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and felt that there was d vital though enormofjsly chaléengmg
hurdle to climb to begin to understand how this \fvorke . L
Developing predictive intuition, we czjm begin t.o pe;ce;v °
how the structures of our interactions guldc‘e behavxo; 1-Sk '
learn to see these structures, we can greatly increase the like

hood and quality of dialogue.

ARCHITECTURE

OF THE INVISIBLE

If you walk into Chartres Cathedral in France, you are immediately
struck by the beauty and quiet of the place. Alive and sacred, it
makes you feel dwarfed in its immensity. Chartres has a sense of
wholeness to it, though you may be hard pressed to say exactly why.
In part this is because there are centers of focus in this building—
not just one, but many throughout the building—which draw your
attention and energy, make you feel comfortable and at home, give
you a sense of the ground beneath your feet. Even with the various
foci, there is an overall sense of cohesion to the setting.

The same feeling may be evoked when you talk with a close and
truly supportive friend about something that matters to you
both. You may find yourself taking a deep breath, relaxing, feel-
ing gratitude. You gain perspective, a new outlook, a fresh start.
Things come clear in this kind of exchange—precisely because
there is now a central element to the conversation—your com-
mon interests and concerns.

By contrast, think about what it is like to walk into a meeting
where people have just broken off an argument. You may be struck
by the tension in the room. Most people naturally contract, with-
draw, protect themselves. The feeling is more one of fragmentation
than unification. This is a conversation without a center.

In each case, the feelings give you a sense of a distinct “atmo-
sohere”__a quality that is discernible, though not always glar-
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ingly obvious. It is the difference between 2 romantic dinner

n a subway platform just as a train

conversation and a chat o
comes screaming into the station. This difference is based

partly on the nature of the physical arrangement of things, and
includes the noise level, the smells, the sense of space.

The underlying feeling you experience relates to more than just

¢ or even the associations you bring to each

physical arrangemen
perience, and

setting. It is a function of the quality of energy, ex
aliveness that each setting gives rise to. It is determined, in each
case, by a very precise set of conditions. This is no abstract no-
tion. These feelings are real, and are consistently experienced
by wide numbers of people. In other words, while we may have
our own visceral sense about a place, it is possible to validate

our perception with others who are there.

Each of these settings evokes a different quality of what I shall
call a “field of conversation.” In physics, a field, is “any system
of variables that vary in some systematic fashion through
space.”’ For instance, iron filings line up around a magnetic
field, distributed in a systematic fashion around the poles of a
magnet. It is these overall spatial patterns of concentrated en-
ergy that allow different kinds of patterns to appear.

CONVERSATIONAL FIELDS

Conversations have fields too. A field of tonversation is made up
of the atmosphere, energy, and memories of the people who are
interacting. When you talk and interact with people, much of your
experience is at first colored in fact by your memory of them, of
people like them, of circumstances and feelings that we have had
previously. These memories provide a base of experience from
which to think and talk. Embedded in these memories are energy
and feelings as well as prejudices and blindnesses.

Part IV: Architecture of the Invisible

Think of a person with whom you are presently having difficulty. If
you were suddenly to come upon her unannounced, you would ;10
doubt fairly quickly recall all the thoughts you havej about her, and
a.ll. the negative feelings you have been harboring. The encoilnter
m'1ght be tense. The “field,” or space between you, would be filled
with the history of your reactions. Words that ;/ou each might
speak would come, initially at least, from this atmosphere Fie?d
like these are powerful, because the memories have an em-otionasl
charge to them and tend to work quickly, seamlessly, automaticall
They create an atmosphere in which it is hard to ch,ange g

T{et being aware of fields of conversation gives us some ability to
1r1ﬂ.uence things beyond what we normally can do. We can betw}"

deliberate about creating settings that alter the “field” in Wh‘:;}]’
the conversation takes place. We can begin by becoming conscious
of the “field” we have within ourselves—the qualities of character
and energy that are within us. We can then evoke new qualities
from others, just as the facilitator in Chechnya did by telling the
story about his mother. It may even become possible to regalize
that these fields change in character over time, and that mappi

the qualities of fields can help our practical eff’orts. e

Physir:ist David Bohm once compared conversations to the field
Pehawor of a superconductor. In a superconductor, electrons mov-
ing lthrough a wire are cooled to the point where, they no lon
coll.lde or create heat through resistance. Instead, after reachin g:r:
optimally low temperature, they begin to act like parts of a cofler
ent whole, moving around obstacles like ballet dancers on a sta; e-
I..Inder these conditions the electrons flow with virtually no fr?c.
tion. They have both high intensity and high “intelligence” as the :
naturally align themselves with an invisible pattern. Simila.rl;(
:::122 ;Z;ah?re in dialogue and are thinking together in a coordi:
ion, we are like the cool intensity of these fields of elec-
trons. Rather than seeing our conversations as the crashing and
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careening of billiard balls, individuals may come tO see and feel
them as fields in which a sense of wholeness can appear, intensify,

and diminish in intensity again.’

The idea that social “fields” are an important determinant in the
quality of our thinking, acting, and conversation represents an im-
portant evolutionary step in how human beings think about soci-

It is as important as the earlier shift in the

ety and organizations.
1940s, with the movement from a linear to a systems view of the

world. The explosion of systems thinking in almost every subject
of human endeavor is enormously powerful.

The work that my colleagues and I have been doing over the past
fifteen years with dialogue, in social and organizational settings,
suggests that there is another important change in the offing, from
systems thinking to field-based thinking. In a way this is a return,
from a different vantage point, of a much older tradition in social
science started by Kurt Lewin. Lewin was a psychologist who saw
“felds” as a kind of life space made up of the forces acting on a per-
son. He conducted very rigorous analyses of this, using complex
mathematics, though his attempts were not widely followed.*

The concept of fields in dialogue is somewhat different from the
way Lewin described them. He was concerned with the field of the
events, feelings, and thoughts that an individual builds around him
or herself during a lifetime. But in dialogue we look at the dynamic
fields that arise in each moment, continually shifting, among groups
of people and large organizations. Where a system is a set of inter-
related and interdependent elements, a field of conversation derives
from the ideas, thoughts, and quality of attention of the people in-
volved here and now. It includes not only the interpersonal forces
but the force of the ideas at work. The ideas and memory patterns
they evoke carry energy and atmosphere, and are charged, to the
point where people form elaborate neuropsychological internal re-

Part IV: Architecture of the Invisible

actions to i
actions thc;m. .For instance, a conversation between two baseball
evo.
i e. in each a whole host of memories, associations
P sens:;mns, emotional reactions, and sense of belongi ;
one another. i ; o
i one snot The body, mind, and emotions are all involvedg
g s Zh creat.e by sharing memories predisposes the wa'
o other. Similarly, when it comes to making change iz
S Or organizations, creati i
; , creating evocative field i
: s can
important leverage points for change. .

For example, several
, people I worked with i
o ‘ ve were recentl n
o :rrlr }(liahlfonnas health and safety education progranitg: cghltlcf
State. - y. amer;ted the excessive competition they saw betwe
encies and social service non i e
o profit organizations. E
Cizllinledfto care about the children, they noted, but the grc:iryon'e
. rs; y fought one :?nother for funding and recognition Tradifisc; V;l
s to change this ongoing, self-perpetuating mess had failedn

As i

deﬂ\;r; ;pgl;t;dtec;gether,)f it became apparent that there was an un-
et tilat et tr;e;: ohfactors' at pl.ay. The protagonists began to
J——— sphere ?f isolation prevailed in themselves, in
G e f o ;:s, and 1r'1 th:ose running the social programs.
i, r;sdruit, which in tu.rn reinforced the structure of
e Ionegline:;s. afild competition. The atmosphere of iso-
i e bl e l.nl uenced. peo_ple’s thinking and actions,
i initially .re':ahzed it. Seeing this, they realized
oo agende(;pgortunltlles for addressing the problems be-
e ConSdm,l u; onl?( if they could change the discourse
ey s 0O t%le{r own tendencies for isolation, and

rced this in others.’

M

th};yct;(l)lrig;?:h?nc.l Idk'1a1.ve explored the nature of these fields as

b oot n individuals, groups, and larger social settings

- onLT, and communities in depth. I think we are just
e cutting edge of this subject. We have found ihat
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people who wish to innovate or develop new knowledge, who
seek effective strategic choice making or who are engaged in or-
ganizational learning efforts, must come to see their work as
functions of the quality of these fields rather than as the prod-
uct of individual action or willpower alone. In fact, we have
found that without an awareness of fields and their qualities,
most such efforts unwittingly create resistance and cause unin-
tended consequences that may be greater than the problems
they set out to solve.

In the course of this part of the book I describe our discoveries,
so far, about the underlying architecture of these fields: the
ways they form, differentiate, collapse, and emerge; the princi-
ples that govern them and methods to manage within them. We
have developed practices that you can use to develop a field that
will tend to produce dialogue as well as make you aware of
those that tend to inhibit or destroy it. I also suggest an ap-
proach to change that links the individual, the group, of team
and the larger system, and shows how we might begin to de-
velop a coherent approach to learning that pervades each level.
Thinking this way points to an entirely new kind of leader-
ship—one that is based on the capacity to evoke, hold, and em-
body such fields. This means developing in-depth knowledge of
the ways that fields engender behavior, both in day-to-day life
and in the emotionally high-stakes and high-stress episodes
that occur from time to time in every business.

Setting

the Container

' n th

i re]i; ;1111;11231;;; 1'993 five thousand people from nearly every
HRHl 5203 e n in the world met in Chicago for a gathering
Rl ok each century—the Parliament of World
e Chésts ' ans and_ cros§es, feathers and flowing robes
e under,o onservative suits, and blue jeans all mingled to:
Aabpm's tr:j ro?f. One of the key meetings within this con-
T ;} a group of 250 leaders from the various
e leadt e world. According to one of my colleagues
e ;;S sat together'in silence, their dignity anci
i mense. 'They displayed a level of respect for

at was consistent with the aims of the gathering
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They lived up to the behavior that we might expect from our re-
ligious leaders. “They did silence well,” noted my colleague.
This was particularly evident in a brief ritual that occurred
between one of the Native American elders and the Dalai Lama.
Early in the conference, this Native American elder, who was in a
wheelchair, was quietly moved over to be near the chair of the
Dalai Lama. This created something of a stir. It was unplanned
and unexpected; it broke the flow of the carefully orchestrated
event. From within his coat, the Native American elder slowly re-
moved a long peace pipe. He lit it, took a puff, and then passed it
to the Dalai Lama. T he No Smoking signs in this Chicago meet-
ing hall glared down at them. People who were there said the
room shimmered as these two leaders sat together. All eyes Were
fixed upon them. The Dalai Lama took 2 puff from the pipe, and
gently passed it back to the elder. All were aware that they were
witnessing an «ynofficial” but significant moment; it was sud-
denly clear that the Native Americans Were the authentic hosts of
the event. They had once lived on the very spot where the confer-
ence hall was erected. The majestic silence of the ceremony re-
minded everyone in the room of their stature and understanding,
and of their ability to convey an enormous amount of energy and
intensity in a few simple gestures. What is striking about this in-
cident is its genuineness. There was no pretense, just a quiet, re-
spectful exchange between two revered elders.
This quality of authenticity is at the core of the dialogic state.
But it presents a challenge. It cannot be faked; such exchanges
must be genuine. One can try them on, Eexperiment with them.
But gaining genuine understanding requires work. Alexis de
Toqueville, the great chronicler of American culture and life, once
gave a very pointed description of the work required:

A great man has said that ignorance lies at both ends
of knowledge- Perhaps it would have been truer to
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Zay btha:tt deep conviction lies at both ends, with
t ;); tdl'n .the middle. In fact, one can distirllguish
e distinct and often successive
: stages of human
E:d}fjrstandmg. A man may hold a firm belief which
. as a.do;fted without plumbing it. He doubts
when 'ObJECtIOI]S strike him. Often he succeeds in
;esl.olvmg ;hose doubts, and then he again begins to
elieve. This time he does not
he truth as i
by chance or in the d e T
ark, but sees it face-to-fa
by ch: -to-face a:
is gulded forwards by its light. . . . One may cou?lci
(;;1 it t.hat the majority of mankind will always stop
eitc;lrt 1111) clme of [the first two] conditions: they will
er believe without knowin il
; g or will not kno
Preasely what to believe. But only a few perseve:
mlgf Peol?le will ever attain to that deliberate and
self-justified type of conviction born of knowledge

and springing up in th )
in original].’ 3 e very midst of doubt [italics

Dou i
- unc; e:tzzji;onimlon are the flaming swords at the gate of
il af.a :v;tllld be far e?sier if there were a less in-
on route S . owjv, there is not. But the opportunity
e sanguiie o :rcl)de dlscouljaged by this but to trust it. I
e e s e Toq}1ev1lle about people’s abilities to
o e e erdstandTng. I find the willingness to go
b s One:;];fef;sz: v;r]hen Oile realizes that it is the
‘rEverX heart vibrates to that iront sfrslfll;’ L Fmersom once pu s
E . ;Iszztl;amft;c o of seeing would lead us astray here. A
ces” for dialogue could begin to sound a lot like a

set of simple rules. It is thi
i . this very wa 313 .
asking you to reconsider. y way of thinking itself that T am
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FOUR PRACTICES AND CREATING

THE CONTAINER

As 1 have intimated, perhaps one of the most important dimen-
sions of dialogue concerns the atmosphere, Of “field,” in which
it occurs. A field is the quality of shared meaning and energy
that can emerge among a group of people.

We cannot manufacture a «feld” But we can create condi-
tions under which a rich field for interaction is more likely to appear.
These conditions make up what we have called the container for di-
alogue, in which deep and transformative listening becomes possi-
ble. You cannot work “on” a field. But you can create a “container.”

A “container” is @ vessel, a setting in which the intensities
of human activity can safely emerge. The active experience of
people listening, respecting one another, suspending their judg-
ments, and speaking their own voice are four key aspects of the
container for dialogue- As I noted in the first chapter, often the
missing ingredient for those who try t0 listen to one another is

not just their individual effort, but 2 setting where it is possible
to hear one another and speak safely together.

When 1 first introduced to the steelworkers the idea of 2
container, they understood it immediately. In fact, they coined
a term for it—they called it 2 “cauldron.” A steel mill has built
into it a very graphic illustration of a container: enormous vats
of 3,000-degree, white-hot molten steel in a room the size of
two football fields, over 100 feet high:

The image of the container is Very old. One finds refer-
ences to it in the Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical texts; in the
writings of the alchemists; and in modern times in some of the
work of psychologists looking to create what they call 2 “hold-
ing space” for the emotional intensity of a family.”

The Holy Grail, the image from the myth of King Arthur, was

Setting the Container

supposedl i
Thipwordy thle chalice that was used by Jesus at the Last Supper.
The wor :,gTTa;l come; from the French graille, which means “gtia';
A e graille was a comm i
conaine on soup container. The wo
asotes tI}:e slame root as corral—a round, containing enclosurerd
raal—: i nd
e a Zulu word meaning “an enclosure of huts and
ng to Laurens van der Post, a novelist and unique

elder to thi
. this age, these roots reveal the magic of this term d
universal quest behind it. The container is e

round, forming the circle which has always been magi
cal and an enclosure of life, sacred because it is an i o
of wholeness, something which contains all ;hmiag'e
mor('e ?:Vidence that the search for a divine c.o.n.tz.ajn i
Pe divinely contained, is African as well. It is most o
ing t;}llatf even the words show how unending andr?xcl)n‘;
:f:}l;z lenless the quest for sp.irit to be contained in
s....When a Zulu in time becomes wise and
resc_;lved so that he becomes an Induma—a headm d
advisor to the King—he wears a circle of metal an i
around his head to indicate he is whole.? e

The container i i
thenet;amer dls the circle that holds all, that is a symbol of
s, and a setting in whi i
ich i
o creative transformation can
The i i i i
g diﬁ. behind a container is that human beings need a
. dogno:; ich to hold the intensities of their lives. Typicall
- :ve mall*;y of these. The people around us react tz;
: annot hold us, nor we i
; the
B i e m. Circumstances often
Containe
o rs1 take mfmy forms. Our bodies are containers:
o rtv.e ves. Intimate relationships are another kind 0‘;"
[ Cann, se}-:tmgs in which certain things can be said and done
ot happen anywhere else. Our teams are containers, as
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are our organizations. Typically, our containers are incoherent—
they hold inner contradictions and inconsistencies, and they are
limited in what they can hold. When our “container” is full, we
get “filled up”—unable to hear or absorb more.

Dialogue sets out to clarify and expand the container in which
a conversation might take place. The premise I work with is “no
container, no dialogue.” More precisely, no consciously held con-
tainer, no dialogue. As I will show, the container can evolve and
deepen over time. Containers for conversation hold a particular
kind of pressure. As they become more stable and conscious, they
can hold more pressure. It seems t0 take a certain amount of pres-
sure for human beings to think together. As people come together
and bring their differences out, the pressure builds. Then the ques-
tion arises, Is there a container to hold this pressure? If not, people
will tend to try to avoid issues, blame one another, resist what is
happening. It is possible to create containers that can hold the fire
of creation. When this is the case, those within the container do not
have the feeling that they will get “burned” or that things are “t00
hot.” They may feel stretched, but included and safe.

The container concept provides people with a measure of
psychological safety. But there is more to dialogue than psycho-
logical safety. Author Joseph Chilton Pearce, writing about child-
hood development, notes that the matrix of successful
development for a child—initially the womb, later the enfold-
ment of the parents—has three clements: energy, possibility, and
safety. All three of these are needed for growth to take place.
Chilton Pearce’s mattix is a similar concept to the container; and
2l three elements are needed.” In any setting, particularly one
where you are about to have an important conversation, you
might ask yourself: Is there energy, possibility, and safety here? If
the answer is no, I believe you can predict before a single word is
spoken that the results you obtain will be limited.

The concept of the container, and more important the ex-

e
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erienc i
fhey ha(e1 Iolfc') itd z;lzl;le;i the steelworkers to talk together in ways
e E ?re. For example, a container was forged in
ko e v arranged to bring steelworkers and man-
r. Here is what the union president had to say of it:

;I‘:le cgntainer was stretched to the max that day be
‘ :f:slg ‘stt}?:ing b}elant, popped, cracked, and when
e Werug t, I was so tired I just went to

- nt tf) bed. The next morning when
we all met, the container had strengthened itself, We

had a bond in that r
OOIn t 1 ’ %
that we had. hat we didn’t really realize

The union president continued:

The d i
thec ay that it was over, some of us rode back to the
«IZ.I ’to;g}ftltle:r anzlI we talked about that and we said
at incredible? We s :
: at down and n
mad and left.” N nont veas
. o one from the m
! anagement
screaming and no on o
e from the union
was screaming.
We were men and we talked about it. ¢

This i
» nc;c;ntflirelzr (le:abltfed conversations to happen that simply
et Wagace fzfore. But the goal was not to feel good
Sy acozttet?ng’:d‘lat enabled a search for truth.
O i g involi::jer Hf Fhe stefelworker dialogues meant
e participated in creating and sustaining
. Steﬂworke;s . (si came through very clearly after several of
e SOLEE : a chance to present some of their experi-
et e eg n;fnt conference mentioned above. It was a
it risrz e amusement and puzzlement to them.
A prised to find that they had developed an under-
g ialogue that others, like these managers, did not
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ointed out something that resonated

seem to have, and they p B

deeply with the consultants and corporate people i

The difference between all of the prograr.'ns t::t “\:;z
had—and they were numerou.s—and this oe e
that we didn’t “buy into” this program,dvzo e
there at the ground floor and we helpe

{3 + tH er.
what we call a “container togeth

i ifference here:
For this steelworker and the others, there was a vital differ

direct re-
ience that they had a very
e s i experrﬁr?gc in the dialogue, that no one had

ibility for what was happe .
?ric::sled 1tty on them, that it had developed through and from

E
THE ACOUSTICS OF DIALOGU

I have been in some hotel conference rooms lately that have. h:;
i le aco ics. These are places that were supposedly desig ;
o acc;usue 'roup meetings. But I simply couldn’t hear peop 3
e ::Ig food up and fairly shouted across the room. Ar};
b Se concert halls, in contrast, where you ‘can I}ear t g
o an'a iorfl drop. Some settings are made for listening amn
PIOVEI:bla‘ plnther and others are not. Designing rooms or set-
S'peakmiet;g;uma;n beings can talk together comfortably seems
tmis ‘:ornething of a lost art. But it was not always sO. coundil)
o 1780, Benjamin Franklin and a group of the 9 ;.
h ; omr;lissioned the Congress I:Iall in Philadelphia a:‘.ThZ
. erS; the first United States Congress would Tneet. g
- e: 11 is a vast room with high ceilings. Its wmdovas a.rIt
e of haL very top to limit distractions from the 01-1t51d;1 i
PlaCEd at:C 1F ;t T}ze seats are arranged in a semicircle, in su .
" fuul? lgve;" member of the group can see. everyﬁme e :x:
‘\?gat i: tp:rhags most striking about this room 18 that it has
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traordinary acoustics. One can hear what is said from anyplace
in the room, even when it is spoken in a normal or even quiet
tone of voice. This was a room made for conversations about
governing the country. The Congress Hall was designed to put
conversation at the center of governance.

Congress Hall is a physical container, one that clarifies and
reflects the sound well, enabling people to hear what is being
said. But Congress Hall is more than a physical setting. It is
symbolic; it has a function that goes beyond the mere structure
of the materials in the building. This symbolic container also
serves as a reminder for the people representing their country
of the meaning for which they are responsible.

Every conversation has its own acoustics. Each one takes place
in an environment that has both physical, or external, dimensions as
well as internal, or mental and emotional, dimensions. There is, in
other words, an invisible architecture to the container. Most such
structures are made for discussion, for thinking alone. We have very

few designed for thinking together, for dialogue.

Inner Acoustics

Similarly, there are physical acoustics arising from the struc-
tures of our skulls and inner ear, and there are internal dimen-
sions to our capacity to hear. What are the internal acoustics?
What kinds of sounds can be heard within you? How delicate
are they? How strong? Can you hear what is said without overly
distorting or muffling it?

There is a great debate over whether human beings are ca-
pable of objectively seeing or hearing anything. Many cognitive
scientists believe that we filter everything we see and hear.
Some say we do this through the very structure of our nervous
systems. Others posit that we carry maps or models within us,
to which we refer as we learn new information.
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However conceptualized, it does seem clear that human be-
hat they listen to. Unlike

ings impose things on the sounds t
physical sounds, however, we distort or dampen our internal
hearing not with hard, sound-absorbent carpets and tiles but
with our readiness to listen. The shape of our internal container
guides our ability to hear what is being said. The shape of a col-
lective container equally determines what can be said and heard.
The oral defense for my doctoral dissertation at Oxford
University was held in a container designed for discussion. This
was a rite of passage, & ritual designed to mark a transition over
2 threshold. The goal was to keep things distinct between stu-
dent and professor, to maintain order and hierarchy, to clarify’
meanings and make a decision.
f the room for my defense clearly re-

The physical structure O
flects the imbalance of power between doctoral candidate and ex-
e nature of the interactions we

aminers and greatly influenced th
had. Two examiners and myself gathered in this small room. All
three of us had dressed in subfusc, black academic caps and gowns.
Three rectangular tables stood in the room, tWo next to each other
for each of the professors, and one about eight feet away, facing
them, for me. I was at the point of the triangle of their inquiries.
One of the professors had placed what seemned like fifty
Post-it notes on the pages of my dissertation; I knew then that this

was going to be along day. The conversation started gradually, with
other, about why I

the professors questioning me, one, after the
wrote certain things in my thesis, why I left things out, and so on.
I felt beginning to rise up in me a desire to explain in as powerful
a way as I could why I was justified in doing what I had done.

It was a fencing match in which the professors made par-
ries and then I deflected or countered them. Over time the ante
was upped. Somehow we got to the point where they had begun

discussing the implications of what I had said between them-

celues—questioning their own insights. I knew then that I had
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EZ:?e;u;Ci;fiIThe ritualized nature of this exchange was re-
ST Eju\fe pflayc'ad‘ and in the transformation of the
e s S E. grilling, I had become a peer.
et Eo e ]?it ing was different. The two professors
e e while, gave m'e their verdict—I had passed—
e imied andor ?1 glass of wine in the college bar next door
e thatre he'ct on the process. They laughed and ac-
M en‘w 11(;3 they had to be deadly serious at the
e ooy e :]zy: my Work“(they did not say this during
e i,s " _]h.S wanted to ' push things a bit.”
many e, fzttlr.lg wrong with this kind of exchange. In
o mostly,has b;:e,n 1‘; t?:s;erves a ritualized dimension of life
we now face, this approach cc):zz(ril.o?joi?li i e
y Con].zi ;Z?t;a;tt},l dlﬁlogue involvg-s creating a very different kind
o contane éach tE ysu:allyland in terms of the ways people in-
e other. In a dialogue, for instance, we use a circle
symbol for dialogflse OII; 1;: ::: eocfoa tria'niief. . SEteres andem’
; ; nomical form, efficient in its abil-
t;}; ttc; ‘?etizfei\;eryor}lle to see and hear. It is a leveler: It impE:s
e ton ; e level. _Inte'restingly, one of the derivations
erdiot pas et ;ut lln EI.lghSh.IS alathea, which means “on the
g2, The i s vifodo i The dcpaton
however, a lens—a focusin i (') . t - Tl'je (‘:irde e
One iznn?t predict what \filcll?:;;;h;;tg}ji?itf.nﬂfy i thechee
il et ol e oo e
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dialogue and the art of thinking together
Setting the Container

manager walked into the room, looked around, and asked,
«{\here am I gonna put my coffee?” He then looked over at the
facilitator and said, “If I spill this on my suit, you are paying the
cleaning bills!” He was not kidding. They then proceeded 0
have, they later reported, their best meeting in 2 long time.

these things for the purposes of testi
fhese thr ing them. Evoking an effec-
e ;tsictcl;.lézrrr;ein\; that someone will need toghave t?;:e
cnielio g fw,i ere you understood as you intended?”
I g . ;g a seF of norms for how these kinds of in-
ed is an important part of container building.

PROTECTING THE BOUNDARIES

OF THE CONTAINER

Consciously managing boundaries in a group setting is an es-
sential way to sustain and deepen the sense of safety that peo-
ple feel. This is especially true if the stakes are high. In practical
terms this means making a set of choices about whether there
is to be an open, closed, or random and unregulated system.
Shall people be free to come and go as they wish—an open sys-
tem? Shall the conversation be closed, limited only to those
who are invited and no others? Shall we leave it up to the indi-
viduals to decide this sort of thing—making it random?

Boundaries of this sort also relate to the ways people inter-
act together. For instance, often in a group someone will (unwit-
tingly or not) say things that upset or disturb others. Someone
might say, «yWell, George’s comments really were off the mark to
me. Let me tell you what I think.” And he or she might proceed
to make his or her point. George and the others have been put in
a dilemma. He can ignore what was said and the implied slight in
it, or he can object. Either option may prove difficult.

Let’s say that George is given no chance to respond tO
what was said—in fact, he was made the object of someone
else’s argument, and depersonalized. Is this sort of thing undis-
cussable? Or do individuals feel free to raise the issue and in-
quire, asking for illustration, for the reasons behind the
thoughts and feelings? Dialogue requires a willingness tO raise
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clear that there was, at least for then, nothing yet to say. The silence,

not the speaking, filled the room and the people. This was a silence with-
out tension, more a rhythmic listening, a breathing out. People seemed
unusually patient, as if they were fishing on the shore, waiting for the
sun to set. The bloom of the moment, its uncontrived elegance, and its
fertile presence were both unanticipated and relaxing.

“I did not want to break the silence, but I found the words spilling out
of me and into the room and knew that [ had to

speak,” one man began.
The atmosphere of the exchange depicted above is one
of four essential “fields of conversation” that can arise as
people endeavor to have dialogue. For many, this experience rep-
resents a pinnacle, a goal to be achieved, even an end in and of
itself. Yet one of the more important ideas about dialogue that
we have discovered in recent years is the notion that the process
of movement through different fields or spaces of conversation is
much more important than trying to produce a particular out-
come. It is the creative motion itself, more than any single feel-
ing or insight, that I have come to associate with dialogue.

CONVERSATIONAL EVOLUTION AND IMPASSE

We can often become disappointed with the “progress” of our con-
versations. This is because you oryour group may be getting stuck in
a particular kind of conversation, finding yourselves unable to move,

For instance, people often wind up at an impasse, stuck in
polarized positional battles. In fact,
where one person advocates in favor of rent control and another
in favor of free market forces to control real estate rental
Prices—quickly reach a standoff. Yet this kind of interaction may
also be sought. People often believe this is the best and perhaps
only way to get at truth. Failing to fight eventually seems re-

these positional wars—
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pressive and false. No fight, no reality. A New York Times writer in
a recent review of Deborah Tannen’s book The Argument Culture
worried aloud about this. In her book Tannen describes many of
the conflicts in public discourse that devolve into nasty fights—
media attacks on politicians, vicious legal battles, gender wars—
that seem to fill the modern landscape. She excoriates Tannen's
claim that these fights, and the combative spirit that lies behind
thern, are bad for us. «wWe like to fight,” says the reviewer. Her
fear seems to be that losing a fight means becoming a passive re-
cipient of whatever cultural programming oOf political nonsense

t come our way. This is so only if we imagine fighting

migh
nd and

should never happen of, 01! the other hand, that it isthee
aim of genuine discourse. Neither is true.
People may also become stuck in what one manager

I knew some years ago called “terminal niceness.” It was im-

possible, in his organization, to ever raise a challenge to the sta-
tus quo. People were simply too polite t0 do this. Of course, the
battles behind the scenes Were intense, but ably covered up.

The notion that dialogue is conversation in motion can greatly

liberate our concepts about what is required to have it. Yes, there
ss. But

are times of fighting and times of niceness, of politene
none of them is static. They evolve. The motion of dialogue 18

1ot a linear succession O much as it is an evolution. As the map

I develop in this chapter shall show, the progression does not al-
ways seem to go in a straight line. What is more, dialogue does
not necessarily stop when a group of people who have been talk-

ing together stands up and leaves. Often the conversation carries

on in other ways and picks up later where it left off.

CONTAINERS HOLD POTENTIAL

This type of evolving conversation takes different forms de-
pending on the quality and nature of the container. Containers
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gether. Others say that without shared meaning there can be no
dialogue. These advocates work hard to surface the different
frames and assumptions that people carry. still others worry
about the internal contradictions that arise as people act, and
wish these to be named and explored. But the container requires
all three. If any one is left out, the overall ecology is unbalanced.

Dialogue is a process by which we can create containers that
are capable of holding our experience in ever more rich and com-
plex ways, making legitimate mag'ly-approaches and styles. We can
see this in the experience of a couple that continuously fights and
has no space to understand the tensions they are feeling. We can
imagine the change they might feel if they could walk into the arms
of a very wise, understanding friend who could soothe and reassure
them by letting them know that he sees the struggle each of them
is going through. He could offer the kind of hope that motivates
them to fight both for their own identity and for each other.

In this latter space, both people might relax and discover
that they had thoughts and feelings they were unaware of and
out of contact with because of the immediacy of the battle. They
might come to S€& in fact, that they had unresolved pain in
their hearts that was being triggered by their interactions but
was not initially produced by the other person. They might, in
other words, start to move further “upstream” toward the
source of their difficulties once they had a larger psychological
and emotional place in which to relax and interact. They would
have moved into a larger container.

Bohm used to say that if there is pollution in the river of our
thought, then we have essentially two strategies we might pur-
sue: removing the pollution from the river downstream, or,
changing something farther upstream. The evolution of the con-
tainer spaces that 1 describe here are ways t0 tackle our thought
and feeling farther upstream. It is a way of understanding how W&
might come into a greater measure of clarity, not just around our
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own inner i
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FIELDS AND CONTAINERS

The term container, as I have indicated, gi

The e j ed, gives us a way of putting o
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FIELD I: INSTABILITY OF THE
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IELD/POLITENESS IN THE CONTAINER
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While people come to dialogue with a great many different ex-
pectations, at first this is not entirely obvious. Discussion about the
differences seldom happens. For example, the health-care workers
in Grand Junction came together with a widely varying set of hopes
about what they were going to do in the dialogues they were at-
tending. Some wanted to reflect on health, others wanted to fix the
system, and still others wanted to make sure their competitors did
not collude to drive down their market share. None of this came out
until later. What we found, instead, was a pattern of politeness, co-
operation, pleasantries. People did at first what they usually do

when they gathered: told war stories, relaxed, complained about the
changes in their industry.
In our initial research I described this space as one of “insta-
bility of the container”—at least insofar as the capacity to hold a
more intense kind of conversation. My colleague Claus Otto
Scharmer, who proposed the structure of the map on page 261, has
suggested that we can think of this behavior as “rule following.” The
language that people use in these settings is one that remains con-
sistent with the dominant social norms that they grew up with and
are comfortable with. In some cases this is polite interaction. In oth-
ers, like one high-tech company I know, people immediately start
pointing out what is wrong and why nothing is going to work. They
have set themselves enormously high goals—far outstripping any-
thing ever done in their industry before. And they admit to feeling
unable to do anything about this. But this is what people in this cul-
ture do when they first meet—they carry on a kind of aggressive
banter about what is wrong and what needs fixing.

In this conversational field people do not surface what
they “really” think and feel. Scharmer refers to this first space
as being dominated by a norm where the (as yet unexamined)
rules governing the whole are primary and more important than
Wwhat any one individual wants.

To illustrate: I met recently with the senior management
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team of a company that had two paradigms constantly in con-
flict. Some valued a random culture, others a closed one. The
norms of the social whole were to have these dynamics play out
but not to call attention to any of it. People would feel frus-
trated, but distanced themselves from any public engagement in
the difficulties. Many felt frustrated but did not really know
why—they knew only that certain people bothered them.

This is typical of this first field (Field I) for conversation:
Though a range of taken-for-granted and socially generated norms
are present, people donot cither see them or know what to do about
them, and operate as best they can, following the prevailing rules.

Scharmer points out that a key feature of Field I is that it
lacks reflection. For example, in a session that I was facilitating,
leaders from two divisions of a company Were trying to find a
unified approach to their strategy and were having trouble
agreeing. Their culture was one in which the norm was to be
polite and never differ publicly. But I knew that they had prob-
lems, because I had spoken with them all individually. They
would raise privately what they feared to raise publicly.

At one point, people were trying to map some of the differ-
ences they faced, the different ways they saw the market, and their
theories about what to do within it 1 felt as if I were pulling teeth!
They were reluctant to say directly that they did not trust the other
division to look out for their interests. They felt they could trust no
one, but to say such a thing would be heretical. One of the consul-
tants they had hired to do some market analysis then spoke up:
“You know, I really think you are digging for something that is not
there. These people basically agree,” he said as he looked around
the room. “I think we are ready to move on.” The face of the senior

manager in charge of the strategy fell. One of the consultants he
had hired had just given voice to the very things he was hoping
would be challenged. It was a voice that reinforced the fear of re-
flection and sought a route to let people escape the pressure that
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rience often leads to the first of a series of crises that seem
necessary in developing a deeper space for dialogue.

The word crisis comes from an Indo-European root krei,
which means “to discriminate, distinguish, or separate.” We get
the words discern, criteria, and, interestingly, riddle all from this
root. A crisis is a turning point, distinguishing all that has come
before from all that comes after. I think of a crisis in dialogue as
a gateway to deeper silence and deeper listening. One cannot
“outthink” a crisis; one has to go through it. We can try to avoid
it, but then we do not let real change take place. Dialogue in this
sense requires the emergence of a new kind of sensitivity and
awareness, which is not something one can mandate. It emerges,

in fact, as one realizes precisely that one cannot mandate it.

I have found that there is a series of crises in dialogues—
not always experienced as such, but nonetheless critical turning
points that require navigation and understanding. One of the
reasons people get stuck and fail to experience what they imag-
ine to be dialogue is that these crises are challenging. In partic-
ular, they challenge our identify. They ask us, each time, to
reexamine who we think we are as we try to engage in serious
conversation.

I call this crisis the crisis of emptiness—because one must
quickly empty oneself of expectations if anything new is to happen.
One must look for what has not yet happened, for what might be
unexpected, different. The writer Scott Peck, in his theory of com-
munity development, uses a stage model, but he places emptiness to-
ward the end. Emptiness to Peck is emptying out the falseness,
making room for what is authentic, genuine. I refer here more to the
initial dislocation that comes when we realize that our expectations
are not going to be met, and that we cannot fully control the out-
come we want to produce.

One of the things that triggers this crisis is when someone
steps back and reflects on the total process of the conversation and
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how it feels. Generally speaking, making a comment of this sort
about the process of a conversation while it is ongoing is seen as
rude! Tt can break the happy somnolence of a group, and this triggers
the breakdown described next. This move, where someone speaks
the forbidden or unsayable, forces a change.

Of course some groups seek to appropriate “process”
comments by making them part of the fabric of things. Meeting
facilitation, for example, has become big business. The trouble
with this is it can become 2 kind of crutch, a way of bypassing
the crisis that requires people to face their essential inability to
manipulate into existence a greater form of internal commit-
ment and collective intelligence. While it is not always the case,
reliance on facilitators can be a kind of work avoidance, a way
of seeking to escape the crisis of emptiness, with a false hope
that there is some method, some expert, some technology that
can actually get us from here to there.

This first crisis is one in which people find their expecta-
tions being dashed. One of the cultural assumptions people have
about the way knowledge is generated is that one person is likely

to have information or knowledge that others need. This hierar-

chical view assigns responsibility and blame to an individual or

group that people imagine are in control. In dialogue, people
come to the realization that knowledge ‘arises because of the
shared experience of a collective. No one can make this emerge.
In fact, efforts to do so simply get in the way. The crisis here i
realizing that we all together are somehow responsible, and must
discover what to do all together. This is a significant shift for
many people who expect an expert to tell them what to do.
Unfortunately, no expert can help here; the creation of new
knowledge is a community activity and must be done By every-
one. The team must decide its fate; the board must come tO its
own conclusions; no external help can do this for them.
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FIELD IlI: INSTABILITY IN THE
FIELD/BREAKDOWN IN THE CONTAINER

As bt
" }?:roplihrflove from initially conversing and deliberating to-
geche: :;111 in Fhe context of the accepted norms of the social
iy ,Th'ey shift to the point where they start to say what the
e .It tis seco.nd ﬁ?ld, or space for conversation, we call break}-/
il .th' 11 at ;hxls point, Scharmer notes, that people “say what
ink.” Rule-revealing behavior b
ecomes the norm h
Thet s.ubsurliace fragmentation comes up. But now there iesr&
container that can begin to hold int :
. the intensity and pr
E:fj)li exPEfrlence instability in the conversation, but [i)t iﬁ-‘;e'
Caus.e Wc;rlnglnal}l]y callied this space instability in the container bee
ow have both—instability of iati -
of a container to see it function. VO ssodaton and enouh
In E ;
SChamerF;eId }III, the social whole is no longer dominant, As
e as shown, the parts become primary—in particular, the
Couidjn— ﬁ: natur.e of t‘he individual. The billiard-ball image of aléoms
P aﬂogth es x\i;ril in t;llns space. People tend to collide and smash into
r. What this means in practice is th:
; ; : is that people begin to bat-
Iea over whose fneamng will have more power. In Kan%:)r’s four
f};ﬂ)(/)er system, Field II is characterized by move-oppose sequences;
- v:;r:v and blys;anders tend to be silent and made to feel power,
; people handle the energies and intensiti :
. : tensities of thi '
a critical question for leadershi il iy the
ship, one I address i il i
next few pages. But it is cl i e w——
. ear that this can be either a tim i
. e of
cha.ng; }clrr of recycling old memories and viewpoints e
- ehchalle.nge of this space is to change the meaning of the
g that arises, both individually and collectively. In this
T ;m; ;f the pain that is present in and among the people
i /8 f‘1s evokes what I refer to as the crisis of suspension—
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e Sitin breakdown was a necessary Step I the proces-
i e 1t(:'lsu‘ustghow difficult it would be to dissolve yearas1 1of tt)reo%ln
Ofdlsccc)iv?n Exzvered the process by which that could actu: Thy Ogiln t
}tjée}"l:";‘lralpelr/lc PPeople learned that it was posthsibhla ?tc;otr}?; 'Lor ‘ ale{:d;:) i
: s that lef
e Orlldﬂ:z::e‘:f;‘“‘t‘:;eai‘;ﬁi;‘:; difficulties. This propel)l:d
. COL;H out of this field of conversation and into the ne ‘;r
e e‘:nmreaz quest in this phase is for a set of 'new r11111<esa 4
Ta es gof operating that can enable people to think, ;aco,mes'
otk 1o ther differently. But instead, the breakdow o
"ltr}?;kdtc(:ri?nant emotion in this field tends to be anger.

in the superc
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seems to arise as people discover that not only can they not
make dialogue happen, they also cannot get anyone to even
agree with them!

Patrick de Maré spoke about dialogue as being fueled by
the energy of anger and hatred. De Maré drew on Freud’s the-
ory outlined in Civilization and Its Discontents, in which he stated
that human beings have a great deal of repressed hatred and vi-
olence in them, much of it the result of the formation of civi-
lization. This repression, however necessary for human society,
also has never had a chance to be processed or made conscious.
It has just rolled around in the subconscious of humanity,
spilling out at various times. Dialogue provides, de Maré be-
lieved, a way to enable the cultural healing and change that was
required—for instance, after the trauma of war, dialogue can
provide society a space for this intensity to come up and change
the meaning of the anger and frustration. | agree with this. Field
II is a necessary space for human beings to learn to move
through. It provides the fuel for change.

When the steelworkers and managers found themselves
caught in a series of reflexive reactions to one another, based on
their long-standing collectively held memories, the temptation
was to think that the idea of gathering as we did was a mistake.
In fact, people came up to me at the breaks during this session
and asked, “How do you think it is going?” their question really
a statement of worry and concern. I reassured them: “How could
we change a collective pattern like this if the pattern itself never
came up?” The art of transformation of these patterns moved the
group into the next field space. There they began to see the crisis
as a vehicle for understanding what was happening among them.
It changed in meaning. It was no longer a symbol of their failure
together, but an opportunity for change and reflection.

Now, this does not necessarily mean that people have to
have a difficult time, or that the experience needs to be violent.
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In fact, as there is greater understanding of the inevitable frus-
trations that arise as a group of people struggle to learn to talk
together, there can be a much greater €ase and more fluid
movement. Sometimes, though, this movement requires
assistance by people who have experience with the cycles of dia-
logue.

In the Grand Junction dialogue, the underlying difficulties

also eventually came out. During the first two-day session W€

held, I presented some of the dilemmas I believed faced the peo-

ple in this system, for instance, their desire for more open rela-

tionships and collaboration across and between hospitals, and
their fear that greater openness might erode their competitive

positioning. The group spoke quite freely about these things,
and how they had responded in the past to them—describing
the paranoia that had sometimes loomed large in their minds.
People began to remark that something had seemed to shift to
enable them to say even that much.

Finally the CEO’s lieutenant, who was required by his boss
to remain silent, could not help himself. He nearly came out of his
chair: “I have heard this in the past..- that St. Mary’s would
like to see Community Hospital buried, would like to see it go
away.”

There was a moment of stunned silence. 1 could feel peo-
ple begin looking for cover. Others then spoke up- “I would con-
firm that I have heard that also.”

A doctor from St. Mary’s Hospital said, “I have heard that
t00. But the only folks 1 have ever heartd it from are Community
Hospital folks. 1 haven’t heard it from St. Mary’s folks, HMO

folks, or the community.”
“Has anyone ever heard this before?” 1 asked. “Qr is

George crazy?”
People acknowledged that yes, there has been intense -

valry and people had heard rumors to this effect.
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The Crisis of Suspension:

I Am Not My Point of View”

For man .
aroUnZ Eilgeg}()ie,t l’:he difficulty in engaging in dialogue revolves
B s recycin bat the only thing they know is a seemingly
B i1 and the 1?)5 e;ween t].]e politeness and rule following of
. P— ;ea downs in Field II. After a period of anxiet
nial. This does ,r;[otesl:;;gf: l? :io N de)z
n

throu%i the difficulties, and tle_ne(?: ioozricl)gec;}rll?;;lxi—?re b
navigatisgrflzcimg happens because people do not succeed in
L econd crls}s—the crisis of suspension. The cr

sis involves coming to the point of realizing that “I ;r;(
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not my point of yiew.” 1 have a point of view, but that is not
what I am. Field 1L is characterized by people taking positions
and battling one another. The way through this is to suspend
these positions and the assumptions that drive them, to come
to the point of being willing to listen to other views. This is a
move that truly changes the game people are playing.

The transition here is essential and perhaps one of the
most difficult ones in the entire dialogue process. It is here that
people may choose t0 loosen their grip on their positions and
take in a wider horizon.

There is a crisis involved here because of the fact that peo-
ple hold their assumptions as “necessary.” Sometimes these be-
come “absolute” necessities—people with fervent religious
beliefs hold them as absolutely necessary, and therefore prevent
any kind of real change toward mutual understanding. This is
another shift of identity—one that says, “Though my positions
may be right and well thought through, they are still not who I
am. I can make space for other positions without jeopardizing
my own inner stability.” Coming to understand this is to navi-
gate the crisis of identity inherent here.

The crisis of suspension also moves individuals into a
zone of reflection that previously they had not been willing to
occupy. Suspending my views opens the space not merely for
more advocacy but also for inquiry.

Opposition as a\Catalyst

for Field Change in a Group

An individual comment in a dialogue can precipitate a substan-
tial change in direction for the conversation, especially if that
comment comes from a space that the majority of the group is
not in. In one dialogue, the vice president of the union com-

pelled a new kind of inquiry by opposing the direction in which

SOIthl(JnS—tO dllect W}lat ﬂley “‘al]-l:Ed to Ila Ve llappell' Ille gI 0 uF
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the con i i i
pendin V;:atloniwas going simply by reflecting on and sus-
dr: g own inner state and his reactions to it. The gro

y was not prepared to join him yet: s

g n

u ; :
hmon executive: Just don’t leave it like that, what th
ell are you talking about? , :

(Loud laughter)
company ceo: Let’s suspend this!

uNioN vp: I’m not too sure that—

MANAGER: Are you raising [trouble]? (More laughter)

l ] s 1 . ] ]
p : IlEgEltliE‘ L set eac

other §
o off, F>r set us off. We’ve had so much getting alon
is morning, that it just hasn’t— :

i ] 4 .
NioN ExecuTive: More sickening than anything. (Laughter)

UNION VP: —j
just hasn’t got me awake yet so ... can’t

really add very much. We’
. We're not getting th
do we go about doing it? getting there, yet how

Thi
his exchange prompted other people to begin to advocate
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i if-
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the impact they are having.

Perhaps most dominant in Field 111 is the spirit of curosity.
er

derstand why things 1
dos;:;t:tzrihey are as puzzled as the next person, they rarely i
re

do this in public. As this phase of the container'open; }lllp,
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e 222?:0 have it all figured out or have all tlrle ar;.’lswirs;
icl"lel;ogiscover that there is a larger meaning unfolcclilr‘lifh';l trothge y
he conversation—something that goes beyon e e
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Elli ;hase that people start to be surprised—not by il:lihmir ]
i actions to others, but by the factl that they o
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i bl 'Pc’ms Scharmer described this state as rule refl .
t'heerf:;:lI;t;e n<‘3w willing to examine the rules that hav
ing.
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governed how they have operated. They are prepared to
begin to explore the nature of the structures that guide
their behavior and action, and they do so increasingly pub-
licly.

It is also at this point in the dialogue that new meaning
can unfold, seemingly from many different directions at once. It
is like a dam that once broken floods the low-lying plain of a
subject, filling it to overflowing. People raise things from many
perspectives. They do not feel compelled to have to agree. Ideas
tend to flow freely, often grounded in the fact that people are
speaking now for themselves.

Another critical feature here: People feel no obligation to
require that others respond or agree with their perspective.
Typical of Field II is the sense that if I say something, others
must reply. People still treat one another as positions rather
than as people in Field II, and their main aim is to find out if
the other person is, in essence, for or against his or her point of
view. In Field III this changes. While I may have a position, I am
also a person with a history, a particular background, and none
of this am I now seeking to hold back.

There are some striking examples that illustrate this space
from the health-care dialogue in Grand Junction.

Here, for instance, is a comment that eventually became
“famous” in our dialogue. Early on we spoke about the im-
pact of the medical profession on doctors, as people tried to
reflect on the most effective way to re-create the health-care
system in the city. The conversation turned to the fact that
there seemed to be differences between the ways men and
women talk about health-care issues, about how the profes-
sion of medicine devalues or discounts feelings despite its
claims to care,

One doctor then turned to another and asked, “When was
the last time you cried in public?”
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The group then explored for some time a range of differ-
ent experiences people had had about how emotion and medi-
cine danced together about what counted as acceptable
expression and what did not. Not everyone was able to let their
feelings flow. In fact, there was an elaborate systerm of what one
person called the “modulation of emotion”—the W
sional appearance regulated feeling and its expression. This
proved quite difficult to sustain. Recalls a nurse:

ays profes-

1 remember an instance where a man died, and the
nurses started running around the room. And the wife
came in, and she started telling her husband how
much she loved him, and the nurses started crying
with the wife. And the physician almost left. 1 did. I
couldn’t take it. And I went out to the desk, and every-
body saw me crying. Nurses will do that. They'll come
up and hug each other and be real supportive. But the
physician, when he came out of the room, I could tell
he was emotionally distraught, but he hauled off and

kicked a trash can against the wall.

him from the nurses, who

This man’s violent reaction estranged
is kind of rageful feeling,

could not let themselves express th

only the grief.
ally raised, after this conversation, in both

The group eventu

a personal, and then remarkably impersonal fashion, the critical

issues that surrounded the pressure t0 care for people continu-
last resort for an entire commumity.

ously, and be provider of
These conversations evolved into a discovery of the immense I

liance that people in the medical community have on technology:
This triggered a soul-searching inquiry by the doctors and
board members responsible for major technology decisions into

+he sources of some of thei

¢ decisions. This was not a group of

Fields of Conversation

] . ] ] ] e ] ] ] ] 1 . 1
. . . s . s e ..

for instance, i i
ce, in United State i
s medical i
these doctors had to say: P i e

I think ove
| think ¢ anr the past fifty years there’s been a develop
arrogance in medicin _
g e because of

ent ; b our toys,

ourer tibiotics, our medicines, that what you're talki3:1
115 . i !

abour. If thmk there’s a much more important partg

i a'nyd ohmdmdual practice, but hospital practice a;
; the whole culture of caring and medicine that

has over the past fifty
ears of
has been repressed. years of our toys and technology

Wel i .
‘[,vhzg Il:rrln thlls_room are responsible for promoting
talking about. We promoted that artificial

This i i
2 many\::a; ;())a;r:sculzrly poignant matter in this town, as it
i becc,l :, erlu]a there tEI?dS to be redundant tech-
ik uneconom.se the people in different hospitals feel
e o unecon thlc to'leave to other organizations valu-
e streams at anlse from medical testing. But it be-
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 imitien e o 11m1taF1on and guilt, and that rising
i Ofe;c; 1?;f1;aast in part e}ttributable to a collec-
people to buy first and ask ;uzesi?onnc;l?i:l vy it

When we started the dialogues, the CEOs of the various lo-
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The Crisis of Fragmentation:

“We Are Not Our Point of View
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i .5 a point when pressure
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; : le gener
; t point, peop
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all along, though covered up. The impact our judgments of one
another have on our effectiveness and our hearts becomes appar-
ent. The possibility opens through this to see that what we to-
gether thought we were doing is not the full picture.
In one dialogue we held some years ago, this arose in a
poignant way. One of the two Israeli men attending said he worried
about the quiet reflection that the group had entered. He “learned
through intensity” and felt that somehow this was missing. The
other Israeli, a thoughtful academic, wrote a long note afterward de-
scribing his experience of the following moments. He said:

[His] words struck something very deep, deep inside
me. I then opened my mouth and begin to talk about
intensity. As Jews and as Israelis, all of our lives are
unbelievable intensity. The intensity and pain of the
oppressed . . . the vivid memory of every persecution
... the pain of every attack . .. the constant fear and
expectation of more . . . and the intensity and pain of
finding ourselves to be the oppressor and having to
kill, torture, and whatever for our own survival . . . [
simply expressed the pain.

At that moment I realized [and spoke about], I think
for the first time, the paradox of learning through in-
tensity. We protect ourselves from intensity by creat-
ing intensity. Creating artificial experiences of
intensity [i.e., entertaining, exciting, risky, and/or
emotionally arousing] can shield us from our real,
personal intensity. They can keep us from having to
face the pain, anger, guilt, uncertainty, and doubt as
well as the beauty that are deep inside of us. The real
danger is creating moments of slowing down and si-
lence, when the troublesome feelings and pain can
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well up. So we keep things speeded up and learn to
learn through intensity. And we learn to teach

through intensity.

When this man spoke in our session, the room became
very quiet. It was as if we were staring into @ still pool, and in
those few moments could hear a vast cultural pattern at work,
one that operated like a reflex, automatically, without conscious
awareness. People began to inquire into the ways that this pat-
tern lived also in them, Ways that they supported it. The inquiry
began at a personal level with one man, but quickly went be-
yond that to explore cultural factors. In these moments we saw
something of the collective ecology of a nation; we got at least

a window into it, and a sense of a very new possibility: that a

dialogue group could enable at the collective Jevel the kinds of

insights that are typically only possible for individuals—in-

sights that can change the total nature of one’s experience.
This fellow added in his journal:

When I spoke, [ was speaking for myself—. . . as aJew,
as an Israeli. Afterwards, however, I really felt as if the
group had spoken through me. I think T'was giving voice to
the shadow side of the holiness and peace that many of
us were experiencing: the real pain and fear that we
carry inside ourselves as members of families, groups,
. the pain and fear that we are go-

and organizations . .
ference. It is very difficult

ing to return to after the con
to describe the experience in retrospect or to say what
led me to believe that the group had spoken through
me. Perhaps it was that [ spoke so spontaneously and
without forethought. Perhaps it was the reaction of the
group. Perhaps it was the way in which people fol-

lowed on what I had said.
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but also are fully aware of the impersonal elements of their par-
ticipation. In this fourth space, people have an experience of
flow—often a collective flow. Synchronicities arise more often
here: One person will think of something and another will say
it. People become mOre aware, in essence, of the primacy of the
undivided whole that links us all, and so notice it more readily.
In this fourth space, traditionally held positions are suffi-
ciently loosened that very new possibilities can come into exis-
tence. It is in this space where the two gay women I described in
the beginning of this book found a way to connect with the
woman who deeply disapproved of them, and they of her. The ex-
perience of an atmosphere large enough to accommodate radi-
cally different points of view without requiring any of them to
change is a fundamental quality of this space. In it, many new
possibilities and options can be seen that were hidden before.

A recent dialogue we held illustrates the qualities that arise in
this space. It was oné of the final dialogues in a year-long leadership
program that my consulting company runs- People began sharing
their feelings about the fact that the session was coming to an end—
their relative readiness to take on the world and sustain a profound
container for others, their own self-doubts about what they were
ready to do. What emerged in the conversation was a quality of in-
telligence, depth, and flow that moved everyone. Tt was as if every-
one were playing their part in creating a larger musical score, though
no one had all the notes. Each one simply played his or her part:

Early on, one man began by reflecting on his OWD question
of himself: “Have used my time well?” Another man offered
the metaphor of birth—that the process of learning togethet
was more like a pregnancy. People responded with humor. Said

one man;

It’s like you've got & child now. It’s like, “oh shit I'm
going to be a father!” So it’s sort of like some grow-
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a particular way in which 1 held mys<?1f, I supposse I;ce
kif’)ld of containment, but a way in which my;y p;zi -~

it i i t. And it was Ve i
extended, it is nowW differen nd A
i ling it so much, 1
d very good to feel it. By fee.
ﬁy Zle?.fnngnd there was nothing left as a result.

y i er’s experi-
People responded to this not by reacting t0 oth p

g

i wider

with what was happening in themselves. The N
rged here was about the release of structu O
ow ¢ ing. From one perspective these appear N
B rpthes makes space for something

ife :
other, they are ways i e
ii?’?a;lsl most striking here was the unplanned collectiv

Fields of Conversation

that coordinated around this theme, where the people acted as
servants of the emerging flow of meaning as well as participants
within it. While there were personal stories, the dialogue was not
about the personal stories but about the deeper meaning that
came through all of them. This is the magic of dialogue.

One other important feature of this fourth conversational
space is the discovery many people make that they simply do not
have words to describe the experience that emerges. To genuinely
move into uncharted territory is at times to be struck dumb. We
do not know what to say. This can be quite disconcerting if we are
used to controlling our experiences through our words. To get a
feel for this, try deliberately not speaking for a while in settings
where you are generally talkative. Present experience is often
fused with our memories of how things have been. People often
use talk to continue to bring for the world with which they are fa-
miliar. Ceasing this can, for the moment, change the pattern.

Learning to access the part of ourselves that do not yet have a
voice can also be quite freeing, as we realize that we must evoke
something from within ourselves. We move from reporting our
memory to speaking our hearts. And we shift to a mode where it can
be legitimate to speak our thoughts, to notice and value our insights,
and not to discount them because they seem underdeveloped or
“small” in comparison to more articulate positions voiced by others.

In this fourth space of dialogue people become quite un-
derstanding of one another’s inability to be articulate, because
they experience their own limits. They also become more aware
of their participation in the wider group—and discover that what
they say impacts everyone. This can be a space of immense dis-
covery—one where we find, for instance, that the language sys-
tem we use tends to blind us to certain experiences.

Western languages, for instance, tend to be noun based.
They tend to objectify the universe, to try to measure it, to
capture it. This can leave us trapped in categories. The in-
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es of North America have a very different lan-
guage structure—one that is verb based, in motion. According
to Native American scholar and linguist James Youngblood
Henderson, these languages focus not on what is seen but
what is heard. And what is heard is in motion. For instance,
there is no word in Micmac, one of the Algonquian languages,
for tree. Instead, people speak of different trees according to
the sound that the wind makes when it blows through the

leaves. The word for forest in Micmac translates as “shimmet-

ing leaves.” Language, they say, is a container for the forces or

spirits of nature.
Unlike Western European languages, native languages like

the Algonquin teach people not to forget the «glue” of life that

binds everything together. Henderson was struck by the way

Westerners become caught in their categories:

digenous peopl

Take the words income tax—they created that word

that you call the tax code and devoted their life to it.
I said once to someone, why did they live in New
Hampshire? And they told me how these categories
had dominated their universe, they only lived in a
place where they don’t pay [state] taxes.

1 don’t want my son and daughters to do that—to
king in the forest and

live in imagination. We g0 wal
say, this is this, and this is ¢hat. See this footprint
here, that insect walking over it, that's called time.
That’s the closest we get to time. If insects can walk
over a footprint, you know it’s been there overnight.
.. It's as good as my watch if you know what you're
looking at. But Mic Maq and Cheyenne are SO totally
related to this world that you call nature, wWe don’t
bave a word for it, it’s just to0 abstract.’
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The point of Nati i
terChI;n . ¢ Nattll\lfe communication is to create an experiental i
, one that is completel An
s : pletely grounded in experience
thﬁ is ap:;aker must deliberately distinguish betweefl’ a stater.nAn
AIgoanianpl)ort and one that is a person’s own experience eﬁ:
e arllguages the distinction is made automatically. Th
re is a war in Indonesia” -
: . sia” would b “ i
pia ‘ ecome “Th
dTo}riema, he said to me” as if it were a report.* e
e worldvi i ‘
ldview behind the Algonquian language system is

that people mu
st find their ex i
ks erienc
the inside. Says Henderson: P es for themselves, from

We

e ;11::':; :Se:liy of the universe that’s been given to

ey e ot of stuf'f about relationships but not

about li‘;e ;)w to maintain families, and how to

S—— a;:ivslrleen bro‘thefs, sisters, and cousins

anc nephens ,b e oW tO.hYe in an environment that
is very giving. . . .

Their is inti
Ay 1iangu}ige is intimately connected to the earth. Tou
em, he says, you ha . e
; i ve to “be”
i : nature, to be
g és lls the experience that can emerge from the fo th}?
ialogue—a connection wi o
n with oneself
i self and the
< :l}at ‘allows a fundamental new sense to emerge e
rigu i i :
o eg 1}12g1y, this fourth space is also one where words tak
for Conr that 'they do not seem to have in other spaces T?l'e
ccmnection‘.fersanon space brings about a level of alignmer;t 1(3
5o Iamong people such that, as Bohm put it some -
oy ki gk ears
. tc)pb .are no llonger primarily in opposition, nor canyth
e interacting; rather, they are participating in thi 33;
is poo

of common i ich i

i :n\;a}t:gg which is capable of constant development

T thurldsorneo.ne speaks from this experience, their

it i er behind them that is greater than if th
ply speaking on their own or for themselves i




dialogue and the art of thinking together

The Crisis of Entry (or Reentry)

There is a fourth crisis, a fourth boundary to navigate in the di-
alogue process. However powerful and flowing a conversation
becomes—either within yourself or in a group you do not live
in this experience permanently; you must leave it. The return is
a return to a world you departed, but from 2 different place. You
return to the world of “politeness,” of “civility”—knowing now
that very different kinds of conversations are possible. And yet
you find that many people around you either have no interest or
no experience (or both) in this. They look at you as if you had
been away a little too long, and have lost perspective On the
«real world”—which for them may consist of only one or tWo of
the conversational spaces you now know exist. People typically
are well aware of Field 1 and 11, and might imagine but have lit-
tle experience with Fields III and IV.

Returning to the world you have left produces a crisis, be-
cause it is hard to give up the hard-won sense of power and po-
tential that you have experienced. And it may feel as if you are
the only one who can understand what you know. The crisis
here involves learning to let the meaning of this familiar old world
change. Your relationship to it changes. Initially, the world does
not change at all, and you do discover you have no need for it
to change. In this sense you can move back to the third space
more readily than you might have before you took your journey:
You can reflect on your Own moves and their impacts. You can
begin to understand when people are speaking across frames
and clashing, and suspend these clashes as opposed to seeking,
as you might have before, to “fix” them.

Joseph Campbell, in his description of the hero’s journey,
notes that the challenges of returning are among the most formida-
ble the hero faces. This is because there is an inconsistency betweell

Fields of Conversation

the worl : G
the “c)rdj(;llaﬂ.:;l i\f:lrzlljt;qgreat insights and freedom of expression and
such experionces. M at seems to ‘denY the value and legitimacy of
a kind of respons;]:f]-aln o th? ancient myths picture the return as
P 1 1t}’%a.requ1rement to bring new insight into the
e T, 154 It)./- his ce'm weigh heavily on the individual trav-
space, to imagine tcﬁl KZEO?SIP le to become addicted to this fourth
sl clani a; sis 1nde.ed the pinnacle of experience, that
Butas [ havesrajsdetrl?rzr;tgf o th |
g out, the intention in di i
f’;’t‘; a?;;‘;;’:;il;;ve fou‘nd' people who imagine—aaizg;;sozoi
even communion wi:!:. iczlrzv;;lgo? ;(‘:ns;_- of deep conversation and
o eople, out of whi
o ik i s oo b i Sy
cossible, 2 newi : fto dialogue, 'it becomes too precious, too inacsz
0 transformatjoi i;llt:;yl ;I;a(t: ;:;1 t.';l way denies the real possibility
Le o nuous cycle of change.
- miizg?o?;erges when an individual or a grthup under-
ity partjsu \;vorld, and so are not deceived or overly in-
B et it A dscmedi ar arrangern?:nt of its features. The attempt
g through the Chiznence of edenic fantasy, of intimacy, without
eventually be .e e o.f reentering the world of the mundane
y becomes quite toxic, quite limiting, and life denying

FOUR DIFFERENT QUALITIES

FOR SILENCE AND TIME

Looking th:

- gc - ricl);l.lg;}li:l}:taelens o'f the four conversational spaces I dis-

| — dialoa variety of )experiences that are central to

B e etes g g;lre. People’s experience of silence in con-

o venes SOCiaHy om one field space to the next. In first

|t y awl.cward, even strange. People do not sit
g in silence without someone becoming quite un-
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comfortable, thinking it odd that no words are being spoken. The

expectation is for action, for direction. Its absence can be very dis-

concerting.
The second space treats silence differen
sion. People may disagree and attribute ano

about oneself, or perhaps even to calculation—"“He is
“] have him on

tly. There is ten-
ther’s silence to

judgment
sitting quietly to think of his next move!” (Or
the ropes.”) Silence here is conflictual and may seem even dan-
gerous. In the third space, silence is pensive, thoughtful. People
are reflecting, waiting, looking inward, listening for new possi-
bilities. Finally, in the fourth space, the silence is whole and, at
times, sacred. The wisdom of the wider group takes precedence
over the chatter of the individual.

The uses of silence are displayed in the ways time is under-

stood as well. Our sense of being and our sense of time are very

mately linked. One of the reactions to the proposal of using di-

at requires action is that it simply takes t00
discover that there is

time differently.

inti
alogue for anything th
much time. But through dialogue you canl
plenty of time. It enables you to experience

Kronos and Kairos

The sense of time also changes through the evolving fields of di-
uld call sequential time:

alogue. Most of us live in what I wo
measured, linear, one moment after another. This kind of time
we could call kronos, after the Roman god of time. Kronos still
controls us; MOSt people have his emblem strapped to their
wrist! The relentless pressure arrow of kronos time is the oné
most of us try to manage. We often have the sense that it 18
scarce, that we must ration it.

But there is another kind of time: the time O

.o« This kind of time, which is called kairos, i the
e e Kasmiteticon

f the seasons,
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early S “« ;
Kairis ffi;mber and say, “Fall is in the air.” How did you know?
i 11e sense of time you get when you go to the bno“}:
how did . T(hEther the tide is coming in or going out Aeac‘ J
S }tlelil now? Y.our own inherent awareness of cyc‘:lesg:mci
ey .s you. Kairos time reveals the movements of natun 1
for som:athiljgth;\{s}inse of “appropriate time,” the “right” tirrrfle
) . ere kronos follo
kairos fol ; ws the external sch
: 0 IO\:’VS an internal one. The cycle of gestati ed.ule,
or a child is pure kairos. ation and birth
The :
. kaiml;1’23/\?:%}51 ;f d;al;)gue helps us to rediscover and appre
: ve had many dial )
boand ¢ 1 ogues where two hou
“Iyt seenizzplliare shocked: “Where did the time go?” the . gkO
brorme and ike we haq barely begun.” They lost the segsgs f
Conversatiowegfouowmg the present-moment rhythms of tl;)
ipeslil HE-Je hlen. knc)lnos reasserts itself, it often feels like az
: People in dialogues oft .
followi ; en complain: “W
owing an arbitrary schedule? Something i hy are we
penlng here!u g ImPOi'tant 18 hap-
We ;
e BOt}l:l;lrit learn to appreciate and accept both kinds of
) necessary in the world
ally kairos i - as we know it. But usu-
gezhefz:sist: Hamingred by Jannes "Eite srogess of thinklilnf;1 Stu
a group in dialogue se i
their experi , ems to enable people to shi
Spectivzpffllence of time. They embrace kairos. The;) 83; ST&
3 , they rest, and they develop a keener sen per-
ctarid whetite ratlact, se of when to
In th
e Oe rIf]i.rst space.kmnos, the aforementioned god of linear
Peop’l Do Itrcl:.lrli;.1 Thlrlllgs have clear beginnings and endings
ow the sequence. As '
secon . As people move i
differednspace’ they often find time to be “running Outtf}iilffl'e
e ;zs take uP m?re space than they had imagined Aeg
e i1 ;:lome quite irritated by the seemingly limited. tirl
- dz)’ .alve to speak. There is not enough for them. Kr -
minant here but under pressure. In this secon.d S;’:‘?S
ce
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people generally refer to other times and places as ways to ref-
erence what is happening now- People are generally not fully
present yet. In these first two spaces, thought—in the sense of
memory—is still largely, unreflectively, dominant.

In the third space, 2 change begins to take place. Here we
see the emergence of kairos time, the time described earlier as
“the right season.” People become more fully present in this
space, in the present moment. Kronos and kairos seem tO have an
uneasy coexistence here. People become quite reflective and
aware of the conversation as taking place in time, but also lose
track of it and begin Jistening more for the sense of meaning
that is unfolding.

In the fourth space, kairos dominates. Hours go by and it
seems only minutes have elapsed. Itis very difficult to interrupt
dialogues that are in this space when the pressure of kronos

arises.

Convening

Dialogue

"
Emff?;le:;; d;ftlogt}e are convenors. The word convene means
e eu :fxth ft:)thers; to come together.” The four_
" e f,a ; ;)fr flflr ?ields for conversation, give us a
b i eac);] ; 11(::1 m‘kmg about convening leadership.
L Comaine;;or dlffer.s. The rf.tquirements differ for
T ead; ﬁelzr.lgagmg the crises, for navigating the
For di
1 Sc,mer Vg;ilziu; lﬁzgagpen, the principles outlined here must
it ed, so that .the energies that produce the
. g, respeFt, voice, and suspension—are ac-
uraged and practiced. But again I emphasize that this
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her
i . dividual level. People all toget
e g oy and let the container itself

pory Susperl'lxd tc:lzl:oasafsu EE;I?S sessence let the space betweeln
o Ac: ; 'zin the;n change, something very new C?.n beg}l)n
e W;S 1 have said before, this cannot be done s1mp1§ by
i haPP?n- tion of intellectual principles that are r.lot backfe 3,;
o a'P't:’ lclx erience of the people themselves. Dialogue 15 r;o
;h:ei::x?iue E’l this sense, even though the principles that lie be-

ind it can be articulated. ' -
hine 1What follows is the outline for a guide t© these spa

and the leadership required within each of them.

LEADERSHIP FOR FIELD 1

n this phase of leadership, they

i imply unaware of them.
i differences or are SImP |
e Coverh}cliy the structures and rules of the social whole

g c al g m.

o 4
ks to evoke a more dialogic exchangé mu

here, when it see il g el
somehow challenge the status quO and incite chang

ements are critical here:

When a group of people are i

clarify Your Intentions

. . b - - e ef-
Perhaps first and foremost for beginning any kind of dialogu

uation is critical. DO
fort is the realization that how you se€ the situation1s C

akes
u have a set of prejudgments about these people that m
yo

ou

inten-
ing to tell them and risk having disconfirmed? 1f not, yout in

i a
ill likely be at odds with an offort to evoke

tion to fix them Wi ‘ : g
shared inquiry that has any kind of commitment fr

Convening Dialogue

Entry is Everything

The way you approach a situation will determine a great deal
about how it will unfold. I have found that the first few mo-
ments of any exchange contain the seeds of the totality of the
interaction you shall have. The importance of these initial con-
ditions, of the way you choose to interact with people, sets
much in motion. In this sense, any move you make is an inter-
vention into the system you are entering.

Join Each Person Differently

Each person within a dialogue is different; each one speaks a
different language. Each one prefers a different “system para-
digm.” Each one has a different story and way to make mean-
ing. Listening carefully to each person and speaking uniquely to

him or her matters enormously when creating the initial setting
for a dialogue.

Create the Container

As discussed in many different ways, the container for the con-
versation must be created if there is to be a significant change.
The four core practices and principles for dialogue are valuable
here. They set a basic context from which to operate. It is not
necessary to be explicit about having all four qualities active in
the group, but they must be in some way present for there to be
a full dialogue process. These dimensions help:

“ EVOKE THE IDEAL: The promise of dialogue is that a
small group of people might do something that impacts the
world. Evoking this potential, supporting its articulation, and
asking people to reflect on it can make an important difference
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to progress going forward. What I mean here is asking people
to listen for the potential of this group, at this time, to create

potent results.

 supPORT DREAMING OUT LOUD: The pressure of po-
liteness tends to suppress people’s willingness to dream out
loud. We are far more expert at cynical judgment than at vi-
sionary thinking. And cynicism is often well founded: “Vision
statements” and empty promises about the future are just as
deadening and just as much a part of the culture of politeness
as the taboos on Openness. Dreaming about how things might
actually be different, given honesty about how things now are,
requires the critical ingredient of support. This means an unwa-
vering sense of reinforcement that does not judge what is said
or done. A good test of a leader is his or her ability to actually
do this, and not collapse into sophisticated (though sometimes
unspoken) put-downs of the people around him or her.

 DEEPEN THE LISTENING: People must come tO the
point of realizing that they listen in their minds and hearts, not
through their ears. Opening a space for conversation that fun-
damentally changes the core meanings and, therefore, out
comes in a group requires that people discover that their
listening matters.

MAKE IT SAFE FOR opPOSERS: In this work it must
somehow be legitimate for people to oppose what is happening
and not feel obliged simply to agre"é. Bringing opposition out
makes it more likely there will be real dialogue and inquiry:

 DARE PEOPLE TO suspEND: The power of opposers
requires an equal competence at suspension, if only by leader
at first. The power of someone who is able to make room for
perspectives not his own, even maddeningly different ones, can
open an enormous space of possibility-:

(W

Convening Dialogue

Leadership i ;
p in this space me i
. ans helpin
or experien o ping people to m
ing tl'f)at (o) ce, the crisis of emptiness. Having thi unde a?age’
uc ; rs 2
and havii/lg thiz:itl ‘make dialogue happen, that it must emjgi
lence to stay stead ; )
they find thei y steady while people reac
4 heir best efforts at dialogue meet with rlr:;ore pO;‘When
ite ex-

change, can propel people forward.

LEADERSHIP FOR FIELD 11
In this spac
e, people discover th i
ek r that the interpersonal di
: istur-
i 1Iy v*ffe?re hoping would not arise are in fact prese e
- yh imiting effective exchange. Conflicts fl o
adership in thi i . cilabes
Structuresp " 1t.lhls space involves learning a great deal about u}?'
of the system, providi -
s ing an atmosph
reassurance— i g e
o ice that conflict, too, can be held here, and talkity -
s i i : o
revealing of the quality of reflective inquiry anc% : )
Q-

herence that on
e would like to see i
that we have found helpful here: in others. Some elements

Map the Structures

The key step now i
is enabling peopl

By oo : people to come to the poi
Why dn find a safe place to identify the forces that —

y do they work this way? are at work.’

For
. mzxtzﬁ}llpie, a program officer of a major foundation on
|~ ‘:ell?eteach a group of senior leaders for a year 10:1:;
organizing. In ou : Y i
told ; r planning s
gageisni]:at ;hey had failed to do any work oﬁ “;Srsolgfllsthe -
| tthe previous year, and this had proved a re;‘l’eh‘?n-
swirled arounz ngf u?; race, political, and personal conﬂi;:rtls-
often went unresol “ :
you thou / olved. “Was this so ;
ght of ahead of time and tried to implememp,,l?zt:ll‘zig
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“Yes, but the vice president rejected it. But this year we want

» he meant the grudging acceptance of the VP

it.” By “we
As we talked, it became clear that three different forces

were at work here: One was the program officers’ own model
for how to manage these tensions—which was to bring them
out and talk about them. Another was the VP’s approach—

alk about them at all. A third force was the

which was not to t
group’s, @ mix of the views of the two leaders. Serving any one

stakeholder attitude well would disappoint or threaten the oth-
ers. What is more, the very issue that he wanted me t0 address
in the group was repeating itself in the foundation’s leadership
between the VP and this fellow. For his program to have any
real impact, the inner contradictions between these forces
would have to be addressed. They were as real as the tangible
pressures of wind and wave beating on the outside of the build-
ing.

of these Field 1I gituations is a set of

At the core in most
structural dilemmas: If people raise difficult issues, they are

chastised, and if they fail to raise them, they betray their in-
tegrity, the people, the process—or all three. Naming these
things makes it possible to inquire into them.

Facilitate Cross-Model Conversation

Helping people to see that their differences are as much a func
peak—for instance,

tion of the different languages that they s
the different action moves they prefer, or perhaps the different
preferences for governance and power that guide their behav-
{or—can greatly ease people’s ability to get along. What people

in this space attribute to nasty motives by the other guy (ones

they not only do not understand but do not want to understand)
can be shown by 2 skillful leader to be tWO very different ways
L . ilitating among these different

Convening Dialogue

perspectives means developi
! ping the ability to suspend
oneself, and to provide a safe setting for all of th]t;a)lrrlil them for

Educate

Often people
s oIp;ean: : t‘;lzmnofr:llaw? a cl'ear understanding of the alterna-
it oo thei.r e3'z 1magme,' when faced with a tough con-
or fight. The third opclli)cjf?ss tzreene;her'to ;ePfeSS i
ing here. Learni y ge1n the ways I am suggest-
ready, since it is quit f i somewhat more
iFp Tl imq i’ te clear that what they have been doing is not
how a wider horiion E:;t e plor(.a WiFh people the possibility of
. Teader her-wiid 111)1(]111{3/ eXlSts. if they choose to enter into
all three levels: creating en:qwse;af]?;clifcliﬂar}ce, In 4 W
: = es for action i
Eizci)gliee Zr p}l;t‘adlctlve 1ntuitio.n, and informing them ;bjzrifs 1in g—
chitecture that guides behavior and thought. :
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Embody Reflective Inquiry

For thi i

i yoi p;l'sl;rifet?e key.1s to embody the kind of reflective inquiry

7o oo rlo s:[ee in others. Instead of finding problems with

o oc ekt ;gt o correct the.m,‘you can reflect publicly on your

g took place within you, inviting others to do the
u can also look for ways to deepen and broaden the inquiry.

Listen for Emerging Themes

It becom ible in thi
i Comeesfposmble in this third field to pay attention to themes
rom a group’s overall interests and ideas and yet ar
e
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i istening for the
ot being articulated by any single pe‘rson. Lls;emzrlgices e
; up’s underlying questions as well as its unspoxen
0
%ates energy and greater depth of exchange-

Model Leading from Behind

' is required not as
Leadership here 18 participatory; you do what ;sl ;e? s
an expert but as an increasingly equal me
process of inquiry.

¢
Predict and Deal with Retrenchmen

i i le
i :on to imagine that as peop
i this phase is the temptation to 7 :
?plzileroihey aFr)e Jearning to talk and think differently, :Ezyfz;enl:
isc s v :
ial” or “di This amounts
“gpecial” or different. ; . e fortis
S'Ome ‘fN:flSidoI; within the group, and is a sign of thf: rlg;igwar?d
?ﬁ:uth that can limit the free flow of dialoguei;1 1\.](ci)t1ng t
exploring it can help keep a dialogue alive and fluid.
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Embody Service

i i i highest
The question for this phase of a dialogue 18 Whi; 1set:;e ri o
d to which this conversation and/or group P e
i« be done here that cannot be done.m' o i
Sf:r"e_-: Ii:;;riahrilp in Field IV is servant leadership; it is mterna:a
ilczlisr;)vide for the needs of others in the tea‘xél (:; rg(r;;:tepr,;)
group seek to discover what it can best provide

Reflect on the Whole Process

i i jous what
Another key element of leadership here 18 tO mai<e C?Ti: g
it has meant tO participate in the complete cycle O

Convening Dialogue

Encouraging people to think broadly and deeply at this phase

greatly increases the chance that they will learn to sustain what
they have learned.

Seek Paths to Resolution

Dialogues that produce insight also reveal possibilities for ac-
tion. Leadership in Field IV is alert to the possibilities for action
that can emerge from the conversations people have shared.

Allow the Leadership Role to Move

It becomes very apparent in this fourth field that leadership is
in constant motion. Whoever is able to articulate what is hap-
pening has, for that moment, a position of leadership. No
preestablished individual can be made the one and only leader.
In this phase, leadership is a function of a special kind of meri-

tocracy—the ability to listen for and articulate what is already
moving in everyone.

See the Whole as Primary

This fourth phase of dialogue is characterized by the realization
that there are forces at work that are larger than any single in-
dividual. Leadership at this point requires us to ask, what are
the questions emerging out of the whole of this process? What

is waiting to be said or done that goes beyond what any one per-
son might have said, but is true for all?




