Sport in Peace Building

A Powerful Tool or Self-deception?

Peter Legat

This is a brief summary from the Discussion Forum on Sport for Development and Peace meeting held at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences on Tuesday 19th September 2006. The discussion was centered on sport as a possible tool in peace building. Presentations by Siri Aas Rustad from the Peace Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO) and Building Peaces, an NGO active in peace work, as well as Hans Hognestad, lecturer at the Telemark University College, created the platform for the discussions. Peter Legat, the author of this summary, is a Masters student at the Norwegian School of Sports Sciences and former volunteer for Sports Coaches Outreach in Zambia.

What do we need to build peace?

At the beginning of her presentation, Siri clarified her point of entry regarding the topic of sport, peace and reconciliation. “I am asking ‘What do we need to build peace?‘ rather than asking ‘How can we use sport to build peace?‘“ For her, one of the answers to the question what we need to build peace is sport. Or, as her further presentation and the discussion afterwards suggested, can be sport, if the activities are guided by certain principles.

Civil society and peace building

For Siri, a strong civil society is important to build and maintain peace. According to her definition, civil society refers not only to all non-governmental actors who try to engage and organize people with regards to various issues. Being part of civil society is first and foremost linked to creating open spaces for citizens to “meet and talk freely“, where values of equality, tolerance, the rule of law, and respect for human rights are lived. Thus, it excludes non-governmental bodies who propagate hate, violence and other things opposed to those values.

Conflict, common identity and otherness

Is conflict always bad? Siri’s answer to that was ‘no‘. Conflict is also a neccessary means for change. Maybe conflict of a certain type or at a certain level is even unavoidable whenever people meet who are different in certain ways, be it as football players or in other settings. What is important, however, is that those conflicts are constructive and not destructive as violent conflicts are. The challenge then becomes to handle ‘otherness‘ in a constructive way through practical peace building work. This means, to establish “common ground“, as Siri expressed it, amongst the participants of those activities (e.g. sports activities). This common ground involves to develop a common identity, who are interested in let’s say playing nsolo, breaking down enemy images and stereotypes about ‘the other‘, establishing friendship, and engage in dialogue which does not neccessarily result in agreeing with each other, but in understanding each other. Dialogue does not need to verbal, but can use other media such as movement and music.

Peace builders and conflict promoters  
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Siri also used a model for illustrating the emergence of (destructive) conflict within societies.

It illustrates the importance of active civil society and peace builders to engage citizens of heterogenous groups in dialogue, “drag“ more people from both groups into the integrating overlapping circles, help move people from the margins as active conflict promoters closer towards the centre, and prevent those located closer to the centre from drifting towards the margins of destructive and violent conflict.

The potential of sport?
For the use of sports activities in this respect, Siri considered particularly four aspects as comparative advantages: sports activities can mobilize people and thus provide a platform for peace building activities; sports activities are relatively cost effective; they tend to exist already in many communities; and consequently, the opportunities for local ownership of peace building activities can be high when integrated into the sports activities.

At the same time, Siri’s presentation raises a lot of questions about the usefulness of sport as a peace building tool. Firstly, do all sorts of sports activities fulfill civil society’s criteria of equality, tolerance, rule of law and respect for human rights? Are sports activities as inclusive as sports promoters tend to assume? Is there not a lot of cheating around, and does this promote the rule of law or the survival of the fittest of smartest? Secondly, what is the relationship between participating in sports activities and bridging social and cultural divides? Don’t they have the potential to both bridge divisions as well as reinforce them when setting up communities or nations against each other through competition? It is easy to romanticize the the potential of sport in terms of bridging social and cultural divides. The football team consisting of Israeli and Palestinian children organized by the Peres Center for Peace which participated in the Norway Cup only managed to make the children play together on the pitch, but could not facilitate voluntary interaction “off the pitch“ where they still belonged to cliques of Israelis and Palestinians. Why did that happen? What happened before the Norway Cup? Did they only play together hoping that this would do wonders? Were they involved in other peace building activities connected to their football activities? Finally, using Siri’s active civil society model, don’t we have members in the sporting community who could be placed in the categories of peace builders, but also the neutral unintegrated middle as well as the fringe of destructive conflict promoters?

Doing independent research on sport and peace

Hans’s presentation dealt with another aspect of sport, peace and reconciliation: critical research about it.

An evangelical practice

Hans presented a very critical perspective on the possibilities for doing independent research which evaluates the effect of development activities in the field of sport, peace and reconcilitation. Based on his own experiences as researcher and participant of various international conferences on sport, development and peace, he describes the activities in that field as an “evangelical practice“. He suggests that “sport is applied in ways that has more to do with the spreading of the sports gospel than with the critical positioning of sports and how the perceived positive effects of sport in development projects actually manifest themselves.“ Sometimes the conferences which, amongst other things, use elements of music and clapping remind him of gatherings of charismatic religious movements. Researchers tend to become puppets used to reinforce political agendas which steer these conferences, and he concludes “critique is clearly not on the agenda“.

Should we include “negative data“?

According to Hans, that was one of the questions seriously discussed at one conference organized by UK Sport, Sport England and the Australian Institute of Sport about Sport Monitor, an online database for research conducted on the contribution of sport on broader social issues. It referred to the inclusion of data suggesting that sport did not have the desired positive effects. Should we include them or not? Should we provide a platform for our citics to discredit our work? For Hans, it was an example that even the sports sciences are driven by the normative paradigm of “promoting sport“.

‘What works?‘ or ‘How does it work?‘

However, Hans suggested that there is an urgent need to reposition sports critically. “Sport is not a one dimensional good thing per say. Sport is part of wider social processes and cultural hegemonies. Hence it is a multifaceted field generative of dissent as well as consent. In the world of sports there are violent rivalries as well as peaceful competitions.“ In other words, we need to treat the social phenomenon sport as something which can have both positive effects as well as negative ones depending on how it is done and the context in which it is located. Therefore it is important not only to ask what works, but also how it works. Hans concludes: “In brief we need to develop a sports critique, a sport science based on understanding sport, in addition to and a critical adjustment to the preaching of the gospel about the wonders of sport.“

Where do we go ... ?

... if there is a climate of preaching the gospel of sport which does not give space to critical voices which question practices and underlying assumptions concerning the use of sport in development contexts? Is this to the benefit of the poor whom the activities are said to target? Is it even to the benefit of organizations struggling to get funds for their activities? On short term it might secure the flow of resources to their organizations. On long term it might cost them and everyone working with sport for development and peace its credibility. How can you have faith in someone whose main concern is to promote oneself and silence the critics?

Conclusions?

Involving more “outsiders“ like Siri could be a fruitful direction to follow. They tend to have a different point of entry than us in the sports world who would like to preach our gospel. It could make us think more critically about the conditions under which sport can make a positive contribution, for example in terms of peace building. Do all of our sports activities promote peace? I guess they are not. So let’s look at under which circumstances this can be the case!
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