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FOREWORD

Conflict emerges when people have difficulties dealing with dif-
ferences—differences related to race, ethnicity, laniguage, class,
gender, age, religion, and more. These difference: influence the
lenses through which people view each other, of*en leading to mis-
matched perceptions and expectations, resu.ting in conflict. How
can we constructively deal with these diffecences so that conflict
contributes to positive political and sociai change? For twenty years
I have worked with thousands of culturally diverse people to find
ways to answer this question. Threugh this work I have come to see
that cultural and power differences are central to the global and
local conflicts we face.

In Bridging Cultural Corjiicts, Michelle LeBaron presents us with
a timely guide for working with these complexities. This book is
the first comprehensive road map connecting the fields of conflict
resolution and itiercultural communication. It shows readers how
to actively hai:dle cultural conflicts while also remaining authen-
tic and true o their cultural identities.

Michelle describes a set of new tools to address cultural con-
flict, including cultural fluency, conflict fluency, and mindful
awareness. These tools are flexible resources for addressing the
multifaceted interplay between culture and conflict at personal
and political levels. Mindful awareness is fundamental, because
conflict is never just “out there” but is always relational and social.
We are well served by learning how our personal and collective cul-
tural lenses shape what we see, how we relate to others, and what
we perceive as our choices. There can be no intercultural conflict
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resolution if we do not move beyond our ethnocentric views and
blind spots.

Awareness of the multiple identities that each of us carries
simultaneously (for example, one person may belong to many
groups, including parents, soccer players, males, teachers, authors,
Muslims, and so forth) is a basic tool for learning how to shift our
perspectives and expand our behavioral choices. As we recognize
our own and others’ multifaceted identities, we are better able to
see the “big pictures” of our conflicts and the contexts, both pri-
vate and public, in which they take place. This awareness comes
from being willing to see culture both within and among us and
from developing cultural fluency.

With her concept of cultural fluency, Michelle reminds us of
our need for a language and an approach that can deepen our
understanding of cultural dynamics. Cultural fluency goes hand in
hand with conflict fluency, allowing us to exslore and trace the
contours of conflict and the differences itsurtaces, rather than
frantically seeking similarities and unity as so many approaches to
intercultural relations suggest.

The events of September 11, 2061, confronted us with the real-
ity that it is essential to become =a'vare of both our similarities and
our differences, engaging in interfaith and intercultural dialogues
to explore and understand et respective worldviews. Through dia-
logue we come to undevsiand the nature and roles of culture in
our changing worlds. Michelle uses the beautiful metaphor of an
underground river to convey the influence of culture on our con-
flicts: “Culturestiow through our lives like underground rivers,
powerfully nuirturing, potently influencing, and sometimes divid-
ing.” This metaphor makes it clear that culture is an important
influence, even when it seems, on the surface, that people are
fighting over resources and culture has nothing to do with it. Every-
thing around us is shaped and influenced by the underground,
often unacknowledged, dynamics of culture. Because we do not
see them, we often neglect the importance of cultural dynamics in
our conflict resolution processes.

Through careful examination of real-life examples, Michelle
demonstrates the importance of cultural differences and then pro-
vides a clear conceptual framework for working through them. She
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writes in a voice that is accessible, drawing from the intercultural
communication and conflict resolution fields. She distills research
and experience, offering practices from the use of metaphors to
adventure learning for addressing interpersonal and intergroup
conflicts. Readers with or without academic training will find them-
selves acquiring creative tools for expanding their understanding
of others as long as they are willing to try.

The stories and examples used in this book are an enormous
resource for learning, teaching, and training. Using her life expe-
riences in intercultural training and teaching, Michelle tells stories
from indigenous, urban industrial, and rural communities around
the world. These stories and examples capture the need not only
to pay extra attention to the role of culture but to integrate cul-
tural awareness into every aspect of our lives.

On a foundation of mindful awareness and-{finency with both
culture and conflict, Michelle introduces an. approach called
dynamic engagement. Dynamic engagement applied with a spirit
of dialogue provides a way to change conflictual relationships to
transformative ones. Learning, creafivity, and individual and col-
lective growth arise from the consivcuctive shifts in relationships
facilitated by dynamic engagement.

These two ideas—dynamic engagement and a spirit of dia-
logue—are exactly what is.ceded to address the growing schisms
between Muslim and Western communities and policymakers. The
last decade has seen an increasing gap between these groups, fed
by cultural misunderstandings and stereotypical categorizations.
Michelle’s creative idea of a spirit of dialogue, in which we make
space for anGtiier in our hearts and open our minds to receive
what is said, would do much to deepen understanding among Mus-
lims, Christians, and others in Western societies.

Above all, Michelle asks us to listen and to care on both the
local and global levels. She asks us to share our pictures—those
that are the same and those that are different. With attention not
only to tools but to the spirit with which we use the tools, she gives
us ways to apply the long list of creative practices this book sug-
gests. Without the listening and caring this book promotes, we
will continue to experience cultural misunderstandings and mis-
communications, becoming further isolated in our economic,
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political, religious, and cultural enclaves. Given the danger and
estrangement this picture evokes, we are well advised to avail our-
selves of the wisdom in Bridging Cultural Conflicts.

Mohammed Abu-Nimer, Ph.D.

American University

School of International Service

International Peace and Conflict Resolution Program
Washington, D.C.
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