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Power, Culture, Conflict

Beth Roy

When Juliana Birkhoff explored the ways mediators think abut power in her pioneering doctoral research,* she found two prevailing concepts: power as “a thing”, something people “have”; and power as a negotiating position, deriving primarily from “batna” or “best alternative to a negotiated agreement”. 

In contrast, I think of power as something we do. It is the means by which we accomplish, or are denied, well-being. Power is a process going on between and among people, a multilayered and ever-shifting set of relationships. Shaped profoundly by the social structures within which we live, power is internalized, manifesting as feelings of entitlement and insecurity. It is enacted in transactions between and among people, and it is embodied in cultural practices and performed in organizational roles.

Why Power Matters in Conflict Intervention

In ordinary life, process and possession are vaguely interwoven in the ways we talk about power. It is something bad, a process of exercising control over people and resources. Power is seen as ruthless, uncooperative, competitive, and wounding. But sometimes power is a good thing, an ability to get things done, a set of admirable attributes. In either rendition, power is laden with value judgments; the concept itself reeks of power.

These common concepts of power show up in conflict resolution theory as acknowledgment that inequality is a problem. Mediators are cautioned to intervene in a way that “balances the table”. An underlying assumption is that many inequities can be left at the door and a conversation constructed that establishes equality in the room. Sometimes that may be true, but very often it is not. Research on outcomes of divorce mediation, for instance, demonstrates the subtle and profound ways that gender styles of negotiating combine with material inequalities in men and women’s earning power, and with the still-gendered imbalances in child-rearing, to disadvantage women in mediated settlements.* Similarly, in the aggregate people of color mediated by white mediators in cross-racial disputes end up with lesser value outcomes than they achieve in court adjudication.**
Developing a holistic understanding of power dynamics allows mediators to understand ways in which imbalances remain inherent in any process, however carefully arranged. Mediators are thus better able to determine whether mediation is a possible and advisable course (sometimes it is not) and, if deciding to mediate, to confront inequities directly and effectively.

Power operates at the mediation table in a second important way: the mediator’s power, too, is a fluid and complex process. Who the mediator is, of what cultural heritage, matters of gender and race and age, language spoken, transparency, and so much more, all affect the flow of power in the course of the work. One example lays in the ways mediators encourage or control the expression of emotion during a session. If the process is focused on settlement, emotional communication may be subjugated, by subtle or overt means, in favor of the negotiation of interests. If a participant speaks an emotional language, holds the healing of relationship to be more important than the resolution of disputes, and/or needs to work through emotional hurts as an integral part of the journey toward solution, then the mediator’s actions seriously disadvantage that disputant and bias the outcome. The mediation table is itself a social structure, and as such it can reinforce or encourage re-negotiation of power and well-being.

Power in and of itself is not an evil. Indeed, people come to mediation because they hope and believe the mediator has some power to help them. There is a big difference between power abuse and the negotiated use of constructive power. The latter becomes possible when power is understood complexly and negotiated openly.

Domains of Power

When I analyze power as I practice conflict resolu​tion, I think of it as operating dynamically in five domains. 

· Internal: One’s sense of confidence, ability to articulate thoughts, skills for recognizing emotion and for managing it, all become factors in how powerfully one operates in transactions with others.

· Transactional: Every-day behaviors that occur between and among us—choice of words, body posture, eye contact, and so on—communicate and negotiate power.

· Organizational: Sets of agreements, tacit or explicit, create environments in which power is distributed in particular ways. Roles in families, organizations, communities, etc., may be assigned by agreement or assumed de facto, and power accrues to them.

· Cultural: Particular histories and identities influence individuals to behave in particular ways, and also influence the meanings attributed to behaviors by others. Ethnic origins, religious communities, racial identities, gender, physical abilities, all have associated with them sets of cultural habits and assumptions that are brought to bear on power dynamics.

· Structural: Both face-to-face transactions and group situations exist in the context of greater social structures, which define an underlying set of power relations. These relations attach to cultural identities and attributes, as well as becoming internalized in a sense of self.

Like all theoretical constructs, this one is less than exhaustive, a step in the ongoing process of evolving more comprehensive tools. In each of these arenas, power is exercised differently, with particular consequences for collaborative work and particular challenges to the practitioner. None of the domains I’ve described is independent of the others; all intertwine in mutually-generating dynamics. Take shame, for example. It is an intensely internal sensation that at heart is the product of cultural and social-structural forces. Often, it causes people to keep silent about what they truly feel and think. Silence is a significant transaction between people; silence can be very loud. That which is not said shapes roles and relationships, becoming an organizational principle. 

Power Dynamics Exemplified

Power, in all these realms, figured centrally into a story told by Eleanor Smith of Atlanta. Eleanor is the founder of a group called Concrete Change, whose goal is improving accessibility of new houses for people with disabilities. Eleanor Smith is herself a wheel-chair user and she knows first hand the cost of even a small step at the doorway to homes, not to mention narrow bathroom doorways.

She began her story by setting the context for the particular conflict she was about to describe: 

I don’t think it’s obvious to everyone that the way homes are built severely excludes a pretty big portion of people. [Take] one little architectural feature, the bathroom door. Typically a new home will have a narrow bathroom door that the wheelchair won’t go through. The fallout on people’s lives is tremendous, just from that one detail. People stop and think, “If I knew I couldn’t go to the bathroom if I went to dinner, would I go?” And then if we do go, we really take a very major risk. We learn to really be ashamed of what we need. It’s very shame-inducing, it’s very health-threatening to try to develop a bladder that will hold it that long. Those few inches really are humongously important in terms of being able to be at anyone’s house, including your own. 

Eleanor went on to tell me about her group’s negotiations with Habitat for Humanity, an organization popularized by Jimmy Carter that builds affordable homes for poor people (among other projects). When Habitat began plans for a new housing development in the Atlanta area, Concrete Change approached them with the proposal that they demonstrate how easy and economical it would be to build accessible homes:

We went to the chairman of the board. He came over to the house here, and there were eight of us talking with him. He leaned back, his arms folded over his chest, taking a very rational, seemingly, pseudo-rational approach: “Who else is doing this in the country?” “Well, nobody we know of right now.” “Well, we don’t want to slow down the learning curve.” 

Internal and Transactional Power Dynamics
The body-posture and style of speaking of the chairman conveyed an exercise of power. His gestures – leaning back, crossing his arms – expressed confidence in his position, a certain unwillingness to budge, a sense of command over the situation in which he found himself.  His mode of speaking – asking in a reasonable tone of voice for a precedent, speaking in terms of  learning curves –  communicated a disinclination to solve the problem at hand. 

Who speaks first, how long a person speaks, tone and volume of voice, vocabulary, command of language, style of reasoning: these are only a few of the many ways we exercise power. Some of these behaviors can intimidate (yelling, for instance), while others negotiate power by casting doubt on another person’s credibility.  Becoming attuned to transactional power reveals these and many more forms in which it operates.

Eleanor went on to describe how gendered dynamics induced the Concrete Change members to internalize and accept their inferiority:

He meant they didn’t want to even think about doing one thing different because then they couldn’t build houses quite as fast. As women, we really felt disempowered, too, I might say. He was one man and we were eight women, talking about house construction. 

The chairman’s invocation of technical expertise, suggested that he, a man, would of course know more about such matters. The women, themselves schooled in a social world of gender inequality, quietly succumbed to a sense of inferiority – although only temporarily. 
Organizational and Cultural Power Dynamics: 
The chairman took charge of the shape of the dialogue, and the committee members tacitly consented. The chairman essentially chaired the meeting. Eleanor’s group played by mutual but unspoken consent the role of supplicants, the chairman the role of decision-maker. 

Agreements often take the form of unchallenged assumptions. The chairman assumed that his highest value, to build houses quickly, was universally accepted; that it was technically inevitable that building accessible houses would slow that process down; and that his goal and Eleanor’s committee’s were therefore fundamentally in conflict. The women were presented with the task of articulating and countering his assumptions. 

Value assumptions often arise from the cultures in which we are raised and currently operate. Perhaps the chairman was influenced by the national stature of Jimmy Carter’s organization. His attitude suggested confidence in the respect-worthiness of his position, a conviction that his organization would suffer no loss of renown and approval if he declined the women’s request. The disability activists, on the other hand, came to age contending with a profound minority status. They anticipated that their needs and experiences would have low visibility in the majority’s consciousness and little active support. How each of them therefore pursued her or his agenda was very different.

Add to the dynamics I’ve described the view of gender and occupation (a builder’s sense of effectiveness acting on the physical world in contrast to a wheel-chair users reliance on the help of others) as formative of cultures, and the role of culture in shaping power, especially in moments of conflict, becomes more profound.

Structural Power Dynamics: 

Both face-to-face transactions and group situations exist in the context of greater social structures, which define an underlying set of power relations, played out through cultures, internalized as feelings of self, transacted by word and gesture. This level of the process was exemplified when Eleanor talked about the aftermath of the meeting with the chairman:

Then one very stubborn woman in our group wrote to every board member, and somehow that changed it. There were some board members that wanted to try it. So then Habitat began doing it, finding out that it hadn’t been that hard. 

We wanted to then parlay that into state legislation. Four years ago we started trying to get a state law through that every new house would have basic access. The Home Builders’ Association, which is one of the strongest national lobbies, has so much clout that they have full-time lobbyists in every state. They were putting out outlandish cost figures of what it would cost to have a wider bathroom door in new construction. They could afford to fax everywhere in the state, and they could afford to pay their full-time lobbyist. And they are one of the biggest donors, even on a state level, to legislative campaigns. 

The construction industry is better funded than are disability-issues activists. That is a structural fact of life in modern-day America which is the context for any dialogue or negotiation between the two groups.  Matters of money, political access, educational and technological resources, group status based on culture, age, gender, physical ability, ethnicity, and so on, influence every interpersonal transaction, more or less decisively depending on its content and context, and on the degree of inequality of the participants. Very often, structural components of power dynamics seem indirect and are therefore not visible to those living them. 

How do these five domains in which power operates shade into and help to form each other? Cultures of gender deeply inform Eleanor Smith’s experience of intimidation on a transactional level, as she experienced the chairman from Habitat leaning back in her living room and crossing his arms over his chest. Language, the embodiment of culture, is deeply gendered, both in its spoken and physical expressions. Research traces the ways in which simple sentence structure reflects gender: women may ask a question where men make a definitive statement, for instance. Crossed arms speak a particular story in the particular cultural context Eleanor describes. 

At the same time, gender is a construct that is negotiated through ongoing interpersonal transactions (in personal relationships between men and women) and imbued with power because of characteristics of social structure: the greater earning power of men, for instance, which in turn derives from the higher value placed on traditionally male occupations—CEOs as compared with secretaries, for example. The tacit agreements that allowed the chairman to define the question—as a technical matter of what would be needed to make the changes the activists sought and how that would affect the “learning curve”—were credible because he held structural power as the representative of an organization with enough resources to build houses. The power accruing to the manner in which he considered that question—rational, weighing one set of possibilities against another—grew from a deeply imbedded set of structural characteristics of the gendered economic and social system in America. 

Dynamics like these are intricately woven into every conflict. When conflict resolvers intervene, we too enact power in ways subtle and blatant. How the power we bring to the table works and why it matters, are questions often obscured by our belief that we are neutral third parties, that our capacity to over-power others is itself neutralized. But it is not. To be attuned to processes by which power is transacted, our own and that of the people whose conflicts we seek to resolve, matters if we mean to help and to do no harm. 

Dynamics in Intercultural Mediations: An Organization

Many mediations I’ve done exemplify the dynamics I’m theorizing, and understanding these dynamics has been central to effective intervention. A colleague and I were asked to work with a faculty in a graduate program. About six years earlier, the all-white, all-male faculty had hired the first woman of color, an African-American of considerable standing in the field. She in turn recruited another woman of color, someone younger but also with impressive experience. Together, they argued for further increasing cultural diversity on the faculty, especially as their student body grew ever more diverse, but to no avail. Three new hires in a row were men of European descent. 

Under pressure from the administration who were concerned about their ability to represent the institution as multicultural to the students on whose tuition the finances of the college depended, the faculty at last hired an African-American man, a man who had recently immigrated from Asia, and an older woman who was a lesbian.

Relations among people were civil and formal. But the newer faculty members pushed for an opportunity to talk more honestly about dynamics of race, gender, and other identities. We were hired to conduct a three day retreat over a long weekend.

The first morning, twenty-two people seated themselves around a square table. We asked them to introduce themselves, describe their histories, positions, and roles in the department, and tell us why they were here, what issues they hoped to address in the course of the retreat. The conversation proceeded well; people were, I thought, a little hesitant, a bit formal, understandably testing the waters of safety in the room.

There were only two people left to speak. The next to last one was a middle-aged man, very pleasant appearing, diffident and humorous. “I don’t exactly know why I’m here,” he began. “I’m not really on this faculty. I used to be, but now I’m strictly an administrator.”

“Oh, but we’re glad you’re here,” someone exclaimed from across the table. “It’s always fun to have you present.”

“How did you come to be here, if you’re not on the faculty?” we asked. 

“Well,” he said, with a moue of humility, “the president of the college asked me to sit in for him. He had to be out of town, but he wants me to report back to him what happens here.”

A deep silence greeted that announcement.

Structural power had loudly introduced itself into the story of the group. 

We asked if people felt able and willing to talk about anything and everything they needed to discuss with a representative of the president present. All the older faculty members quickly assented. The newer hires, however, said nothing, a silence we noted as a signifier of transactional power. 

Questions of safety almost always reflect inequalities. To construct a forum in which honesty is truly possible is to explore the terrain of power. When people are afraid to speak, it is because they fear some consequence that they can’t control. To be sure, speaking truth, on a certain level, opens the door to unknowable results; it is  always a risk. Whether or not people are willing to take that risk is a calculation about potential harm done by others with some form or forms of power, factored by the risk of not dealing with the problem or conflict at hand. If life is so intolerable as it is, then one may be willing to take certain risks. But that is a decision that participants in conflict resolution need to make individually, knowingly, wisely. 

We asked the man in question to please step outside the room for a few minutes so that others could talk more freely about his presence. He agreed. Several people then said that, however much they liked Sam (the pseudonym we’ll give him), they weren’t comfortable with the notion that he would repeat everything to the president, a person well respected and liked by everyone in the group. “It’s not that we don’t want the president to be informed about what we do here. But we want to make that report, based on what we together decide to say.”

Someone suggested that perhaps Sam could stay if he agreed to report only what the group determined, and to do so in partnership with a chosen representative of the faculty. That suggestion stimulated a wider conversation about confidentiality, the parameters of which seemed simple but were not. Groups frequently make easy declarations of confidentiality: “Nothing said in this room will pass out of the room.” But then half the group go home and talk excitedly about what they’ve just experienced with their significant other. That is an understandable thing to do; honest forums for dealing with conflict are intense. They stir feelings and memories and questions for participants, who quite naturally need personal forums for sorting. 

“Also,” said one woman who taught a course of two in another department as well as in this one, “some of what we decide here might affect what and how I teach over there. What do I say to them?”

“Also,” said a man, “my wife is assistant to the president. What if something that comes out here concerns her. Do I have to keep it a secret from my own wife?”

Not to surface and talk through details about how information flows is to gainsay a confidentiality agreement. Information is power, as wise people have long said. Better to make concrete allowance for the ways in which people will talk than to pretend that they won’t.

Sam was invited back into the room and asked if he’d promise to follow the group’s wishes about information to the president, and confidentiality in general. He said he was happy to do that, felt relieved in fact not to have to make decisions about what was private and what relevant all by himself.

We’d barely begun the retreat, but already several significant things had been accomplished. We’d signaled the participants that we were attentive to power issues. We listened carefully to some people’s need to establish conditions of safety before embarking on honest conversation, and we reframed that need as something institutional rather than a personal weakness. We demonstrated a willingness to disagree with the desires of leadership in order to protect those with less organizational power. By exploring the details of a confidentiality agreement, we told people we were committed to respecting their real needs rather than our theoretical ones. 

In short, we made apparent some important lines of power within the institution, and at the same time we negotiated between us as interveners and them as participants a relationship of respectful power-sharing.

As a result, talk very quickly flowed among them with honesty and depth. At one point, the second woman hired (I’ll call her Maria) revealed to an older colleague (we’ll call Stanley) that she had long ago made a decision to stop expressing her opinions in faculty meetings. Stanley, a warm and thoughtful man, was aghast. “Why did you do that!” he asked in horror.

“Do you remember that time we were deciding how to set up the new program on (she named the subject)? Well, twice I told you all that I had extensive experience working in that area, and twice the conversation went on around the table as if I hadn’t spoken. When it came time to appoint someone to head the program, my name wasn’t even mentioned by anyone.

“I got the message. You were not hearing me.”

Stanley visibly reddened. He turned to Maria with genuine sorrow in his eyes. “But why didn’t you tell me? I thought we had a good, friendly relationship!”

“I didn’t tell you because you weren’t listening,” Maria responded. “I felt humiliated. Too often I’ve been discounted because I’m young and Latina.”

“But,” Stanley said with even more emphasis, “I wish I had known. Why didn’t you tell me?”

We pointed out that Stanley was doing the same thing now that Maria was grieving from years ago: he wasn’t hearing her. He used the power of his position at the center of faculty dynamics to discount Maria’s statement. Rather than asking, “What did I miss?” he turned the question on her, “Why didn’t you speak?” He assumed he was at the center of the transaction, she on the outside with a responsibility to get his attention. Moreover, she spoke of cultural assumptions about her age, gender, and ethnicity. By asking his question again and again, in the process of that repetition implying criticism of her, he exercised his cultural power to deny the importance of those factors.

When we called his attention to those dynamics, he was deeply moved. He apologized and asked Maria to give him another chance. “I really want to know when you feel overlooked or unheard,” he said. She agreed to tell him, but only if the group as a whole agreed to hear her statement as worthy of attention, and if Stanley and his older colleagues committed to learning what they needed to learn from all the newer faculty, not just her. Otherwise, we pointed out, another injury would be inflicted by the imbalance of awareness intrinsic to these dynamics: precisely because she is in a disadvantage position, she knows instantly and intensely when a discount is afoot. She can’t help feel the injury. But Stanley and his peers can only gain awareness of what, to them, is simply the normal way of doing business – normalcy being defined as the way they do things. To change their assumptions, they need Maria and her peers to do the substantial work of speaking up about their perceptions. Those faculty members who have lived lifetimes immersed in the culture of supremacy cannot simply will themselves to share power; they need to be taught, thereby imposing yet another hardship on their colleagues. What they can do to even the field is to embrace new learning with humility and enthusiasm, and to seek it in as many places as they possibly can.

Dynamics in Intercultural Mediations: A Couple

Another recent example of power dynamics in mediation involved a bi-cultural couple.

Susan and David had been together for about a year, although living separately, when they bought a house. Neither had owned property before; each was helped financially by parents. Both in their late thirties, both musicians, the couple seemed well suited to each other and very much in love. 

They came to mediation about a year after moving into their “fixer-upper”. When I joined them in my office, they had situated themselves in two armchairs, not on the sofa where couples more often sit side by side. They leaned stiffly away from each other, David gripping the arms of his chair, Susan tucked into the furthest corner of hers. 

Body language was soon confirmed by verbal assault. Five seconds into my welcoming comments, David launched a tirade. “It’s hopeless,” he declared. “She’s pathological. She just can’t help micromanaging me. She doesn’t trust me to do anything, everything has to be her way.”

Susan studied the floor. “What am I supposed to do,” she asked querulously, “when you make so many mistakes? You think you know what you’re doing, so you never ask for help and then I have to do it all over again, to clean up your messes!”

Every intervention I attempted brought them quickly back to their core stories:

“She’s compulsively controlling.”

“He’s lazy and sloppy.”

On an emotional level, it seemed to me David was more affected by Susan’s accusations than the other way around. He became agitated, reacted angrily, defended himself at length. I asked myself whether his intensity might indicate a way he was in a disadvantaged position. 

There were some points of agreement, which, however, suggested ways Susan was disadvantaged and David privileged. She clearly did more work in their shared domain. They were renovating the second floor of their new house, turning it into an apartment they’d rent to produce a much-needed subsidy to cover their costs. In addition to hiring plumbers and carpenters, Susan stripped and painted woodwork, fixed small problems, learned how to install a new window, and more. She was a stickler for detail. “I want a really gorgeously finished apartment, so that we can get more rent. All those details will bring us an additional hundred dollars a month.”

David rolled his eyes and turned the back of an irritated shoulder in her direction. “I’d do more work if you lightened up about how I do it.”

Susan immediately launched into a story about a windowsill he’d painted. He’d refused to watch a home improvement video Susan had bought, instead, in her rendition, slathering paint onto an un-primed sill. “I had to sand it all down and do it again!”

Susan also did all the bookkeeping, barring one bill David was responsible for paying. They quarreled over the politics and morality of television: David liked to watch the ball game; Susan thought TV constituted capitulation to multinational corporations. So David paid the bill.

“Only he doesn’t,” Susan commented, and David once again sighed heavily.

“I was only a little late!” he exclaimed.

“Late enough that they turned the cable off and I had to pay to get it reinstalled,” Susan countered. The tremor in her voice suggested how over-burdened she felt. 

David’s story was a mirror image tale of victimization. “She complains I don’t do anything, but when I do she criticizes my work and does it over again.

“Besides,” he went on with real pain in his eyes, “I’m working as hard as I know how to make it as a musician. I’m on tour a lot. I play with two bands, and I have to rehearse endlessly. When I’m home, I need to rest. I can’t do what I need to do without down time.”

Susan softened. “You know I completely support your music. You are a wonderful musician and you so deserve to be able to support yourself that way.” She earned her own living as a nurse, playing music as an avocation.

A moment of calm landed briefly on the room. “But maybe,” Susan whispered, “you could at least wash a dish now and then.”

“She’s pathological,” David exploded. “She just can’t resist micromanaging me!”

“He’s incompetent,” Susan countered, “too prideful and arrogant to ask how to paint a windowsill.” I could almost see an unspoken bubble above her head with the words, “Just like a man!”

David used therapeutic concepts, Susan moral ones. To him, she was certifiably crazy; to her, he was morally flawed. 

Every transaction between them suggested Susan saw herself as superior to David, even as she complained about her exploitation as a competent woman. Meanwhile, David battled to counter a perception of his inadequacies that he actually shared. In terms of money earning capacity, skills for the jobs at hand, abilities to handle finances and the detailed management required of new home owners, Susan was more accomplished. All these inequities between them manifested in the emotional storms that constantly raged through their domesticity. She quietly poked and prodded; he noisily raged and defended. Susan commanded clear moral high ground; David righteously but, I thought, guiltily repelled her attacks.

Above all, David complained that Susan shamed him with her constant criticism and nagging. “She think she’s better than me.”

Above all, Susan complained that she felt exploited and abandoned. “He has no sympathy for how hard I’m working.”

Both felt victimized by the other’s behavior. David clearly enjoyed power in the realm of gender. Served by women at home throughout his life, he showed little desire to challenge his reliance on Susan’s standards and skills in that regard. He also dominated discourse emotionally, exploding regularly with anger. Susan countered in that domain with logic and verbal acuity. David couldn’t win the argument with words, but he put a stop to it with feelings.

Meanwhile, Susan enjoyed a certain relative power in the economic world by virtue of her profession, even though she was probably paid less for her female-oriented work as a nurse than she would have been a more male-centered occupation. But David, as a professional musician, fared even worse financially. Economic insecurity actually afflicted them both, as they struggled with the pressures of first-time home-owning on their marginal incomes.

We talked about all that, named the dynamics, problem-solved accommodations, extracted apologies, and more. They turned toward each other, only to bounce off the same dynamics and catapult back into battle again and again.

The one thing we hadn’t named was a difference between them in racial heritage. Susan’s was European, David’s Chinese. It was in the cultural domain that power differences were least evident to them and, in the end, most helpful to understand.

I turned to David and asked if he’d talk about how it was to be Chinese American and a popular musician. He snorted and said, “Yeah, I’m hardly a model minority!” He went on to say his parents were “type A” and that his only brother was a PhD scientist with his own lab.

“I can imagine,” I said, “some of how that might be. In general we live in a society that’s unsupportive to artists. Unless you hit celebrity, you don’t get a lot of money or respect. Add to that a family and a community that values other forms of success, and you’ve had to handle a lot.”

David looked at me full face for the first time. “You know,” he said, “I tried to do it their way. I took a corporate job and I was climbing that ladder. But one day I realized I just couldn’t hack it; it just wasn’t me. I was doing well, but I was miserable.

“Music,” he went on, “was kind of an accident. I quit my job and I had no idea what to do next. I was pretty down, so I started fooling around with the trumpet again – I hadn’t really touched the thing since high school band. I loved it; it was the only thing that gave me comfort.”

I talked about how much sense it made that David would be particularly sensitive to Susan’s disapproval. He came to those moments in their personal behavior already saturated in disapproval by his family and community. Having opted out of the means to gain worthiness that were valorized by his culture – not just Chinese culture, I speculated, but also immigrant culture; education and professional stature were a common strategy for Chinese immigrants to gain a foothold – David was battling shame all the time, even while he was in the process of gaining recognition and success as a popular musician, and loving every moment of it.

I then turned to Susan. “You exemplify another cultural dynamic,” I suggested. “White women are heavily socialized to take care of details, to be competent and responsible. We do more than we truly want to, and then we oppress everyone around us with our – largely unsuccessful – strategies to get others to take part. 

“But even if others want to shoulder a part of the workload, by then we’re so much more expert than they that transferring responsibility, and with it power, to do whatever needs to be done is really difficult.”

Both Susan and David looked surprised that I saw Susan as exemplifying any kind of culture. Whiteness, and the mainstream in general, disappears as acculturated. It seems to people on both sides of the equation to be simply “normal”.

So if David is burdened by shame, by messages that tell him he’s unworthy, and if Susan is trained to carry the burdens of the world but cry out for relief by micromanaging David, it’s a perfect set up for them to be stuck in an endless power struggle.

All these dynamics are also highly gendered. Many of the territory Susan covered was the heartland of domesticity: cleaning, cooking, laundry, bill paying, and so on. David saw these tasks as insignificant. What compelled his attention was his work in the world outside the home. In earlier generations, David would also have earned more money than Susan. But as a professional musician, he was far poorer than she, with her full-time nursing job. A more usual gendered bargain might have assigned David a greater share of the renovation work, of fixing things in the material world. But David wasn’t interested, not to mention that he wasn’t good at it, and that he traveled so much he wasn’t there. So Susan felt especially aggrieved that she got so little in return for her labors.

In one frame, within the walls of their home, she was on top, controlling far too many details. In another frame, David was privileged to be earning his living doing what he loved, even while he was disadvantaged financially.

The analysis of culture and power helped Susan and David to turn a corner. Each could see how the other was caught in something not of his or her own making. Their compassion for each other’s shortcomings went way up, as did their creative energy for figuring out ways to ameliorate their problems.

David set up computerized bookkeeping systems, with all bill-paying automated. Susan designed a support network to help her avoid obsessing on perfection in the house renovation. Together, they scheduled a day a week to share the housekeeping chores. They were on their way to a better partnership.
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