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Transcendence
and Transformation

Over the years we’ve encountered innumerable intractable pat-
terns of conflict that are seemingly impossible to manage.! When con-
flicts reach this point, they almost always reside in the sphere of harm,
which makes the search for alternative forms of communication
imperative. Parties engaged in difficult conflicts tend to be stuck in
particular patterns of interaction that require them to rethink the ways
in which they communicate with one another. New patterns of com-
munication that can transcend the stuck pattern and transform the rela-
tionship are necessary for movement toward the sphere of value.

Most of the time people find acceptable and effective ways to
manage their differences. They may use simple persuasion to influ-
ence one another. Often they negotiate solutions, and sometimes they
just agree to disagree and learn to live with the conflict. Too often,
however, people get enmeshed in situations that plague them for a
long time and do great damage.

Such conflicts might be related to moral differences, such as that
between the Branch Davidians and federal officers in Waco, Texas
(chapter 5); ethnic, cultural, or religious differences, such as those that
occurred in Maluku, Indonesia (chapter 9); or even historically
entrenched interest clashes, such as those in the Middle East.
Although many difficult conflicts do occur on the international scene,
they can also occur in families, communities, and organizations. This
chapter is devoted to discussing ways in which frustrating and harm-
ful patterns can be overcome and even prevented.

TRANSCENDING CLASH

Harsh conflict makes productive communication difficult. When
conversation with an adversary quickly becomes hostile, people have
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a hard time thinking of new ways to talk about tough issues. They fall
back on old patterns of argument, repeat the same points endlessly,
strike out against the other in a verbal assault, or—worse—move from
words to “sticks and stones.” Because direct communication is
uncomfortable to many people, they opt for avoidance. If you ask
people why they are not talking to the people with whom they have
an unresolved issue, they will probably tell you that they have noth-
ing to say or learn from “people like that.”

Finding a Path to Productive Talk:
The Learning Conversation

How do we come to a new understanding of what we are doing
when we interact with enemies and rivals? Can such interactions be
framed differently? Is it possible to think about these sorts of conver-
sations in more productive ways? Many groups are dedicated to creat-
ing forms of communication that, though they may not resolve the
conflict, move the discussion to a new, more productive plane. We like
to think of these as “learning conversations,” opportunities to learn
significant new things about yourself, others, and the issue at hand.
Learning conversations can accomplish a number of things.?

First, learning conversations open up new topics of conversation
that can transcend difference. This does not mean that differences are
erased or minimized. Indeed, they are often acknowledged, though
they may eventually be understood differently than they were before.
Second, learning conversations can change the relationship from
adversarial to exploratory. Here parties come to think of one another
differently and they join together, even if only temporarily, into an
inquiry or quest for new ways of thinking about their differences.
Finally, learning conversations create opportunities to discuss the
powers and limits of a variety of perspectives on the issues they are
facing. They can reveal and expose what each point of view might be
able to achieve as well as what each cannot do.

William Gattis brought a number of members of the United Meth-
odist Church together to talk about the issue of homosexuality, which
is quite divisive within the Methodist community. Instead of arguing
whether the church should accept homosexuality, participants were
asked to do something else: “Learn all you can from others about the
points of view with which you disagree ... compare and contrast
your own point of view with the viewpoint of others . .. [and] com-
pare and contrast the strengths and weaknesses of each point of
view.”? Because the participants were willing to engage in these dia-
logues, they were successful in turning an otherwise contentious situ-
ation into a learning conversation.
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Participants in learning conversations can also look for joining
places, or common threads, they might explore to learn more, expand
their awareness of options, and widen their perspective on the issues
at hand. Nola Heidlebaugh says that dialogue is like weaving two
very different fabrics together.* You don’t just lay them side-by-side
and sew them together; instead, you find loose spots where individ-
ual threads can be woven together to create a common place. This
new common place is not the same thing as common ground or
shared opinion but new possibilities for joint exploration and new
knowledge. For example, you might disagree adamantly about abor-
tion, but you could share an awareness of the impact of one’s personal
experience on this issue and recognition of gray areas that neither pro-
life nor pro-choice advocates can explain away:.

Heidlebaugh uses the metaphor of weaving. Think of two or three other
metaphors that could help students understand a learning conversation.
What would these metaphors be like in real life?

We know that liberals and conservatives will clash on many eco-
nomic, political, and social issues, but what could they talk about in a
learning conversation? Could the nature of the interaction change if
new common places were created for such a conversation? The key
would be to reframe the issues, to think in terms of new categories on
which constructive discussion might occur, including, for instance,
compassion, community, reference, diversity, justice, and courage.’
When you cut the issues in new ways, patterns of interaction will
change, and transcendence can occur. This is what the creation and
exploration of new common places is all about.

Two keys are needed to unlock the door between destructive
interaction and productive dialogue. These are careful attention to
process and creative management of context. In other words, we want
to be very deliberate about how we talk with one another, and we
want to select the subject matter that best affords an opportunity for
transcendence and transformation.

Managing Process

When most people engage in a difficult conversation, they con-
centrate on the issues, their opinions, their goals, and what they want
to be heard. These are normal and important concerns, and disputants
should be thinking about these things. At the same time, however, pro-
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cess is vital, and parties to a conflict should think about how they want
to have challenging conversations. One of the best reasons to use a
mediator or facilitator when issues are contentious is that third parties
can help structure the process.

When we talk to clients in our own practice about planning a
meeting, a mediation, or a dialogue on issues of concern—whether
conflict is present or not—we always invite them to collaborate on
designing a process that is as comfortable and productive as possible
under the circumstances. If we get bogged down in a moment of ten-
sion and unproductive interaction, as facilitators, we may stop the
meeting and ask whether the process is working and how the tenor of
the conversation might change in order to build a higher level of com-
fort and a more constructive tone. The whole purpose of ground rules
or guidelines is to help structure the process so that it can achieve
these ideals.

The Public Conversations Project (PCP), based in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, is a leader in dialogue on difficult issues.® Among
other things, the PCP has sponsored dialogue sessions on abortion, in
which pro-life and pro-choice advocates come together to have a
“new kind of conversation” on this issue. The group has been success-
ful in large measure because of their careful attention to process. As
family therapists, the PCP facilitators knew that people could not
have a productive conversation about this issue without setting up a
safe environment and constructive process. The Public Conversations
Project typically does several things:

* They contact clients in advance to invite them into a new kind of
conversation and discuss their concerns and ideas about how to
doit.

* They negotiate ground rules that help to keep the conversation
safe.

* They carefully structure the agenda so that participants are
invited to address a series of questions that enable them to (1)
share their personal experiences, (2) learn about the complexity
of the issue, (3) discover important new things about one
another, (4) abandon a polarized stance, (5) build curiosity about
other people and about the issue, and (6) come to respect people
who hold very different positions on the issue.

* They emphasize listening and provide opportunities for people
to speak without being interrupted.

* They keep conversations private and safe in order to allow par-
ticipants to take risks and to explore ideas without the threat of
personal recrimination.
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* They take time for participants to get to know one another as
persons and to explore the issue creatively and constructively.

Good process matters whether the group is experiencing an open
conflict or not. Even when a group anticipates challenging differences,
they can actively think about how to structure the process to keep com-
munication productive and to avoid open, ugly clash. Each group will
be different, and each will require a somewhat different process. In
general, several sensibilities can help guide process design work: affir-
mation, empowerment, connection, inclusion, inquiry, and creativity.7

Affirmation. The sensibility of affirmation is the belief in possi-
bilities and faith that participants will have positive resources to
engage in constructive communication. Affirmation tunes into oppor-
tunities to explore and make use of previous successes, visions, val-
ues, and good will. It allows participants to think about what they
appreciate in themselves, others, and in the situation.? The spirit of
affirmation does not mean that we ignore, or even minimize, prob-
lems and concerns—only that we are willing to move beyond them to
look for forces that can transcend hostility, rigidity, and polarity.

Sometimes people are willing to be affirmative from the begin-
ning—especially when an open conflict has not yet erupted. People
may also be willing to express affirmation late in a conflict cycle,
when they are fatigued and ready to move to a more positive place.
However, disputants in hard conflicts are not usually ready to be affir-
mative. Participants may feel cheated if they do not have an opportu-
nity to vent, to express strong emotion, to share their worries and
anger. The process may permit or even invite this within a safe envi-
ronment, but will not stop there. As soon as possible, good dialogue
processes mine the positive visions lying below complaints and prob-
lems, explore stories of success, and seek out common values and
interests. We like to call this the “wisdom in the whining,” which
means that complaints always contain a more positive vision of how
things might be. If you are upset that you are not getting your mail
every day, you must value prompt service; if you are tired of a
coworker’s radio, you must value peace and quiet; and if you wish
your pastor were a better preacher, you must desire to be engaged,
inspired, and spiritually awakened in worship. Each negative com-
plaint has a “positive shadow,” and an affirmative sensibility will lead
process designers to think creatively about ways to bring this out.

We were once called in to work with a highly conflicted nursing
department in a local hospital. When we talked to them individually,
the nurses expressed extreme anger and disappointment with one
another. They were unable to interact professionally and had com-
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pletely lost respect for one another. We had originally intended to con-
duct individual mediations among these coworkers, but it was clear
to us that they would be unable to talk constructively in mediation
sessions. We realized that as a group, they would first need an oppor-
tunity to hear new kinds of things from one another and to begin to
build a positive base for conflict resolution.

We invited the nurses to have a facilitated meeting to begin com-
municating in a new way. Using a strong set of ground rules, we
started by asking them, one at a time, to share a story about a time in
their careers in which they felt affirmed, strengthened, encouraged,
and effective. During this go-round, the coworkers were able to talk
about their careers in positive terms without having to worry about
being interrupted, refuted, or ignored. They were free to talk about
positive rather than negative stories, which was an entirely new pat-
tern for them. In the next round, we asked them to indicate what
changes would be necessary in the workplace to make it possible for
them to do their jobs effectively. A rule used during this round was
that they could not refer to other members of the group, but had to
think of the workplace as a whole. We then asked each person to indi-
cate how they thought the group could work together in a way that
would integrate a diversity of personalities and styles. Once we gave
the participants a chance to address these questions, we invited them
to ask questions of curiosity to one another, to learn more and to
understand their respective experiences more completely. Again, we
followed a set of ground rules to make sure that people did not use
their questions as a form of attack, defense, or posturing. This turned
out to be an effective dialogue process for this group, and they began
to build some trust. It did not solve their issues, but it did make it pos-
sible for them to move on to private mediations where they could
address specific workplace issues in a safe, private environment.

Empowerment. A process that enables participants to express
what is most important to them and to do so in a way that can be
heard by others empowers them. Empowerment means finding the
means by which individuals can use their own sources of power—
their own best forms of expression—to “say” what they have experi-
enced, what they think, how they feel, what they want, and what mat-
ters most to them. Unbridled expression may allow one person to be
clear, while stomping on others’ abilities to do the same. For this rea-
son, the process must be one that permits both expression and recep-
tion—talking and listening. You are not empowered if others cannot
hear or appreciate what you have to say. In process design, empower-
ment may require a variety of things:
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* You may need to include opportunities for different forms of
expression. Not everyone is empowered by speech. In fact, reti-
cent individuals may find “talking,” especially in large groups,
intimidating.

* You may have to pay attention to potential problems of domina-
tion in which certain individuals will want to “set the agenda” or
lead the course of the discussion, which can derail attempts to
allow everyone the freedom to establish what is important to them.

* You may need to build in a variety of “venues” or structures of
dialogue, including, for example, individual writing, dyads,
small groups, and large groups.

¢ Participants may need to have opportunities to revisit and
reconsider their ideas, to reality test their ideas, and to change
their minds.

* The process may need to include opportunities to get informa-
tion and increase knowledge.

* A detailed agenda and focus for discussion can be empowering
because it enables people to think clearly about various issues
and to clarify what is important.

An effective tool for empowerment that we learned from the Pub-
lic Conversations Project is the “go-round.” Using this technique, par-
ticipants in a dialogue group each take a turn to talk about their
experience or to address a question without interruption. The go-
round is a listening exercise, in which the goal is to express and hear
what is important to each person without formulating a response,
answer, or rebuttal to what he or she has to say. All participants are
asked to prepare their presentation in advance. As a result, the go-
round encourages listening; you are not rehearsing or planning your
comments while others are speaking. And for those who may, for
whatever reason, feel they do not want to contribute, a pass rule
makes it possible to remain silent without question.

We recently facilitated a meeting of about 120 teachers at a local
high school who were experiencing considerable strife among them-
selves and with the administration. We knew going in that emotions
would run high and that some teachers would not feel safe to talk
about the issues involved. Safety and empowerment would be key. In
order to maximize empowerment, we did a variety of things:

1. We asked the administrators to be “keynote listeners” so that
they would be in a new nondominating role and could hear
clearly what was important to teachers. As keynote listeners,
they participated by listening rather than speaking.
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2. We gave participants individual writing time to think through
what they wanted to say.

3. We had both small and large group discussions.
4. We had participants build a wall mural of issues of concern.

5. We gave out a form so that participants could write their responses
if they felt they had something to say that was not heard.

6. We interviewed the keynote listeners (the administrators) at the
end about what they heard the teachers say, what seemed most
important to the teachers, and what the next steps should be.

Connection. Dialogue processes should enable participants to
think beyond their individual needs and aims and to become con-
scious of a system of relationships. Our conflicts are made by social
interaction between people, but disputants do not always realize or
recognize this. Good dialogue processes help participants become
aware of communication and connection and allow them to build on
the new skills collaboratively.

Connection can be established by exploring common history,
shared concerns, community values, or goals that require collabora-
tion to achieve. Timelining is an interesting method for initiating con-
nection. Members of a community or organization put a large piece of
butcher paper on the wall with a line running horizontally down the
middle and years placed at intervals along the line. They then put
their names at the appropriate period in which they joined the group
and talk a bit about what was going on in the organization or commu-
nity at that time. The timeline goes beyond the current date into the
future, and members can talk about what they would like to see hap-
pen with the group in coming years and decades. This is an excellent
technique for building a common history and beginning to generate a
common vision for the future.

One of the most common and effective methods for establishing
connection is to help participants move from negotiating individual
demands to framing and working together to solve a problem. This
approach—integrative problem solving (also discussed in the appen-
dix)—involves framing the issue as a problem, generating options for
a solution, deliberating together, and making decisions about how to
proceed. Families have this kind of dialogue from time to time.
Instead of arguing about whether a sixteen year old can get a car, the
family could discuss ways to meet everyone’s transportation needs.
Several options, including a car for the teen, can be weighed and dis-
cussed jointly. The car issue cannot adequately be discussed in isola-
tion. Because family members are connected, their needs must be
looked at together, and trade-offs may be necessary. If the teenager
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gets the car, his need for status and transportation will be satisfied,
but the parents will have to sacrifice some money and perhaps a good
deal of sleep.

If two workers were having a mediation over how to organize a
storage room, the mediator might ask them who uses the room, who
cares most about how it is organized, and who is most impacted by
decisions related to storage and the way it is organized. The sensibil-
ity of connection raises the question of who should be at the table and
involved in the dialogue. Which connections are most important and
which relationships are most impacted by the discussion?

Inclusion. This sensibility honors the value of difference. We
want processes that include a diversity of perspectives on the issues at
hand. In certain cases, this means making sure that all stakeholder
groups are represented at the table. Sometimes this is not possible, so
we try to be as inclusive as we can. If it is not possible to have full
inclusion at one event, perhaps multiple events will add diversity to
the mix.

The spirit of inclusion is more than getting many people into the
room. It also means designing processes by which different points of
view can be heard, respected, and used as a basis for any action that
might come out of the discussion. Inclusion and empowerment com-
plement one another; they must exist side by side. Empowerment cen-
ters on what participants can contribute, and inclusion centers on
what they can gain.

An attitude of inclusion alerts us to the need for diversity, but
there are practical considerations that make it challenging. Certain
parties may not be willing to participate in the dialogue. Certain par-
ticipants may make other participants feel unsafe, endangering their
sense of empowerment. The size of the group and/or resource con-
straints may make full inclusion impossible. In general, we use the
following guidelines to make decisions about who should be involved
in a process.

1. How many people can effectively engage in the process? Some-
times space, time, and money allow a few hundred people to
participate, and other times only a small number of participants
is possible.

2. Who has information, important perspectives, and ideas that
would enhance the discussion?

3. Who are the most important stakeholders? In other words, who
has the most to gain or lose from possible outcomes?

4. Who is involved in key relationships, and what relationships
may need to be transformed?
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5. Who would most benefit from the kinds of learning that will
occur in the dialogue?

6. Who, if left out, might try to subvert the process?

When we are creating processes for conflict management, we try
to be inclusive from the beginning. In a two-party mediation, we will
ask the parties to talk about their needs and how best to approach the
mediation. We may check with them at several points in the media-
tion about whether the process is working. If a small group is
involved, we may interview everyone in advance to discover their
process needs and to solicit process suggestions. In a larger group,
community, or organization, we will work with a design team consist-
ing of a diversity of representatives from the system.

We once facilitated a multistakeholder engagement process to
plan improvements in information technology for the American
Indian Higher Education Consortium (see chapter 11). The diverse
design team worked for nearly a year, before and during the process,
to make decisions about how to proceed. One of the most important
questions was who should be included in the processes, and we spent
considerable time on this issue. We knew that it would be fruitless to
limit participation to the tribal colleges, so we expanded participation
to include representatives from government, funding agencies, tech-
nology companies, tribal governments, the general public, and even
international representatives of indigenous education systems abroad.
Over the year, we worked with various size groups ranging from 40 to
150. Since then, we have worked at several individual tribal colleges
facilitating strategic planning processes. When we do this, we want to
make sure that faculty, students, administration, staff, board mem-
bers, and community members are involved. In the best cases, the col-
lege will sponsor several planning meetings for particular stakeholder
groups, so that each voice can be heard.

Inquiry. The spirit of inquiry leads us to think about the interac-
tion differently. Instead of arguing, debating, pressuring, or winning
and losing, we see ourselves as engaged in a process of mutual discov-
ery. We shift from, “Who will prevail?” to, “What do we have to
learn?” We shift from an “all-knowing” position to a “not-knowing”
one. Instead of viewing communication as an opportunity to influence,
we see it as the foundation for exploration, or “collective tinkering.””

You can tell that change is afoot when a mediator, after hearing
long series of harangues, summarizes what each person has said and
then says, “Okay; it is clear that you have very different opinions on
this issue and that neither of you are really persuaded. What do you
want to do about this?” This question invites the parties to shift gears



Transcendence and Transformation 237

and to think about discovering a new path. The same kind of shift can
happen after the opening statements of an environmental negotiation,
when the facilitator says, “Thank you for offering your initial perspec-
tives and hopes. In order to move forward constructively, we will
need a common body of information and facts. Let’s talk about how to
proceed with fact finding in a way that is acceptable to all of you.”

As another example, consider the case of a young man who drops
out of college during his junior year. His parents are furious. After
having spent thousands of dollars on his education, they feel
betrayed. Their natural response is to strike out: “What?! How can
you do this?” and then to demean, “You unappreciative jerk . .. after
all we have done for you!” The son’s reply—if there is one—will be
predictable: “Get off my back. You think that you control my life. For-
get it, I don’t want your money.” This exchange will probably make
relations a bit chilly for a few months (years?), but could be trans-
formed into a very different kind of dialogue in which the parents
eventually talk openly with their son about his frustrations, goals,
hopes, and fears, and he opens up to their worries, experience, and
ideas. Shifting from a polarized atmosphere of hostility, this family
can move into a dialogue of inquiry—to learn from each other, to ask
hard questions, and to explore important issues of life.

When we facilitated public engagement events on protection
against mountain lions in Arizona (chapter 5), we knew the discus-
sions could become quite contentious and heated. Some participants,
such as foothills homeowners, would strongly favor removing, even
killing, the lions in order to protect the residents. We knew that other
stakeholders such as conservationists would favor protecting the ani-
mal and preventing developers from building homes so close to wild
lands. Transforming the conversation from a debate into a mutual
inquiry would be important. Instead of having participants stand up
and give a series of speeches, which would almost certainly lead to
arguments, we asked instead that they systematically explore in small
groups various options for how the fish and game agency should
respond when there were (1) sightings, (2) interactions, (3) threats,
and (4) attacks. In other words, we tried to shift the process from one
of contention to one of inquiry.

Creativity. Another factor that should be taken into consider-
ation in process design is a creative sensibility, the understanding that
there are no pat formulas or formats—that dialogue processes require
creative thinking and adaptability. Good mediators and facilitators are
creative, even imaginative, in how they think about process. Wise par-
ents, smart managers, effective educators, and experienced diplomats
maintain the same attitude: “Hmm, this is interesting. How can we
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structure a process here that will be engaging, safe, constructive, and
effective?” Barge says that community engagement processes require
“capturing the imagination of participants, which involves creative
events that inspire one’s imaginative abilities.”'’

Creativity in design does not mean wild experimentation where
anything goes. Participants as well as mediators and facilitators will
have had experience with various processes that have worked in the
past. They may need to explore new combinations or even construct
new tools and techniques as needed. Design teams can be very help-
ful, in part because they expand the number of creative minds work-
ing to develop a process. We commonly train a design team in various
standards, goals, and techniques for dialogue processes and then
facilitate the team’s creative discussion of how to design a particular
upcoming event or events. Often this is an incremental process: The
design team may put a macroprocess in place, establishing the stages
or series of events to be conducted, and then after each stage more
specifically design the process for the next stage.

Just thinking back on the many processes we have participated in
designing, here is a list of some techniques we have used to (1) engage
participants, (2) empower them, (3) bring out their best thinking, (4)
use difference as a positive resource, and (5) break destructive pat-
terns of interaction:
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¢ Collaborative wall murals

¢ Fish-bowl interviews in which a small group is interviewed by
the facilitator in a circle surrounded and observed by the larger
group of participants.

* Participants interviewing one another
* Written forms and questionnaires

* Metaphors and stories

¢ Individually created posters

¢ Collaboratively created charts

¢ Creating newspaper headlines

* A dreamcatcher basket in which participants placed written
hopes and dreams

* Honoring ideas on scrolls tied with ribbons
* Guided tours

* Native American dancing and prayers

* Songs and music

We could go on and on. We include this list just to illustrate how imag-
ination can help when trying to achieve constructive communication,
but we have to be careful here, because we don’t want to give you the
impression that dialogues are always just cute “techniques.” They must
be part of carefully crafted, purposeful, adapted, and effective overall
processes for change in what often proves to be difficult conversations.

Process design, then, is an important element in helping parties to
communicate in new ways. The second key to making such communi-
cation possible is setting the right context or focus for the discussion.
What questions does the group address? How do they frame their
issues, and how do they organize the topics they want to talk about?
These are questions of context.

Finding the Best Context

The context is the topical frame for dialogue. It is the question that
the group addresses. The context of discussion may be broad, narrow,
wide-ranging, or quite focused. Constructive conversation depends in
large measure on how the issue is framed. Individuals, groups, and
organizations embroiled in conflict may find it unsafe to talk about
allegations and hostilities, but it might be possible for them to talk
about common values, goals, or future visions. It may be hard to talk
about anger, hurt, and resentment, but easier to talk about personal
experience. A community terrified about opening the subject of race
relations may be able to explore “cultural richness.” Concerns about
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crime and violence may lock a group into certain ways of thinking
that are released and broadened when they shift the topic to “commu-
nity safety.”"! An organization that is riddled with complaints about
unprofessional and disrespectful behavior may find it possible to
move forward by having a dialogue on how to make a productive and
comfortable work environment.

Once a topic becomes too dangerous to discuss—or too risky—it
becomes an “undiscussable issue.” Issues can become undiscussable
when there is a strong history of hostility between the parties, dispu-
tants are unable to frame the issue in a way that will lead to any kind
of constructive conversation, the issue brings forth an unwanted
repetitive pattern that does damage, or the parties worry that discuss-
ing the issue will result in personal attack, misunderstanding, or loss
of face. Undiscussable issues also arise when the parties are so
entrenched in their own point of view that discussion of solutions
seems fruitless. Talking to the “other side” might even show some
level of weakness that disputants are not willing to admit. It is amaz-
ing how family, coworkers, and community members will tell you pri-
vately exactly what is bothering them but find it impossible to discuss
the problem with one another. Undiscussable issues signal a stuck
spot that must be transcended if parties are to move forward together.

Context Setting as Scoping. The metaphor of the scope, be it a
telescope or microscope, is helpful because it implies that a lens is
pointed at something. Just like a photographer looking for the right
frame, you can always “scope out” to a broader topic, “scope in” to a
narrower one, or “scope around” to different perspectives. When peo-
ple were unable to talk about their views on abortion in any construc-
tive way, the Public Conversations Project was able to help them scope
in to discuss the details of their experience. When community mem-
bers were stuck on the issue of crime and violence, they found it help-
ful to scope out to the broader subject of community safety.

Mediators are very good at helping parties move from one context
to another. When divorcing parents are unable to get past their dis-
agreement about sharing time with the children, the mediator will ask
them to shift topics from time demands to their children’s needs.
When coworkers are attacking one another for workplace behavior,
the mediator may ask them to talk about the work environment in
general; and when one neighbor is complaining about a barking dog,
the conversation may shift to what makes a good neighborhood or
what the neighbors like about living in the area. Not only may conver-
sation take a positive turn when the context shifts, but the parties may
find the seeds of fruitful discussion on the original issue. Spending
some time talking about their children may help the parents better
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understand the children’s needs and what each parent can provide. A
discussion about the workplace environment may help coworkers see
that problems are not personal but systemic, and discussing the quali-
ties of a good neighborhood may bring a variety of issues to light on
dog barking, including the need for peace and quiet as well as safety
and security. In each of these cases, scoping to a new context can pro-
vide the basis for collaborative problem solving in each case. Notice
that in each case of scoping—redirecting to a new context—the parties
fundamentally shift the question they are discussing. When parties
get stuck, they would be well-advised to query, “Are we even asking
the right questions here?”

Context Setting Questioning. The questions a group addresses
will determine in large measure the content of their discussion. If you
ask participants what they want, they may engage in a struggle
between competing demands. For this reason, many mediators never
start with this question. If you ask participants why they think they
are right, they will exchange arguments and look for you to decide
who is correct. Such questions may be appropriate in legal proceed-
ings, but they are not very productive for establishing a dialogue.
Notice how each of the following sets of questions, suggested by Fer-
dig, focuses the discussion in a different direction.'?
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To focus on identity: Who am I? What is important to me? Who are
we together? What do we both care about? What does each of us
bring to this conversation based on our previous experience
around the topic that brings us together?

To focus on principles: What do I stand for? What do we jointly stand
for? How do our choices and actions reflect our individual and col-
lective values? How do we want to interact with one another?
What might that process look like? What can we agree on?

To focus on intentions: Where am I going? What do I want to see
happen here? What are we up to in this conversation? What can
we create together that brings us to where we want to be?

To focus on exploration of possibility: What are the things you value
most about yourself? What are the core factors that give “life” and
“energy” to the group? What are the possibilities of that which we
can create together based on the best of who we are?

The Vietnam dialogues, sponsored by former Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara between 1995 and 1998, provide a magnificent
example of the power of a carefully crafted question. The war, which
occurred in the 1960s and early 1970s, involved North Vietnam on one
side and South Vietnam and the United States on the other. Ending
with the reunification of the country, the war resulted in about 50,000
American deaths and untold numbers of Vietnamese casualties, not to
mention significant social and political disruption in the United States
and in Southeast Asia.

About 20 years after the war, McNamara invited U.S. and Viet-
namese officials and scholars to participate in six dialogue sessions on
this question: “In the light of what now can be learned from the histor-
ical record, what U.S. and Vietnamese decisions might have been dif-
ferent and what difference would they have made in the course of the
war—if each side had judged the other side’s intentions and capabili-
ties more accurately?”'®> McNamara wrote:

I hoped to examine a hypothesis that had gradually taken shape
in my mind: Both Washington and Hanoi had missed opportuni-
ties to achieve our geopolitical objectives without the terrible loss
of life suffered by each of our countries. There were, I hypothe-
sized, opportunities either to have avoided the war before it
started or to have terminated it long before it had run its course.
Were there such opportunities? If so, why were they missed?
What lessons can we draw to avoid such tragedies in the twenty-
first century?'*

Although not all participants wanted to talk about this question
immediately, they eventually did take the question seriously and
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embarked on a joint dialogue of inquiry in which they could see,
through years of hindsight, that each side had misunderstood the
other in fundamental ways and that they had missed important oppor-
tunities to change the course of the conflict. The guiding questions of
the dialogue were not: “What happened? Who was right?” or “What
caused the war?” Instead, the group focus created a learning conversa-
tion on missed opportunities. Productive conversation on a potentially
undiscussable issue was made possible by careful context framing.

TRANSFORMING THE RELATIONSHIP

We wrote earlier that individuals and groups embroiled in difficult
conflicts must find a way to transcend the patterns of communication
that flummox them. As we have seen, new patterns of communication
can help groups explore difficult issues in a way that can lead to
insight and, in some cases, even solutions. Such conversations can do
something else as well: They can help to transform relationships.

I and Thou

For Martin Buber, human relationships are of supreme importance.
Too often, Buber wrote, we treat other people as objects to be changed,
reduced, and manipulated. This he called an I-It relationship: I put
myself in the position of assessing, influencing, and controlling others.
This kind of relationship is especially common in conflict situations, in
which people move against one another as if they were objects. The key
to finding new relationships is a shift toward what Buber calls the I-Thou
relationship, in which people treat every person as a complex being who
cannot be reduced and should not be treated as an object. Buber wrote
that dialogue is a process of walking a narrow ridge between one’s own
experience and that of others, or, as Pearce and Pearce state it, “holding
your own ground while remaining profoundly open to the other.”¢

The I-Thou relationship embodies respect for difference. It means
that we may disagree on issues, but we respect one another because of
a deep understanding that our beliefs, values, and actions are prod-
ucts of unique and complex life experiences. We may need to coordi-
nate actions to make temporary solutions and resolutions, but we
work out ways to do these things with respect. The dialogues of the
Public Conversations Project discussed earlier in the chapter show
how a shift from disrespect to respect can happen. In their sessions on
abortion, no one really changed his or her mind on the issue, but
nearly all participants experienced profound shifts of the second-
order, from avoidance to engagement, from defensiveness to safety,

15
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and from disrespect to respect. Indeed, they often expressed amaze-
ment at the changes they felt in their attitudes toward people with dif-
ferent points of view after experiencing the dialogue process.

We have seen this happen many times in mediation. Participants
who are initially nervous, suspicious, defensive, and polarized begin
to relax a little, see the other person’s point of view, and come to a new
level of understanding and sometimes even respect. For us, a media-
tion is successful if the parties are able to achieve this kind of shift,
whether they reach a negotiated agreement or not. In chapter 9, we
described a dialogue process used in Indonesia among village leaders
following the destructive four-year conflict in Maluku. The 40 partici-
pants repeatedly expressed their satisfaction, even pleasure, of discov-
ering dialogue as a form of communication in which they could shift
their relationship from hostility to cooperation. For example, one par-
ticipant wrote: “We are required to learn about each other’s knowl-
edge and experience, and to gain understanding about the differences
so that the feelings of unity and association can be reconstructed so
that there will be greater reconciliation between people.”'”

This kind of transformation also happened on the other side of the
globe in Catron County, New Mexico. Catron County is a vast terri-
tory in the beautiful wilderness of western New Mexico. With a popu-
lation of only 2,500, the region is sustained mostly by ranching and
forestry. This economic base was greatly threatened in the 1990s by
federal environmental measures that sparked a conflict that not only
caused considerable stress for the whole community, but threatened
violence as well. At the moment when “war” seemed imminent, a
small group of citizens decided to take another path and asked the
New Mexico Center for Dispute Resolution to make a visit.'®

At their first meeting, the facilitators and a small group of ranchers,
loggers, environmentalists, and others agreed to air a variety of perspec-
tives on the issue using strong ground rules. In subsequent sessions, the
number of participants grew, and they began to explore their visions for
the community, discovering in the process significant common values
and concerns. Over time, they explored numerous topics and eventually
focused specifically on five areas of concern—education, dispute resolu-
tion, land stewardship, economic development, and youth develop-
ment. The dialogue expanded from the conflict that had originally
brought the group together to wide-ranging discussions of quality of
life in the community. Discussions took many forms, including dialogue
groups, planning committees, field trips, mediations and negotiations,
community visioning meetings, and youth meetings. Additionally,
community members were trained as facilitators, and a local group took
on the responsibility of organizing meetings in the future.
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The process in Catron County did not always go smoothly. The
conflicts were not always resolved, and tensions did return from time
to time, but in all, a new base of respect emerged and enabled the
community to begin to manage its differences constructively.

Achieving Dialogue

In this chapter we have presented a variety of thoughts and cases
about how to transcend negative patterns of communication and to
transform relationships among individuals and groups that experience
challenging differences. Collectively, we refer to transcendent and
transformative communication as dialogue. To summarize, dialogue:

e treats all participants as “fully formed, whole, and complex
human beings.”

* empowers communicators to “be assured that their stories will
be heard and allow others the same privilege.”

* opens “new territory where joining places may be found.”

¢ is “multivoiced and nonpolarized.”

¢ addresses “fresh, constructive questions that demand critical,
creative thinking.”

* aims to educate by allowing “participants to learn important
new things.”

¢ builds “relationships of respect.”!”

Box 10.2

Remember a time when you were fighting for something you believed in.
If you saw your perspective as a “story,” what was the moral of the story? Did
the moral endure throughout the interaction? Did it change at all through
the interaction?

How You CAN USE THIS CHAPTER

This chapter presents a variety of principles that you can use in all
situations where the management of difference is challenging. We
urge you to spend some time looking for insights you can use.

1. No conflict is just what it is. Every difference is socially con-
structed and could be constructed differently if the parties were
willing and able to do so. Harm can be transcended, and rela-
tionships can be transformed.
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2. Remember the I-Thou relationship: You can hold your own
ground, while remaining profoundly open to others. One
choice is to stay in the tension.

3. Exclusion will almost always lead toward harm; inclusion will
almost always lead toward value.

4. Be conscious of face in every interaction. Destructive facework
almost always leads toward harm; constructive facework
almost always leads toward value.

5. Although dialogue is not always possible, it is the ideal in mat-
ters of managing difference. Aim for dialogue whenever possible.

Interactive Case Study

CONFLICTING MORAL ORDERS

Context: You are going to address some personal destructive interac-
tions that could happen in the lives of you or your classmates.

Opening exercise(s): Think about a moral issue or point of view that is
deeply rooted in your own life experience. Imagine that another person
or group in a conflict situation challenged this moral stance. Perhaps this
has already happened to you. How would you, or did you, feel and act?
Get into small groups. Take turns telling about areas in your life in which
conflict would become, or has become, a deep moral challenge. Record
some notes about each of the situations, as each of your examples will be
used to address one of the focuses below.

Focus #1: Managing Process: Talking and Listening

Choose one of the examples from your small-group opening exercise.
For this example, go through each of the bullets for empowerment out-
lined earlier in this chapter and discuss how you could avoid harm and
move toward value by paying attention to this type of communication.

Focus #2: Managing Process: Inquiry

Take another example from your opening exercise. What questions
could you ask in the situation, either implicitly or explicitly, to stay away
from harm? Instead of seeking “Who will prevail?” shift to, “What do we
have to learn?” If the participants in this situation were engaged in a pro-
cess of mutual discovery, what could be learned?

Focus #3: Managing Process: Creativity

Take another example from your opening exercise. Look at the sample
creative processes discussed in this chapter. Use your imagination to
depict this potential destructive interaction in a new way. Try to create a
depiction that frames the issues in a way that opens up communication
rather than closes it down. Share these depictions with the rest of the class.
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Focus #4: Managing Context: Scoping

Take another example from your opening exercise. Isolate the issue
that could bring this difference to the most harmful sphere. Scope out to
the broader context and try to discuss the issue in your group using that
frame. Now scope in to a narrower dimension of the issue and try to dis-
cuss the issue in your group using that frame. What changed as you
changed the context? How might you invite people with a different moral
view to change the scope?
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