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Our epistemologies are (re)constructed in the way we frame the questions that capture our interests and shape our activities. And vice versa. Since we live in this reciprocal relationship between the question and the matrix of assumptions and repertoire of procedures that constitute what Wittgenstein called our "hook-up with the world," it makes sense to me to explore epistemology in the context of three questions that are very important to me. The questions are:  

· What should we do that will create the kind of world in which we want to live?

· Is "dialogic communication" an important "driver" of the future that we prefer?

· If so, how can we enhance dialogic communication?

Our epistemological stance

Be warned: these are questions about which I am not neutral. How could they be, since the answers I have given to them have led to important career choices and have shaped my study and practice? 

The absence of objectivity is only one of the ways in which epistemology at the beginning of the twenty-first century differs from that of one hundred years ago. Another is the loss of even the expectation of certainty.

In the era of what my philosophy textbooks called "mechanistic materialism," it was reasonably assumed that the knower could stand "outside" the known and, through the application of objective measurements and quantitative analysis, derive the laws that describe the way the universe works. Newton provided the heroic example and physics (more specifically, mechanics) the standard for evaluation. Exactly 100 years ago, the past-president of the Royal Society, William Thompson, Lord Kelvin, confidently told fellow physicists at the British Association for the Advancement of Science, "There is nothing new to be discovered in physics now. All that remains is more and more precise measurement."  (I write this with a sense of nostalgia for lost innocence!)


I could not imagine anyone saying anything so confidently now. I live in "Silicon Valley" where other people's fortunes are daily made by the discovery of new things. One of my students in the Fielding Institute conducts workshops on systemic thinking for corporate clients. He begins by giving a list of the intended "outcomes" of the training, the first of which is "you will never again be so certain of anything as you are right now." One of my favorite books about mathematics (!) is subtitled "The Loss of Certainty" (Kline, 1980). Jervis (1997) and others have noted that in the complex patterns of interaction that comprise social and political systems, unintended effects are unavoidable and unpredictable. Our contemporary talk involves strange critters such as organizations that live at the edge of chaos, attractors, tipping points, leverage points, coevolution, and self-organizing systems.


Our contemporary "stance" in epistemology might be summed up like this. We find ourselves inside an unfinished, shape-changing process. The language we use to name and call it shapes our knowledge of this process, and the process itself is shaped by our own actions and by the actions of others. We have become aware of the limitations of the metaphor that to know something is to "see" it, and now see (!) ourselves as in "conversation" with each other and with the world around us (Rorty, 1979). We are continually bewitched by our language (Wittgenstein, 1958) and bewildered by our lack of understanding of how communication works.

What should we do that will create the kind of world in which we want to live?


Almost a century ago, William James (1907, p. 9) said that a person's philosophical temperament is "the most practical and important thing" that affects us. This temperament is not, he wrote, "a technical matter; it is our more or less dumb sense of what life honestly and deeply means." I tend to agree with James, and I note that it takes a certain kind of temperament -- the third, below -- even to pose the question with which I opened this section. Instead of James' celebrated distinction between "tender-" and "tough-minded" people, I suggest three types as more relevant to present purposes:

· "Blame the past for the problems of the present" -- this is exemplified by Freud's theory of psycho-sexual development, but runs rampant in our culture. With tongue firmly in cheek, Elspeth McAdam coined the term "Acquired Fascination with Deficit Language Syndrom" (AFDLS) and suggested adding it to the next issue of the catalogue of human ills.

· "Lament the present and warn of the future" -- because the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah did this so well, standing outside the gates of Jerusalem, such comments are sometimes called "jeremiads." The fact that Jeremiah was right -- the Babylonians did invade and Jerusalem was destroyed -- is a source of comfort to contemporary doomsayers, some of whom will be vindicated by subsequent events.

· "Appreciate the present and imagine the future" -- this temperament crops up in methods of organizational development ("appreciative inquiry"), forms of government, and scenario building, an increasingly popular technique for doing strategic planning (Van der Heijden, 1996; Hammond, 1998).

Scenario-building is a powerful technology for those with the appropriate temperament. It involves envisioning multiple futures, often a "best," "middle," and "worst" case scenario. The process requires identifying the major drivers of the future, such as economic trends, population density, military action, technological development and/or diffusion, etc. In the case studies, it identifies what chaos theorists call "bifurcation points," or those events or developments that change an apparently stable state of the world system to a different state. It is often noted that these bifurcation points often involve events or "causes" that are very small in comparison to the magnitude of the "effects" that they cause, and this comparison does more to show the inapplicability of the metaphor of "causes" and "effects" than anything else. It is the co-evolution of the state of the system, in terms of its own internal structure and pattern of relations with other systems, which is the determining factor; relatively small and sometimes apparently irrelevant events can have drastic consequences -- when the system is "ready" for them. 

Those involved in scenario building frequently remind themselves and others that scenarios are about the present rather than for the future. "Scenarios are not predictions or forecasts. Rather, they suggest how the world might turn out. Like any good story, scenarios have a set of circumstances or constraints within which they occur; a plot or logic that guides how events unfold, and characters -- individuals or groups or institutions -- that take part in the events and give them a human context. But the point of the story is not to develop a more accurate view of the future; it is to enable the reader to look at the present in a new light -- to see it more clearly, to see new possibilities and implications -- and hence to make better decisions" (Hammond, 1998, pp. 13-14).

Is "dialogic communication" an important "driver" of the future that we prefer?

In 1995, the Global Scenario Group developed three scenarios (Hammond, 1998, pp. 23-24). They are: 

· Market world assumes that the most powerful driver is rampant free markets and capitalism. This world is characterized by prosperity, peace, and stability at the cost of excluding those whom, for whatever reason, are not full participants in the market economy. Among the unintended consequences of this future is the devaluing of all values that cannot be converted into cash.

· Fortress world assumes that the benefits of the marketplace are unevenly distributed and that those countries that are excluded at the beginning cannot catch up. One consequence is that the "haves" use military force to protect their prosperity and the "have nots" use military force to try to acquire it. In this future, enclaves of wealth and prosperity exist within widespread poverty, violence, conflict, and instability. 

· Transformed world is a vision of shared power, grassroots organizations that cooperate effectively, solidarity and fulfillment of basic human needs. Sustainable economic and ecological development is a subtext throughout this description.

As I read this book, I had several reactions. First, that one of these scenarios was much to be preferred over the others. Given these alternatives, I find it hard to imagine any response other than, "how can we achieve 'transformed world'?" Second, I was struck by an ironic difference between the method by which the Global Scenario Group worked and the process they envisioned as bringing about "transformed world." They were successful because they were able to communicate dialogically, but dialogic communication does not figure in their assessments of drivers that will shape the future.

Van Der Heijden (1996) described scenario-building as a form of "strategic conversation" (p. viii) in which the quality of the process is more important than the content of the scenarios themselves. "It is my experience that scenarios are the best available language for the strategic conversation, as it allows both differentiation in views, but also brings people together towards a shared understanding of the situation, making decision making possible when the time has arrived to take action." 


Hammond alludes to what seems to have been a remarkably dialogic process by which these scenarios were developed. The Global Scenario Group was a small group of less than a dozen participants but deliberately selected for their diversity and experience. "The discussions…were intense, because the group explored not only the members' different ideas but also their often very different ways of looking at the world. Gradually, however, from a bewildering number of possible futures put forward, a framework emerged for thinking about the future" (Hammond, 1998, p. 22). 


So much for the process by which the scenarios were developed; what about the processes described in the scenarios for how the "transformed world" might be brought about? There are two key paragraphs on page 48. The first contains seven verbs indicating actions that people might take to realize this scenario; six of the seven seem much more appropriate for fights or warfare than for dialogic communication. The seven actions are: 

loathing, denouncing, restricting, forcing to pay, forcing, 

zealously defending, and adopting new visions. 

In the second paragraph, the action terms (verbs, adverbs and related clauses) describe the effects of these actions. These include: 

seeing…as evidence of, public opinion shifting, 

emerging despite fierce opposition, rationing, 

inexorably raising the power of, and requiring them to adopt measures. 

This language seems more related to Newton's notion of objects that remain at rest unless acted upon by an outside force than it does contemporary notions of complex adaptive systems (Holland, 1995; Daneke, 1999). 


Should the presence, absence, or increased reliance on dialogic communication be taken into account in scenario building? There are some data points supporting (but not "proving") that it should.

The Constitution of the United States

 
I believe that the constitution of the United States is one of the great gifts that my county has made to the world. In its time, it was a unique document, and it is a wonder that it was ever produced, much less agreed upon. Most explanations of the Constitution focus on the ideas of the Enlightenment that were circulating at the time, but this seems an insufficient explanation to me. The same ideas were circulating in France, but the French Revolution did not produce anything like the constitution. Granted that the participants in the constitutional convention were all white males, that they had had similar educations (there were not so many books in the world at that time, and any educated European would have read most of the same ones as any other), and their culture was dominated by Protestant Christianity, still they represented different and autonomous political units, with differences so great that they fought a terrible civil war less than a century after the constitution was signed. 


The process by which the participants in the Constitutional Convention deal with each other might well be seen as an important factor in their accomplishment of their task. Management consultant Peter Senge (1994, p. xiv) visited Constitution Hall in Philadelphia, and wrote: "The Congress Hall is a room designed for conversation. The acoustics are exceptional. One hundred and fifty people can carry on a conversation as if they were seated in a living room. Designed in an era before there were skylights, the room is nevertheless full of light. Windows surround the meeting area at an elevation where they can illuminate but not distract. Participants are very aware of the larger natural world outside the building, yet still focused on the conversation at hand. The chairs are set in a semicircle so everyone can see everyone else. Clearly, the designers of that room understood that conversation and self-governance are inextricably intertwined."  


Senge's observation that conversation was facilitated by the architecture is supplemented by a report by one of the most prominent participants, Benjamin Franklin, on the manner in which they conversed. "When another asserted something that I thought an error I deny'd myself the pleasure of contradicting him abruptly, and of showing immediately some absurdity in his proposition; and in answering I began by observing that in certain cases of circumstances his opinion would be right, but in the present case there appear'd or seem'd to me some difference, etc. I soon found the advantage of this change in my manner; the conversations I engag'd in went on more pleasantly. The modest way in which I propos'd my opinions procur'd them a readier reception and less contradiction; I had less mortification when I was found to be in the wrong and I more easily prevail'd with others to give up their mistakes and join with me when I happened to be in the right" (quoted by Jamieson, 2000, pp. 5-6).


These are data-points that support the claim that the participants in the Constitutional Congress engaged in dialogic communication, and that this was an important driver of their ability to produce and sign the constitution.

The United States Senate


It might seem that the United States Senate would be an unlikely place to look for dialogic communication. However, during the 1990s, the level of communication sank so low that even the Senators could not stand it and recognized that they had reached a state in which they were unable to do their work. Among other responses (such as commissioning a study to see if they really had set the all-time standard for incivility [Jamieson, 2000]), they employed a famous mediator to facilitate an unprecedented full day meeting of all and only Senators (Ury, 1999). Details of what actually transpired are surprisingly limited, but many participants said that it was a vitally important meeting that enabled them to conduct business with people with whom they previously could not speak. 


The experience of the Senate is another data point supporting the claim that dialogic communication is an important driver of events.

An ironic disconnect between lessons well-learned and then ignored in practice


Assume that we have learned from the Constitutional Convention, from the U. S. Senate, and from a bunch of other experiences (Kolb, 1994; Heifetz, 1994; Lappe( and Du Bois, 1994; Saunders, 1999; Isaacs, 1999; Yankelovich; 1999) that dialogic communication makes good things happen. Why do we not spend a great deal of time and energy making sure that this is the form of communication that we rely on when we need it most? 

Perversely, those who would communicate dialogically in politics, business, legal proceedings, etc., are perceived as soft or weak. Those who advocate dialogic communication are dismissed as naïve. The practice of dialogic communication remains the exception rather than the rule. Rather than a dialogic culture, we have developed "an argument culture." Tannen (1999, pp. 3-4) described "a pervasive warlike atmosphere that makes us approach public dialogue, and just about anything we need to accomplish, as if it were a fight. … The argument culture urges us to approach the world -- and the people in it -- in an adversarial frame of mind. It rests on the assumption that opposition is the best way to get anything done: The best way to discuss an idea is to set up a debate; the best way to cover news is to find spokespeople who express the most extreme, polarized views and present them as 'both sides'; the best way to settle disputes is litigation that pits one party against the other; the best way to begin an essay is to attack someone; and the best way to show you're really thinking is to criticize…. Our spirits are corroded by living in an atmosphere of unrelenting contention." 

Can anyone make a serious argument that this "argument culture" is better than one in which dialogic communication is the norm? What are the alleged advantages of secrecy, invective, exclusion, self-interest, domineeringness, confrontation, ridicule, and the rest? When has a refusal to listen to others ever had a positive result? What great policies that have improved the world come from imperviousness to other stakeholders' experience and perspectives?

How can we enhance dialogic communication?


I believe that it is at least as reasonable as not to assume that dialogic communication can be an important driver of the changes that would result in what Hammond called "transformed world." What would happen if the affairs of nations, corporations, as well as families and interpersonal relationships were done in patterns of communication in which each participant took care to speak so that the other wanted to listen and to listen so that the other wanted to speak? What profound effects would be brought about if the normal response by political and business leaders, as well as ordinary folk in their dealings with each other, developed the abilities and habits of remaining in the tension between holding their position and being profoundly open to the other? What changes would occur in our institutions and personalities if we took on board the notion that we are inextricably "in" relationships with others, and are constituted by them?


If these questions have traction, they give rise to the next: how can we enhance dialogic communication. Here are some ideas that guide my work, and might serve as provocations for the work of other people.

Create conditions conduce to dialogic communication

1. Create a learned capacity to see communication. 

One reason why we have not learned the lesson that good things happen when we communicate dialogically is that we typically look through communication rather than at it.  This reflects a prejudice that Penman (2000) traces back to John Locke's division of material and immaterial things, and his relegation of communication to the latter. Sampson (1993) made a much more realistic observation: "What is it that we spend a great deal of our time doing when we come together with other people? We talk and we listen. We argue. We agree and we disagree. We negotiate and we compromise. We ask questions and we provide answers. We describe and we explain. We tell stories. We praise. We promise. We laugh. We cry. 


"In other words, what stands out when we look at what people do together is language as communication in action. Because we [psychologists] have become so intent on searching deeply within the individual's psyche for the answers to all our questions about human nature, we usually fail to see what sits right before us, a dominating feature of our lives with others: conversations. It is time now to take conversations seriously."

2. Develop the ability to make perspicacious distinctions among forms of communication.

In recent years, we have become accustomed to distinguishing among debate, discussion, dialogue, and deliberation. Where before we seldom noticed communication at all, unless something went "wrong" with it, now we are beginning to pay serious attention to flavors or forms or varieties of communication. Of course, our vocabulary for making these distinctions, like a Floridian's resources for describing snow, is underdeveloped. Just as we have invented marvelously complex languages for describing personality types, neuroses, psychoses, and the like, so we should develop ways of recognizing and naming forms of communication.

3. Heighten awareness of the consequences of different forms of communication. 

As Sigman (1995) argues so well, communication is consequential. The way we are in relation to each other, what we can and cannot do, and the social worlds that we make emerge from the form of communication in which we engage. This is not a matter of simple causality, because we live in a complex and shape-changing environment, but there are forces that limit and facilitate and constitute the terrain of the social world. 

4. Provide models of dialogic communication.

In the United States, popular culture is filled with examples of communication that are less dialogic than normal conversation in real life. If we are going to elevate and enhance dialogic communication, young people in particular and all of us in general need to see examples of how it works and what work it does.

5. Create opportunities for people to experience dialogic communication.

One of the problems of many mediation centers is that they have more volunteer mediators than clients seeking mediation, and most of the volunteers are former clients. One way of interpreting this is that dialogic communication is addictive. When people have had an experience of communicating dialogically, they want to do it again, and in other contexts.

Disempower nondialogic forms of communication and empower dialogic forms


I believe that human beings are inveterate game players. So what would happen if we changed the rules of the game so that nondialogic forms of communication were "losing strategies"? I think that we would see an outpouring of creativity that would find ways of institutionalizing dialogic communication in places where it does not now occur.


How do we do that? Good question.

Sneak up on them!


The concept of the "tipping point" comes from epidemiology. It describes the point at which a disease begins to spread faster than people recover from it -- in short, to become an epidemic. Recently, the concept has been applied to other contexts of social life, such as crime, civil behavior, etiquette, etc. Very seriously, I wonder when we will hit the "tipping point" of dialogic communication. There are many groups around the world who are engaging in dialogic communication, providing models and experiences of dialogic communication for others, who become "addicted" and seek further opportunities. Sometime, perhaps soon, we will hit the tipping point and an epidemic of worldwide proportions will break out and dialogic communication will be the norm rather than the exception. 

Back to epistemology


The problem with tipping points is that you don't know what they are until after you encounter them. So it could be that the next time you engage in dialogic communication it will be the tipping point, setting off the worldwide epidemic! Or it could be that the tipping point is far in our future. We don't know.


And just that kind of experience is the epistemological stance in which we find ourselves at the beginning of the third millennium. We are inside an unfinished, shape-changing social reality in which our language and our actions affect the worlds in which we live.
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