Dialogue

I. Introduction

The philosopher Martin Buber used the term “dialogue” in 1914 to describe a mode of exchange among human beings in which there is a full appreciation of another not as an object in a social function, but as a genuine being.

Physicist David Bohm suggested that this new form of conversation should focus on bringing to the surface, and altering, the “tacit infrastructure” of thought.  As Bohm conceived it, dialogue would kindle a new mode of paying attention, to perceive - as they arose in conversation - the assumptions taken for granted, the polarization of opinions, the rules for acceptable and unacceptable conversation, and the methods for managing differences.  Since these are collective, individual reflection would not be enough to bring these matters to the surface.  Instead, the group would have to learn to watch or experience its own tacit processes in action.  Dialogue’s purpose, as we now understand it, would be to create a setting where conscious collective mindfulness could be maintained.

II. Development of “Cool” Dialogue
David Bohm has compared dialogue to superconductivity.  Electrons cooled to very low temperatures act more like a coherent whole than as separate parts.  They flow around obstacles without colliding with one another, creating no resistance and very high energy.  At higher temperatures, however, they begin to act like separate parts, scattering into a random movement and losing momentum.

Particularly around tough issues, people act more like separate high-temperature electrons.  They collide and move at cross-purposes.  Dialogue seeks to produce a “cooler” shared environment by refocusing the groups’ shared attention.  These environments, which we have called “containers” or fields of inquiry, emerge as a group moves through a dialogue process.  A container can be understood as the sum of the collective assumptions, shared intentions, and beliefs of a group.  As they move through the dialogue progression, participants perceive that the “climate” or “atmosphere” of the room is changing, and gradually see that their collective understanding is changing it.

Reaching effective dialogue happens via the following process.

III. Evolution of Dialogue
Invitation > Conversation (to turn together) > Deliberation (to weigh out)

Here, the pathway splits & the group displays

Either:
Discussion (to shake apart) > Skillful Discussion (logical analysis) > Debate (to beat down)

Or:

Suspension (to hang in front) > Dialogue (flow of meaning) 

Phase 1: Invitation

When any group of individuals comes together, the individuals bring with them a wide range of tacit, unexpressed differences in perspectives.  Gradually people recognize that they have a choice: 

a) Individuals can move to converge, avoiding the challenge of gaining insight into the barriers that are appearing choosing instead to dissect or defend previously held positions.  This convergence will move the group to either unproductive discussion or skillful discussion.

b) Individuals can instead suspend their views, loosening the grip of their uncertainty about all views, including their own.  They can observe the ways they have habitually made, and acted upon, assumptions.  They can question the total process of thought and feeling that produces conflict.  This will move them toward dialogue.

Phase 2: Either/Or

Groups begin to oscillate between suspending views and “discussing” them.  At this stage, people may find themselves feeling frustrated, principally because the underlying fragmentation and incoherence in everyone’s thought begin to appear.  The members of the group feel like they are in a giant washing machine.  No point of view seems to hold the truth any longer and no conclusion seems definitive.  They can’t tell where the group is heading; they feel disoriented, and perhaps marginalized or constrained by others. Extreme views are stated and defended.  All of this “heat” and instability feels distressing, but it is exactly what should be happening.  To manage the crisis, everyone must be adequately awake to what is happening.  People do not need to panic and withdraw, to fight, or to categorize one viewpoint as “right” and another as “wrong”.  All they need to do is listen and inquire: “What is the meaning of this?  Where am I listening from?  What can I learn?”

Phase 3: Dialogue

If a critical mass of people stay with the process beyond this point, the conversation begins to flow in a new way.  In this “cool” environment people begin to inquire together as a whole, and become sensitive to the ways in which the conversation is affecting all the participants.  New insights often emerge as genuine dialogue prevails.  People often can now stand beside the tension of the topic without being identified with it or consumed by it.

IV. Compassion
Compassion is a critical component of dialogue.  Consider the animal rights movement, and observe the wide range of approaches used to change people’s behavior.  The anger displayed by many activists may actually prevent genuine conversation, rendering their work ineffective.  Self-righteous anger often focuses the attention on the humans and distracts from the suffering of the animals; a better approach would be to actively model the compassion we want to see in others. 

Internal work is the key to true compassion.  It is important to be gentle with ourselves in order to be consistently gentle with others.  We all have aspects of our personality that we don’t like: anger, impatience, and even violence are all part of the human condition.  It takes effort to acknowledge these aspects while at the same time working to minimize their effects on our life.  Some philosophers have suggested that the two greatest human failings are arrogance and despair.  We can’t be so arrogant that we think ourselves better than the people whose actions we want to change; acknowledging similar failings in ourselves will remind us of our common ground.  On the other hand, we can’t despair of changing negative actions; believing we can change ourselves is the first step towards hope.  
 

“We have a seed of anger in us.  We have a seed of compassion in us.  The practice is to help the seed of compassion to grow and the seed of anger to shrink.  When you express your anger you think that you are getting the anger out of your system, but that’s not true.  When you express your anger, either verbally or with physical violence, you are feeding the seed of anger, and it becomes stronger in you.  It’s a dangerous practice.  That’s why recognizing the seed of anger and trying to neutralize it with understanding and compassion is the only way to reduce the anger in us.”  -Thich Nhat Hanh

In practicing compassion, letting go of the need for blame is equally important. A fundamental Buddhist concept is that there are so-called ‘torments of the mind’ (e.g., greed, hatred, anger, ignorance, delusion) that are the true causes of conflict rather than any particular person or nation. The difference in attitude that results from addressing these “torments” is subtle but powerful.  It is the difference between telling someone in the heat of the moment “You’re ignorant” versus telling them “There are some pieces of information that I would like to share with you that you might find interesting”.  By not attaching a negative label to a person, you promote dialogue rather than debate.
V. Four Practices Necessary for Effective Dialogue
Voicing - Speaking what is true for you: using your authentic voice. 

“Speak your mind, even if your voice shakes" (Maggie Kuhn, Social Activist)

Listening - Listening as if you were in the other’s shoes

Respecting - Honoring & witnessing the legitimacy of another’s stance and point of view (does not necessarily mean that you agree)

Suspending - Relaxing your perceptions & judgments, looking from many angles

VI. Four Roles in Dialogue

An archetype is an ideal pattern of which individual things are copies; the original pattern or model of which all the same types are representations. Psychologist C. G. Jung advanced the notion that literature, knowledge and other experiences in a culture are contained in the unconscious of the individual members of that culture and are passed on through the generations genetically. In group dialogue, individuals usually display one or more of the following archetypes.

A. Sovereign (Mover) - Sees the whole picture and affirms it.

Seeks to advocate. Initiates ideas and provides direction.

Skills/Challenges:


• 
Speak your true voice in order to move authentically.


• 
Seek the courage, resolve and peace to speak from what is deeply true and real for you.

Sovereign Characteristics

1. You are willing to undertake heroic journeys into unknown territory.

2. Preserving valuable traditions is important to you.

3. You obey the laws of the land and seek to embody civic virtues.

4. You question the consensus views of authority and reality.

5. Bestowing generous favors is a pleasurable activity for you.
B. Warrior (Opposer) - Takes a stand for self and whole group.

Seeks to advocate. Challenges and corrects what is being said.

Skills/Challenges:


• 
Respect all participants in order to challenge skillfully.


• 
Be empathetic, see people as “legitimate others” and look for the sense and coherence in what others say as you oppose.

Warrior Characteristics

1. You are protective of others, a "knight in shining armor," willing to come to the aid of the helpless, weak, and oppressed.

2. You use reason prior to action.

3. You are brave, bold, and assertive.

4. You are extraverted, public, political, and determined.

5. You are responsible, proud, honorable, and self-respecting.

C. Lover (Follower) - Supports, empathizes and nurtures all.

Seeks to inquire. Completes what is said and supports what is happening.

Skills/Challenges:


• 
Listen in order to truly support: attend deeply to verbal and non-verbal communication.


• 
Try to blend with the others so that you begin to participate fully in how they understand.

Lover Characteristics

1. You are not afraid to be affectionate in your relationships with others.

2. You are able to express your feelings clearly and without rage.

3. Peace, harmony, and cooperation are essential to your way of life.

4. You can be compassionate, nurturing, and sympathetic even when others challenge your goals.

5. You have a close relationship with spirit and nature.
D. Magician (Bystander) - Provides perspective, reflects back.

Seeks to inquire. Provides a mirror and perspective on what is happening.

Skills/Challenges:


• 
Suspend judgment in order to mirror effectively: as others speak, seek to cultivate more awareness of thoughts and feelings, and let go of the urge to act on them.


• 
Function as container or mirror for the conversation


• 
Cultivate a state of engaged reflectivity and receptivity

Magician Characteristics

1. You are inclined to take it easy and go with the flow.

2. You treat others as you yourself would wish to be treated.

3. You attempt to contribute to the task of making the world a better place.

4. You live by your own unique standard of values.

5. You make a conscious effort to develop wisdom and understanding.

