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“Finally she speaks...

‘I don’t know if the bird you are holding
is dead or alive, but what I do know
is that it is in (y)our hands.

It is in (y)our hands.”

! Morrison, T., The Nobel Lecture in Literature, 1993, London, Chatto & Windus, ©1993, p.11. Brackets
are my addition.



Thesis Abstract
The thesis is an in-depth exploration of the role privilege plays in subverting social
justice, despite ‘best intentions’, within day-to-day life and within conflict studies
discourse and practice. The thesis explores the constituting dynamics within
privilege, how these dynamics become ‘socially acceptable notions of common sense
in everyday life’, and how such common sense undermines social justice at every
turn, despite best intention. A central component explored is the exploitation of the
desire ‘to be’. The exploitation of the desire to be, combined with enticement toward
anticipated or real privilege, is central in driving consent to even the most subtle
forms of everyday coercion from ‘ordinary’ hierarchy to acceptance of and
participation in the violence of totalitarian regimes. The author traces this dynamic
across a wide range of conflicts and contexts. The thesis challenges those in conflict

studies and peace practice to rigorous self-critical reflection in action in context.
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Introduction
Conflict Studies: Social Justice or Tragic Reconciliation?

Privilege, as will be demonstrated in my thesis, is a difficult reality to
delineate. A central part of privilege is its invisibility. It functions largely through
effect. Moreover privilege is a means of keeping systemic relations of dominance in
place, yet appears as and works through individual people. Privilege is central to
assuming any degree of power in current strategic relations of force?, yet this
‘assumption’ of power largely takes the guise of the individual assuming it. This is in
keeping with its central role within operations of power, where, as Judith Butler
demonstrates, power must be assumed by people, both individually and collectively,
for power to function. Yet as Butler’s theory shows, the assumption of power by
individuals does not make those individuals the origin of power. I will take up this
dilemma central to my thesis.

The means by which privilege functions have not been theorized very
extensively within the social sciences to date. Delineating this — the means by which
privilege functions, what it ‘looks’ like in both its ‘invisibility’ and in effect - is the
central concern of this thesis. Since the theorizing of privilege is not extensive in the
traditional social sciences, I turn to scholarship from feminists, marginal groups, and
critical theory to help delineate how privilege functions.

Privilege is visible largely in its effects. Although privilege is intensely
contextual, it knows no boundaries. It is observable in day-to-day life, largely
through the pervasiveness and operations of hierarchy (whose efficacy is rooted in

coercion) in the more economically privileged countries, where operations of power

2 The term ~ strategic relations of force - is a key term throughout my thesis. It is a term taken from
Foucault’'s analysis of power, where power is “understood as a strategic relation of force that permeates
life and is productive of new forms of desire, objects, relations and discourses” (Mahmood, 17). See
Chapter 2 for an in-depth consideration of power as strategic relation of force.



are effected for the most part, not through overt coercion but through the Gramscian
notion of hegemony.3

Privilege’'s effects are also observable in current places of work, and are
posited here as being the means through which a consistent exploitation of the
desire ‘to be" recruits ‘ordinary’ people’s participation in systems of injustice. This
face of privilege is largely responsible for the complete cleavage in perceiving
suffering as injustice (Dejours, 1998). Where privilege is at work, through the
exploitation of the desire to be, suffering is perceived largely as individual fate or
destiny. Such a (constructed?) perception relieves the privileged from both a sense
of responsibility, and hence a sense of needing to act against suffering,

Privilege, as we will see through Primo Levi's writing, is central to the
functioning of the ‘gray zone’ in operations of power, both within modern work places
and under totalitarian regimes.

The theories of Judith Butler, Christoph Dejours and Primo Levi shed light on
the means by which privilege functions, and in tracing its effects in the thick details.
Understanding these theories is central to my thesis.

This thesis is being written within the context of the emerging academic
discipline of conflict studies. A central assumption I am making in this exploration is
that conflict studies, as a discipline, must (and, for the most part, intends to)
contribute to social justice in both theory and practice. I am well aware that this is
not a fully outspoken commitment of this emerging discipline, yet one I challenge the

field to make more explicit.

3 See Chapter 1 for a clarification of the Gramscian notion of hegemony.

4 The ‘desire to be’ is another key term in this thesis, taken from Judith Butler’s theory of the inextricable
relation between power and psyche; the desire to be refers to the core human drive, need, to exist. See
Chapter 2.



Conflict studies, without a conscious, explicit commitment to social justice,
risks becoming a means of perpetrating a ‘tragic reconciliation’ with systems of (and

hence people’s participation in) profound injustice.

A défaut de pouvoir étre versée au bénéfice de l'action, V'analyse que nous allons
déployer pourra au moins servir a la compréhension, sans pouvoir écarter le risque -
mais ce n’est qu‘un risque - d’une réconciliation tragique : « comprendre, affirme en
substance Hannah Arendt, est une activité sans fin par laquelle nous nous ajustons au
réel, nous réconcilions avec lui et nous efforcons d‘étre en accord ou en harmonie avec
le monde » (Revault d'Allonnes, 194).5

I see conflict studies as especially vulnerable to this risk for several reasons.
First conflict studies is an academic discipline emerging largely in the economically
(over)developed countries that have benefited most from historical and present
systems of pervasive injustice and extreme violence over centuries.

Secondly, within the (over)developed countries, it is largely the most
privileged and dominant group driving its theory and practice: white, well-educated,
mostly heterosexual men.®

Thirdly, we need to face the fact that such a tragic reconciliation with systems
of injustice and our role in such a reconciliation benefits and sustains both the most
privileged systems and individuals: namely ourselves.’

Lastly and above all, the very content of conflict studies is intensely
vulnerable to being the means of such a tragic reconciliation, primarily because a
large portion of conflict studies theory and practice openly posits reconciliation itself,
most often with no reference to social justice, as its primary goal. At best one must
intentionally go in search of if, where, and how social justice is addressed at all in
most literature. It is rarely considered a central core reference (Baruch Bush &

Folger, Bohm, Swartley, Schellenberg, Fisher & Ury, Keating & Knight).

3 Dejours, C., Souffrance en France: La banalisation de l'injustice sociale, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1998,
p. 22
6 A quick overview of bibliographies for five conflict studies courses (the first 5 binders on my shelf)

reveal a total of 212 authors identifiable by full name: 168, or a full 79.4% are identifiably male. Race and
sexual orientation are not available information on these authors.

7 . .the costs of bringing one American or Western European conflict resolution professional for a two-
week training could fund a local office for a year” (Lederach et.al., 2002, 175)



The risk of conflict studies becoming the means of such a tragic reconciliation
is high. Equally high is the risk of conflict studies and its adherents becoming
(consequently) the perpetrators of such systems of profound injustice, that is, the
‘benevolent face’ of injustice. This is not just an academic consideration as Saba

Mahmood posits below.

..It was the burka-clad body of the Afghan woman - and not the destruction wrought by
twenty years of war funded by the United States through one of the largest covert
operations in American history - that served as the primary referent in the Feminist
Majority’s vast mobilization against the Taliban regime (and later (in support of) the
Bush administration’s war). While the denial of education to Afghan women and the
restrictions imposed on their movements were often noted, it was this visual image of
the burka more than anything else that condensed and organized knowledge about
Afghanistan and its women, as if this alone could provide an adequate understanding of
their suffering. ...Perhaps we need to entertain the possibility that had there been some
analytical complexity added to the picture that organizations such as the Feminist
Majority presented of Afghan women’s situation under Taliban rule, had the need for
historical reflection not been hijacked by the need for immediate political action, then
feminism might have been less recruitable to this ill-conceived project.8

The possibility of recruiting feminism, which from the beginning posits itself
as a struggle for social justice becomes clear in Mahmood’s observation. Conflict
studies, because of the reasons mentioned above, I posit, is even more vulnerable
than feminism to such recruitment.

Good intentions are not enough. We in conflict studies are the ‘successful’
children of ‘successful’ (albeit extremely violent) historical colonization, which
continues well hidden from, yet perpetrated by the privileged (as in Canada) even
today. What do the privileged ‘children’ of the perpetrators and sustainers of systems
rooted in extreme violence have to contribute to social justice, and how do we posit
doing so through the discipline of conflict studies? How does privilege function in this
context? Where is it traceable in the thick details of theory and practice? How does
our privilege subvert our reach toward social justice? These are the key questions
haunting and driving this thesis.

The structure of my thesis is as follows.

8 Mahmood, S., Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject, Princeton and Oxford,
Princeton University Press, ©2005, p. 197



Chapter One introduces, in general terms, the theory driving conflict studies
at present, largely dominated by the disciplines of political science through
international relations, and the theory and practice of alternative dispute resolution
rooted in psychology and law. Then, the theory and concepts of privilege and social
justice are introduced and explored. These are followed by overtly stating my
perspectives and assumptions. I close Chapter One with a clear statement of my
hypothesis.

Chapter Two is an in-depth exploration of the three thinkers that most
influence this thesis: Judith Butler, Christoph Dejours, and Primo Levi. The larger
portion of this chapter is a detailed exposition of Judith Butler's theory focused on
the ‘exploitation of the desire to be’. Her theory is in-depth and very complex.
Necessarily then I give her words a central place in this chapter. It is important that
her theory be understood as she delineates it and not through my interpretation. The
relevance of her theory and the ways to which I put her theory to work in the
context of conflict studies and practice becomes clear in Chapter Three.

Christoph Dejours explores modern work places, and how the dynamics within
these cleave suffering from injustice. He explores the dynamics at work that recruit
people to full participation in the perpetration of injustice, in the name of day-to-day
life. His research provides a window on the ‘ordinary’ world of work, and at the same
time, a practical context in which Butler’s theory of ‘the exploitation of the desire to
be’ can be seen in day-to-day practice.

Lastly, I consider Primo Levi’'s writing on the ‘gray zone’ in concentration
camps. Levi posits a working of privilege that I see as the central constituting
dynamic of gray zones within both ‘ordinary’ day-to-day life and under totalitarian
regimes. As will be demonstrated, privilege sought through a ‘bargain with the devil’
for purposes of survival, and privilege ‘bestowed’ as a result of accident of birth are

not substantially different in effect. I take up this parallel extensively to demonstrate

10



that no privilege is ‘innocent’ - that all privilege must be questioned rigorously both
its in origin and in its continuing use. This is especially relevant to the field of conflict
studies and peace practice at present. The exploration of Levi’s work closes Chapter
Two.

Chapter Three is where I ‘read’ the function of privilege through conflict
(studies) discourse and practice. Reading privilege in this context requires moving
continually from the macro level to the micro world of individual agency in word,
action and omission. It requires mining these micro perspectives in detail for
silences, turns, inoculations and dissimulations that ‘just happen’ to sustain privilege
at the cost of enacting justice - repeatedly across conflicts and contexts.

For those of us living relatively comfortable lives, the ‘reading’ of privilege, is
like reading fairy tales: the reading itself risks activating the ‘poison in the apple’ - a
numbing ‘so what...’ hovers at the edge.’ To make a ‘case’, I must demonstrate the
‘turns’ that sustain privilege across conflicts and contexts. The act of repetition to
demonstrate the breadth and depth of the phenomena is what, at the same time,
renders it so banal, so common place, so ‘so what’. This ‘so what.../, by turn, sustains
privilege’s invisibility and its seeming common-sense ‘irrelevance’. This exploration is
a plunge into this risk and inherent contradiction.

Chapter Four is an exploration of how ‘being’ the children of colonization
sabotages and pollutes our imaginations in conflict discourse and practice. I posit
that the colonial imagination is rooted primarily in the fairy tale (and Hollywood)
structures of singular sudden heroic moments of ‘redemption’ in answer to suffering.

I posit that these dynamics conceal both the operations of power we exist within,

° Mary Daly designates the reading of fairy tales itself as the ‘poison in the apple’. (I could not trace the
specific reference to this point.) Daly says that women reading fairy tales are ‘numbed’ by the continual
repetition of the prince as the answer to women’s life challenges and dilemmas. Daly asserts that the
reading of fairy tales is itself the poison in the apple that puts women (Snow White?) into the passive
mode (causes ‘sleep’ for years on end).

11



and how we re-inscribe these same operations of power in conflict theory and
practice.

Based on documented experience of effective resistance, I posit the colonial
imagination, in discourse and practice at this point, lacks the core resources needed
for effective resistance to exploitative strategic relations of force: community in
context.

I propose four ‘critical moments’ in conflict discourse and practice, and in
‘ordinary’ life where a potential for subverting privilege may be possible. I identify
these moments as potential resources in learning critical colonial privilege
disobedience, potentially opening a wider space for collective enactment of justice,
going forward in conflict (studies) discourse and practice.

A short conclusion closes the thesis.

Central to my thesis in this context is content often considered outside the
bounds of traditional academic theory: location, position and personal experience.

Privilege is not a ‘detached’, ‘objective’ phenomenon: it is granted and
operates on intensely personal levels, sustaining (and some would posit potentially
subverting) operations of power. Additionally, the anthropology of everyday life is
central to the parameters within which I am carrying out this exploration: again, it
can not help but be so given that people are central to sustaining and perpetrating
privilege in operations of power, in their day-to-day interactions. Hence, at moments
throughout the exploration, I contribute and reflect on personal experience, within

the theoretical parameters of the exploration.

...even though experience is considered central to knowledge, ‘there is more to knowing
than studying experience’ (Campbell, personal communication, November 1996). Unlike
some interpretive methodologies, the intent is to understand how everyday experience
is inextricably bound to relations of dominance and subordination (Smith, G. 1995)
rather than to interpret experience in a way that elevates subjectivity or illuminates

personal motivations.'®

10 Miller, R., “Wife Rena Teary”, in Brown, L., & Strega, S., (eds.) Research as Resistance: Critical,
Indigenous, & Anti-Oppressive Approaches, Toronto, Canadian Scholars’ Press, ©2005, p. 182

12



It will be precisely in this vein that I use experience and reflections on
experience throughout this thesis.

Theorizing privilege and exploring the means by which it functions challenges
almost everything we, with some modicum of privilege, have come to understand,
practice and respect as ‘decorum’. It means delving into what ought not be seen,
exposed, or brought to light. Decorum is about concealing the little miseries of day-
to-day life, and more importantly, insulating the privileged from the substantial
suffering around them.

I intend to bring the suffering back into the science, or more accurately in
Bruno Tricoire’s words, ‘faire entrer la misére dans la science’ (27). ‘La misere’, in
the French dialect I grew up with, can be translated as misery, suffering and equally,
what (or who) is troublesome, vexing and difficult. To theorize the means through
which privilege functions is to betray the decorum required of privilege, its
constituting invisibility.

Some of the day-to-day examples I will use are not, by any means,
grotesquely violent or overtly repulsive (to or for the privileged). They, by and large,
might simply be considered things better left alone, not focused on, ignored in the
name of basic decorum especially in an academic thesis. It is important that the
reader not be caught unaware, in this, my intentional betrayal.

Identifying and positioning one’s self within one’s research is a central means
of countering the myths (themselves serving particular operations of power) of

neutrality and objectivity.

It is our opinion that one of the most fundamental principles of Aboriginal research
methodology is the necessity for the researcher to locate himself or herself. Identifying,
at the outset, the location from which the voice of the researcher emanates is an
Aboriginal way of ensuring that those who study, write, and participate in knowledge
creation are accountable for their own positionality. We are of the opinion that neutrality

13



and objectivity do not exist in research, since all research is conducted and observed
through human epistemological lenses.*!

Although I am not Aboriginal, but French Canadian, who nevertheless has
experienced forced assimilation into the English language, I adhere to this
perspective and practice it throughout this exploration.

I want to use an English that is neither specialized nor located primarily in
academic discourse. Analysing how privilege functions is not simple, nor do I stay
away from engaging very complex theory and analysis. However, apart from letting
others speak in their own complex language (Butler above all), I want to keep the
language as ordinary and as broadly accessible as possible.

Carol Cohn, in her analysis of the use of language speaks directly to both my

concerns and my considerations in this choice.

Learning to speak the language of defense analysts is not a conscious, cold-blooded
decision to ignore the effects of nuclear weapons on real live humans...but by the time
you are through (learning), the content of what you can talk about is monumentally
different, as is the perspective from which you speak...

I could adopt the language and gain a wealth of new concepts and reasoning strategies
- but at the same time as the language gave me access to things I had been unable to
speak about before, it radically excluded others. ... This language does not allow certain
questions to be asked or certain values to be expressed... I had not only learned to
speak a language: I had started to think in it. Its questions became my questions...What
I was actually talking about ~ the mass incineration caused by nuclear attack - was no
longer in my head.

If we refuse to learn the language, we are virtually guaranteed that our voices will
remain outside the ‘politically relevant’ spectrum of opinion. Yet, if we do learn and
speak it, we not only severely limit what we can say but we also invite the

transformation, the militarization, of our own thinking...12

The use of a particular vocabulary is intimately related to the concept of

privilege. Language is central to both delimiting and to entering ‘secret kingdoms'.

Part of the appeal was the thrill of being able to manipulate an arcane language, the
power of entering the secret kingdom, being someone in the know. It is a glow that is a
significant part of learning about nuclear weaponry. Few know, and those who do are
powerful. You can rub elbows with them, perhaps even be one yourself.

1 Absolon, K. & Willet, C., “Putting Ourselves Forward: Location in Aboriginal Research”, in Brown &
Strega, p. 97

Cohn, C., “Sex and Death in the Rational World of Defense Intellectuals”, in Scheper-Hughes, N. &
Bourgois, P. (eds.), Violence in War and Peace: An Anthology, Victoria, Australia, Blackwell Publishing,
©2004, p. 358, 359, 360
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That feeling, of course, does not come solely from the language. The whole set-up ...
communicated the allures of power and the benefits of white male privileges...13

The field of conflict studies is perhaps not the politically powerful kingdom of
defence intellectuals. However, in its quest for academic legitimacy, it is developing a
vocabulary and culture that risk cultivating allusions to a certain ‘priesthood’ of
specialists. I wish to counter this throughout this exploration, as much as possible,

by staying with my own ‘ordinary’ vocabulary.

13 Cohn, in Scheper-Hughes & Bourgois, p. 357
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Chapter1 - Conflict Studies, Privilege and Justice
Introduction

Conflict studies is an emerging interdisciplinary field in the northern academic
world, and not yet its own defined discipline. Such an emerging field offers many
possibilities for research. This thesis is an inquiry into how privilege intervenes in
conflict studies’ reach toward social justice.

Privilege has been theorized largely in the context of race, class, feminist, and
gender studies. The analysis of privilege, per se, has not yet entered conflict studies
to any significant degree. Social justice, on the other hand, seems to have
permeated some oral discourse in conflict studies, and although some writing on
social justice is present, it lacks in-depth critical engagement with the concept
specifically in the context of conflict. This thesis is an in-depth exploration of how
privilege functions, and becomes the central means of subverting a reach for social
justice especially within conflict (studies) discourse, theory and practice.

In the discourse of conflict studies, northern actors, be these agencies,
academia or individuals, have largely dominated the development of theory that is at
the base of much work done, often in less privileged contexts, most often in low-
income, violence-prone southern contexts. Yet the very conflict inherent in having a
very privileged group determining and setting the theoretical and practical
delineations for much less privileged realities has not (yet) become a central part of
the discussion. It is the beginning of such a discussion that I want to contribute to by
writing this thesis.

Writing a thesis in an emerging field of study is a significant challenge. This
challenge grows with the place conflict holds in human history and experience: the
large historical conflicts of religion and war throughout the world; the most

challenging and oft declared unintelligible phenomena of genocide, holocausts and
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atrocities committed around the world; and the most ‘mundane’ of human
experiences, of people in interaction with one another on a daily basis.

Secondly, the line between theory and action in relation to conflict studies is
invariably thin and highly charged. Can and do theory and action in conflict studies
ever part ways? Ought they part ways? Where? Why? Because conflict is a
phenomenon all people have experienced to greater or lesser degrees, both the
separation and the non-separation of theory and practice can be thoroughly and fully
argued for and argued away. This thin and highly charged line between theory and
action, demonstrated in Mahmood’s observation of the Feminist Majority’'s
recruitment to supporting the Americans going to war in Afghanistan is, in the least,
a line that must be recognized and walked consciously in conflict studies.

Thirdly, becauée conflict studies is not (yet) fully its ‘own field’ in academic
reality, a declared ‘authoritative’ body of literature — a ‘canon’ has not (yet) been
set. This is fortunate because the literature of reference to date is intensely selective
- it is largely the literature of analytical theory and the literature of the practitioner’s
experience. Often the voice of those most central to the conflicts are ‘simply’ absent.

For the field, this has profound ramifications, as I demonstrate below.

The Pivot of Privilege

Virginia Woolf might have said that on or about March 5, 1997, worid morality -~ not to
say, human nature - changed. The reason was unexpected: In response to accusations
of profiting from Jewish suffering during World War II, Switzerland announced its
intention to sell substantial amounts of its gold to create a humanitarian fund of five
billion dollars. The fund is to be dispensed to Holocaust victims who lost their money in
Swiss banks and, further, to amend historical injustice worldwide. The surprise is not
only that Switzerland rattled the financial markets and caused a fall in the price of gold,
or even that Swiss bankers appeared to deviate from their image of stability, secrecy,
and respectability, but that moral issues have become so powerful in the international
arena they seem to turn even tailored bankers into compassionate radicals.**

Barkan’s opening claim - that one country’s move to assist in restituting

historical injustice can rattle the financial markets, appear to turn tailored bankers

14 Barkan E., The Guilt of Nations: Restitution and Negotiating Historical Injustices, Baltimore and
London, The John Hopkins University Press, ©2000, p. xv
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into compassionate radicals and change world morality in one day - is very
seductive. One must, however, follow the story to its conclusion.

The idea of an humanitarian fund, using the revaluing and sale of some gold
reserves, was defeated in Swiss Parliament and by popular vote. The gold was
indeed re-valued, some was put on the market, and the money resulting was instead
distributed, within Switzerland, with two-thirds going to the cantons, and one-third
to the federal level (Maissen, 312, 313). Barkan unfortunately did not take into
account the workings of privilege in the reach toward justice, present throughout

history.

“"We used to treat history as an ‘objective’ knowledge of past events that were
largely immune from reinterpretation; history was the past, and we could do little about it.
In the more distant past, history was differently controversial, a largely factual (and
relatively uninspiring) winners’ history. Increasingly however, we recognize the growing
elasticity of history and that it is anything but fixed. More recently, as history has become
increasingly malleable, it has simultaneously become more central to our daily life. It informs
our identity more intimately today, and being subject to interpretation, it has also become a
space for contesting perspectives...History changes who we were, not just who we are. In
this sense history has become a crucial field for political struggle.”®

History, as it has been taught in most places, has largely been a history of the
winners, or at least a history of the privileged (Alfred, Tuhiwai Smith, Landry &
Maclean, Scott, Viswanathan). This has ‘privileged’ certain meta-narratives, which
Barkan’s opening statement contributes to. The opening paragraph of the book,
entitled The Guilt of Nations: Restitution and Negotiating Historical Injustices leaves
one with the impression that such restitution is taking place. A closer look at
Barkan’s optimism reveals that it is a ‘privileged’ optimism, as in the Swiss case.

Several reasons were given for the defeat of the humanitarian fund. The
conservative factions in Parliament said instituting the fund would essentially be an
admission of historical responsibility, which they disavowed. The liberals proposed an
amended fund. The amended fund would have gone partially to such an international

humanitarian fund and partially to address the growing social security needs in

15 Barkan, p. x
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Switzerland itself. This proposal was later narrowly defeated (52% against) in a
popular referendum - a common reality in Swiss direct democracy. Lastly, the left
basically were suspicious of back room dealings between bankers and politicians.
They saw the fund as a somewhat devious attempt to clean the slate historically,
rather than confront directly the role of Switzerland in WWIIL. The international
community, not understanding direct democratic politics (that federal Cabinet
proposals must be debated in Parliament, and are often subject to popular vote)
perceived Switzerland to have broken its promise of historical restitution (Maissen,
310).

All reasons considered, the combined objections raised by the ruling political
spectrum resulted in Switzerland benefiting, once more, from its controversial role in
WWII, and restitution for historical injustice averted — a common ‘turn’ - the pivot of
privilege - that will become more and more evident in the process of this thesis.
Delineating how such turns come to be so common in conflict studies and practice is
central to this thesis, yet the literature of conflict studies offers few resources in
attempting such a delineation. I will now address the body of literature present in

conflict studies.

Conflict Studies Literature

Conflict studies literature is interdisciplinary, yet it offers few resources for
‘reading’ privilege’s role in the subversion of social justice. There are two main
contributing disciplines that make up conflict studies literature. The first main
contributor is international relations, including a particular version of peace studies.
The second is the literature rooted in the alternative dispute resolution movement in
North America and France of the last 30 years. The various schools of thought within

conflict studies focus either on one of these disciplines primarily or, more and more,
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on the combination of these two schools of thought, generating then what I call the

‘third component’ in conflict studies literature.

International Relations

The literature and theory emerging from international relations is dominated
by three main paradigms: realists, (neo) liberals, and historical-structuralists
(Rasmussen; Cohn, T. H.; Terriff et. al.).

Realists focus by and large on a billiard-ball theory of states as self-contained
entities in interaction with one another. State security is of paramount importance in
this paradigm. States are considered self-contained entities that interact with one
another, and within the realist paradigm, internal dynamics within each state are
considered much less important than the interaction among the states. This
paradigm gained tremendous momentum following WWII, in reaction to the idealist
paradigm of ‘never again’ that had gained some momentum in the interwar period.

The realist paradigm anchored much of the theory and practice in
international relations up until the fall of the Berlin Wall. The rapid change both
leading to the fall of the wall, as well as the intense conflicts leading to violence
within states, a central focus of international attention beginning in the 1990Q’'s, was
both unexpected and hence not theorized by this paradigm. Consequently, the realist
paradigm has lost much academic and political ground in international relations in
the last 15 years.

The (neo)liberal paradigm focuses, above all, on economic considerations in
international relations. This paradigm has gained tremendous momentum since the
end of the Cold War. Neo-liberals consider ‘economic relations to be a positive-sum
game’ (Cohn, T.H., 116), where one country or region’s gain results in gain for all.
Neo-liberalism is best exemplified by the establishment of the Bretton Woods

Institutes such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank.
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This paradigm gained momentum in the north with the election of Ronald
Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in Britain., The focus of neo-
liberals is largely on macroeconomic policies, including trade and privatization, with
social and structural considerations largely secondary. This paradigm has taken over
the dominance once held by the realist paradigm, in both theory and practice. Yet
the weaknesses of this paradigm are becoming more and more evident, most
especially in contexts of violent conflict.

The World Bank now admits that economics focused on social policy -
social/economic inclusion specifically - through their own research - has proven
more central to stabilizing post-conflict situations than either macro-economic or
restructuring foci (Collier et. al., 155). The question not addressed satisfactorily in
this book, and others, is whether in fact a focus on social economics ~ focused on
inclusion - prior to conflict breaking out rhight also have something to contribute to
the prevention of conflict.

Poverty increases the likelihood of civil war admit Collier et.al. in a World
Bank Policy Research Report entitled Breaking the Conflict Trap: Civil War and
Development Policy (2003). Yet the focus of the World Bank remains the

perpetrating forces of conflict and not the root causes.

Civil war is fueled partly by the circumstances that account for the initial resort to large-
scale organized violence, and partly by forces generated once violence has started and
that tend to perpetrate it. We refer to the initial circumstances as the root causes and to
the perpetrating forces as the conflict trap.16

By their own admission, through the title of the policy report, the World Bank
focuses on the perpetrating forces (the conflict trap) of conflict and not on the root
causes of conflict.

I suspect this very subtle ‘bias’ might be one bias conflict studies itself has

inherited, knowingly or otherwise. Focusing on reconciliation stripped of social and

16 Collier, P., et, al., Breaking the Conflict Trap: Civil War and Development Policy (A World Bank Policy
Research Report), Washington, World Bank and Oxford University Press, ©2003, p. 53
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economic inclusion, an important dimension of justice, may effectively support the
neo-liberal paradigm.

More practically, and central to northern actors and agencies, it is likely that
neo-liberal institutions are more likely to fund people and approaches that address
perpetrating forces of conflict and not its root causes. Lack of critical reflection on
these aspects of ‘peacebuilding’ may be paving the roads to the tragic reconciliation

I addressed in the Introduction.

Boosting health and making education more accessible were identified as the top
priorities by United Nations ambassadors meeting at a two-day conference in
Washington, D.C. Envoys at the meeting also identified boosting conflict resolution, free
trade and narrowing the gap between rich and poor as other giobal priorities.”

The question is whether free trade itself might not be part of the conflict. To
bring together conflict resolution, free trade and narrowing the gap between rich and
poor together in one sentence might leave one with the impression that the gap
indeed can be narrowed through free trade combined with conflict resolution. Conflict
resolution here serves as a palatable face to free trade, as a central part of the
answer to narrowing the gap between rich and poor. The tragic reconciliation I
addressed may be a reality in the making.

The third main paradigm of international relations, the historical-structuralist
paradigm, is largely based on Marxist theory. This paradigm perceives the structure
of economic, political and civil relationships, throughout history, to be the core
determinants of international relations. This third paradigm sees the (over)developed
countries in the north largely dominating the world to their own advantage.
Historical-structuralists perceive economic relations in capitalism largely as a zero-
sum game. Their perspective is difficult to argue with when even the World Bank

admits,

17 UN Wire, un.wire@smartbrief.com, June 21, 2006. See also Lewis, S., Race against Time, Toronto,
Anansi Press, ©2005 for a very critical analysis of UN declarations followed by inaction and/or financial aid
tied to conditions in complete contradiction to UN declarations on health and education.
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Poverty, hunger and disease are prevalent in much of the world, and the gap between
the richest and poorest states is growing. According to the Woarld Bank, the average
income in the world’s richest 20 states is 37 times higher than the average in the
poorest 20 states ~ a gap that has doubled in the past 40 years.'® (my emphasis)

If the neo-liberal paradigm of economics were in fact valid, one would have
expected the difference between rich and poor countries and regions to have
significantly decreased instead of doubled in the last 40 years.

If poverty is a central cause of civil war, and if the gap between the rich and
the poor has doubled in the last 40 years, the corresponding increase in civil war
within poor countries was to be expected. Yet, by its own admission the World Bank
does not focus on root causes such as poverty. To enter a discussion of root causes,
one has to turn the historical structuralist paradigm.

Among several schools of thought within international relations, the historical-
structuralist paradigm has most to offer in my analysis of privilege and justice.

One theory I find very relevant within this paradigm is Dependency Theory.
This particular theory emerged from Marxism and Latin American structuralism
(Cohn, T. H., 121). Emerging from within Latin America itself, it took some time to
reach prominence in the north due to the need for translation from Spanish to
English (which is not inconsequential in relation to privilege and privileged theories).

Dependency theory originated in the south and is concerned primarily with
the problems in the south. The theory posits that expansionist capitalism is
detrimental to the south because it creates economies and politics that nurture a full
dependency on countries in the north. According to this theory, the north tailors
southern economies and political elites to focus on and meet the needs of the
northern capitalist societies, at the expense of their own independence and
independent economic, political and social development. The fact that the gap

between the richest and poorest countries has doubled, at the same time as northern

18 Cohn, T. H., Global Political Economy: Theory and Practice, (3™ ed.), New York, Pearson Education
Inc., ©2005, p. 363
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economies have thrived over the last 40 years, speaks clearly to the relevance of this
paradigm.

Yet to understand privilege in the ‘thick details’, we need to turn to another
major school of thought within the historical-structuralist paradigm - that of
Gramsci.

Antonio Gramsci, an Italian structural theorist, argues that Marxism
exaggerates ‘the importance of economics relative to political, social and cultural
factors’ (Cohn, T H., 130). Gramsci focuses on how the political, social, economic
and cultural relations structure civil society to the benefit of the dominant groups. He
introduces the concept of hegemony, a complex relation of dominance that is
extensively successful without the use of overt coercion. The Gramscian concept of
hegemony is relevant to my analysis of the function of privilege in relation to social

justice.

If the dominant class rules aimost exclusively by coercion, this is not the Gramscian idea
of hegemony... A dominant class has hegemony, by contrast, when it legitimates its
power through institutions and makes concessions to encourage subordinate groups to
support the existing social structure. Thus, hegemonic rule is based more on social-
moral leadership than on coercion. The ruling class gains the active consent of
subordinate classes on the basis of shared values, ideas, and material interests.'?

I will posit that it is largely through the real, anticipated or imagined
privileges promised to subordinate groups, by the dominant groups, that entail
consent and support of unjust structures. 'Civil’ society, in all its manifest forms, I
will posit, comes to sustain systems of injustice largely through a complex web of
anticipated or assumed power and privilege. Assumed power and privilege function
largely in remaining unquestioned and more significantly, largely remaining
unquestionable.

Privileges remain unquestionable because concessions granted by subordinate

groups to access such privilege often take the guise of a ‘shared’ social-moral lens. I

19 Cohn, T. H., p. 131
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will argue that hierarchy, for example, with its efficacy rooted in (sometimes very
subtle) coercion, is deeply concealed, rendering the concessions of subordinate
groups and individuals almost completely invisible, The depth of concealment
(invisibility) of both coercion and consent are central to my analysis of privilege, and
how it subverts social justice, especially within conflict studies discourse and
practice,

International relations also included a ‘lesser’ paradigm that, later, came to
be almost completely identified with the Scandinavian academic John Galtung: peace
studies. In the late 1960's Galtung gained a significant profile through his concern
with ‘peace per se’, his introduction and analysis of ‘structural violence’, and his
perspective of ‘peace research as vocation (focused on) developing an analysis of
conflict, free of the taint of ideology and national bias, for developing peace
proposals...The elimination of structural latent violence creates positive peace in the
form of social justice and a redistribution of power and resources.’ (Terriff et.al., 72-
3).

Galtung, still active today, opened much of the academic space that conflict
studies now occupies within northern academic institutions.

In the late 1960’s, the push to take structural violence into account pushed
peace studies into a politically more radical position. Prior to this time, peace
research in the United States had emphasized ‘value-free’ analysis - the only
acceptable terms under which peace research academics could secure funding for
their work in American universities. (Terriff et. al., 69).

The dynamic by which peace research content was largely determined by
those who funded it (a particular state with a particular, albeit ‘invisible’, ideology)
and that researchers themselves conceded to these terms individually and
collectively, is another ‘turn’, similar to the Swiss ‘turn’ away from justice in support

of privilege in the opening paragraphs of this chapter. Such ‘turns’ are centrail to my
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analysis of privilege’s role in the reach for social justice within conflict studies and

practice, and will become a central consideration in Chapter Three.

Alternative Dispute Resolution

As international relations and peace studies developments were taking place,
other disciplines and social sectors were also going through changes. The second
major contributor to conflict studies is largely what has come to be known as
Alternative Dispute Resolution.

Over the last 30 years, especially in France and the United States, Alternative
Dispute Resolution (ADR) has emerged more and more as an alternative to the more
formal judicial resolution of conflicts. ADR began to look at negotiation and mediation
as central and viable alternatives to litigation (Baruch Bush & Folger, XI). The ADR
movement saw itself offering an alternative to the courts that was more accessible
and personable. ‘When successful, mediation is deemed to be an informal alternative
to the courts that empowers individual disputants, strengthens communities and
restores peace to troubled relationships’ (Pavlich, 3).

ADR evolved quite differently within North America (Baruch Bush & Foliger,
Fisher & Ury, Bohm, Lederach, LeBaron) than it did in France. In North America, ADR
has largely remained focused on the personal, inter-relational dynamics, while in
France a much more critical debate has emerged on the social implications of ADR’s
role in communal policing/enforcing of ‘the’ normative (Ben Mrad, Six, Tricoire,
Dupont, Dejours). Both streams developed rapidly and are centrally influenced by

law, sociology and psychology.

The 'Third” Component
Conflict studies literature has a ‘third’ component made Up of those who
attempt a combination of international relations (including peace studies) and of

social sciences coming from ADR. Such a combined approach is exemplified by
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Samuel Huntington and Donald Horowitz who lean heavily on political science and
international relations yet take psychology and anthropology centrally into account in
their focus on ethnicity as a motor of group conflict; Kwame Anthony Appiah, and
other identity theorists concerned with conflict, also combine the two streams
centrally; and to a lesser extent, John Paul Lederach and Michelle LeBaron, both
heavily influenced by ADR do take some political, social, and economic factors
centrally into consideration for their theories of conflict, and as practitioners of
conflict resolution.

Particular terms within conflict studies have emerged from the combination of
international relations and alternative dispute resolution. Several terms that my
exploration uses are peacebuilding, and what I call the ‘conflict +’ terms. I define

these below.

Peacebuilding is a central concept in conflict studies.

Here, peacebuilding is used in its broadest sense to refer to those initiatives which foster
and support sustainable structures and processes which strengthen the prospects for
peaceful coexistence and decrease the likelihood of the outbreak, reoccurrence, or
continuation of violent conflict. This process entails both short and long-term objectives,
for example, short-term humanitarian operations and longer-term developmental,
political, economic, and social objectives. Peacebuilding is therefore a twofold process of
deconstructing the structures of violence, and constructing the structures of peace.
These are two interrelated but separate sets of activities that must be undertaken
simultaneously...

Peacebuilding is not about the imposition of “solutions”, it is about the creation of
opportunities. The challenge is to identify and nurture the political, economic, and social
space, within which indigenous actors can identify, develop, and employ the resources
necessary to build a peaceful, prosperous, and just society. Ultimately, peacebuilding
entails strengthening or creating democratic structures and processes that are fair and
responsive to the needs of an entire populaticn...20

There are many definitions of peacebuilding present in the field, yet Bush's
definition addresses what I consider are the central ‘what, who and how’ of
peacebuilding. Especially significant, in my perspective, in this definition, is the

emphasis on indigenous actors, on the goal being peaceful, prosperous and just

20 Bush, K., “Commodification, Compartmentalization, and Militarization of Peacebuilding”, in Keating, T.
& Knight, W.A., (eds.), Building Sustainable Peace, Tokyo: United Nations University Press, Edmonton:
University of Alberta Press, © 2004, p. 25-26
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societies, and on structures and processes responsive to the entire population.

Peacebuilding definitions that avoid focusing on these elements are definitions, in my

perspective, that fall short on the substance of peace, and focus instead on the

absence of violence.

The definitions largely coming from the Anglo-Saxon alternative dispute

resolution movement are primarily focused on various responses to conflict. The

terms vary: conflict transformation, conflict resolution, conflict management, and

conflict settlement. I provide definitions below,

Conflict Transformation:

In this transformative orientation, a conflict is first and foremost a potential occasion for
growth in two critical and interrelated dimensions of human morality. The first
dimension involves strengthening the self. This occurs through realizing and
strengthening one’s inherent human capacity for dealing with difficulties of all kinds by
engaging in conscious and deliberate reflection, choice, and action. The second
dimension involves reaching beyond the self to relate to others. This occurs through
realizing and strengthening one’s inherent human capacity for experiencing and
expressing concern and consideration for others, especially others whose situation is
“different” from one’s own,?!

Conflict Resolution:

..(T)he efforts to resolve or eliminate the underpinning grievances and irritants which
sustain a conflict.??

Conflict Management:

(The) efforts to control or ‘de-escalate violence’ without necessarily eliminating the root
causes of the conflict.?3

Conflict Settlement:

Some analysts employ the term ‘conflict settlement’ to ‘indicate the formal ending of
armed hostilities and the renunciation of the use of force...2*

Mediation and negotiation are often part of all the terms above. To seek a

definitive explication of either mediation or negotiation would entail an exploration in

1 Baruch Bush, R. & Folger, 1.P., The Promise of Mediation: Responding to Conflict Through
Empowerment and Recognition, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, ©1994, p. 81

22

Lines, New York, Palgrave MacMillan, ©2003, p. 204

23

Bush (2003), p. 204

4 Bush (2003), p. 204

Bush, K. D., The Intra-Group Dimensions of Ethnic Conflict in Sri Lanka: Learning to Read Between the
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itself. Instead I will restrict myself to providing one characteristic that is said to
distinguish mediation from negotiation.

Negotiation is often seen as two parties, each represented by one or more
people. Those representing the parties negotiate directly with one another, with the
parties, or the parties themselves negotiate directly with one another.

Mediation on the other hand is considered ‘mediation’ only when a ‘third
voice’ facilitating the interaction is present (Baruch Bush & Folger, Ben Mrad,
Tricoire, Six). The process and content of mediation is the centre of much debate
and has been since the alternative dispute resolution movement emerged.

Terminology in the field is an ongoing development. At this point, I consider
the above definitions to be as clear a definition of the various terms as possible. I do
not estimate a broader review of terms and definitions would contribute significantly
to my exploration.

Much of the ‘third component’ literature in conflict studies in northern
academies has been written by academics and practitioners, who are mostly from
the north, and from the dominant groups in the north: white, male, highly educated
and usually heterosexual.

The literature of central reference in conflict studies includes only very little
original feminist and marginalized group scholarship. Importantly, it includes almost
no literature on large historical conflicts central to the acquisition of northern
dominance such as colonization, the attempted genocide of Indigenous peoples, or
slavery. Correspondingly it rarely includes reflections on the writers’ or practitioners’
privileged positions vis-a-vis the people at the heart of the conflict being studied or
analyzed. It is, as I asserted at the beginning, a very selective literature of theory
and experience.

My approach in this exploration contains substantial literature from feminist,

marginal group and critical theory scholarship (Alfred, Brown & Strega, Butler,
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Heldke & O’Connor, Mahmood, Mani, Welch). This scholarship is of central relevance
to my consideration of privilege and justice, as these are the fields that have begun
to theorize privilege. Privilege as a concept for central consideration does not exist in
the conflict studies literature.

Central to my exploration of privilege and justice is the role of civil society,
following on Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony. I consider privilege a central means of
sustaining hegemony. I use hegemony in the Gramscian sense of dominance without
overt (violent) coercion, as exists in most northern countries, which as group,
dominate the world.

Given the focus in my exploration on civil society’s participation in and
sustenance of dominance, it is also important to take the anthropology of every day

life centrally into consideration.

Part of peoples’ everyday construction of their world - whether they are politicians,
news reporters, or others - entails the process through which popular consensus is built
around the idea that the state ought to control certain others, usually minorities, by
jailing them, depriving them of basic services and civil rights, deporting them or even
killing them. The result of these processes are analogous to Hinton’s primers (towards
genocide), in the sense that political violence is activated by injecting just a little bit of
ethnic conflict into daily fare in order to ‘get it going’..(This) requires the implicit
agreement and cooperation of ordinary nice people who have been inoculated with evil,
who learn to take myths at face value, and who do not question the projects of the state
in defense of a social order that requires hierarchy. Only when general consensus has
been created can “ordinary people” (read the dominant group) actively participate in
human rights abuses, explicitly support them, or turn their faces and pretend not to
know even when confronted with the incontrovertible evidence of them....

Such inoculations of evil are crucial to human rights violations because they become
part of socially accepted notions of common sense, a kind of social knowledge of the
“everyone knows” variety that enters public discourse and helps build popular consensus
around who and what is suspect, who and what ought to be repressed, what constitutes
difference and how the state ought to control it. Thus even when accused of brutality,
excessive use of force, murder, or other human rights abuses and brought to trial,
neither Border Patrol agents (for the US-Mexico border) nor police officers are usually
convicted.?®

Inoculations take place in everyday life as Negengast says above. Expioring
day-to-day experience becomes central to understanding the means by which

privilege functions both as a means of inoculation and as it's effect.

Nagengast, C., “Inoculations of Evil in the U.S.-Mexican Border Region”, in Hinton, A., (ed.)
Annihilating Difference: The Anthropology of Genocide, Los Angeles, University of California Press, ©2002,
p. 338-9
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Four serious gaps, in my estimation, exist in conflict studies literature: a
central place for subaltern groups® theory and experience of and in conflict; a
central place for critical historical reflection on dominance, significant attention to
how the north itself gained its dominance, and how preserving and/or extending this
dominance is central to driving violent conflict around the world; self-critical
reflection on position and privilege by those currently dominating conflict studies
paradigms; and a clear overt commitment to putting this discipline in service to
social justice.

A refusal, by action or omission, of substantially closing these gaps in conflict
studies, risks conflict studies being the benevolent face to continuing dominance
through systems of profound injustice.

Conflict studies, as a discipline, is at the heart of some (re?)emerging

narratives, characterized most by a meta-optimism.

..What collective and global legacy are we leaving for our great-great-grandchildren this
century? This is not just a challenge posed generally, or reserved for political leaders or
policy makers. This is a challenge I wish to place before the burgeoning fields of conflict
transformation and peacebuilding broadly defined with all of their professional
applications. I count myself a practitioner within these disciplines and I believe we need
a dose of realism. Ours are professions afflicted with a proclivity toward the promise of
great change. It is true. Our rhetoric comes easy. If constructive social change rolled
forward as easily as our words and promises pour out, world justice and peace would
have surely been attained by now.?” (my emphasis)

Alternatively, Scheper-Hughes looks directly at other emerging narratives

holding a central place in conflict studies currently.

The psychologies of remorse, guilt, catharsis, and closure compete today with the
theologies of reconciliation, forgiveness, and redemption in another version of what
Philippe Rieff (1966) called the triumph of the therapeutic. Michael Ignatieff has hit upon
an appropriate generative metaphor for looking at the present contexts of national
recovery: getting over. The words conjure up biblical images of safe passage, of
reaching the other side, and, finally, of overcoming.

26 Where “the term ‘subaltern’ designates non-elite or subordinated social groups” (Landry & Maclean, p.

203)

27 Lederach, 1.P., The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Building Peace, New York, Oxford

University Press, ©2005, p. 21-22. Please note that because the discipline is so young, the terminology
varies. I use the general concept of conflict studies, which includes Lederach’s concepts of conflict
transformation and peace building. Terminology in the field is an ongoing discussion.

Scheper-Hughes, N., “Undoing: Social Suffering and the Politics of Remorse in New South Africa”, in
Scheper-Hughes & Bourgois, p. 459
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In my estimation, the meta-optimism of both ‘great change’ and
‘overcoming’, completely divorced from substantial change within the world we, the

most privileged live, renders conflict studies deeply problematic.

The only consistency among the legion of excuses for various family legacies of colonial
privilege is moral cowardice on the part of contemporary Settlers. The implication of this
obscurantism (historical and moral) is that what is happening here in the United States,
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand is not as serious as what happened there in South
Africa and India; and, of course, we Americans, Canadians, and Australians are not as
bad as they were in Indochina and the Congo...Giving back stolen lands, paying
recompense, and respecting Onkwehonwe autonomy are outside the realm of possibility
for Settlers who have thus far escaped the hideous possibility of reckoning with their
forefathers’ evil misdeeds. I am convinced that most Settlers are in denial... (T)hey still
refuse to see and accept the fact that there can be no rhetorical transcendence and
retelling of the past to make it right without making fundamental changes to their
government, society, and the way they live. For no other reason than a selfish
attachment to the economic and political privileges they have collectively inherited as
the dominant people in a colonial relationship, they, by cultural instinct and imperative,
deny the truth.?®

It is important, indeed central, to understand that such ‘obscurantism’ does
not happen ‘elsewhere’, but very much in the midst of ‘ordinary’ life. I will now turn
to my own particular experience to ground how such obscurantism can and has
functioned in my personal and professional context.

Historical legacies of dominance, in the form ‘common sense’ un-studied, un-
reflected, pass down through generations as ‘reality’.

In the rural French Canadian culture in which I grew up, I inherited a few:
Jews killed Jesus, Indians are lazy, the English are square-heads, the French are
‘Canadiens’, all Blacks are starving, all Whites are Christian, women can never be
priests, priests are rarely wrong, the pope is infallible, sex is dirty so save it for the
one you love.*® These were not spoken, nor passed down consciously - at least to all

appearances, and in childhood memory. These simply came with the ‘territory’ like

29 Alfred, T., Wasase: Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom, Toronto, Broadview Press, 2005, p.

107

30 Although these are rendered rather crudely as ‘short cuts’ here, these short cuts reflect the deeper and

more rooted epistemological sense of being I am familiar with. These ‘short cuts’ contribute significantly to
questions such as “"Who am I?”, "Who are ‘they’?” These short cuts are not intended as irony. They
represent the pillars of understanding in the world I grew up in, and was ‘meant’ to carry on. Admittedly,
my childhood rests several decades back, yet these same legacies, with varying superficial nuances
continue to be the content of ‘childhood’ in large parts of Canada today.
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dark brown eyes, (once) black hair, and the ‘knowing’ that I wouid, like generations
of women before me, become a farmer’s wife. School, church, TV, movies, music, life
was full of this legacy. These were my initiating social inoculations (along with the
physiological ones against measles, polio and small pox) into Canadian adulthood.

In the theory of conflict studies the anti-Semitism, racism and misogyny of
. my Canadian childhood, a ‘normal’ childhood by Canadian standards, seem to remain
academically uninteresting. The particular inoculations seem to have been effective
within large portions of Settler society. The two most flagrant, and persistently
violent conflicts in Canada still active today (Onkwehonwe3!-Settier Communities;
French-English), and reaching centuries back, remain largely unspoken, un-reflected,
and un-questioned in the Canadian authored literature in conflict studies.

How is it that our Canadian legacy of conflict can remain so uninteresting in
the face of conflict (resolution) theory and visions for other peoples, other countries?
It is this silence in theory and practice by privileged northern actors and institutions
that has perplexed me most.

Largely, I posit in this thesis that such pervasive silence is only possible on
the part of the (inoculated) privileged in the conflict. Only those for whom such
conflicts are not day-to-day, gut-wrenching realities can afford the pervasive silence.
Only those well-cushioned from, or by the benefits of, the realities driving these
conflicts, raging on our own door step, can look at tht—f conflict in Israel, Afghanistan
and Sri Lanka, and dream dreams of peace through negotiation. There has been no
such success between Onkwehonwe and Settlers on Greater Turtle Island (a part of

which colonization now designates as Canada).

31 I will use the Rotinohshonni word Onkwehonwe meaning the real and original people (Alfred (1999),
xv) to write about the people and their ancestors inhabiting Greater Turtle Island prior to and since the
arrival of Europeans. There are other words in many languages to designate the real and original people.
Yet because my work relies centrally on Alfred’s writing and analyses, I will use the Rotinohshonni word.
Despite the word being in Rotinohshonni, I do not italicize it throughout the thesis, as academic tradition
requires. I feel such italicization over and over again would cause the word to become a ‘visual’ exception,
the grammatical version of insistent setting apart.
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As Lederach points out, ‘Ours are professions afflicted with a proclivity toward
the promise of great change...Our rhetoric comes easy.’ Yet the promise of great
change seems to be largely envisioned as great change for others. To put our
theories to work on our historical and continuing legacies of conflict might mirror

back to the most privileged of the continent exactly that which we prefer to not see.

(Marshall) names the seemingly innocuous assumptions of the powerful: that it
is responsible to act for others, that one can be certain of one’s moral intent
and strategic practical wisdom. These assumptions prevent powerful groups
from seeing the destructive consequences of their well-intentioned projects.

I am convinced we in conflict studies and peacebuilding communities ‘need a
dose of realism’. Yet, there is no ‘dose’ out there waiting for a simple injection. Such
a project requires critical detailed attention and analysis of what has gone before. It
requires a deep critical questioning of our own past and present ‘moral intent and
strategic practical wisdom’. It requires action in word and deed, categorically
anchored in our own historical and continuing legacies, addressing these legacies
head on, and changing the course and content of such disciplines as conflict studies,

and their profound implications for practice.

Privilege

“She told me that, for her part, she’d completed her reading of my political
essays, ‘You are so lucky!’ she exclaimed.

"What do you mean by that?”

"You have a cause. You have purpose to your life.”

I looked carefully at this white woman,; what was she really saying to me?
“"What do you mean?” I repeated.

“Poverty. Police violence. Discrimination in general.”

(Jesus Christ, I thought: Is this her idea of lucky?)

"And how about you?” I asked.

“Me?”

32 Welch, S. D., A Feminist Ethic of Risk, Minneapolis, Augsburg Fortress, ©1990, p. 51
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offer even ‘the luxury to deny the power of the privileges that paralyze (our) lives.’

“Yeah, you. Don't you have a cause?”

"Me? I'm just a middle aged woman: a housewife and a mother. I'm nobody.”

“If she believed me lucky to have regular hurdles of discrimination then why
shouldnt I insist that she’s lucky to be a middle class white Wasp female who
lives in such well-sanctioned and normative comfort that she even has the
luxury to deny the power of the privileges that paralyze her life.">?

Privilege: To live ‘lives in such well-sanctioned and normative comfort’, that

Theorizing privilege is a relatively new arena, and has been pushed forward

primarily by activists in the anti-racism, feminist, and GBLT** movements. In the late

1980's these groups’ activism began to be taken up and theorized in university

disciplines.

Alison Bailey theorizes privilege precisely in the vein I want to take up in this

thesis. She specifically states that her concept of privilege has nothing to do with

legal definitions of privilege in the sense of privileges such as a driving license. She

says:

My interest is in a narrower sense of privilege as unearned assets conferred
systematically... (I)f we want to determine whether a particular advantage qualifies as a
privilege, we need to look at that advantage macroscopically in order to observe
whether it plays a role in keeping complex systems of domination in place...Privilege, in
the sense I will be using this word, is by definition advantageous, but not all advantages
count as privilege. Advantages that are not privilege I will call earned advantages...

Failure to recognize the differences between earned and unearned assets allows
privileged groups to interpret all privilege on the same footing as earned advantages."35

Bailey then summarizes her use of the word privilege, and I will be using the

word privilege throughout my research exactly in the same sense.

The general distinction I will make between privilege and earned advantages...rests on
four related claims: (1) benefits granted by privilege are always unearned and conferred
systematically to members of dominant social groups; (2) privilege granted to members
of dominant groups simply because they are members of these groups is almost never
justifiable; (3) most privilege is invisible to, or not recognized as such by, those who
have it; and (4) privilege has an unconditional “wild card” quality that extends benefits

33
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to cover a wide variety of circumstances and conditions.... (That) is to say that being
heterosexual, male or white will almost always count in one’s favor.3®

Privilege is most often that invisible wind at your back especially if one is
white, male, educated, and heterosexual. One ‘sails’ through the world with a
particular feeling of personal accomplishment. One is simply unconscious that
invisible, unearned advantages embedded in structures (often created to secure such
unearned advantages) play a significant role in everyday life, often cumulating in a
particular sense of self, and of personal and group achievement. Or the wind at our
back called privilege rocks the cradle of our lives so gently that it puts us to sleep;
gently, gently, it numbs us, and strips us completely of meaningful engagement
within the human community. We can only look on passively at those whose lives are
so threatened, that the struggle to survive against violence, direct or structural, can
even become the focus of our envy, as described by June Jordan above.

The wind at one’s back is largely invisible, so long as it remains significant. It
becomes most evident as it ‘weakens’ with every degree one is removed from the
dominant group. Race, gender, sexual orientation and employment all affect the
invisibility.

Alison Bailey points out,

..(O)ne of the functions of privilege is to structure the world so that mechanisms of
privilege are invisible - in the sense that they are unexamined - to those who benefit
from them.¥”

In exposing the invisibility of privilege, Bailey takes up several metaphors.
One of the metaphors she takes up is that of white privilege being an ‘invisible
knapsack’ and she gives examples by another author of what these might ‘look’ like
in their invisibility.

(White privilege is) an invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on cashing
in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. White privilege is like an
invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, assurances, tools, maps, guides,
codebooks, passports, visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, and blank checks...

36 Bailey, in Heldke & O‘Connor, p. 306, 311
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I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the
time.

I can be sure that my children will be given curricular material that testifies to
the existence of their race.

I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group.

I can dress any way I want and not have my appearance explained by the
perceived tastes of my race.

Whether I use checks, credit cards, or cash I can be fairly sure that my skin
color will not count against the appearance of my financial reliability.

In most instances I can be assured of having the public trust.

Heterosexual privileges include:

Being able to publicly show affection for one’s partner without fear of public
harm or hostility.
Being assured that most people will approve of one’s relationship.

Not having to self-censor gender pronouns when talking about one’s partner.38

Privilege then is very difficult to grasp, to understand and to undermine. It is

‘simply’ part of or not part of the world one is born into. Either it functions in one’s

favour, or against one. Moreover, it is a macroscopic invisible structure keeping

structures of domination in place, and simultaneously simply assumed as part of

personal ‘reality’. Trained to not recognize privilege, as such, is one ‘inoculation’ that

works almost without fail.

Slavoj Zizek, in the book entitled Iraq: The Borrowed Kettle says two things,

which combined, can help illuminate part of the dynamic of how privilege functions.

Tongue in cheek, he says,

In March 2003, Donald Rumsfeld engaged in a little bit of amateur philosophizing about
the relationship between the known and the unknown:

“There are the known knowns. These are the things we know that we

know, There are known unknowns. That is to say, there are things we
know we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns. These

are the things we don‘'t know we don‘t know.”

What he forgot to add was the crucial fourth term: the unknown knowns, the things we
do not know we know...3°

I would venture to say that for the most privileged, privilege belongs to this

fourth category: the unknown knowns. For those variously removed from the

dominant group in today’s world, white, male and heterosexual, privilege is, by
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degrees, more of a known known. The more removed one is from the dominant
group, the more visible privilege becomes.

Sigmund Freud is rumoured to have insisted, successfully, at the age of 15
that his sister stop attending piano lessons because her practice disturbed his
capacity to concentrate while doing homework in the family home. Was he aware of
exercising privilege? Most likely not. Was she aware of his exercise of privilege? Most
likely, very clearly. His male privilege and the room to assert is simply taken for
granted.

Returning to Zizek, he comments on American privilege in the world political

arena, which again is enlightening for the concept of privilege.

The old paradox of the forced choice is reproduced here: the freedom to make a choice
on condition that one makes the right choice.

We see this in operation in Irag most visibly at the moment. Privilege is the
ability to set the condition or conditions by which a range of possibilities is narrowed
down to the ‘right’ choice.

Forced choice functions not only at systemic levels. It, like privilege, functions
also pervasively in the day-to-day life of ordinary people. Its face is so well known
many people simply take it for granted. It is one of the ‘common sense’ realities
where subtle coercion and consent are for the most part, practically invisible: it is
called hierarchy.

In a program of study at a Canadian university (as in most universities in the
north) I am free to make a number of choices regarding courses, the content I focus
on in courses and whether I approach the content from a number of directions. Yet
the academic hierarchy is pivotal in letting me know if indeed I have made the ‘right’

choice: grading, academic support or censure are simply taken for granted as

0 Zizek, p. 14
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belonging to the environment. Should I one day become a professor, then it is up to
me, within a quite flexible range, to set those conditions for others.

Becoming a professor may be regarded then as an ‘earned advantage’. Yet if I
am a white male, and have been happily, and invisibly, socialized into an urban,
schooled, white male brotherhood from the time of childhood, I will have a much
clearer and sharper understanding of ‘right’ choices within Canada’s academia, than
if I have grown up male or female in a non-English speaking, intensely rural, oral
culture.

Canadian academic institutions are intensely dominated by white urban,
schooled, heterosexual men. The fact that a white urban, educated male teenager
will have a clear (unacknowledged) advantage in eventually becoming the professor
has nothing to do with his particular talent. Yet, his advantage will be directly
attributed to personal talent.*! On this basis, he will likely be granted power in
hierarchy - the power to reduce a range of choices down to the ‘right choices’ (for
others). He is likely never to see the particular dynamics at play, having been
inoculated not to recognize such dynamics. He will more than likely simply become
an adult with a particular worldview that reinforces his experience of life. Only those
with less privilege will likely challenge his worldview. He is likely to attribute the
challenge to the person’s character and (lack of?) talent, not to the structure or the
continuous inoculations that makes the challenge necessary.

A hundred years ago, the above generalization would have applied in 99.9%
of public and private institutions in Europe and North America. Today however, with
the increasing necessary breakdown of white male privilege, the picture is only in
tiny fractions different. There are other voices, other people gaining access to

structures, which simultaneously diminishes the excluding power of the structure,

41 Bailey gives the example of George W. Bush having ‘been born’ at third base, but insisting he hit a
triple. This, she says, is a prime example of how the privileged continually attempt to dissemble privilege
into ‘earned advantage’. See Heldke & O’Connor, p. 307
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and therefore the privilege, while at the same time risks giving ‘token’ representation
and privilege to a very small number of those excluded fully before.

More and more, people are often multiply situated. There are more women,
more openly gay men, people from more racial, ethnic and social groups are
represented in institutions than has been the case before. The discourse on both
privilege and oppression has necessarily become more nuanced, and necessarily

more differentiated.

Anti-oppressive theorists contest the ontological assumptions of Enlightenment-based
theories that are rooted in universal, transcendental, and singular truth claims. The
ontological assumptions of anti-oppressive theories are rooted in the subjective and
specific as well as particular socio-historical experiences of people that are
simultaneously multiply positioned... The specific and differential nature of oppression is
acknowledged, but without losing the sense of collective experiences of oppression.4

It is important then, to keep in mind the tension that exists between the
‘specific and differential nature’ of privilege, and at the same time keep in mind the
fact that privilege does operate and is largely visible and effective primarily at the
macroscopic, or collective levels active in keeping structures of domination in place.
For example, to say that women are less privileged than men is not to deny that
many individual women are in positions embedded in extensive privilege. It is to
remember that women as a group have, nowhere in the public domain, the
representation due to being 52% of the general population,

It must also be kept in mind that white, educated, heterosexual men are
grossly over-represented in all public and private institutions, in the north and world-

wide, given that they make up such a small percentage of the world population.

Let me reiterate my conviction that existing market economies still fall a good way short
of meritocracy. Nor do I believe...that without political intervention the market itself will
tend to eliminate anti-meritocratic practices such as racial and sexual discrimination.*®

Yet the continual inoculations against seeing this very simple fact, and

changing it head-on, have been and remain very effective, despite decades of

2 Moosa-Mitha, M., “Situating Anti-Oppressive Theories within Critical and Difference-Centred
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feminism and anti-racism work within the last century. Conflict studies, as a
discipline, is no exception. It is largely in the hands of northern white men.

Privilege, above all is dissembling, and it is contextual. It is about power and
may contribute significantly to political and social paralysis at the same time. It
functions to keep structures of domination in place. Privilege is an unknown known
for those who have it, but more often a known known for those who have less,
becoming more visibie with its decline. It is contextual. People are multiply
positioned primarily due to race, gender, sexual orientation and employment.
Privilege is systemic yet functions to maintain the guise of personal attribute or
talent, or lack thereof.

In theoretically delineating privilege, it is importa