mechanisms from their own experience.

           
                           b) listen to all experiences equally. In reality their own location means they unwittingly dismiss marginal narratives and experience, or appropriate them to their own understanding.    Cheboud  (2000) states, 

For those who experience racial oppression on a continuous basis, race can be an extremely salient part of their identity, because they are constantly reminded of their marginal status. In contrast, those who harvest societal privileges may be less aware of their racial selves.

           Denial of racism or other discrimination is a common component of the reactions to human rights complaints in BC. of respondents (the majority of whom are employers, company people or agents of social institutions such as police, teachers and social workers). Mainstream advocates or mediators who are privileged may also be blind to indicators of racial discrimination. Their identity is not rooted in race and so their perception may be blinkered. In our research on dealing with campus conflicts, the students of colour in the focus groups talked about their disappointments with the current mechanisms of conflict resolution at the university. They all felt it was hard for them to open up to persons who have very little experience with issues of racism and all of the persons in charge of these processes (such as harassment and equity policies) are white, middle class, and educated. There seemed to be a disappointment in the group that all the campus counselors, except for one , and the Ombudsperson are white. They felt that although these people were ‘nice’ and some really tried to help them, they had problems understanding their problems of racism. They said that the people they talked to either wanted to bring the other party in question in a meeting to resolve the problem ‘face to face, ’not recognizing the fear this invoked, or they often defended the status-quo so much that their energies were spent in trying to justify the other’s actions.


                           c) maintain professional distance and adhere to objective ethical standards. In reality, they remove themselves from the conflict context and do not challenge their own latent racism, judgmentalism, classism and professional privilege.


                                 d) work for justice by challenging the power structures. In reality they become unwitting agents of the status quo, colluding with dominant powers and interests, and become content with only marginal, technical or legalistic individual or structural change.

An example which begins to illustrate some of these assumptions at play is the following written direction by a human rights investigator and mediator to a complainant about police conduct. These examples come from Turner and Lopez’s practice at the Vancouver Island Human Rights Coalition and Capital Region Race Relations Association. 

The complainant  is a white Canadian on minimal income who professes a belief in Sufism and wears a turban. Since there is no Sufi community in his town, he attends a local Sikh temple to worship. His low income, disability and environmental lifestyle compel him to be dependent on a tricycle for transportation. But he has been stopped, harassed and ticketted numerous times by the police for not wearing a bike helmet, despite his protestations of religious belief. Here is part of the written response of the Police Board and the investigator to his complaint of a human rights violation based on religion. “The Board is of the view that you do not hold the ‘religious convictions’ of Sufism and more importantly, that it is not an ‘essential religious practice’ of Sufism to wear a turban. The Board also says that in fact there is no specific religious injunction that a Sufi keeps his hair uncut and covered as in the case of Sikhs. Without such an ‘essential religious practice’ the (Board) argues that the complaint should be dismissed. In view of their position, I have to ask you for your assistance. I ask you to produce books or documents that would establish that the wearing of a turban is an essential religious practice of Sufism. When I researched the matter, I was unable to find anything on the requirement to wear a turban. I did learn that Sufism is generally understood to be the inner, mystical and psycho/ spiritual dimension of Islam. Should I not receive the information by this date, I will presume that you have been unable to locate the books or documents, or that it does not exist”.
The above example demonstrates the traditional skeptical view of people from the margins by mainstream Police Board members and human rights investigators, and how it is supported by a legalistic, conformist process. Why should someone who lawfully practises their religion have to “prove” religious convictions (a personal and private issue for many) in this way? He has worn a turban for 17 years around town but has been harassed by police and members of the public, presumably because of his difference.

The investigator acknowledges Sufism is a personal mystical religion but not that it predates Islam and Sikhism, and does not have documented key tenets such as Holy Scriptures. To demand documentation is insensitive and unreasonable. There are numerous examples on the Web of Sufis worldwide, including the founder of Sufism in Canada, wearing the same turban style as the complainant. Why does the investigator not challenge this marginalizing western world view? Is it because she also holds this view?

Is the only way to resolve this conflict in the complainant’s  favour  for him to produce/create documents that do not exist in reality? He is forced to go along with this legalistic approach since neither the Board nor investigator accepts his statement of beliefs. This disbelief further alienates and frustrates him, especially since his religion is so personal. Yet we imagine the investigator believes she is being fair and ethical with the complainant.  Ironically, he believes race is a factor...that if he were of East Indian or Arabic origin, the police would not target him on these grounds and the respondents would believe him.

Unlike this legalistic process of a human rights investigation, any system of conflict resolution must not further marginalize this already targetted person

 Racial Marginalization


Traditional systems of conflict resolution are very limited in dealing with racialized minorities for the following reasons:     

a) The impacts of marginalization operate on various levels. People marginalized because of race, ability, class, age or sexual orientation for instance feel the impacts at both an individual and group level. Individual discrimination when linked to a group such as race becomes categorical as well as personal.( Kallen,1995)  When a group is targetted, individual members also feel personally attacked because of group belonging. The cultural identity of individuals is assaulted and self esteem is challenged. Henry (1994) comments on the responses of victims of racial verbal harassment in employment…… internalizing the hurt, suffering in silence out of fear or quitting the job. When an individual is singled out because of marginalizing characteristics such as race, other individuals in the community of colour feel very vulnerable. Individual resolution approaches, especially if private, fail to resolve group feelings or to expose and address structural discrimination. 

b) People from the margins are usually subjected to multiple and intersecting oppressions. Lopez works with people of colour and have suffered head injury. An example is given later. Mullaly (2002) discusses the complexity of a model of multiple, intersecting oppressions; that experiences of oppression can be qualitatively different and individually unique. 

             c) Mainstream perpetrators of racial discrimination, such as employers, usually deny allegations of racism and  discrimination. Human rights systems tend to reinforce this as our earlier example shows. This process of denial or minimization is expected in “non racist, non-ableist” Canadian society, and is reinforced by unearned white, able-bodied privilege which limits awareness (McIntosh 1989; S. Razack 2000.) Complainants are faced with demands for “justifiable evidence” in our legalistic processes of conflict resolution. Because of polite discrimination, racism in Canada today is often difficult to isolate (Fleras 1995). In the era of the “new racism” discrimination is often justified by pandering to mainstream’s “genuine fears” such as job losses (Henry 1995) and leading to the blaming of complainants. Their voices are silenced or their experience is dismissed (Grillo 1991; Gunning 1995), as our example above illustrates, or repercussions are threatened. Complainants are further marginalized and often drop their complaint in frustration. The inadequacy of responses from the system can also reinforce marginalization. 
d) The interventions of well meaning professionals, as we have seen, can often replicate structural injustice. Moreover, when professionals from minority groups are themselves marginalized as “special interests” by the public, media and powerful institutions, then injustice is further reinforced. As Henry (1995) states, 

Change agents of colour are particularly subject to scrutiny and to challenges of their position. They are seen as ‘looking for problems”…. ‘having a chip on their shoulder”…or ‘being too sensitive.’ Their knowledge, skills, resilience and ability to mediate between various groups is constantly tested (294).

Critical Perspective of People of Colour on Racial Conflict Resolution in Canada (Lopez)

This section will explore the theory and practice of conflict resolution processes within the context of public issues and disputes involving people of colour.  A comparative examination of perspectives on conflict resolution (especially mediation and advocacy) of dominant views and people of colour within the Canadian context. A critical approach will be used to explore the application of dominant society models of conflict resolution involving people of colour and members of minority groups. The complex issues of multiplicity of oppression such as race and disability will be explored. Ethnic identity as an insulator against and means of resisting racism will be explored and more culturally sensitive approaches to resolving racial conflict will be mentioned.

People of colour continue to experience unequal treatment within the systems and institutions of power in Canadian society (Isajiw, 1999: Henry, Tator, Mattis and Rees, 1995). The experiences of First Nations peoples and minority groups in Canada alert us to the many myths that surround the experiences and realities of these populations.  According to Bolaria and Li, “In Canada oppression and exploitation have been hidden from the myths that many Canadians would like to believe about coloured persons(12).” Canadians seem to be comfortable believing that Canada is a racism-free country.  It is assumed that our social programs and policies, such as the multiculturalism policy, operate effectively to stop racism.  However, a closer look at Canada’s racially diverse population shows the reality experienced by people of colour.  Incidents of racism appear at every level, and racial discrimination is in fact “ a coherent part of the social system.”

Racial oppression from the perspective of systemic and structural power provides a foundation from which to understand the dynamics that influence conflict resolution processes.  Exploring situations experienced by people of colour when attempting to resolve a conflict through the help of a facilitator/mediator will be the focus here.  A critical approach is taken to the applications of dominant society’s models of conflict resolution.  My (Lopez) analysis will attempt to include historical factors, dynamics of power, and cross-cultural factors from a feminist perspective, incorporating my role as a social worker, advocate and conflict resolution student.  It includes my subjective experience as an immigrant woman of colour growing up and living in Canada.  I note that the literature review is chosen and interpreted through the perspective of personal as well as professional experiences in areas of government social services, community work, human rights volunteer advocacy and through the specific lenses that come with a cross-cultural experience.


The dichotomy in which people of colour find themselves when accessing services that are part of the social structure of a racist society can be difficult to explain.  For some people of colour, especially those that are marginalized and oppressed, this experience becomes even more confusing. For example, mediation as a method of conflict resolution can be an oppressive process.  It is even more difficult for those that often deal with conflict outside the prescribed methods of the dominant ideology of conflict resolution.  Many people of colour experience racial bias from organizations in which systematic racism is part of their inherent structure.  Communities of visible minorities experience often great difficulty accessing mediation, due to their lack of familiarity with this conflict resolution process.  Many have also expressed their reluctance to use conflict resolution mechanisms other than litigation, due to their inability to trust those in charge of those processes.  This in turn can often leave the person of colour feeling victimized and too intimidated to take part, which induces reluctance among other community members.

The challenge faced by conflict resolution practitioners, when dealing with people outside the dominant group, is that participants of colour often find the principles proposed by facilitator/mediators such as disinterested third party neutrality, voluntary participation, equal opportunity, traditional notions of justice and fairness, to be coercive.  According to Ross Chambers often in mediation, “what the mediating third is excluded from is not culture but the exercise of discursive power as a participant in dialogue.” This usually results in the “othering” of those who fall outside mainstream culture.


     I know of no statistics that compare the frequency usage of mediation by people of colour.  However, from my experience as a human rights advocate, many people of colour seem to use advocacy more frequently than mediation, although mediation was often suggested to them as an alternative to advocacy or combined with advocacy services.  Thus, with the assistance of an advocate in mediation, people of colour believe they have a better chance at balancing the unequal power that exists through the traditional mediation process.  The presence of the advocate is a powerful ally for marginalized persons of colour when seeking to resolve a conflict and reach a fair agreement.

People of colour have seldom had the opportunity to look at alternative ways of conflict resolution and take advantage of these process for many reasons. First, these type of processes are seldom ever offered to people of colour going through the justice system. Second, it has the potential to further oppress and impose facilitators’ biases based on privileged and western notions of fairness and justice. Third, the lack of respect and acceptance of difference is often manifested in limiting access to resources, even those that have been established to help members of marginalized groups. Fourth, facilitators’ need to learn how to act more human and accept that there are other ways to reach a solution. Fifth, neutrality in the resolution process cannot always balance the power dynamics that often occur in a mediated process. 

For people who belong to marginalized groups, the notion that equal treatment facilitated by a neutral facilitator is the answer to balancing the power in a conflict can be unrealistic in most circumstances. When dealing with issues of race and disability, supported mediation can be more effective. Supported mediation often allows the marginalized person to have access to outside support such as an advocate, counselor or a friend or family member, while the facilitator is also aware of power and oppressive relationships. It also allows the person to talk about personal experiences of oppression which are not always allowed though the universal, neutral third party based mediation process. 

The concept of supported mediation is referred to by a progressive conflict resolution practitioner as a process that goes beyond reaching solutions based on interests.  Cloke(2001) talks about the importance of being present in the mediation process in many different roles. If our objective is to make conflict disappear, we may produce settlements that result in a surrender of important values, a loss of integrity, a continuation of oppression, or a discounting of deeper, underlying issues.

In terms of my analysis, when parties of colour participate in a mediation process (a process which is not often used by immigrants of colour) they encounter practitioners who present them with models of conflict resolution that assume universality (Lederach).  A major problem with the generic model of conflict resolution in mediation is that it uses pre-determined methods that are often detrimental to the ideals of the “fair” process that mediation promises.  As Lederach suggests, “conflict resolution methods must be based on people's specific contexts.(40)” Yet most conflict resolution practitioners are blinded to the historical oppression of people of colour and insist in treating all parties as equals without the awareness of having to authentically validate the parties' feelings of hurt and injustice (Turner and Cheboud, 1).


    My experience from dealing with marginalized groups and hearing their stories is that at times many practitioners feel uncomfortable in dealing with people of colour.  The reality is that without the knowledge or awareness of the impact of race, many practitioners with good intentions end up stereotyping and/or patronizingly directing their clients to accept an unfair agreement (Das Gupta, 77).  Often, such agreements are not in the best interests of the person of colour because practitioners often fail to take the time and find out what the party of colour is saying.  My experience has shown that some members of minority groups often disregard mediated agreements or/and advice from other helping professionals.  In a 2000 lecture at the university of Victoria, Sloan  states that in working with members of the South-Asian community he found that many disregarded the mediated agreements.  He attributed this disregarding of agreements to different cross-cultural perceptions of conflict resolution.  He believed that individual notions of decision-making such as those emphasized in interest-based negotiation excluded the needs of the other members of the family of individuals of colour. 

It is often very difficult for facilitator/mediators to acknowledge their biases, to be seen as not racist, or not siding with the mainstream party.  Lederach suggests that this happens because the prescriptive approach used by most mediators “rarely distinguishes between underlying broader social functions of conflict (52)” In situations where a person of colour is involved and both the other party and facilitator/mediator are white, there is an immediate imbalance of power.  Delgado discusses “ how, even before the interaction among the parties, most people that belong to the dominant group create their own stories.” Thus, in an interaction with a person of colour, “the stories or narratives told by the ingroup remind it of its identity in relation to groups, and provides with a form of shared reality in which its superior position is seen as natural.”
My experience as a woman of colour have attuned me to the effects of the unjust and unfair practices of racism when dealing with particular world views that ‘otherise’ and exclude the voices of those considered to be different.  One can see how western models of conflict and dispute resolution have a particular way of viewing the resolution of conflict from a generic and universal approach which excludes the experience of people oppressed through racism.  By expecting those outside mainstream culture to adapt or accommodate those facilitating conflict resolution processes, people in Canada outside dominant white society will continue to be excluded, and shut-out “from the discursive power as a participant in dialogue.”(to use Chamber’s phrase). The conflict resolution field must be forced to engage in the discourse of looking at "difference" as a way to become more inclusive in its practice

The complex issue of multiple intersecting oppressions raises further challenges for the mediator and the process. I have focused this section in looking specifically at racial discrimination and acquired disabilities. All members of these two groups must live with the constant oppression because “ it is within these populations that society attributes social problems to competing interests, differential access to resources, and other social problems that arise in pluralistic society.” (Mullaly, 4). Although I understand that there are many different types of disabilities and varied experiences within the community of colour, the systemic oppression that they often experience is quite similar.

Tony is a First Nations man, who was born in Alberta. At the age of 2 years he was hospitalized because it was believed that his parents could not look after him.  Tony spent seven years in a children’s hospital, often in isolation and with very little human contact. Even though his mom travelled a long distance from Northern Alberta to visit him every week for a few hours, it was no surprise that Tony had difficulties in trusting those around him. The nurses that cared for him and the smell of the hospital became his family, even though people at the hospital used to make fun of him and seldom did he feel that he had the opportunities that other white kids had. When Tony was returned to his family, he was nine years old. It was difficult for him to integrate into a family which he did not know, and by this time had new siblings that he found difficult building relationship with. The family lived in the reserve and struggled with financial worries. Tony states that even when he was at home he felt like an outsider because he was ‘sick’ and that made him ‘different’ from the rest of his siblings. He missed the hospital smell and the safety in isolation that it had provided for him. By the time he reached seventeen years old, Tony was involved in drugs and alcohol, and the law. During a dispute at a party, he shot a man and he was also shot in the face. From this wound to his face he acquired a brain injury, and after he woke up from two weeks in a coma, he was sentenced to life in prison.

         I have worked with Tony for one year, after his release from prison, while he is living at a half-way house and trying to integrate into community. Statistics show that many lifers tend to go back within one or two months after their release, but in this case it has not happened, why? I believe there are many factors involved in his success at becoming more integrated into community. First, my work with him has involved an acknowledgment and validation of his oppressive experiences from his childhood, and intersecting oppressions that he experienced  such as racism, poverty, and ableism. I have become an advocate for him with people that are involved  in his rehabilitation, and I am able to clearly identify when their practice is racist and oppressive. 

         It is important for me to emphasize here  how professionals, even those trained in areas of social work and conflict resolution, often overlook their clients’ experiences of diverse oppressions. This means that being of colour, and claiming to have a disability, may be dismissed or doubted due to society’s assumptions given to subordinate groups. Mullaly (53) states that certain characteristics often assigned to people of colour include: sexual licentiousness, child-like stupidity, irresponsibility, laziness, criminality, and intellectual deficiencies. So given that the characteristics of brain injury have been associated with those often assigned to people of colour, most people end up in jail or living on the streets after their injury.

         In identifying and building solidarity it is important for helping professionals to acknowledge those places where we do hold some power and privilege. Often our ability to lock ourselves and  each other into singular categories of difference can easily be pushed back into “us-them” dualisms (Beagan, 80). For example, Beagan also states that "when we employ categories of identity without allowing for their complexity, we tend to reify a single of our or another’s identity". It is in these terms that some professionals involved in helping/supporting or mediating conflicts which involve marginalized members of society “may unwittingly privilege certain oppression over others, creating a hierarchy of concerns and unwittingly promoting a certain kind of resolution" (Turner,1). The problems that arise from our inability to look at privilege is that often no power distinctions are made, leaving the oppressed person alienated and expected to compromise those values that are important to their experience.

         Many conflict resolution facilitators fear stepping outside of their professional role to acknowledge their power and privilege. Because the belief is that "we are all equal in the eyes of the law" we may continue to oppress those we feel to be undeserving or different from us. This type of conscious or unconscious treatment happens because it conflicts with our experience as well as our sense of justice and fairness? The notion of equality is a good point of reference to start looking at how, as conflict resolution facilitators, we tend to contribute towards the oppression of those that live in the margins of society. Schofield asks how realistic is equality for all in the practice of working with marginalized groups? In recognizing that equality for all threatens the status quo, those players that benefit from the inequality of our society would not freely allow full equality to those that do not benefit from it. It also allows us to justify subordinate/power relations with those deemed to be different and outside the norms of society.

      Conflict resolution practitioners have seldom critically analyzed the structures in which they work and benefit from. As a result, many persons living on the margins or outside mainstream have had little role in developing these processes; they do not often benefit from them.  Most persons from oppressed groups seldom have the opportunity to choose alternative methods of conflict resolution, leaving the dominant North American system as the only process alternative to the adversarial judicial system. In simple terms, this means that people who are marginalized because of colour and ability do not have access to justice since the judicial system is inherently racist and excludes those outside the mainstream. (S. Razack 2000). 


Historically the field of mediation has been tied to the practice of Law. There is a lack of conflict resolution facilitator/mediators who have the necessary skills in the type of mediation needed to work with marginalized populations. As stated in Turner,Hibbs, Lopez, Sparks-Ngenge (2001)

Facilitators, often mediators, are essentially middle-class mainstream professionals with a privileged experience (usually university trained in such disciplines as law, social work, counseling, and business; Morris) which impairs their sensitivity to the marginalized experience. This interferes with the true and authentic validation of the parties’ feelings of hurt and injustice, especially from an oppressed viewpoint. 

One of the biggest challenges confronting those practicing mediation is when they are face to face with a person of colour who is also disabled. Most often, according to Beagan, privileged groups tend to ignore their own specificity, so that their own views appear neutral while those "other" people are characterized by their "diversity" and the dominant group maintains a singular identity, while "diverse" have a race, a class, a sexual orientation, specific mental and physical abilities ( in Beagan, - Gunew and Yeatman, 1993: xvii). 

The complications of race and disability in the field of mediation tend to create oppressive dynamics that are most often denied by those in charge of the process. The stress and further marginalization that occurs in mediation is often not acknowledged and is dismissed by those with authority. What often seems to happen in disability cases, where lawyers engage in interest based negotiation to settle motor vehicle accidents or worker’s compensation claims, the process often becomes exclusionary in nature leaving the person from the margins unable to meaningfully participate. There is always a dynamic that happens when race and disability issues are at the table, because in most cases the racism and ableism will shut out the person from making their needs clear. 

For example, the compromise that is often reached at the end is often based on the mediator’s own sense of fairness and justice. The problem becomes compounded when these same mediators are racist, homophobic, intolerant to issues of disability, and classist. As it often happens, the exclusion and suppression of difference tends to create biases to the resolution process and many disabled persons of colour end up without settlements or with very small settlements in comparison to those members with a disability that are from the dominant population. One of the reasons for this is that often mediators, lawyers and support workers/advocates unconsciously believe that person is not deserving of that which is available for other white persons. 

Many times I have advocated for people of colour where their lawyers or mediators tried very hard to have the person agree to a low settlement or bad agreement. One of the reasons expressed by these facilitators was that they considered such persons to be second class citizens who really should be happy with whatever they could get. In many cases I observed how some of the facilitators often agreed with the other side because unconsciously they were able to identify with the other side, but were unable to identify with the disabled person of colour. In some cases, when confronted with how they gave preference to one side of the argument than the other, the common response was that ‘racism was not an issue, and they were neutral at all times’. In mediation processes involving a person of colour with a disability, the mediators tend to focus only on the disability issues at hand. Steps to address experiences of racial discrimination and assumptions based on the lawyers’ experiences often result in the targeting, psychologically and financially, of the marginalized person (Skrobanek and Sanghera p. 104). The resulting abuse denies the person of colour their history and experiences of racism in a white society, and the acknowledgment that she/he was first a person of colour, and later a disabled person. This is often overlooked, and the result is that the agreement reached is often a traumatic and painful experience, which takes months if not years to overcome. 

When a person suffers a brain injury for example, there are effects from a person’s brain injury that often affect his/her cognitive and physical abilities. When a person’s brain is injured, people do not see the damage, unless the person has a physical disability. The invisible disability, as it is often called, has common characteristics associated with it: short-term memory problems, confusion, personality changes, anger outburst, mental and physical fatigue, word finding, which impact greatly their everyday experience. Through such a traumatic experience, many people end up becoming involved with various professionals such as social workers, physicians, nurses, rehabilitation practitioners, insurance adjusters and lawyer/mediators. 

The reality of people with brain injury can be devastating as it often impedes to access the resources, and participate "meaningfully" in their community. All of us want to be able to feel that we are ‘productive’ members of society. We all want to know that we can contribute in a way that it is seen ‘positive’ and ‘meaningfully’. 

When looking at the intersectionality of oppressions, it is important for service providers to look at how skills, life experiences, methods of dealing with difference and conflict can potentially create further oppression specifically when working with people that have been marginalized and excluded by the general society prior to their injury. How service providers in the helping and conflict resolution fields often deal with persons experiencing intersecting oppressions  raises questions on their effectiveness in helping specific client populations. 
In conflict resolution the notion of looking at ways in dealing with conflict outside the white paradigm is relatively new. There have been discussions around training mediators to understand structural analysis which looks at systemic and power oppression. This type of understanding by conflict resolution facilitators may actually allow them to explore at how an equal agreement might be reached when working across race.

Another strategy of building resistance is for racial minorities to connect with groups and situations where they can strengthen their ethnic identity and their resistance to racism. Conflict resolution processes should promote this. Isajiw (1999,197) quotes Singh’s 1997 study of a Toronto Hindu temple, bringing together African, Caribbean and South Asian ancestry where rediscovering ancestral Hindu religion has assisted in the development of a unified new Canadian Hindu identity. 

The strength this brings however may be offset by racial targetting and cultural demonization. In Canada, after the September 11 2001 attack on World Trade Centre, New York, the covert racism that has always existed within our social structures was given the green light to come out into the open. On June 5th 2002 we saw the US Attorney General Ashcroft propose racial profiling of visitors and tourists from Muslim countries by fingerprinting and photography. Neshat (2001) has documented the rise of Islamophobia (Hatred of Muslims) around the world. One can expect to see more overt acts of oppression against such racially and religiously marginalized groups in Canada as well as the United States as it is now acceptable to do so as a defense against terrorism. The implications are that people of colour will have less access to mechanisms to resolve these conflicts.

          In conclusion, facilitator /mediators need to ensure that their own practice, their workplace 

and the institutions they represent are inclusive and promote safety. The words of Cullinane (2002) referring to university campuses are useful here.

We can welcome by creating and maintaining spaces of safety, of belief and empowerment and opportunity. Certainly, our ethnic student unions and multicultural centers are supposed to provide both physical and psychological safe spaces, but we  need to expand our notion of safety to include the expectation  that our publications, our curriculums, our classrooms, as  well as the actions of our faculty and staff, and our public and political stances as an institution reflect our serious commitment to inclusion of and respect for all members of our campus communities.

Racial Conflict in United Arab Emirates ( Cheboud and Barise)

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is one of the smallest yet fastest growing and most advanced countries in the Arabian Gulf. This is perhaps because the UAE government is determined to engage in the social, economic, and educational development necessary to change, develop and overcome challenges. Unlike the Western countries, the UAE population is very diverse, comprising almost 70% expatriates who have come to work and do business. Whenever there is diversity in any society, there often exist differences based on factors such as ethnicity, country of origin, color, gender, belief system, class and power. Interestingly, these differences are not viewed in the same way as in the West where dominant identity might insulate against racism and oppression. In the UAE a person’s identity (within the context of the above factors) may not counteract discrimination or oppression. Because of the lack of stability among the non-national population of expatriates, especially from the West, it is difficult to determine the existence of racism and oppression. There is no literature nor data to confirm these assumptions, only anecdotal examples. However, it is quite obvious that in UAE society both the nationals and the expatriates demonstrate their salient differentiation through their daily social, economic, and educational activities. This separation can reinforce some insulation but also foster discriminatory attitudes.

In pluralistic societies, the salience of social differentiation tends to be higher, increasing people’s awareness of such differentiation (Cheboud, 2001). This awareness is reflected in the hierarchical order of social identities, so that the identities that are related to clearly differentiated groups or social categories tend to become more central to individuals in that society. The social, psychological, cognitive, and affective aspects of the links between individuals and collectivities influences the attitudes and behaviors of the members as well as the socioeconomic and organizational preconditions of individual or social actions (Moore, 1998). Within this frame of reference, identity therefore represents the behavioural consequence of social assignment and the awareness of being a particular person. The design and construction of identity in this instance remains in the production of situational meanings, cultural rules, and social processes that allow for the presenting and coding of a person’s ‘self’ identity (Moore, 1998). For example, while  non–European expatriates coming to UAE have to overly conform to local mores in order to maintain the status and position (such as level of education and professional identity) they bring from their country of origin, Europeans do not feel the same  pressure. This could be as a result of the  embedded historical hierarchy of economic status in the UAE which holds Europeans in higher esteem amongst expatriates.

The process of self identification within a culture has to do with the life of feelings, inner experiences, subjective perceptions, recognition of which finds no space within the utilitarian world of social and economic relations. In fact, culture encompasses those “passive susceptibilities” which are always in danger of being overshadowed by “outward circumstances” and an emphasis on the life of action.  These are factors associated with reactive anger when in conflict with those on the position of power or the “others”. One has to be aware that this is a world in which identities are created by situations. People in the UAE do have many situations to identify themselves or their groups. Identities are mere roles or masks we use to deal with other people. The individuals select their identities from the limited range of moral possibilities that the UAE has to offer. For instance, Cheboud’s son born in Canada was unable to meaning of the local values in UAE. As a result, he has removed himself from the school system to avoid humiliation and physical abuse by local students. This conflict of identities is often difficult to resolve.

However, like Cheboud’s son, marked feelings of confusion and conflict about the meaning and significance of one’s selected identity may well be a result of incompatibility with the dominant group. This is why often individual beliefs and standards in reference to the dominant or the powerful puts them at risk of prejudice. The kind of incompatibility individuals internalize is influenced by their limitations to access resources and power, where resources and power are viewed as the relative ability to shape one’s selfhood, by endowing him/her with meaning as negotiated between oneself and other selves in the society. In this sense, such restrictions may result in the infringement of the individual’s fundamental human rights, specifically on moral, spiritual, and ethnic values linked to specific social groups which ignore other possible components of personal identity. The positive behavioural characteristics of the Canadian identity of Cheboud’s son were not acknowledged in the system.

 In the UAE, individual resistance to racial oppression is supported by two types empowerment. The first comes from social /community interdependency. What this means is that oppression and human right violations could be overcome by having or actively seeking social capital (known as “Wasta”). The more powerful people an individual knows, the more protected he/she is and visa versa. Individuals in the UAE heavily rely on their “Wasta” to overcome barriers, resolve conflict, and other life challenges.  This is the most important culture-based form of empowerment. The second form is religious, where individuals or groups of people base their resolution within the context of a spiritual belief system, primarily Islam. The following for example describes the significant influence of Islamic values to shape anti-oppressive resolution. 

To understand equality, oppression, and ways to address them from an UAE perspective, we must first clarify the meaning of Islam. The term Islam is derived from the Arabic word salama which means both to submit and to be in peace. In other words, the Muslim consciously submits to the will of God and subsequently gains internal and external harmony, synchronicity, and peace. Internal peace refers to one's psychological well-being due to lack of conflict within the self, while external peace stems from the harmonious and loving relationship with God and the environment. 

From the Islamic perspective, all creatures exist in compliance with God's will. All creatures, from the tiny atoms to the mighty galaxies, worship God and thus co-exist harmoniously according to God's will. When one accepts Islam, one becomes part of this harmonious co-existence willingly. Being a Muslim thus necessitates revolving around God on an assigned course (just like the electrons and celestial bodies do) without transgressing boundaries and infringing on the rights of the self, the environment, and God.  Through this righteous life the Muslim strives for an all-encompassing peace which is a fundamental concept in Islam. The term Muslim means peaceful. One of God's names is Assalaam which means peace. The concluding words of Muslims' daily prayers are Assalaamu aleikum which means ‘peace be upon you.’  Muslims' greetings are Assalaamu aleikum. Heaven in Islam is called Darussalaam which means the abode of peace. 

In light of the forgoing, Muslims are divinely ordained to co-exist with their social environment in peace and harmony.  The Islamic values of human universal brotherhood and equality are the source of such peace and harmony. God explains in the Holy Quran that human differences in colour, gender, and language are nothing but manifestations of the beautiful signs of God. None of these differences are the source of superiority of one person, race, or gender over another. As far as God is concerned, spiritual excellence and righteous life are the only criteria for human honour. God says in the Quran:

O mankind, verily We have created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and have made you into nations and tribes, that you may know each other. Verily the most honored of you in the sight of God is the most righteous (49:13).


Manshadi (2001) stresses that the three equalities of Islam, equality in the origin of humanity, equality in their rights and duties and equality in judgment and implementation of law, indicate that Islam considers racial discrimination to be wrong and unjust.

In short, the Islamic value of equality is based on various principles inherent in the Islamic belief system, namely: 1) All human beings are created by the One and the Same Eternal God; 2) All humans belong to the same human race and share equally the common motherhood and fatherhood of Eve and Adam; 3) God is just and kind to all; He is not partial to any gender, race, or age; 4) God judges every person on the basis of his own deeds; 5) God has given all humans an innate honor and dignity; it is then through one's deeds that one either upholds or tarnishes that dignity. When this divinely ordained value of equality among humans is fully implemented, there is no room for prejudice, discrimination, and oppression.

From the Islamic point of view, when human equality is not respected and rights are violated, Zulm occurs. The Arabic term Zulm means oppression or transgression. Prejudice, discrimination, exploitation and abuse are forms of Zulm. As mentioned earlier, righteous people revolve around God on an assigned path without violating others' rights. Just like a runaway celestial body which gets out of its course would create havoc in the physical environment, so oppression creates conflict and disharmony in the social environment. In fact, oppression or Zulm is the antonym of Islam because it is against all that Islam stands for. Thus, God prohibited Himself from oppressing His creatures and forbade them to oppress one another. God says: “I have forbidden oppression for Myself and have made it forbidden amongst you, so do not oppress one another.” 

As stated earlier, Zulm or oppression contradicts Islam. Thus, one cannot be a Muslim and be practicing or accepting of oppression at the same time. Prophet Mohamed instructed his followers to change any oppressive situation they encounter by taking appropriate (behavioural) actions. If taking such action is not feasible, one should use verbal means. If that option is not still practical, then one has to, at least mentally, oppose any form of oppression. The same process applies whether the person herself is the victim of oppression or a fellow human being is in an oppressive situation. Further, several principles apply 1) Muslims are instructed to stay on course and not let oppressors derail them from righteousness; 2) The oppressed need to avoid internalizing oppression by maintaining the awareness that God honours the righteous and the oppressor humiliates himself in the sight of God; 3) Muslim’s seek God's help while responding to oppression because God has promised to support the oppressed.   


As an editorial comment, it is intriguing how some religions in the West such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam share tenets and spiritual values that promote peace and reconciliation. For instance “Thou shalt not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy people, but thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself...” (Leviticus Ch.19, v.18 in the Old Testament of the Holy Bible) are words repected by all three religions. Yet these religions throughout their history have engaged in mutual oppression based on religious, cultural and political claims of righteousness, a concept which can be twisted into a form of racial/religious superiority. The challenge in interracial/religious conflict is for advocates to support the voices of people from the margins or oppressed minorities and for facilitator/mediators to ensure the dominant or more powerful discourse does not drown out other voices.


 This analysis suggests several directions to overcome discrimination. Most important might be for the expatriate community to develop their own resources and social services in order to derive support from each other and deal with issues of identity and conflict. It would be beneficial for the UAE authorities to support such initiatives. Also it might be useful for different religious and spiritual communities in the UAE to dialogue with each other around issues of common values.

An Anti-oppressive Approach to Advocacy and Conflict Resolution Theory and  Practice.


Although Anti-Oppressive thinking has been around for a decade, it would be misleading to state that it is a fixed and distinct body of concepts and knowledge. It is an emerging field, finding its roots in the experience of people at the margins. It draws on aspects from schools of thought such as structuralist, feminist, postmodern,  First Nations, liberation and radical practice. However different concepts are evolving in addition, some of which are identified below. We will describe our view as a series of premises and objectives (some of these were discussed in more detail in Turner and Cheboud 2000).

Premise 1: Power is a crucial component of any conflict.  Anti-oppressive social work advocates and peace facilitators/mediators need to assess how power and oppression is being employed and its impact on the oppressed. The dynamic interchange of power has been discussed by others (Sloan 1999). The objective of conflict resolution is to address disproportions in power, including those invested in the advocate or facilitator/mediator, to lead to an outcome which results in a fairer power and resource redistribution in the future, and restricts further oppression, both individually and systemically. The process must reduce the opportunity of the process being used as a powerplay by the already powerful. This calls for a theory of power which is transformative. Advocates and facilitator /mediators need to analyze the power dynamic carefully, using political judgement on the appropriate use of potentially abuse-curbing mechanisms such as media involvement or collective social action like picketting,.

Premise 2: Anti-oppressive advocacy and conflict resolution builds up resistance to oppression. The melding of the experience of self as advocate/mediator and of the oppressed person can form coalitions for survival and resistance. Anti-oppressive practice is driven by the experience of the oppressed person and not by the facilitator/ mediator. Indeed these may be unwitting agents of oppression…. seeing the world through the eyes of the dominant perpetuates oppression. The objective is for the facilitator/mediator to view the world through the experience of the marginalized in order to demonstrate compassion for the experience of the oppressed person and give hope for resistance to oppression. As Gunther and Summers (2001) point out, this calls for not only a psychological approach of focussing on strengths but also a method of empowerment which addresses institutional, organizational and community environments.

Premise 3: The process must allow for emotions but create real safety, and confront the marginalized person’s fear of repercussions and backlash.  The true validation of emotional expression is often necessary to confront oppression and relieve tension as long as it is done in a non-attacking, non-blaming way. This is important for survivors of racism and  is similar to the processes of some First Nations healing circles. As Huber (1993) describes, 

Emotional expression is encouraged. Parties are invited to speak openly of their perspective: listeners are encouraged to really understand what the other is saying, feeling, and experiencing. Until feelings are understood and released, they continue to block capabilities for genuine love and warmth, clear thinking and effectiveness.

The strong feelings of violation and injustice for oppressed persons may inhibit their ability to bargain effectively if not released. The process must offer a true sense of emotional and physical security for the racially marginalized person, and reduce all coercion on their participation. The objective is to build healthy resistance to oppression and acknowledgement by the oppressor of their actions in order to redistribute power. Social work advocates and facilitators/mediators must assist to reinforce sites of resistance by

a) identifying and acknowledging sites of oppression and resistance in partnership with the marginalized party. Validation by the party’s advocate is important but usually insufficient alone. This requires a discovery of mutual experience with the marginalized party and an exploration of survival and resistance to this point. Sites may be internal and personal, or external and political.

b)  reframing survival as resistance and strength and building resistance through linking with new sites.

c)  focusing on marginalized  party’s capacities and strengths. This could be done in prior

 meetings (preparatory caucusing) as well as during the resolution process.

Premise 4: Anti-Oppressive Practice deals with both the personal and political.  Bel  hooks states, “we must link personal narratives with knowledge of how we must act politically to change and transform the world.” It invites advocates/facilitators to take responsibility for their complicitous role in colluding with an unequal society, and to use their privilege to make a difference. The objective is to try to ensure that conflict resolution does not replicate the oppression, does not restore the status quo of unjustified unequal power, but deals with structures for redistribution of power and the causes of structural inequity. As Milner and O’Byrne (1998) suggest,

 In work with marginalized people, seeking to counteract negative images of self, negative life experiences, blocked opportunities and unrelenting physical and emotional distress, it is essential to take a three-track approach that links the personal with the cultural and structural.

Premise 5: Marginalized persons, as do many others, require a sense of support and solidarity for effective conflict resolution. The model of conflict resolution proposed by Turner and Cheboud (2000) includes the connection of the marginalized complainant to a group for support and /or political action. Survivors of racism can sometimes find resistance in banding and protesting together as a group. Human Rights complainants appear to derive major strength when they are encouraged to take political action themselves with support of the social work advocate or facilitator/mediator. Many traditional mediated settlement agreements prohibit such political action if it targets the respondents. Such agreements give priority to harmony over justice, which can seriously jeopardize the interests of people from the margins. The objective is for conflict resolution to address both the specific individualized complaint, the by-products such as the identity of disempowerment internalized by the complainant, and the structural aspects which nourished the context of the complaint, to reduce the chances for oppression to reoccur.
Premise 6: Anti-oppressive practice deconstructs the notion of expert. The self-location and experiences of the social work advocate or facilitator/mediator need to be made transparent in order for them to be really humanized in the process. They must show a willingness to share their own experience and understanding how oppression operates. The objective is for the advocate/facilitator to become more involved in and less distanced from the process and work in partnership with the parties, especially the more marginalized.

Premise 7:The advocate/facilitator must be able to work across difference. She/he must acknowledge their own racial location and privilege. The process must allow for equal recognition and legitimizing of the narratives and perceptions of all the parties, and to ensure the process is accessible and appropriate to them, especially to the disempowered.

In dealing with diverse parties, conventional wisdom urges the facilitator to be skilled at working across difference. While this remains a requirement, it is hard for a single mediator to truly understand very divergent views. Perhaps a tribune of mediators with 2 acting as advisors and from the same cultural or minority experience as each party, might be even more effective. The notion of community members as witnesses and peacemakers hails from examples of First Nations restorative justice processes and sentencing circles. Community panels have been useful in victim-offender reconciliation in the youth justice process. The objective is to engage diverse persons and communities in the process in order to deal effectively with oppression created through the marginalization of difference.

Premise 8: Practice that is anti-oppressive engages both the private and public domains. The role of anti-oppressive advocates and facilitators is to assist racially marginalized complainants to see the public nature of their oppression. They challenge public attitudes. As Thompson states, “Modern anti-racism dismisses the oppression and ‘cultural imperialism” of assimilationism  and transcends the cultural pluralism of multiculturalism.”


In calling anti-oppressive practice ‘politically saturated practice,’ Mullaly (2000, x) says it must  combat  “cultural stereotypes, values and thought patterns that endorse superior/inferior group relationships, and eliminate institutional patterns, practices and policies that discriminate against subordinate groups.”

Human rights conflicts are public issues as well as private wrongs. Traditional advocates and facilitator/mediators have usually reserved media exposure only as a last resort, fearing sensationalism, increased posturing, positioning and the unpredictability of media spin. Much has been written about the public nature of conflict resolution.(Susskind and Cruickshank 1987) We believe the media can sometimes be used as allies as long as they are invited in as players to conflict, not on the pretense as objective reporters. The objective is to draw attention to the public interest aspects of conflicts, and to increase a sense of public responsibility for making the community more inclusive.

Towards a Theory of Conflict Resolution from a Perspective of Racial Minorities.


This part explores some of the pillars necessary in beginning to construct a theory of conflict resolution from a different perspective, and to develop an anti-oppressive model..

1. Conflict must be analysed from the perspective of the people from the margins, such as racial minorities. From this  perspective, conflict is always viewed as struggle for equality and acceptance against more powerful forces or more dominant attitudes, such as racism.. While traditionally conflict resolution processes are seen as providing an equalizing forum, people from the margins view them more realistically as almost always disguising a contest of unequals, and potentially a dangerous seduction for the unprepared. The anti-racist perspective must be incorporated.

2. The dominant discourse must be deconstructed. As our examples above illustrate, professional conflict facilitators/mediators must examine dominant discourses and determine how they and their practices might be co-opted or become racialized. Confronting the oppressions inherent in assimilation and multiculturalism is essential.

3. The experience of people from the margins must be validated. Resistance to and “non-compliance” with traditional processes must be viewed as healthy and not problematic.  The experience of oppression needs to be acknowledged in any process of conflict resolution  and contextualized (seen as a structural issue, rather than a personal, blameworthy problem.)  Resistance to oppression and oppressive processes by the marginalized is normal and progressive. Conflict resolution needs to increase healthy resistance to oppression, not reduce it.

            While Ury’s book Getting Past No (1991) is intended to provide breakthroughs out of positioning, its message can be misinterpreted by people from the margins. For instance, he states,

To accomplish this goal (of winning over your opponents) you need to resist normal human temptations, and do the opposite of what you naturally feel like doing. You need to suspend your reaction when you feel like striking back, to listen when you feel like talking back, to ask questions when you feel like telling your opponent the answers, to bridge your differences when you feel like pushing  for your way, and to educate when you feel like escalating (160).

        
This might be a useful message for the dominant party but if you are an oppressed person from the margins such as a racial minority, it may be dangerous to suspend your healthy feelings of resistance and try to view the situation from the standpoint of your oppressor. This is an example of how dominant, eurocentric concepts of conflict resolution might be inappropriate to some marginalized minority persons.

4. The traditional notion of a single impartial third party as conflict-resolver is questioned.  If facilitator /mediators are used, they  need to    


a) assess how oppression operates in the conflict and be ideologically aligned towards social justice which challenges oppression. Thus complete “neutrality” is disgarded.

         b) have an understanding and preferably an experience of such racial oppression or marginalization.  Thus in geo-political conflicts where oppression is a common feature on all sides of the dispute, peacemakers have more credibility when they have experience of victimization in war, racism, classism or ableism. Hence people of stature but coming from an experience of oppression like Nelson Mandela, Jesse Jackson, Bishop Tutu, Rick Hansen, the Dalai Lama, Adrienne Clarkson will likely with training be more effective facilitator/mediators than would mainstream diplomats.

        c) be aware of own location and power. Facilitator/ mediators need to identify power dynamics in the resolution process and reinforce the perspective from margins. Co-mediation involving people from the margins or of particular race might be preferred. Many cultures such as East Indians in Fiji, the Limbus of Nepal and the Abkhazians of the Caucasus, (Aureli and De Waas, 2000) use multiple mediators, usually trusted elders.

5. People who are racially marginalized need to be connected to ongoing socio/political support. With the support of other people who are similarly affected, their efforts at resistance to conflict and at resolution can be reinforced and made public and political. Political action is a key response in partnership with those directly impacted by racial oppression. Within this kind of conflict resolution, advocacy is essential. When people from the margins are unsupported in the resolution process, the facilitator/mediator must question the appropriateness of the process, and whether true consent  or self determination exist. 

6. The system of conflict resolution needs to be built by, with and around people who are racially marginalized. No “one size fits all.”  The approach must be tailored to needs of the individuals in conflict.     As Kruk (1997) states, referring to parties of different cultures,

It is important to develop an understanding of the worldview of culturally diverse clients, and to draw upon the resources of diverse cultures in conflict resolution. A culturally–specific approach to mediation is above all an elicitive or consultative approach, as opposed to prescriptive, in which the process preferences of culturally diverse clients are carefully assessed and a dispute resolution process is custom–designed and built from the bottom up, rather than being imposed from the top down(13).


7. The process must be built on key principles. Ideological and religious values such as those of Islam and Christianity are powerful principles upon which to build models for racial conflict resolution and harmony. First Nations and Quaker values have been instrumental in building restorative justice programs in Canada. However, critical deconstruction also includes exposing the hegemony of certain values which exist at the expense of other ones. Dialogue is needed to acknowledge a greater plurality of values representing the diversity of human experience.        According to research from the Human Rights Report (Turner and Brown 2000) the following were principles suggested by people from the margins for developing a new processes for human rights complaints resolution. These are useful for systems dealing with racial conflicts.

• Process should be User Friendly - Any process must be able to be accessed, understood and used by all people in our community. Its technology and delivery mode should be welcoming to all sectors. A simple and transparent process with plain language would increase the ability of people to access and feel comfortable with it. It should not be excessively legalistic. Further, facilitator/mediators should represent the community at large, not privileged, professional sectors, and be sensitive to the perspectives of people from the margins. 

• Process should Reach Out  - Many conflict resolution processes take a passive, bureaucratic approach, waiting for people to approach them with complaints rather than directly reaching out to people in the community. This principle is complementary to the principle of user-friendliness and accessibility. 

• Process should be Safe - Whatever process is used, it has to respond to the reality of people’s fear of repercussions. Power should not be held as a threat but shared whenever possible. Both legalistic and social protections need to be incorporated and made visible in any process in order for complainants to feel safe.

• Process should be Supportive - Any process needs to have resources that are supportive to all complainants. In particular this means access to legal representation and other advocacy support. People who are marginalized usually do not  have access to the resources required to pursue the complaint or resolution processes. Legal aid lawyers are not available in BC for human rights complaints, poverty or family conflict issues. Especially for those who are marginalized, this is an insurmountable barrier. The expectations on the complainant to follow a technical process were felt to be onerous and unrealistic, especially for people living in crisis conditions.

• Process should be Timely - Any process must be timely and expeditious. Because of multiple oppressions, people from the margins have little patience for bureaucratic delay or unrealistic timelines.

• Process should be Respectful and Relevant - Any process must be relevant to the reality of people’s lives and respectful of them as human beings. People want to be treated as whole human beings, with the total of their lives being taken into consideration. In human rights, the restricted grounds of the BC. Code and the fact that several major areas, particularly poverty and age(under 19 and over 65), are outside the scope of the Human Rights Commission’s mandate, contributes to the frustration about the human rights process experienced by people living in crisis. Marginalized people often experience discrimination on many intersecting grounds, some within the mandate of the Code, and others not. Complainants require that staff respect the multiplicity of their experience.

• Process should allow for being  Heard - Any process used must allow for a substantial opportunity for people to tell their stories in their own way, without legal restrictions or having to fit the dominant frame. People want to be heard, irrespective of the process of dispute resolution used.

New Directions

Constructing new processes


 From our discussion above, it seems that for conflict resolution processes in social work or other disciplines to be effective especially with individuals or groups marginalized by race, they should incorporate the following:

a. The facilitator should identify his or her location, experience, racial and ideological bias.

b. The process of resolution must be user friendly and be constructed taking into account the perceptions of the racially marginalized. They may need advocates prior to, during and after the resolution process.

c. The nature of power in the conflict must be analysed. Sisk (1996) talks of power sharing in international ethnic conflicts but “power-sharing practices are likely to have conflict-mitigating effects only if the disputants arrive at them through a process of negotiation and reciprocity that all significant parties perceive as fair and just, given their own changing interests and needs(9).” Thus the process is immensely important and power dominance must be exposed.

d.  The experience of racism and discrimination needs to be clearly acknowledged. The pain and vulnerability must be heard and addressed.

e. Resistance needs to be reinforced, forging a stronger ethnic identity through group support and/or political action.


In this next part we explore briefly some initiatives people from the margins are using to deal with oppression and conflicts.

Dealing with the pain of oppression

From our experience in dealing with people from the margins or suffering the impacts of racism, the pain of oppression can be paralyzing. As discussed, internalized oppression can lead to guilt, depression, self-blame and fatalism (Bishop 1994).  Kritz (1997) argues that for victims of war and torture, key elements of healing include receiving public acknowledgement, conceiving a constructive channel for revenge, discovering a way to tell their story, saving face among neighbours, giving significance to suffering, improving the welfare of self and others, receiving public acknowledgment of guilt, achieving restitution and establishing a “living record” to recorded history. People suffering the impacts of racism are no different. Norell and Waltz (1994) state, 

For the peacemaker, a major obstacle in moving toward a non–violent resolution 

of civil conflict has been the inability of ethnic groups to forgive and reconcile 

previous incidents of violence.”

 Wade (1995) explores private therapeutic approaches to recovery and resistance, but at a community level, healing needs to involve cultural values. Teklu (2002) in his analysis of the process of reconciliation for the Ethiopian Community of Greater Victoria found several ‘virtues’(values that are contained in spiritual writings) underpinned reconciliation, including the cultural virtue of ‘Let it be.’ (“Ha hafu jedhan/namaa wajjin hafu” in the Oromo language. This means “By saying ‘Let it be’, people remain together in peace.”)  Teklu states this represents a willingness to set aside the hurts of the past and to focus on creating peace. It allows for the development of a new ethnic identity as Ethiopian Canadians based on the tenets of the old culture.

Similar success appears to come from First Nations, who have contributed the notion of the healing circles to resolve and convert reactive anger to oppression into non-violent resistance (Ross 1996). Such restorative processes require the acknowledgment of historical injustices, both individual and systemic, such as racism, colonization, residential schools, workplace exclusion, and discrimination in public services such as child welfare and income security.

           
Similarly, some conflicts are dealt with on a community basis such as in First Nations restorative justice models (Manson 1994; Napoleon 2001; Price and Dunnigan, 1995). Biggar (2001) argues for the efficacy of Truth and Reconciliation Commissions, much like South Africa’s experience where the public hearings were televised (and well illustrated in the movie documentary, “A Long Night’s Journey into Day.”)  Adam (1999) criticizes the South African process in that it often “underscores the fact that individual justice is sacrificed for a higher level of stability and social order (145).” Intriguingly, the majority of people appearing before the Commission to confess were black South Africans seeking forgiveness for retaliating with violence against their apartheid oppressors. This illustrates how it can become a political tool which does not deal adequately with oppression by dominant groups.

          
We believe that both private and public processes are required for victims of racism and human rights abuses. Personal healing and public acknowledgment by the community, especially by the dominant oppressor, are necessary along with a structural change to prevent further violations. We next argue that people from the margins need to be involved in these processes.

Identifying and building capacity

          Group support can lead to empowerment so that oppressed individuals can resist and deal with conflict. An example of an empowering adult education approach has been developed by a group of people with disabilities in Ireland, working in partnership with professionals and service –providers. (Lordan 2000). She identifies the following guidelines for facilitation in the group empowering process. We believe this are relevant  to racially oppressed persons.

1. the valuing of difference,

2. the importance of commitment to each other, recognizing it is  necessary to meet each’s different needs,

3. the emphasis on people’s strengths,

4. the challenging of oppression, recognizing most of group members were not aware of their own oppression,

5. the developing of knowledge and skills to combat structures of society. This might mean developing own systems of advocacy and conflict resolution, and

6. learning through action, experience and reflection.


 Peer support in the development and delivery of programs of counseling and healing has long been recognized. The InterCultural Association in Victoria is working with a youth group to support other racially marginalized youth. The group has approached local video stores to identify racially offensive and racially positive films.


In building capacity for conflict resolution, these principles are useful for advocates and others to work in partnership with people who are racially marginalized. However, it is important to acknowledge some limits on this involvement because       

a) visible minorities of colour are more easily identified by the mainstream as different. Most marginalized individuals are afraid of being seen as a complainer or being stigmatized or ostracized in other ways for “speaking out.” But from our campus study, racial minorities not of colour were also afraid of being viewed as imposters or being seen “as taking advantage” by identifying their needs. Empowerment strategies need to be very sensitive here.

b) marginalized individuals, particularly if on their own, see themselves as being coerced to take responsibility or speak for the whole group…one aboriginal student in our campus focus groups stated, 

…if I do say something (in class), I’m going to generally have to take the perspective that I’m the instructor, that I’m going to be the spokesperson for Aboriginal people in the world…that the rest of the class is going to put me on a different power balance than every other student. I don’t think that’s fair.

The dilemma is that the oppressed become the teachers of the oppressors. This is a heavy responsibility especially given that white privilege immunizes against this awareness and learning by oppressors (McIntosh).  It takes great courage to speak out and not lose temper. The same student explained,
 Any time any aboriginal student offered an opinion, (the white instructor of an Aboriginal Politics course ) was just basically saying, ‘that’s fine ..that’s your opinion. But this how it really is.’….I realized this guy would just not, not listen. And I found it really offensive because he makes a lot of money off Aboriginal people, being an advisor and counsellor.

 c) Since dominant groups in positions of power control the distribution of resources in society through law and policy-making, restrictions are often placed on public resources used to develop advocacy and empowerment for oppressed groups against mainstream structures like government. For instance, non-profit groups cannot obtain charitable tax status for donations if advocacy constitutes more than 10% of their activity. Civil action can be useful to counter oppression and human rights violations but most legal aid plans do not cover civil litigation. The predominantly white administration at the University of Victoria is, like most institutions, slow to implement support or advocacy mechanisms for racial minorities as recommended by the Martin and Warburton Report 1998.
Solidarity of new social movements 

Many oppressed peoples have developed their own political groups. The Japanese Canadians in receiving compensation for wartime displacement and oppression developed the Canadian Race Relations Foundation. Mullaly (2002) talks about anger driving social movements, and how social workers and others must join with marginalized peoples to confront oppression by dealing with their own professional fatalism and elitism as well as the despair of oppressed peoples.

We (social workers) cannot theorize or analyze from a distance because, most of all, anti-oppressive social work requires a personal and collective commitment to social justice.” He argues for the constructive use of anger. (Anger) has been the driving force behind all great social movements. It can move oppressed people and their allies from feelings of ‘helpless fury’ to ‘righteous indignation’(Herman 1992:189)(210).

Melucci discusses the common characteristics of new social movements which combat identity oppression (eg. gay and lesbian, disability, race discrimination). These groups 

· reject the distinction between public and private;

· build resistance to dominant control in the form of marginality and deviance that is celebrated.

· focus solidarity on group identity. They may not be primarily focussed on empowerment  but   on seeking autonomy and independence (such as  the First Nations self determination movement)

· focus on direct action, participation and rejection of mediation. Melucci argues that all mediation is rejected as suspect, because it is seen as likely to reproduce the very mechanisms of control and manipulation against which the struggle is directed.

Social workers as genuine allies 


Given the above directions and limitations, we will finally discuss how professional advocates/facilitators can become effective allies.
As mentioned by Lopez, most mainstream professionals are steeped in classist, racist, ageist and ableist value.
 Hobgood (2000) talks about how elites occur in all social classes, so most professional facilitators and peacemakers would be part of elite, dominant groups. Her words caution even enlightened professionals, 

People in dominant groups objectify others, that is, deny them their capacities for self-determination and their rights to shared power in the society. Elites do this in part because they fear losing their dominant position. Because elites are taught by liberal social theory that they are separate individuals and radically disconnected from others, they fear that others will not be responsive to them. So they use coercive power to make sure their needs will be met (20).

Consequently, in order to become effective allies, social workers as advocates and conflict resolvers must  1. be guided by the experiences of people from the margins.

                         2.  be aware of our own location and unearned privilege.  Hobgood states, 

Discerning our social location within a web of economic, political and cultural systems is      essential in evaluating our responsibility to others. (25)

                         3. be able to create a politics of solidarity with people from the margins or marginalized by race (Bishop).This means using their privilege in the struggle for social justice.

                         4. ensure that people from the margins have a real voice in shaping processes for conflict resolution.

Conclusion

            This paper has discussed how advocacy and conflict resolution theories and processes must take into account the experiences of people from the racial margins. Without processes being constructed around their needs and experiences, they will further be excluded and marginalized from access to social justice.     

Endnotes


 The following critique and suggestions are condensed from several papers including

· David Turner and Elias Cheboud, “ Advocacy and  Conflict Resolution in Social Work: Can they really promote justice? An anti-oppressive approach,” Paper presented to International Joint Conference of Schools of Social Work and International Federation of Social Workers, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, July 2000., Published on line.

· David Turner, Teri Hibbs, Elvira Lopez, and Catherine Sparks-Ngenge, “Critical Perspectives on Conflict Resolution Theory and Process.  Through the Eye of Beholder: Confronting some Key Myths.” Unpublished Paper presented to Research and Higher Education Symposium, National Conference on Peacemaking and Conflict Resolution (NCPCR),George Mason University, Fairfax Virginia, USA. June 2001.

· David Turner, School of Social Work  and Tara Ney, Bill Doorschot, Elvira Lopez,., “Critiques of current Community Peacemaking/Dispute Resolution  Theory and Action: Perspectives from the Margins.” Presented to Building a Culture of Peace Conference, Conflict Resolution Network and Family Mediation Canada., June 2002, Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island.
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