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OK, you’ve already figured out that the title of this paper is also its table of contents! In the following pages, you’ll find some comments about dialogue and deliberation – what they are and why we should be concerned about them. You’ll also find a description of what it means to be a “virtuoso” as a practitioner in the arts of dialogue and deliberation. Finally, you’ll find some information about “taking a communication perspective.” This perspective is a valuable tool for practitioners of dialogue and deliberation.


I hope you find this title/table of contents intriguing. Just a hint: this paper introduces some themes that you’ll find us coming back to over and over again during this certificate program. Because of that, I’ve deliberately given you “more” information than you need for the first reading. My experience is that some of the material here will become more useful as you move through the program, so if you find yourself getting bogged down as you read it the first time, skim or skip ahead to the next section. I think you’ll return to this document again and will enjoy some of the things that might seem “too much” during your first reading.

DIALOGUE AND DELIBERATION AND WHY WE SHOULD BE CONCERNED WITH THEM


Let me begin with the reflections of a still-idealistic although no-longer-young man. The gap between “what is” and “what should be” remains too large for us to accept. Some parents cannot provide their children with food, clean water, basic health care or education while others flaunt conspicuous consumption; in some societies, growing old, getting sick, or losing a job are traumatic catastrophes while in other societies, people experiencing these “normal” facts of life are supported; while some people struggle with the decision about where to vacation and play, many others live out the nightmares of war created by the ideologies and egos of those who have or covet power; and some people can’t find work while others don’t need to work and some of those who do work do so in toxic environments that poison their souls and their bodies.  The world is dangerous and interesting enough that we do not need to create unnecessary conflict, but we continue to build interpersonal relationships, organizational structures, national governments, and international relationships that constrain human experience, limit human development, and deface the graceful lyrics of our potential with illiterate scrawling graffiti. 


Wow! The preceding paragraph sounds somber enough to depress us all! But some of my teachers have said that “problems” are always the shadow-side of frustrated dreams, and that the best way of making better social worlds (a task which draws my energies) is to articulate those dreams and address the question of how to realize them. So if you take the heavy-handed phrases in the paragraph above and invert them, you get a picture of a world in which everyone has the basic necessities of life, those who lead corporations and nations exercise thoughtful responsibility to provide space for individual and social development, there is a collective wisdom about patterns of interactions that enhance the human spirit, and our aspirations for ourselves are guided by a cultivated aesthetic sensibility.

Many of us who share this dream (or some version of it) believe that people are better off when they participate in making the decisions that affect their lives. This commitment is named with a cluster of almost-synonyms: participation, democratic forms of life, egalitarian social relations, inclusivity, dialogic patterns of communication, deliberative democracy, deliberative processes, etc. There are a number of expressions of this idea: in organizational development “people support what they make” or, conversely, “no one washes a rented car;” in politics “government derives its power from the consent of the governed;” etc. etc. 

I’m writing with the assumption that all of us involved in this certificate program resonate with this dream and this commitment to realize it – or some recognizable variation of it. We might differ in the context in which we work – corporations, nonprofit organizations, communities, government – but this is a thread, I think, that unites us.


You will not have to search far to find someone who will denounce this dream as unrealistic, naive, and subversive. (I’m sure that you can supply other criticisms). And you will easily find those ready and able to give principled opposition to it. Some oppose it by reflex (they see their role as defending/supporting institutions as they now exist) or simply by being unable to overcome social inertia (“but we’ve always done it this way!”).  Others have a vested interest in maintaining their positions of privilege in an unjust system. Still others, as a matter of philosophy or ideology, sincerely believe that other patterns of life are superior. 

Let me admit that those who say that this dream is unrealistic have a point. Powerful social forces lead to unequal distributions of power, unequal distributions of resources, reproduction of patterns of domination and oppression, etc. Were we debating dreams (what a concept!), I would want to ask whether these “powerful social forces” are natural or habitual…but that’s a topic for another time.


My purpose here is not to debate those laboring to realize other dreams. Rather, it is to begin the process of thinking through some ways of realizing the dream that we share (or that I hope you will take on board at least provisionally in order to explore how it might be worked out in practice). That said, in this paper, I want to focus on the question of how we can make a world in which people participate in making the decisions that affect them. And this starts at what might seem an unusual place: communication.

In one sense, “communication” was one of the great “discoveries” of the twentieth century. As usual, the discovery was first used by those in power as a way of maintaining their power.
 But by the end of the century, we developed a richer understanding of how communication works and of the work that communication does.
 One way of expressing this understanding
 is that:
· Communicating is more a way of doing things than simply talking about things;

· Patterns of communication are substantial; they have shapes, contours and boundaries;

· Patterns of communication are fateful or consequential; they limit and enable us to act in various ways; they provide the context for particular ways of being in relationship to others;
· One of the best ways of understanding our social worlds is to understand the patterns of communication in which we are engaged; one of the best ways of changing the world is to change the patterns of communication in which we are engaged; and one of the most powerful drivers of our personal and social evolution is that which we do to understand and accept responsibility for the patterns of communication in which we are engaged.

I started working in this area in 1985. At that time, the general response to projects designed to improve the quality of communication, specifically to bring some aspects of “dialogue” into the public communication in the organization in which I was working, was something like “huh? What did you say?” Twenty years later, the popular culture has developed a lot more awareness of forms of communication. Most of us can easily differentiate between “verbal food-fights” of televised “talk” shows and more serious deliberation of issues; we know that “debate” is different from “discussion” and that both differ from “dialogue.”

Those who organized this certificate program believe that dialogue and deliberation are particularly valuable forms of communication. They enable social relationships in which people can participate in making the decisions that affect their lives, and the experience of being in dialogue and deliberation is a powerful impetus to personal and social evolution. In short, that’s at least one answer to the question of why we should be interested in dialogue and deliberation.

But what are dialogue and deliberation? The first response to that question is (drum roll, please!) “it depends.”  Or, more precisely, there is no single answer to that question. Different people have different definitions of dialogue and deliberation. These definitions matter because these same people have developed ways of working that call these patterns of communication into being. So what one person would be delighted to have achieved, someone else would find insufficient or flawed in some important way. 
The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation compiled these definitions of dialogue:

'Dialogue is shared exploration towards greater understanding, connection, or possibility.'

· Tom Atlee, The Co-Intelligence Institute, www.co-intelligence.org
'Dialogue means we sit and talk with each other, especially those with whom we may think we have the greatest differences. However, talking together all too often means debating, discussing with a view to convincing the other, arguing for our point of view, examining pro's and con's. In dialogue, the intention is not to advocate but to inquire; not to argue but to explore; not to convince but to discover.'

· Louise Diamond, Ph.D., The Institute for Multi-Track Diplomacy, www.imtd.org
'Dialogue is about what we value and how we define it. It is about discovering what our true values are, about looking beyond the superficial and automatic answers to our questions. Dialogue is about expanding our capacity for attention, awareness and learning with and from each other. It is about exploring the frontiers of what it means to be human, in relationship to each other and our world.'

· Glenna Gerard, The Dialogue Group, www.thedialoguegrouponline.com
'A dialogue is a forum that draws participants from as many parts of the community as possible to exchange information face-to-face, share personal stories and experiences, honestly express perspectives, clarify viewpoints, and develop solutions to community concerns.'

· President Clinton's Initiative on Race, 1998, http://clinton2.nara.gov/Initiatives/OneAmerica/america.html
'Dialogue derives from the Greek word, dialogos. Logos can be explained as 'meaning of the word' and dia means 'through.' 'Dialogue can be among any number of people, not just two. It is a stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between us, in the whole group, out of which may emerge some new form of understanding or shared meaning.'

· David Bohm, On Dialogue

'Dialogue is a process of genuine interaction through which human beings listen to each other deeply enough to be changed by what they learn. Each makes a serious effort to take others' concerns into her or his own picture, even when disagreement persists. No participant gives up her or his identity, but each recognizes enough of the other's valid human claims that he or she will act differently toward the other.' 

· Harold Saunders, A Public Peace Process, www.colorado.edu/conflict/peace/example/saun7270.htm 

'The goal [of dialogue] is to deepen understanding and judgment, and to think about ways to make a difference on a community issue you care about. This can occur in a safe, focused discussion when people exchange views freely and consider a variety of views. The process - democratic discussion among equals - is as important as the content.' 

· Study Circles, Toward a More Perfect Union, www.studycircles.org
'The purpose [of dialogue] is to explore alternate viewpoints, to foster respect and understanding, and to help gain greater skill both communicating and working more effectively across social and ethnic boundaries.' 

· Ethnic Dialogues, University of Kentucky Student Center

'Dialogue is about bringing together many voices, many stories, many perspectives, many experiences with a goal to increase understanding about others and ourselves. It is a safe and honest facilitated discussion aimed at providing an opportunity to tell your story, listen to others and build understanding.'

- Jen Murphy, George Mason University's UDRP Dialogue Project, www.gmu.edu/org/UDRP
'Dialogue is a foundational communication process leading directly to personal and organizational transformation. It assists in creating environments of high trust and openness, with reflective and generative capacities. One might think of dialogue as a revolutionary approach in the development of the following organizational disciplines: continuous learning, diversity, conflict exploration, decision making and problem solving, leadership, self-managing teams, organizational planning and alignment, and culture change.'

- Linda Ellinor, The Dialogue Group, www.thedialoguegrouponline.com
'When I thought about Dialogue in this larger sense, I had the image of the open central courtyard in an old fashioned, Latin American home...you could enter the central courtyard by going around and through any of the multiple arched entryways that surrounded this open, flower-filled space in the middle of the house...For me, Dialogue is like entering this central courtyard in the spacious home of our common human experience. There are many doorways to this central courtyard, just as there are many points of entry to the experience of Dialogue. Indigenous councils, salons, study circles, women's circles, farm worker house meetings, wisdom circles, non-traditional diplomatic efforts and other conversational modalities from many cultures and historical periods had both contributed to and drawn from the generative space that we were calling Dialogue.'
· Juanita Brown, The World Café, www.theworldcafe.com
'Dialogue is a process which enables people from all walks of life to talk deeply and personally about some of the major issues and realities that divide them. Dialogues are powerful, transformational experiences that often lead to both personal and collaborative action. Dialogue is often deliberative, involving the weighing of various options and the consideration of different viewpoints for the purpose of reaching agreement on action steps or policy decisions.'

· Sandy Heierbacher, The National Coalition for Dialogue & Deliberation, www.thataway.org 

'Most people don't know how to talk together as effectively as they need to. But we can learn to recognize the dynamics of conversations. We can create 'containers': fields for deeper communication. We can anticipate breakdowns and recognize them as the natural result of brewing relationships. We can draw to the surface undiscussable dangerous issues without inciting people to anger, inviting them instead to talk about dangerous subjects from an atmosphere of mutual interest. Once we know how to do all these things, and more, we can lead people into a space where they are truly thinking together, and where that in turn leads to dramatic new levels of alignment and capability.'
DIA-logos International, www.thinkingtogether.com
Our certificate program reflects a distinction made by many practitioners between dialogue and deliberation. Here is one (repeat: ONE) definition of deliberation, taken from the website of the Center for Public Deliberation at Colorado State University (proudly describing itself as an affiliate of the National Issues Forums network):

Deliberation is an approach to politics in which citizens, not just experts or politicians, are involved in community problem solving and public decision making. Working with trained facilitators who utilize a variety of deliberative techniques, citizens come together and consider relevant facts and values from multiple points of view; listen to one another in order to think critically about the various options before them and consider the underlying tensions and tough choices inherent to most public issues; and ultimately seek to come to some conclusion for action in the form of a reasoned public judgment.

Not politics as usual. Too often, in our political system bad communication is seemingly rewarded. Despite any good intentions, politicians and candidates often rely on arguments or attacks that simplify issues and exaggerate differences. Campaigns frame tough questions as if there are obvious choices (high taxes v. low taxes or good roads vs. bad roads), rather than the tough choices and value dilemmas inherent to public policy decisions (high taxes and good roads v. low taxes and bad roads). For democracy to thrive, decision-makers need to confront the complexity of issues and attempt to balance competing values, not distract from them. Such considerations are at the heart of deliberation. 

The practice of deliberation is the cornerstone of democratic and community politics. Deliberation connects people, even those with conflicting interests, in a way that allows them to make decisions and act in regard to problems or challenging circumstances. Deliberation can also reveal new possibilities for action that individuals alone did not see before. 

Deliberative democracy is also of particular interest to communication scholars. Indeed, the art of deliberation in many ways represents the traditional heart of a rhetorical education spanning back to the classical Greek and Roman societies. Far removed from the manipulative “non-contradictory” argumentation that typifies much contemporary political debate, an ideal rhetorical perspective seeks out opposing perspectives, understands the importance of factual information, considers the inherent value dilemmas in all public controversies, and relies on structured discussion and debate to help achieve the critical goal of reasoned judgment. Deliberation should also be differentiated from dialogue. While similar in the sense that both encourage greater understanding and respect between diverse groups, deliberation goes further by asking participants to focus on the often unpleasant costs and consequences of various options and ultimately come to a decision. 

DEVELOPING VIRTUOSITY AS A PRACTITIONER


If dialogue and deliberation are particularly valuable patterns of communication, how can we call them into being? One of the great joys of my professional life has been being part of a rapidly-growing, delightfully chaotic and energetic group (I’d LIKE to call it a “community”!) of practitioners who have developed effective ways of inviting people into dialogue and promoting deliberation. I’m particularly glad for the emergence, only in the past few years, of umbrella organizations that bring these groups together, such as the National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation.
 


When I started my work in this area, the question that confronted us was “is it possible to design a process so that people who strongly disagree and don’t like each other can engage in constructive communication?” This question has been answered definitively: yes! Normal individuals are capable of engaging in a structured dialogic and deliberative process in such a way that they are transformed by the experience, that they reach reasoned and inclusive judgments about even complex issues, and that they create the social capital necessary for living together in harmony, whether in a community or a company.


But if you read the preceding section carefully, you noted the little comment about some people being delighted to have achieved a pattern of communication that others would find unsatisfactory, and the playful insistence that there is “no one way” to define dialogue and deliberation. So this raises some “next” questions, such as “what are the forms of constructive communication that we can create, and what functions do they serve?” and “what does a practitioner have to know/be able to do in order to act responsibly?” 

One way of responding to these questions starts with a meditation on what it takes to be “good” at any highly skilled performance. Kim Pearce and I found it useful to think about “virtuosity.”
 The Oxford American Dictionary (1980) defines "virtuoso” as “a person who excels in the technique of doing something, especially singing or playing music.” We wanted to extend the notion of “virtuosity” to the techniques of designing and facilitating structured patterns of communication that promote public participation.

We began our study by thinking about the residents of a small town with whom we had been working for several years. In addition to dealing constructively with the issues facing their community, we were fascinated to note that they also developed abilities that they did not have at the beginning of the process. In fact, they had begun to make these abilities “normal,” instructing new residents or residents new to the process, that “this is how we talk with each other in this community.”
 

After looking at a number of people who would be counted as virtuosos by any reasonable definition, we thought it safe to say that virtuosity in any field combines at least these three things: 

· A "grand passion" for what you are doing, whether sailing, cooking, enjoying fine wines, learning the etymology of a word, playing chess or bridge; 

· An ability to make perspicacious distinctions (e.g., when sailing, knowing the differences among tacking, jibing, falling off, and heading up); and 

· The ability to engage in skilled performance (e.g., a virtuoso sailor must know how to tack, jibe, fall off, head up, stand on course, chart a course, and pick up a mooring).

GRAND PASSIONS FOR OUR WORK

I think it safe to assume that practitioners in the dialogue and deliberation community have not chosen this as a career path because of the working hours (long!), benefits (we don’t have a union or a pension plan), or pay (I hope that you will do better than I in being compensated appropriately for your work). So it must be that we are in this field together because we have a passion for it. 

But as we began interviewing and observing practitioners, Kim and I noted that all of us passionate people don’t have quite the same passions. We began to assemble what people had said about their passions for dialogue. Here is a sampler of what we found:

Over thirty years ago, Matson and Montague described "dialogue" as the "unfinished third revolution" in communication theory. Those promoting this revolution, whatever their primary professional discourse, are motivated by a vision that "the end of human communication is not to command but to commune; and that knowledge of the highest order (whether of the world, of oneself, or of the other) is to be sought and found not through detachment but through connection, not by objectivity but by intersubjectivity, not in a state of estranged aloofness but in something resembling an act of love."
 


For Martin Buber, dialogue is a primary form of relationship, without which human life is incomplete. The primary words of our being in the world -- "I-thou" and "I-it" -- are "combined" words in which neither component is complete without the other. These primary words "do not signify things, but they intimate relations." The "I" of "I-thou" is different from the "I" of "I-it." Buber thought that social life was distorted toward a preponderance of I-it relations and emphasized what is involved in a "genuine meeting" with the "other" to whom we relate as a "thou." He said that "all real living is in meeting."

Others see dialogue as a means of bringing about social change. Yankelovich is quoted on the Public Agenda website (www.publicagenda.org) as saying that when done "skillfully," dialogue produces extraordinarily important things: "mistrust overcome, mutual understanding achieved, visions shaped and grounded in shared purpose… new common ground discovered… bonds of community strengthened."  However, one of the "most serious vulnerabilities" of "our American culture," he added, is "a surprising amateurishness in doing dialogue." We need both will and skill to overcome the "dialogue deficit."
 


Other dialogic virtuosos are compelled by the memory and/or anticipation of what Cissna and Anderson (1998, p. 74) called "dialogic moments." In these moments, the "dialogic partners" share an experience of "inventive surprise… as each "turns toward" the other and both mutually perceive the impact of each other's turning. It is a brief interlude of focused awareness and acceptance of otherness and difference that somehow simultaneously transcends the perception of difference itself."
  In a presentation at the International Communication Association convention in May, 1999, John Stewart described teaching experiences in which he and his colleague Karen Zediker experienced moments of "letting the other happen to me while holding my own ground." The quality of these moments compels specific directions in the development of both theory and curriculum. 


I do not offer these as a complete or even a representative list of the passions of virtuoso practitioners of dialogue. Rather, they are examples that invite us to explore the passions that call ourselves and others to our work. In that process, I think it wise for each of us to be self-reflexive and transparent about our own passions and curious about and open to the expression of other people’s passions, particularly if they are different from our own. 

ABILITY TO MAKE PERSPICACIOUS DISTINCTIONS AMONG FORMS OF COMMUNICATION

Just as musicians can listen to a few bars of music and immediately discern whether it is rap, swing, rhythm and blues, classical, or jazz, many of us have been trying to learn how to discern among various kinds of conversations. For example, most of us might be uneasy about the prospects of a journal devoted to Global Dialogue, described by the editor as "striv[ing] to initiate dialogue, presenting both sides of a given topic by setting up a debate between thinkers of differing or opposed views." I underscored the words in the quotation to call attention to the fact that the editor did not make a perspicacious distinction among forms of communication that many of us think are mutually exclusive.
While the differences between dialogue and debate seem clear, virtuoso practitioners distinguish among more similar forms of communication, such dialogue and discussion. The distinguishing features of dialogue in this comparison, according to Ellinor and Gerard, are that those engaged in dialogue are committed "seeing the whole rather than breaking it into parts; seeing connections rather than distinctions; inquiring into assumptions rather than justifying or defending them; learning through inquiry and disclosure rather than persuading, selling or telling; and creating shared meanings rather than gaining agreement on one meaning."
 

Making perspicacious distinctions is facilitated by having a sophisticated language that names these differences.  Not to put too fine a point on it: does the “21st century town hall meetings” created by AmericaSpeaks achieve “deliberation”? Does the process of “deliberative polling” achieve deliberation? Does deliberation actually happen in National Issues Forum meetings? In what language would you name the distinctions in order to answer questions like these?

One way of developing a language capable of making perspicacious distinctions is to compare different ways of working. I’m delighted to report that such comparisons are being done more frequently now (and in the last couple of years) than earlier (when practitioners tended to work in “silos”). In my judgment, the most useful comparisons are those that talk about the situations in which the distinctive features of various ways of working are used to greatest advantage. By its nature, this is an unfinished project, but a useful chart can be found on the website of the National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation: http://www.thataway.org/exchange/files/docs/Engagement_Streams.pdf. 

CAPABILITY FOR SKILLED PERFORMANCE

The third aspect of being a virtuoso is to be capable of skilled performance. There is a difference between knowing what a “sustained dialogue process” is (just to take one example) and to have the intense knowledge and skill required to moderate this process.
 In fact, Hal Saunders, who developed the sustained dialogue process, insists that there is an important difference between the generic skills of moderating any given event and the specific skills necessary to moderate sustained dialogue. 

I don’t think there can be any reasoned position saying that practitioners in dialogue and deliberation do not need highly developed skills. In fact, my own perspective is that practitioners do not give nearly enough attention to their own skill set. Perhaps my opinion is influenced by the years I’ve spent working with therapists, who have years of coached training in asking just the right question in just the right way at just the right time, followed by a continuing process of supervision in which an experienced colleague observes and reflects on their performance. I believe that practitioners in the dialogue and deliberation community should hold themselves to standards comparable to this. 
But I want to make an even stronger argument: virtuoso practitioners should develop high levels of skill in at least two, different ways of working. Let me make a distinction between what we might call technicians and virtuosos. Technicians know how to do something (let’s call it designing and facilitating a deliberative poll
) very well; a virtuoso knows how to do that, but also knows when not to use deliberative polling, and how to do something different (for example, to facilitate dialogic communication among participants who otherwise can’t talk to each other
).  The difference might be called “artistry;” the virtuoso has a larger array of ways of working at his or her disposal, and an awareness of the circumstances in which it is appropriate to stop doing one thing and switch to something else. 

I believe that technicians in dialogue and deliberation are dangerous, as well as less effective. Situations differ so much, and change so rapidly, that the consistent application of any single technique is not sufficiently varied to “fit” emerging conditions. That is, “mid-course corrections” are the norm in designing and facilitating deliberative events, and we need to bring some tools to the table that will enable us to welcome the unexpected and enable us to respond effectively to it. 

TAKING A COMMUNICATION PERSPECTIVE

If you accept my argument in the last paragraph of the preceding section – that “virtuosity” is the minimal level of proficiency for safe and effective practitioners in dialogue and deliberation – then you might join me in wondering how one might develop virtuosity. At this stage of my development, I know of two ways. Both involve looking at a variety of ways of working, but the first is based in developing a sufficiently broad set of skills that general principles emerge, and the second is based on learning some general principles and then applying them to a variety of ways of working. The first consists of studying a number (how many? You won’t know until you’ve reached it.) of different ways of working until you get to the point where you can move among them in response to different and emerging circumstances. The other is to take what I’m calling here “the communication perspective” that enables you to see what is going on in any given situation.

SHIFTING ATTENTION TO COMMUNICATION ITSELF

The first contribution of the communication perspective is to call attention to communication itself Simply put, taking a communication perspective consists of looking at patterns of communication themselves rather than through them, and seeing those patterns as the site by which the events and objects in our social worlds are made. Having looked at patterns of communication, we might then focus on any or all of three questions.
· How was it made? That is, what did people do, responding to each other, that “made” this organization, this meeting, or this situation the way it is?

· What are we making together? If we act this way, what responses will that elicit from others? And how will we respond to what they do? And how will they respond to what we do? And so on… and when we have engaged in this to-and-fro process together, what will we have made?

· How can we make better social worlds? That is, how can we act in this moment to call into being better social worlds for all of us? 

Each of these questions focuses on the same thing – communicative processes – but has a different temporal orientation. The first looks “backward” and asks how we got to where we are; the second looks to the present moment, and asks about the larger, systemic, future effects of what we are now doing; and the third looks to the future with an ethical and/or aesthetic perspective, asking how to create desired worlds in which to live.


These questions can guide virtuoso practitioners in three ways. First, they can help in diagnosing the situation in which they will be working. As the NCDD’s “streams of engagement” chart
 clearly shows, the specific characteristics of the situation determine the relatively effectiveness and appropriateness of any skill-set. By using the communication perspective, the practitioner can diagnose how the present situation was made.


Second, these questions can guide the virtuoso practitioner in the decision about what to do, whether that is designing a meeting or responding in the moment. The question “What are we making, in this moment, together?” is a useful orientation for mindful action. 


Finally, in the heat of the moment, it is easy to forget the long term objective. The question “how can we make better social worlds?” serves to remind us of our purpose. 

But these questions only clear the ground by calling our attention to communication itself. Once attention is drawn to communication, it is not at all clear what to see it as. Communication theory is a vibrant, diverse field, offering many conceptual structures through which to see communication.
 We are suggesting to view communication as a two-sided process of coordinating actions and making meaning.

SEEING COMMUNICATION AS A TWO-SIDED PROCESS OF MAKING/MANAGING MEANING AND COORDINATING ACTION

This section of the paper is more technical than the ones leading up to it. It provides some specific tools for thinking about communication and answering the three questions described in the previous section.

To answer the question “how is X made?” we could start with either side of the two-side process of communication: a description of the sequence of actions (“coordinating actions”), or with the names and stories that people tell to make those actions coherent (making/managing meaning). Either leads to and is incomplete without the other.
 

Making/managing meaning. 
The emphasis on making and managing meaning calls attention to the fatefulness of naming. Names are not just labels; they are synecdoches of stories, and stories are the technologies by which human beings transform raw happenings into coherent experiences, and by which societies transform pliable infants into participating members of their institutions. Within these broad functions, the particular name that is given to a state of affairs functions as a perceptual frame.  These frames are powerful in that they prefigure how we perceive situations, what we will ignore, and what will be recognized as a solution.  Issues such as abortion, immigration, the war of terror, to name a few, have been framed in ways that name entire groups as good or evil and moral or immoral. This type of naming makes it possible to see issues as overly simplistic and the people representing the “other side” as one-dimensional cardboard characters.    

For example, the current challenges to democracy in the United States have been named in many ways.
 These are not mutually exclusive, of course, but each prefigures attention to some aspects of the situation and prefigures recognition of some responses as “solutions.” For example, some have argued that the American people are polarized between “red states” and “blue states,” and offered practical strategies in holding dialogues across these divides.
 

A different naming – with different prefiguration of attention and recognition – was offered by former Congressman Lee Hamilton. He blamed “short-cut lawmaking, in which the ends justify the means” for creating “the elevation of political calculation and personal loyalty above other values; the failure to investigate with diligence; the dominance of a small circle of leaders and staff in handling key matters; and the disappearance of safeguards and systems – in this case, a functioning ethics committee – that might have kept the House from running off the rails.” He called for Congress to spend more time in Washington: “A ‘Tuesday-to-Thursday Club’ won’t get it done.”


In his news conference on December 20, 2006, speaking of economic growth President Bush said:

To achieve these and other key goals, we need to put aside our partisan differences and work constructively to address the vital issues confronting our nation. As the new Congress takes office, I don’t expect Democratic leaders to compromise on their principles. And they don’t expect me to compromise on mine. But the American people do expect us to compromise on legislation that will benefit the country. The message of the fall election was clear: Americans want us to work together to make progress for our country. And that’s what we’re going to do in the coming year (italics added).

Note that the President emphasized the positions that he and the others hold. This prefigures a pattern of communication that negotiators and mediators call “positional bargaining.”
 In this form of communication, “compromise” means moving away from the positions sanctioned by one’s own judgment. The President raised, but did not address, the question of how they were to work together to make progress without compromising principles. The suggestion, within this frame of reference, is to scan the available issues to see if any can be dealt with in the same old pattern of communication rather than a commitment to change the patterns of communication themselves. 
With more sorrow than anger,
 commentator David Brooks described “an illicit underworld [including the Senate dining room] where people are subtle, reasonable and interesting. I have occasionally been admitted to this place, the land of RIP (Reasonable in Private).” However, “politicians are not permitted to ply their trade in the land of RIP. In our democracy, all public business must be done in the land of SIPB (Self-Important Pathetic Blowhards).” Brooks focused attention to some aspects of the process by which politicians are forced to become “human jukeboxes – their snippets of conversation are just chunks of oft-repeated material they have retrieved from the stump speech audio collection in their heads.” In his view, “… our democracy, at least as it has evolved, takes individuals who are reasonable in private and it churns them through a public process that is almost tailor-made to undermine their virtues. The process of perpetually kissing up to the voters destroys the leadership qualities the voters are looking for in the first place: tranquility of spirit, independence of mind and a sensitivity to the contours and complexity of reality.”
 He offered no solution.

Note that the practice of taking the communication perspective does not lead to a decision that one or another of these ways of naming the issue is “right.” Rather, it calls attention to the fact that whatever name we give to the circumstance in which we are interested each has consequences.

Coordinating actions. 

Another starting point for answering the question, “how was the present situation made?” is to construct a time-line of actions: who did what, how did others respond, what responses did that in turn elicit, and so on. Consider this five-turn sequence in which:

1. I express my deeply felt belief about evolution;

2. You express your equally-deeply felt belief about creationism, and add something to the effect that people who think as I do are morally corrupt, intellectually dishonest, and heading straight to hell;

3. I object strongly to your accusations of moral and intellectual malfeasance, and rationally point out that people who think as you do are naïve, credulous, and intentionally ignorant;

4. You accuse me of blaspheming God;

5. I accuse you of being an intolerant bigot…


There are several things to note about this made-up conversation. First, the turns get shorter, the language more passionate, and the tones of voice shriller as the conversation goes on. Second, by the time we get to the fifth turn, it no longer matters “what” we are talking about (evolution and creationism, I think) because what drives each successive turn is what the other person did in the preceding turn. That is, I insult you “because” you just insulted me! 


If we can do a bit of communication theory: this short example shows that the sequence of things matters; specifically, the meaning of what we say and do depends on their placement within the sequence of things. For example, the meaning of this whole exchange might differ if we knew what came “before” the so-called “first turn.” I could have been more explicit about “this is an example used to make a point” and that would make the whole sequence a “classroom illustration” rather than a real “fight.” 
  In addition, there is an emerging logic within a sequence of events such that the conversation might turn out – in no more than five turns! – quite differently than any of the participants thought or wanted it to. 

Perhaps the most important implication of the idea of communication as a sequence of mutually responsive actions is that the present situation – whatever situation we are interested in; for the sake of this example, let’s continue to follow David Brooks’ description of the parallel worlds of RIP and SIPB in US politics -- did not just happen; it was “made” by the actions taken (for whatever reasons, good or otherwise) by all of us collectively. In recent years, the Republicans in Congress have denied the Democrats opportunities and courtesies typically extended to the minority party.
 Now that the Democrats are in the majority, it is their “turn” to act. Will they deny the Republicans those opportunities and courtesies (in retaliation “because they did it to us” or as a strategy “so that we can pass legislation that will undo the harm that they did”)? Or will they return to the former standards of civility and cooperation (as a way of re-establishing the dignity and principles of Congress)? Or will they find some new way of working (perhaps becoming explicit stewards of the processes of communication)?  Whatever the Democratic leadership does, it will “make” the world in which all of us – Republicans, Democrats and innocent civilians alike – must live.

For example, the House Democrats’ “100 Hour Agenda” was not just an event; it was a “move” in a game-like pattern of interaction in which its meaning depends on how it “fits” what happened before and what is done next. At the end of the 100th hour, it was unclear what meaning would be made of it, and what patterns of action it would initiate. Here are two candidate interpretations. As part of their “Common Ground” series, conservative commentator Cal Thomas interpreted the “Agenda” as a continuation of the pattern that preceded it. 

It didn’t take long for Nancy Pelosi and company to abandon their pre-election, and even post-election pledge of doing business differently.  After promising to make legislation, committee meetings, and the amendment process an exercise in bipartisanship, the Democratic leadership now says, “never mind” and plans to shut out Republicans.  Rarely have I seen a promise broken so quickly, so publicly and so blatantly.”
 

On the other hand, Bob Beckel, the liberal member of the pair, saw the same “Agenda” as a punctuation-point; the first move in a new pattern that will be markedly different from what came before. He interpreted it in the context of the lessons Democrats have learned about the dangers of polarization and the values of bipartisanship. The meaning, therefore, of the “100 Hours Agenda” depends on whether it is seen as the “next turn” in a continuing pattern or a “first turn” in a new one. The significance of the rival interpretations, of course, lies in their implications for action. Depending on how the Agenda is interpreted, members of congress (and journalists, voters, lobbyists, etc.) feel required to engage in appropriate actions,
 and these actions will fit together in a way that will make the world in which we live. 

For the moment, let’s accept David Brook’s description that politicians on the national scene are “not permitted” to be “subtle, reasonable, and interesting” in public.  Who doesn’t permit them? Rather than pointing to one or another of the participants in national politics (campaign managers, party whips, news reporters looking for sound bytes and for controversy, voters seeing to be appeased, etc.), it is certainly more productive to look at the pattern of interaction produced by all of these (and more). 
The discourse that Brooks playfully characterized as produced by “self-important, pathetic blowhards” is not unusual; it is a recurring pattern that has been called “rhetorical attenuation.”
 In studies of the Religious Right and those they called “Secular Humanists” in the 1980s, we were struck by the richness of the stories told within each of these groups when compared to the thinness of the discourse between the groups – the latter often reduced to slogans used more as clubs than anything recognizable as democratic discourse. To get a sense of this, compare the first two turns and the last two turns in the five-turn conversation above. 

Rhetorical attenuation is contingent
 rather than inevitable; in our research, we found that it was “made” in particular patterns of that we called “reciprocated diatribe” (similar to the 4th and 5th turns in the example above). This pattern reproduced itself, stopping the evolution of the relationship among the participants. Members of both sides stopped exposing what they really believed and considered sacred; instead, they developed slogans designed to hurt the other side and drive wedges between the supporters of the two sides. What started out as full, rich “stories” was first reduced to shorter, less sophisticated “anecdotes,” and then to “slogans,” sound-bytes and headlines.
 

ACHIEVING DIALOGIC AND DELIBERATIVE COMMUNICATION

I believe that the communication perspective gives us some very useful tools to support our development as virtuoso practitioners. In the sections above, I’ve suggested that it functions to focus our attention on communication itself, and then helps us to see communication as a two-sided process of making/managing meaning and coordinating actions. Now I want to turn to specific things that we can do, guided by the communication perspective, to achieve dialogic and deliberative communication. Three terms are helpful: episode-work, conversation-stoppers/starters, and transforming rhetorically attenuated patterns of communication.


Episode-work. 


Episodes are sequences of conversational turns. More specifically, they are sequences of turns, punctuated as having an identifiable beginning and end, and made coherent by a story about what is being done in them. Examples include having dinner with a friend, going to church, going to class, going on vacation, as well as debate, dialogue, discussion, deliberation and bickering. For present purposes, the significant feature of episodes is that each has what we might call “rules of engagement”
 that define what things mean and what actions are required, prohibited, allowed, etc. That is, in dialogic communication, we can/must/should do things that we couldn’t/must not/should not in argument, and vice versa.

The term “episode-work” gratefully paraphrases Sigmund Freud’s description of “joke-work.” In Freud’s use, the term refers to all the work that we do to signal the other that what we are saying should be heard as a joke rather than an insult or silly comment. Joke-work might include winks, facial expressions, tones of voice, manner of speech, etc. etc. In the same way, episode-work is a convenient label for all the work that we do to call into being, maintain, change, or prevent the realization of a particular episode in a pattern of communication.
 How do you know, when I raise the topic of evolution, if I am joking, getting ready to attack you for your beliefs, or inviting you to engage in dialogic communication? How do I know, when you respond to my introduction of the topic, whether you have accepted my proposal that the episode is dialogic, or whether you are laying a trap in the context of an argument, or trying to evade the issue? The answers to these questions point to the episode-work in which we are engaged. 


Although the term “episode-work” isn’t widely used, it names distinctions that most of us can and should recognize. If I may return to the US political context for my example (trusting you to translate these contexts to your interest areas), during a media conference just after the Democratic party won a majority in both houses of the legislature (November 8, 2006), this question was posed to President Bush:

You said you're interested in changing the tone, and committed to changing the tone in Washington. Just a few days before this election, in Texas, you said that Democrats, no matter how they put it, their approach to Iraq comes down to “terrorists win, America loses.” What has changed today…?
THE PRESIDENT: What's changed today is the election is over, and the Democrats won. And now we're going to work together for two years to accomplish big objectives for the country. 
 
The President distinguished between the rules of engagement (what is legitimate to do and how it is to be interpreted) in the episode of campaigning and in the episode of governance, asserting that what is said in a campaign – no matter how insulting or hurtful – should be forgotten after the election. The President was asking for a different set of rules to apply when he spoke as a Republican supporting his party’s candidates than when he spoke as the Chief Executive of the government. The reporter apparently did not appreciate the distinction, asking for consistency across contexts. 

A similar distinction was made by former House Majority Leader Newt Gingrich when he described the work of his new “527” group,
 “American Solutions for Winning the Future.” He is not running for President, he insisted; rather, this group was organized to find solutions to America’s problems that are more fundamental than those currently being discussed. However, Gingrich allowed, unexpected events might sweep him into the oval office just as they did the Speaker’s office previously. “My hope is that we’ll have a genuine dialogue over the next year. Then we can get into the political debate.”
 Gingrich distinguished between the form of communication most likely to find creative solutions to America’s problems (genuine dialogue) and that which is involved in a run for office (political debate). 

Virtuoso dialogue and deliberation practitioners, it seems to me, must include highly developed episode-work skill-sets. As facilitators, we need to be able to hear participants in our meetings as they accept or renegotiate the episodes that we have tried to call forth; as meeting designers, we need to know how to call into being preferred forms of communication. 

Conversation-stoppers and –starters.

Episode-work shapes the patterns of communication that are about to occur. It does so “softly” by creating expectations, initiating sequences of actions, etc. When done well, communication takes on preferred forms and avoids those that we hate, fear, or find unproductive. In contrast, conversation-stoppers often have all the subtlety of a brick wall. They are things that interrupt a coherent sequence of conversational turns, or that redirect the sequence so firmly that the participants are doing some thing else after it than they were before. 


These are some patterns that come to mind as conversation-stoppers that end or divert dialogue and deliberation. You might be able to think of some others.
· Secrecy and/or official lying: democratic discourse cannot continue if the participants are excluded from what they need to know, or are proceeding on the basis of false information. 
· Cynicism: if the participants cannot trust the information available to it or the motives of those who convened the event or who will ultimately make the decisions, they cannot meaningfully participate in the dialogue and deliberation. 

· Stereotyping: openness is difficult to achieve when a person or group is understood in terms of only one aspect of their character or activities. For example, Hamas was an organization with a military arm and a social services arm. When Hamas was elected to be the majority party in Palestine, democratic discussion of the significance of that event was stopped by stereotypes perpetuated in the United States’ official responses, which referred only to the military wing of Hamas. 

· Demonizing: trust and respect cannot occur when a group (any group) – liberals, conservative Christians, people from the Midwest – is dismissed because of their group membership rather than included in the democratic conversation.

· Distraction: this occurs when an issue is chosen that disrupts the ability to continue the conversation. Specific forms of distraction include “wedge issues” such as “gay marriage” or “flag burning” designed to set groups against each other; “crisis de jour” designed to distract them from what needs to be attended to; and deliberately inculcated fear, whether of terrorist attack or layoffs or natural disaster, designed to bias their ability to address important issues. 
In interpersonal conversation, we know that conversation-starters include questions from the perspective of genuine curiosity, sharing from the perspective of integrity and authenticity, and a willingness to engage in deliberation about choices that affect all those participating in the conversation. Many of the ways of working by dialogue and deliberation practitioners are designed to call forth these conversational patterns. 
Transforming rhetorically attenuated communication.
My commitment to dialogic communication stems from my belief that this is the best way of achieving better social worlds.
 As part of my work, I’ve studied – both as observer and participant – attempts to transform rhetorically attenuated communities, organizations and relationships so that they become more dialogic. The goal of such transformations is for mutuality to replace enmity, openness to replace fear, and deliberation to replace persuasion and coercion. 

These five suggestions are offered as a summary of what I’ve learned. Transformations of rhetorically attenuated communication processes are facilitated by:

1. Constructing richer stories about the present situation; stories that include:

· A rhetorically rich and full understanding of others involved (not a stereotyping dismissal, such as President Bush’s explanation of the terrorists motivation: “they hate our freedom”);

· A self-reflexive and honest understanding of ourselves; and,

· A richer understanding of the historical context. 

2. Constructing systemic descriptions of the present situation and what led up to it. Such a description goes: 

· Beyond “us” and “them” to the patterns that “we” are involved in; and,

· Beyond “win” and “lose” to non-zero sum outcomes – preferably “win-win” solutions.

3. Facilitating an increased awareness of the roles that everyone involved play in making the world in which they live. Such awareness involves participants:

· Noting their responsibility for making the patterns in which they find themselves, not just blaming the other; and,

· Noting opportunities for acting in novel ways, not just responding in the most obvious ways.

4. Changing the context in which actions take place. This can be achieved, among other ways, by:

· Providing a new interpretation of what’s important or relevant (including “common ground”); 

· Moving to a different space or place; 

· Changing the set of participants; and,

· Performing actions which “fit” the existing context well enough to be effective, but challenge it sufficiently to change it.

5. Minding and caring about the focus of our energy. Following the maxim that what we pay attention to grows, the decision to focus on some things rather than others has consequences. For example, using “deficit language” that calls attention to what is wrong/missing/bad creates a different energy than “appreciative language” that focuses on that which is right/present/good.
 

CONCLUSION


Near the beginning of this paper, I wrote: “in this paper, I want to focus on the question of how we can make a world in which people participate in making the decisions that affect them.” I believe that dialogic and deliberative communication is the single best leverage point for making this change, and I delight in the company of others working to create these forms of communication.

� In this paper, you may notice a shift between the first person singular and plural pronouns. Although this time it was only me sitting at the computer, it would be equally appropriate to describe this paper as co-authored with Kim Pearce. Not only do the ideas expressed here grow out of our shared work in communication theory and as practitioners in Pearce Associates and in the Public Dialogue Consortium, much of the text of this paper is drawn from papers we have written together, specifically: Pearce, W. B. & Pearce, K. A. (2000), "Combining Passions and Abilities: Toward Dialogic Virtuosity," Southern Communication Journal, 65: 161-175 and Pearce, K. A. & Pearce, W. B. (in press). Reclaiming democracy: Contributions from a communication perspective. In  Wendy Leeds-Hurwitz and Gloria Galanes (Eds.), Socially constructing communication. Hampton Press.


� Just look at the titles of these important books, written at mid-century: Norbert Wiener (1946). Cybernetics: Or the Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; and Norbert Wiener (1950). The Human Use of Human Beings. Da Capo Press.


� The idea that communication was primarily an instrument to be used to control other people was strongly opposed by Matson, Floyd W. and Montagu, A. (1967). "Introduction: The Unfinished Revolution." In The Human Dialogue, edited by Floyd W. Matson and Ashley Montagu. New York: The Free Press. For a description of some of the other attempts to articulate a better understanding of communication, see Dean Tomlinson’s helpful surveys, written as source material for a college course in public relations: � HYPERLINK "http://faculty.evansville.edu/dt4/301/primer301.html" ��http://faculty.evansville.edu/dt4/301/primer301.html� and � HYPERLINK "http://faculty.evansville.edu/dt4/301/Dialogue.html" ��http://faculty.evansville.edu/dt4/301/Dialogue.html�. 


� This is what I refer to as “taking the communication perspective.” This is a high-level summary; you’ll find much more about the implications of this perspective later in this paper.


� Retrieved on July 31, 2007, from  � HYPERLINK "http://www.thataway.org/exchange/resources.php?action=view&rid=1501" ��http://www.thataway.org/exchange/resources.php?action=view&rid=1501�. 
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