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How do you let go of the conviction you have about some­

thing? You might begin by asking yourself, Why are you so 
damned sure about this? What is leading you to hold on to it so 
intensely? What could the payoff be to you? What would hap­
pen if you let it go? What is at risk if you do? What might you 

lose? What do you fear you would lose? 

Mine for the Questions 

Most of us live in a world where it is unsafe to say "I don't 
knOW." In both our professions and our families, we are sup­
posed to have answers to problems. I know of many companies 
where the engineers are seriously penalized if they report a 
problem or ask a question for which they do not yet have the 
answer. Naturally, they do not report these things, which only 
leads to delays and a lack of coordination. This is no climate in 

which to foster genuine inquiry. 
Instead of good answers, we need good questions. The 

power of dialogue emerges in the cultivation, in ourselves, as 
well as in others, of questions for which we do not have an­
swers. Identifying one good question can be vastly more signif­

icant than offering many partial answers. 
In cultivating a dialogiC stance, I encourage people to de-

velop a capacity to "mine for the questions." By this I mean to 

look for the really important, hard questions that keep people 
up nights and go to the heart of our concerns. Each of us, I have 
found, has several questions that are at the very center of our 
lives. You might try reflecting on what questions live within 

you. 
Finding good questions is not always easy. What immedi-

ately comes to mind is not always relevant. When people ask 
me to help them solve their problems, the first thing I do is lis­
ten for the quality of the questions they are asking themselves. 
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I listen in particular for the degree of self-reflection in the ques­
tions. To what extent, I ask myself, do they see their own part 
in what they are exploring? To what degree do they attribute 
their problems to sources outside of themselves? 

To do this implies that we actually know what a question is. 
An estimated forty percent of all questions that people utter are re­
ally statements in disguise. Another forty percent are really judg­
ments in disguise: "Do you really think she deserved that raise?" 
Only a small percentage of "inquiries" are genuine questions. Real 
questions are often notable for the silence that follows their utter­
ance. People may not know the answer! In fact, it becomes clear 
that finding an answer too quickiy is not necessarily a wise goal. 

President Clinton, at one point in his year-long program of 
race dialogues, turned to one of the participants and asked him 
if he was in favor of the kind of affirmative action that produced 
Colin Powell. He was asking the other person ro tell him where 
he stood. But he pushed the person he was addressing into a 
very difficult bind. Does the other party say no, he is not in fa­
vor of the affirmative action that produced a Colin Powell- and 
run the risk of looking absurd? Or does he say yes, implying 
that Powell needed affirmative action to succeed? Does he chal­
lenge the President's question itself? Some difficult dilemmas 
arose in this moment, which neither Clinton nor the person 
questioned seemed to recognize or articulate. As a result, the 

conversation froze. 
More generally, we should ask, what does getting any kind 

of answer do to move a conversation forward? This kind of ex­
change distances the questioner from the conversation, keeping 
his or her own views hidden and therefore inaccessible. Such 
questions also imply that there is a right answer, and that the 
questioner already knows what that right answer is. 

Finding a question is one thing. Allowing oneself to tolerate 
the tension that arises with its articulation is another. This ability to 
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let oneself see what emerges instead of leaping out of the discom­
fort of an unanswered question is crucial. The poet Rilke begs us 

to be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart 
and to try to love the questions themselves like locked 
rooms and like books that are written in a very foreign 
tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be 
given you because you would not be able to live them. 
And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions 
now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing 
it, live along some distant day into the answer.' 

To mine for questions is to cultivate the suspension of an­
swers and to open the way for the dialogic way of being. 

Seek the Order Between 

The idea that we must take a position in order to get our view 
across is seemingly built into our culture. This is the essence of 
"good debate." While it is popular, it greatly limits the poten­
tial intelligence and inquiry we might obtain from a conversa­
tion-particularly one with tough issues. One way to develop 
suspension is to look for what David Bohm called the "order be­
tween" the extremes. This does not mean looking for compro­
mise so much as looking for the unresolved issues around 
which people are polarizing. 

This is difficult, because the positions that people voice are 
always partial, always limited, and almost always call up the op­
posite point of view. Thinking positionally polarizes . It tends to 

lead us down a path that says things are either this or that. To 
find the order between we must recognize that positions in this 
sense are always false, because they are pieces from a whole 
cloth. We have many such examples. A notorious one is the 
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phrase "mind and heart." The words imply that the two are dis­
tinct and separate. But-they are distinct only in thought, 
though our language leads us to think of them as clearly differ­
entiable. More genuine probing asks us to suspend polarizing 
our dIfferences and look for what exists between the extremes. 
Inevitably, there is a range of questions that neither position can 
embrace or react to. In the Clinton race dialogues, for instance, 
the issues that might come to light might have to do with 
America's unresolved relationship with its history of slavery and 
the treatment of blacks in subsequent years. What is the rela­
tionship between affirmative action and no affirmative action? 
Perhaps this could lead us into an inquiry about why we are hav­
ing the conversation in the first place. Suspension is the art of 
finding the "order between" the positions that people take. 

Try Frame Experiments 

Suspension is also the art of trying to see people in a different light. 
The term "frame experiment," coined by Don Schon, refers to a 
way of bringing a different perspective to the fore and trying it out 
on a situation to see what we might leam. For example, a senior 
manager in a major consumer company was known for being a 
bully. Every time the senior group would talk about difficult strate­
gic issues, he would take over the conversation, reveal his "supe­
rior" knowledge, and intimidate people. Even the CEO felt stymied 
by this fellow; he clearly knew a great deal, perhaps more than any­
one else at the table. But his ways of working were destroying the 
spirit of the top team and limiting its ability to lead. Another man­
ager particularly was having difficulty with this situation, and was 
prepared to either challenge it openly or leave the company. 

A colleague of mine began to coach this second fellow. She sug­
gested that he see the first manager not as a bully, and instead see 
him as a protector of the culture of the organization. This was met 
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with some incredulity at first. But the second manager tried it. They 
traveled together on the company plane, relatively tight quarters! 
Afterward, the second manager said to me, "You know, he wasn't ac­
tually as bad as I had thought. We had a vety good conversation." 
Sometimes the change comes because you put on new glasses and 
not because the world outside of you changes all that much. You can 
leam to see things that were there all the time but overlooked by you. 

Externalize Thought 

Another critical practice to develop suspension involves exter­
nalizing thought. What does this mean? In some of our work­
shops we do an exercise where people who do not know each 
other are asked to come up with a dilemma they face for which 
they have no clear solution. They then "borrow" two other peo­
ple and ask them to represent the twO sides of this dilemma, the 
twO sides they picture in their mind. These two people stand 
up, face each other, and replay the thoughts rumbling around in 
the .other person's head. For example, a woman stood up once 
and said, "My dilemma is, do we go to his parents for Christmas 
or mine?" Everyone laughed, recognizing the challenge. "Every 
time this comes up, we have a huge fight. If we go to his, my 
parents are disappointed and I feel I have caved in. If we go to 
mine, I feel guilty that I have imposed my parents on him. I am 

stuck," 
This person found twO others who quickly got in the 

spirit. One began, speaking as the woman: "You know, I want 
my parents to see their grandkids. We do not see them very of­
ten as it is. And my husband gets his way most of the time." 
The other person replied, also speaking as this woman: "Is this 
really fair? Am I imposing this on my husband? Maybe we 
should have Christmas at our home and have everyone come to 

us! But that would be even crazier." The conversation got quite 
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heated, and apparently quite realistic, according to our initial 
volunteer. 

Everyone in the group tried this exercise using their own 
examples. Another woman debated with herself about whether 
to promote a younger employee to a senior position. She was 
torn, because this younger man was her friend, someone she 
had mentored. But she was not certain about his abilities and 
feared she might bias the decision inappropriately. Many re­
ported being somewhat stunned that strangers could seem to 
understand exactly what was going on in their heads, as if they 
had read their intimate diaries. "They knew exactly what to 
say!" "I saw myself very clearly, and I told them only the small­
est bit of detail." You can try this yourself by finding two peo­
ple to display the different voices in your head, or you might 
simply write down the different perspectives, stepping back to 
see them both and how you feel about each. A process like dia­
logue can help us to see that there are aspects of all of us in each 
one of us: I am in the world, and the world is in me. What is 
needed today, I believe, is not individual transformation, but a 
shift of a completely different order: a process of dialogue that 
can help individuals experience firsthand the degree to which 
the world is in them and how responsible they are for their ex­
perience. The challenges people in organizations face, for in­
stance, are not merely personal, they are systemic-in a way 
they are everywhere and nowhere. They are in this sense in all 
of us. BUl we share much more than we might realize or like to 
admit; we share a common ecology or network of thought. 

Ask: What Am I Missing? 

Perhaps one of the most powerful ways to suspend thought is 
to ask the ques,tions. What is it that I am or we are systemati­
cally leaving out of this conversation? What are we ignoring 
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completely or failing to pay sufficient attention to? Inevitably, 
some see this more clearly than others do, and so this practice 
is often best cultivated with a group of people. To reflect in such 
a way that encourages us to ask this question greatly increases 

the chances for learning and growth . 
This practice can take many forms. You might ask yourself 

at the end of a day or at the end of a meeting, What is it that I 
did not do, or left out somehow? Reflect on the results you got 
(and the results you did not get). Then ask yourself why you got 
the results you did and what you might have done that you were 

unaware of at the time that encourages this. ' 

Ask: How Does the Problem Work? 

One of the great temptations many people face is that of trying to 

"fix" or correct what they imagine to be wrong or problematic 
with themselves, with others, with the world. This is especially 
common when it comes to a special someone who is driving you 
up the wall. We can see so clearly how, if that person would only 
act differently, things would be so much better. Especially for us. 

Yet leaping in with advice on how others can improve 
themselves is not always welcome. Many think of change in 
mechanistic terms: The "machine" is broken, someone needs to 
fix it. Their central question is What can I do to fix this? This 
kind of thinking reinforces fragmentation. When someone ar­
rives with an attitude that says "Hello! I am here to change you" 
(or, the marginally more subtle "I am here. to help you change") 

it's not surprising why people shy away from them. 
Suspension involves asking a very different question: How 

does this problem or situation work? In other words, what are 
the forces at work that have produced this problem in this way 
in the first place? It is framed with the realization that even if 
you helped the person change to alleviate today's problem, the 

154 

Suspending 

odds are low that you would have helped them when they came 
to face tomorrow's . In fact, you may well have weakened their 
capacity to address the issue for themselves. 

Asking How does the problem work? opens an inquiry 
into the problem itself. You're really asking, How have things 
come to be this way? Why this way and not some other way? 
What impact does it have? How do people feel about it? 

QUESTIONS 

What leads me to view things as I do? 

What is the question beneath the question? 

What themes, patterns, links, do I perceive underneath 
what is being said? 

In what alternative ways can I perceive or frame these 
things? 

PRACTICES 

Suspend certainty. 

Seek the order between. 

Try frame experiments . 

Externalize thought. 

Ask; What am I missing? How does the problem work? 

SUSPENSION IN GROUPS 

Collective suspension means raising to the surface issues that impact 
everyone in a way that all can reflect on them. Suspension at the 
group level, like at the individual level, has to do with interrupting 
the habitual functions of memory and inviting a fresh response. 

Group memories hold enormous sway and are not easily 
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released. For instance, one high-tech company I worked in 
found it enormously threatening to have someone propose an 
alternative approach to a strategy. This company has been quite 
successful, and as a result quite unwilling to move off its famil­
iar path. "That is not how we do it here," one man complained 
to his team after I had explained the idea. "This is making me 
very nervous," he said. I said, "The problem you are facing is re­
ally much tougher than any you have handled before, by your 
own admission. What is it about this approach that makes you 
nervous?" "We have not used it before," he replied. 

Most groups will have a number of critical issues that 
limit their effectiveness-issues that they are unable, for what­
ever reasons, to see clearly. Much of the time the ecology of a 
group is such that it is impossible for much reflection in action 
to take place. Things happen too fast. The pressure to produce 
results is too great. The fear that arises in people at the thought 
of slowing down the process is too overwhelming. 

Interrupting these habitual patterns can be quite power­
ful. In the presentation made by steelworkers and managers to 
the management conference I mentioned earlier about their di­
alogue experience, a union participant said, "We have learned to 
question fundamental categories and labels that we have ap­
plied to each other." One manager in the audience raised his 
hand and said, "Can you give us an example?" "Yes," the union 
member said. "Labels like management and union." The man­
ager's jaw dropped. He had never heard a union man so willing 
to refrain from defending the union 'to look at it objectively. 

Collective suspension is the practice of shifting the ecol­
ogy of a group so that it can begin to see it has alternatives, to 
understand that it no longer needs to be limited to a single 
point of view. A group can develop this ability over time by talk­
ing together. It can also be assisted by a facilitator. 

SuspendIng 

PRACTICES FOR CATALYZ IN G 

SUSPENSION IN GROUPS 

Create a Clearness Comm i ttee 

Invented by the Quakers many years ago, this process consists 
of having a group of people, selected by you, ask you questions 
about a subject that you identify as important. The group's job 
is not to provide you with answers, only questions. Having a 
group of people ask you questions over a hour or two can be 
enormously illuminating; people frequently discover that what 
they thought was essential was peripheral, and vice versa. 

Sensing the System 

For many people, participating in a group conversation- espe­
cially one where there are more than eight people, can be quite 
distracting, even overwhelming. A practice that is well worth 
cultivating is one where you learn to think of the people in a 
meeting as aspects of a single whole. ' You approach this group 
with a curiosity about its collective behavior. You can ask your­
self, How is this group as a whole behaving? How is what is 
now happening impacting the least powerful person in the 
group? the silent ones? the strong ones? 

Learn not to personalize every emotion but to look around 
and see what is happening with others. Ask the question What 
is this group seeking to "conserve"-to sustain? Biologist 
Humberto Maturana shares this question as he looks at the evo­
lution of social systems. We must look not only at what is 
changing, he suggests, but at what stays the same, or is being 
"conserved." We can do this in a group dialogue by asking the 
same question. 
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THE DARK S IDE OF SUSPENSION 

While a part of us may be willing to be open and to explore other 
perspectives, to step into the other guy's shoes, there is also a 
part of us that has no interest in this whatsoever. "I like my opin­
ions," this part of us says. '1\nd often I am right! " Acknowledging 
that we hold to what are certain about, and that we may be quite 
unwilling to relinquish these things, gives us a sense of where we 
stand. It can also tell us how flexible we are and uncover the 
choices that we face if we are to suspend our reactions. If I am 
unable to step back from what I think, I remain invested in it, cer­

tain-perhaps to the point of nonnegotiability. 
The shadow of suspension is that part of us that wishes to 

be certain. It is also the part that tends to see others as certain: 
"They are so opinionated." But to make such a claim is a contra­
diction: We are being opinionated about their being opinionated! 
We do to others in this sense what we abhor in ourselves, and of­
ten fail to notice it. When twO people, or twO groups of people, 
meet who are both full of certainty in this sense, conflict is in­
evitable. The absolute inviolable status of Jerusalem to the 
Israelis leads them to say they shall never partition the city. Yet 
this conflicts with the absolute necessity of the Palestinians­
that Jerusalem be acknowledged as part of their heritage. The in­
ability to step back from this perspective prevents suspension, 

and genuine resolution. 
When do you hold only certainty? When do you look only 

for answers, not questions? Can you recall a time when you 
were unable to see things from any other ' point of view? Or 
when you realized you never asked yourself, "What am I miss­
ing?" These questions will give you a sense of those times when 
you are not able to suspend your thought, and may help you to 

activate this ability. 
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Voicing 

o speak your voice is perhaps one of the most challenging as­
pects of genuine dialogue. Speaking your voice has to do with 

revealing what is true for you regardless of other influences that 
might be brought to bear. "Courageous speech," says poet David 
Whyte in his book The Heart Aroused, "has always held us in awe." 
It does so, he suggests, because it is so revealing of our inner lives. 

Finding your voice in dialogue means learning to ask a 
simple question: What needs to be expressed now? To do this 
you need to know how to listen not only to your internal emo­
tional reactions and impulses-or to the many images of how 
you think you should behave-but to yourself. 
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For many of us this is no small feat. We have been inun­
dated with numerous messages about how we ought to behave, 
what we ought to say, in all the different circumstances of our 
lives. To discover what we think and feel, independent of these 

things, requires courage. 
This is true in part because our authentic voice is not a re­

hash of others' words. So we are unlikely to find someone else 
speaking what we ourselves need to say. We may sometimes find 
others saying things with which we resonate. Think for a minute 
of someone you truly admire. Now consider, what about him or her 
is it that you find so attractive? You may find that it has to do with 
the fact that their expression is authentic and unique. They reveal 
themselves. This experiment can show you something about your­
self, because you are unlikely to notice qualities you admire in oth­
ers unless they are already present in you in some form, at least. 
This person you admire carries an aspect of your voice, temporar­
ily holding it for you as you find your way back to it. 

As we begin to embody our own genuine expression, we 
find our voice has magic in it. Consider the magic word itself: 
abracadabra. It comes from an ancient Middle Eastern language, 
Aramaic, thought to have been spoken from around the seventh 
century B.C. to the seventh century A.D. The phrase is said to 
come from the Kabbalistic tradition, a form of Jewish mysti­
cism. It was the incantation used to remind the Kabbalists of 
the power of their speech. Abra comes from the Aramaic verb 
bra meaning to create. Ca translated to "as." Dabra is the first 
person of the verb dabor, "to speak." In other w~rds, abracadabra 

literally means "I create as I speak." Magic! ' 
Speaking our voice can transform our circumstances. At an 

annual meeting of MIT's Center for Organizational Learning, five 
managers and five union steelworkers talked about what they had 
learned after six months of dialogue. A group of about 125 man­
agers from leading companies around the United States listened to 
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them. That the managers and union workers were able to sit to­
gether and talk openly about respectfully of one another about 
what they had achieved was enormously impressive. After all, here 
were two groups that had mistrusted each other for decades; now 
they were thinking together. They spoke freely and unrehearsed. 
More than one person said later that tears came to his eyes. 

Toward the end of the presentation, one manager from a 
high-tech industry challenged their apparent success: "You 
seem to have your team working well here. But what about 
shocks from the wider system? The price of steel, the price of 
scrap metal, the environment? How do you plan to overcome 
that hurdle?" No one replied for a long while. Then Conrad, the 
vice pre.;ident of the local union said, "Well, we don't really 
have a plan. We just take things one step at a time." 

He went on. "You know, sitting up here has been very un­
comfortable for us. We do not usually do presentations like this. 
We were not sure what would happen. But now I see that we have 
a container that is large enough even to include all of you." There 
was no bluster or defensiveness in his words; he simply drew a 
larger circle. Our authentic voice can set a new order of things, 
open new possibilities. It comes out even more clearly in dialogue, 
where the challenge is to speak the new word. And to do so at that 
very moment. Conrad took the "external shock" of the high-tech 
manager's comment to the group and included it in the same fash­
ion they were including and dealing with all their problems. 

Our organizations give us many mixed messages about ex­
pressing our own voice. On the one hand, we hear of endless 
"empowerment" programs, transformation initiatives, and de­
velopment plans in companies large and small. On the other 
hand, we are expected to toe the line and defer to the authoriry 
figures who reign supreme. Corporations are in many ways one 
of the last bastions of feudalism. 

Despite the democratic climate in which most modern 

161 



dialogue and the art of thinking together 

corporations have arisen and function, in man1 ways life within 
them is a direct denial of the freedoms that guarantee their sur­
vival. A former company president, a woman ICEO colleague of 
mine who emigrated from then-Communist Yugoslavia when 
she was a twenty-three-year-old engineer, tells a poignant story 
of the paradox she discovered in her quest for her voice: 

When I was working in an organization there, under 
Tito, it was acceptable to say more or less anything 
you wanted to your boss. After all, you had a job for 
life. What could he do? But you must !never, ever say 
anything bad about the president of Ithe country. It 
was not only injurious to your immediate health, you 
could get locked up and disappear. Pebple did, all the 
time. Your words of dissent would be viewed the 
same as pulling a gun on the president. So I came to 
America, the land of free speech and democracy, 
looking for new opportunity. And can you imagine 
what I found? You could say anything you wanted 
about the president of the country. But God forbid 
you say anything bad about your boss! Is that free 

speech? Is that democracy? 

SELF-TRUST AND VOICE 

It takes determination to speak your own voice. The pressures 
that arise both from within yourself and from your organization 
often seem designed to sap your energy. The antidote is self-trust. 
Only as you learn to take seriously the possibility that what you 
think might be in fact valid for others do you find the backbone 
and confidence to share it. In his marvelous essay called "Self­
Reliance," Ralph Waldo Emerson prods us to take this step: 

162 

Voicing 

A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam 
of light which flashes across his mind from within 
more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and 
sages. Yet he dismisses without notice his own 
thought, because it is his. In every work of genius we 
recognize our own rejected thoughts. they come 
back to us with a certain alienated majesty. 

The journey to finding and speaking your voice entails feeling 
the confidence that what you are thinking is valid, and fits. 
Emerson continues: 

Great works of art have not more affecting lesson for 
us than this. They teach us to abide by our sponta­
neous impression with good-humored inflexibility 
then most when the whole cry of voices is on 
the other side. Else tomorrow a stranger will say with 
masterly good sense precisely what we have thought 
and felt all the time, and we shall be forced 
to take with shame our own opinion from another.' 

Finding and speaking one's voice requires first a willing­
ness to be still. Daring to be quiet can seem like an enormous 
risk in a world that values articulate speech. But to speak 
our voice we may have to learn to refrain from speaking, and 
listen. Not every word that comes to us needs to be spoken. 
In fact, learning to choose consciously what we do and do not 
say can establish a great level of control and stability in our 
lives. 

Many people feel "pressure" to speak. Containing and 
holding that pressure, something can form within you. Let what 
is in you take shape before giving words to it. It is like letting a 
picture develop; you do not want a partially formed picture but 
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a whole one. Sometimes the cycle of development will be quite 

fast. Sometimes it will take longer. 
Speaking one's voice also requires a willingness to trust the 

emptiness-the sense of not knowing what to do or say-that 
sometimes appears first. One of the reasons people chatter away is 
that they are lonely. They are afraid of silences; they fear that there 
is not a creative space in them but an empty void. There may be 
creative pauses, spaces into which new energy has not yet rushed 
and filled. But a little patience will be rewarding. What is often 
most lacking in us is the confidence that what does appear actually 
has merit, is worth saying-that we are worth listening to. 

Such speaking requires a leap into the void. This presumes 
courage, a willingness to enter into the dark forest of one's own 
lack of understanding. Often the voice that is genuinely ours is 
not well developed. We may be an expert at mimicking others but 
not speaking for ourselves. In dialogue this emerges as the will­
ingness to speak in the circle without knowing what you will say. 
More than a gimmick, this is the very motion required to unleash 
our locked-up energies. Fear often reigns. To leap into a moment 
of silence with a thought that is not well formed or one that is 
potentially controversial, whose utterance might change relation­
ships, terrifies. In these moments we can easily retreat into 
planned speech, the things we have said before. We can cover our 
tracks through practiced routine, or we can practice speaking 
without knowing in advance what we are going to say. 

Finding and then speaking your voice also means finding the 
right words. Yet most of our words are designed to sustain our 
separation. When we speak words that come from a place of 
wholeness and actually articulate that wholeness, we can some­
times feel as if they are not entirely our own. This may be because 
we are speaking from a part of ourselves that is unfamiliar, one 
that is larger than we might have realized-one that is connected 
to a much larger field of awareness and attention. If we rise up to 
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speak in these ways, sometimes the smaller parts of ourselves can 
feel nervous or concerned. But the integration of all the different 
aspects of oneself is a part of the discovery process of a dialogue. 

One of the most common experiences people have in dia­
logue is the discovery that the whole is somehow larger than 
the parts. Now, this is not something that we are typically 
trained to expect or understand. Despite a plethora of words 
about synergy, we are generally inexperienced when it arises 
and unaware of how to sustain an ecology that lets it continue. 

Paradoxically, we may hear our own voice most powerfully 
when we are with a group of others in dialogue. There is a 
deeply communal dimension to speaking together that is typi­
cally lost on us. If I speak, it is often to make my point, to indi­
cate my superiority, to claim my ground. Often I lie in wait in 
meetings, like a hunter looking for his prey, ready to spring out 
at the first moment of silence. My gun is loaded with preestab­
lished thoughts. I take aim and fire, the context irrelevant, my 
bullet and its release all that matter to me. 

Dialogue offers us another possibility, which is to discover 
that in speaking I can create. My voice is not simply something 
that reveals my thought, or even parts of myself; it literally can 
bring forth a world, conjure an image. But this Idnd of speaking 
requires that I learn to listen for the distant thunder that may ul­
timately turn out to be my own voice waiting to be spoken. This 
sometimes occurs as the feeling of being tapped on the shoulder 
by destiny. Suddenly I have the sense that everyone is waiting for 
me, that it is somehow my turn, that I have something for others 
that must come out. Often I find people who have this experience 
look around anxiously for someone else to fill their shoes, to do 
this job for them. "They can't have meant me." Yet this inner call 
can be answered only by you, and in answering it one finds one's 
own voice and one's own authority. Everything else pales by com­
parison. 
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THE PRINCIPLE OF UNFOLDMENT 

Behind the practice of speaking your voice is another principle 
for dialogue. This principle encourages us to remain aware of 
the constant potential waiting to unfold through and around us. By 
doing so I am able to take seriously the possibility that there is 

something to listen to. 
Bohm's notion of the implicate order is one development in 

science that correlates with this principle and illuminates it. The 
implicate order is based on a premise about the nature of "unfold­
ment and enfoldment," where reality unfolds from a patterned in­
visible level into the visible world that we see, and then folds back 
up again into the invisible state. Reality consists both of a surface 
level "explicate order," which has a relative independence, like the 
individual notes of a piece of music, and a deeper implicate order 
out of which the explicate flows. As David Peat, Bohm's biographer, 
indicates, Bohm "proposed that the reality we see about us (the ex­
plicate order) is no more than the surface appearance of something 
far deeper (the implicate order) ... the ground of the cosmos is not 
elementary particles, but pure process, a flowing movement of the 
whole." The implicate unfolds, both in an external sense and in 
thought, to produce the explicate world we experience. 

Earlier in his career Bohm developed the first equations to 
explain the state of matter called plasma. A plasma functions in 
a collective fashion, as a whole. Yet it is made of individual par­
ticles, each of which moves freely and ind,ividually. When 
viewed close up, it appears as a random movement of particles, 
moving freely. Bohm was able to create two sets of equations, 
one to explain the collective behavior, and the other to explain 
the free individual movement. He then went on to show that 
the two descriptions were part of a single whole, and that each 
is enfolded in the other. This was the genesis of his idea of an 
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"implicate order," in which there is both an underlying whole­
ness and relative independence of the external parts. 

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Bohm gave a particularly 
striking image of how this might work in nature. A seed, he 
said, is more like an aperture through which reality unfolds, not 
merely the source of the tree. This perspective challenges our 
ordinary perceptions; it prods us to see the world with new 
eyes. Bohm expanded his view, saying Nature itself could be 
constantly unfolding and folding back up again: 

If you were to look at this on a long scale, of say fifry 
or one hundred years, there would be changes, you 
would see that trees were in different positions. And 
you might think that a tree had moved across this 
space from one place to another. In fact, what hap­
pened is that one tree has enfolded into the ground 
and another tree has taken its place. Now, that is the 
picture I would like to suggest of the fundamental par­
ticles, the electrons and protons and so on-quarks, 
according to the latest theory that make up all matter. 
The evidence from quantum mechanics would suggest 
that these particles are not little balls which are per­
manent and just cross space like a billiard ball, but 
rather they are constantly unfolding and folding back 
and unfolding again in a slightly different position .... 
This happens very fast so it will appear continuous 
and constant to us on the large scale.3 

The implicate order unfolds into an explicate, rela­
tively differentiated order, which is not separate from the 
implicate. There is separation without separateness. Bohm com­
pared the explicate order to the patterns in a river. The swirls in 
the river are distinct forms, and in some cases can have high de-
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grees of stability. But these patterns emerged from and are an in­
tegral part of the totality of the system of the water. 

Thought and the Implicate Order 

Of particular importance to dialogue is the linkage Bohm began 
to make between the implicate order and the processes of 
thought itself. What if ideas, perceptions, which appear as dis­
tinct things to us were themselves the explicate version of some 
more implicate order? This corresponded well to ~y own sub­
jective experience. It is possible to have a relatively abstract 
idea, like beauty, but when one tries to grasp It, one reahzes 
that it is too subtle, is in fact comprised of a much broader 
range of tacit perceptions that one can know but cannot pre-

cisely define. ... . 
A central point here is that everything that IS emerging IS 

doing so from a common source. Behind the complexity of the 
explicate, external world is a process of unfoldment that IS pro­
ceeding everywhere in the same way. I find that as we look for 
this principle in operation in a dialogue, we can, for Instance, 
see a common thread of conversation emerging through several 

people at once. 
There is always a larger cycle unfolding in and through 

me, whether I am aware of it or not. I can become aware of It, 
and give voice to it, as I accept responsibility,for myself and"f~r 
my connection to this larger implicate order. In. thl.s sense VI­
sion" -an overused word in business and orgamzatlons-could 
be understood as the capacity to see this larger creative cycle. 
The application in dialogue of this principle begins with the 
practice of voicing, of listening for and speaking my authentic 
voice, which ultimately flows from the implicate order. 

Voicing 

LEARNING TO FIND YOUR VOICE 

There are specific practices that you can use to develop your ca­
pacity for voice: 

Ask: What Is My Music-and Who Will Play It? 

My colleague Michael Jones, who now makes his career as a suc­
cessful improvisational pianist, having sold over 1.5 million CDs, 
was once asked a vety penetrating question by a complete stranger. 
Earlier, Michael left music to work as a consultant in Toronto. Yet he 
kept his music alive, fincling time during the breaks at the seminars 
he led to play the piano. People often commented to him that they 
recalled the music more than the content of the seminars! Once, 
while playing, an older man came up to him and they began to speak. 
The man asked about his work and what the music was that he had 
just played. "That was an arrangement of 'Moon River'," Michael 
said. "No, before that" said the old man. "That was some of my own 
music," Michael replied. The man then said, "You're wasting your 
time with 'Moon River'." He then continued, asking Michael, ''Who 
will play your music if you don't do it yourself?" 

We might each ask ourselves this question. Who will play 
my music if I don't play it myself? People often say it is hard to 
know what their music is, no less find the courage to offer it. 
Sometimes we know what we would express but require the 
courage to bring it out. The resolve that wells up from within us 
first to find out what our music is, and then to give ourselves the 
permission to give it, is the molten core energy of your voice. 

Overcome Self-Censorship 

Imagining what you might do is a first step on this journey. We 
all have a tendency to self-censorship, for withholding what we 
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think for fear of upsetting others or disturbing the order of 
things. But finding our music involves listening in a deep way 
to what we may not have dared voice. The practice here entails 
a continuous willingness to ask yourself, What do I most long 
to create in the world? And why do I long to create it? Setting 
aside all the counterforces that would tend to dismiss this ques­
tion as impractical or irrelevant is an enormous part of this 
process. But holding Michael's simple question in your heart 
can go a long way toward opening \loors you would not expect 
to open. Finally, we must also ask ourselves what might be at 
risk if you do not bring it out, as well as if you do? What choices 
are you making now about how much of your voice you ex-

press?' 

Jump into the Void 

One way to get a feel for this experience is to step into an im­
provisational spirit in conversation. In our workshops we invite 
people to try this. Michael Jones plays a piece of music from 
memory, and then at some point seeks to shift into improvisa­
tion. We ask participants to see if they can notice when the 
change occurs. Afterward we ask people to see if they can con­
tinue by speaking from the same place that the music came 
from. People are surprised to find that they do not have all that 

much to say at first. 
The reason for this, I believe, is that we know how to 

speak from memory, but we are less experienced when we have 
to think in the moment, without a preplanneii notion of what 
we should say. We develop a repertoire, a way of working that 
lets us handle situations. But suspending this, we must think 
again. To speak spontaneously and improvisationally requires a 
willingness not to know what one is going to say before one 
says it. Jumping into this void can be quite scary but is tremen-
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dously powerful training for finding and expressing your voice. 
Without planning things out, parts of you that you may not be 
familiar with are free to speak. And what comes out is often not 
at all what you expect. 

Sometimes in a dialogue a feeling may arise in you that seems 
to bring pressure to speak and yet one's mind may be blank. I am 
learning to recognize these moments as precursors to creative ex­
pression (not just invitations to sheer terror), where the pressure 
builds in me and, at times, can emerge through words. 

In these moments of emptiness, it is as though someone 
had tapped me on the shoulder and is asking me to participate. 
When I do say something, I then find I had something to say that fits 
with what is happening. but that is not entirely predefined by me. I 
hear myself articulating something that I sense is present in others. 

Ask: What Do You Want to Be Known For? 

One of my Ph.D. dissertation advisers, Chris Argyris, once 
asked me a question very similar to the one posed to Michael 
Jones. Unlike others who had spoken to me about my work, 
Chris did not begin with my written proposal or the academic 
references that he thought I should follow. He simply asked, 
"What do you want to be known for?" He was asking me, What 
is my music? This cut through the fog and let me speak what I 
had made a forbidden subject for myself-what I truly cared 
most about. In that moment I realized that it is not only the 
"dark" and unsavory aspects of oneself that get repressed, it is 
also the golden parts, the noble aspirations. The answer for me 
lay in seeking to uncover the reasons human beings subvert 
their own intentions-why despite a lot of good intentions we 
have a world that is not what it might be-and proposing a way 
to overcome this pattern of thinking and interacting. 
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QUESTIONS: 
What needs to be expressed here? By you' By others? By 

the whole? 

Designed with intention, what purpose would this pattern 

serve? 

Animating this conversation, relationship, system? 

Trying to emerge? What is it? 

PRACTICES : 

Ask: Who will play my music? 

Overcome Self-Censorship? 

Jump into the void? 

Ask: What do you want to be known for? 

Speak the forbidden? 

FINDING VOICE I N A GROUP 

The voice of a group differs from that of an individual. In every 
group one can ask the questions, "What is it that people together 
are endeavoring to say here? What is it that they want to say all to­
gether?" This is not the same as assuming that everyone says the 
same thing, or even that they agree on critical matters. It IS a mat­
ter of listening for an emerging story or voice that seems to capture 
more than what anyone person is able to articulate, and saying that. 

The voice of a group of people is a function of the emerging 
story among them. The narrative voice, the voice of the story­
tellers, is unlike that of the rational, analytic mind. It does not 

Voici ng 

break things up or categorize. It makes distinctions, but these are 
always seen as part of a larger weave. So, for instance, the steel­
workers had a fotty-year-Iong story of abuse and difficulty at the 
hand of management. Management had a similar story about child­
ish steelworkers, untrustworthy people for whom management 
wanted only what was best. Afrer a year of dialogue, when the 
union president was able to say "You notice? We are not talking 
about the past as much. Something has changed here," he was ac­
knowledging the shift in collective voice, the change in the under­
lying story that had gripped him and his colleagues. 

This is in fact the other major feature of the emergence of a 
collective voice: the realization that the collectively held images 
that everyone had sustained, must dissolve. Doctors in Grand 
Junction admitted that they were uncomfortable having to sustain 
a charade of composure continuously, in the face of disease and 
death. They acknowledged that some of the costs of health care 
were attributable to this fear, assuaged by steady investments in 
technology that was not in fact always necessary or that con­
tributed only marginally to effectiveness while adding enormously 
to costs. Senior administrators admitted to not having a clear sense 
of how to organize their systems despite the pressure to act as if 
they knew just what they were doing. The community as a whole 
confronted, though did not resolve, the realization that they were 
in the disease-care business, not the health care business. 

PRACTICES FOR CATA LY Z ING 

THE COLLECTIVE VO I CE IN A GROUP 

Let the Sound Cascade 

The sounds in any conversation have a powerful impact on what 
is intended and stated. One practice, developed by Risa Kaparo, 
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is to let someone speak and then to listen as the sound of his 
voice cascades into silence. People typically notice that there is 
a notable change in the meaning of what they heard as they wait 
a moment or two and make space to let the meaning bloom. 
Often, of course, the energy in the conversation is such that 
speaking quickly is the norm, and waiting is seen as awkward 
or even impolite. Giving a moment of space is a practice that a 
group could choose to adopt as the norm. 

The idea here is to make space for what is seeking to be 
spoken to come through. To free this kind of space is to enable 
what the poet Rilke speaks of as uncontrived words: "I believe 
in all that has never yet been spoken. I want to free what waits 
within me so that what no one has dared to wish for may for 
once spring clear without my contriving." 

Speak to (and from) the Cent e r 

In dialogues that seem to flow powerfully, people begin to real­
ize that they are speaking to the common pool of meaning be­
ing created by all the people together and not to each other as 
individuals. They are seeking to gather a new quality of mean­
ing and understanding together. In a dialogue, people are not 
just interacting, but creating together. 

To be aware of the challenge of speaking to the center enables 
the collective voice of a group to emerge more quickly. This can be 
quite awkward if people use it as a strategy, as a rote step. It may 
help to think of the "center" here as the center of eacl\ person, the 
center of meaning emerging in and through everyone. The center of 
the circle can be seen as a reminder of this emerging, invisible fact. 

People in groups quite often concentrate on the circumfer­
ence of a circle, and this is the orientation of most group-dynam­
ics approaches- they explore the nature of the interpersonal and 
shared assumptions and patterns of relationship among people. 

Voic ing 

Yet it is the center that is most important. ' By literally looking 
only to the center, you may be able to break the habit offocusing 
only on interpersonal relationships. One must come to the point 
of listening fully to the center of each person. 

THE DARK S I DE OF VOIC I NG 

One of the most challenging moments I have ever had occurred in 
an early dialogue session we held. We had gathered some forty peo­
ple together to reflect and think about Peter Senge's new book, The 
Fifth Discipline, which had just been published. During the dialogue, 
a woman began to speak about how she felt about the injustices of 
the world, both toward herself and toward others. She spoke vigor­
ously. She was very articulate. And she was very long-winded. After 
an initial ten-minute monologue, I began to get uncomfortable. I 
felt she was dominating the conversation and seemed not to notice 
that this was the case. Others were looking annoyed. 

I nodded my head as I listened, silently thanking her for her 
words, hoping she would recognize my signal as a cue for her to 
stop. She did not. She continued to speak for another twenty-five 
minutes, almost forty in total. People, growing impatient, would 
try to ask her questions and engage her in conversation. She 
would thank them, say that what they were saying reminded her 
of another point, continue on. It was infuriating and deeply chal­
lenging. The content of what she was saying was that no one ever 
really made room to listen, either to her or to others. So to try to 
stop her was to do the very thing she was nearly pleading not to 
have done in the world. On the other hand, she had so alienated 
people that I thought we might have a riot. 

Why is this kind of thing infuriating to many people? Why 
did the group respond as it did, where people felt angry but 
were unwilling to say that? I believe it is because this woman 
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and the group touched the shadow of finding your voice in a 
way that impacted everyone. She represented for everyone that 
part of us that feels, on the one hand, silenced, unheard, and of­
ten unable to speak, and, on the other, the part that does not 
know when to stop, that must be heard, even to the point of 
dominating everyone around us. The dialogue seemed open and 
inviting, and so she seized the moment. The group then had the 
challenge of deciding how to receive her efforts to express her 
voice, and generally took the stance that what was happening 
was wrong and should have been stopped. 

There are two aspects to the darker dimensions of our 
voice. When our voice is underdeveloped, we are too quiet, un­
able to bring out what we think in a way that lets us create what 
we want. When it is overinflated, all we know how to do is 
speak, occupying enormous territory, crowding out others. 
Neither extreme represents balance, revealing our true voice. 
Learning to speak your voice entails acknowledging those as­
pects of yourself that participate in both extremes. 

One reason we get caught in these extremes is that we live 
out of an image about what we think we are and should be. I met 
a lawyer the other day who was quite senior in his profession. He 
exuded "lawyerness." He introduced himself as an attorney. He 
began speaking about his important work and some of the well­
known people with whom he worked. I began to feel a bit in­
significant! I realized I was interacting with a role, not a person . . 
I had the sense that this person was so deeply lnvolved in sus­
taining his persona that finding his center was nearly impossible. 

Idolatry emerges as we create and sustain images of our­
selves and our worlds without realizing that this is what we are 
doing. We become addicted to a certain view of ourselves: We 
need to notice that we are doing this in order to overcome it. 
We can begin by asking ourselves, What voice is speaking now? 
Is it mine? Or one I inherited or absorbed from others? 

PAR T 

PREDICTIVE 

INTUITION 

In retrospect, it all seemed to be ill-fated . Yet when Madeleine 
Albright went to Ohio State in Columbus in the autumn of 
1997 for a town hall meeting to explain the Clinton adminis­
tration's reasons for bombing Iraq, she had no reason to suspect 
what lay ahead. Her intent was to explain that the extraordinary 
and consistent violations by Iraq of the UN resolutions regard­
ing inspections of potential sites for biological, chemical, and 
nuclear weapons manufacture required a serious response. But 
what she found was a crowd that challenged her every move. 

Perhaps if the White House had thought more clearly about his­
tory, about war protesting, about Kent State, said the handlers 
later, it would have gone differently. Or perhaps the event just 
needed to be better orchestrated. Some thought that if President 
Clinton himself had been there, the teacher who felt criticized 
might have been hugged rather than insulted, the vociferous and 
questioning students mollified, the hecklers acknowledged but 
not yielded to. The great communicator could have managed this 
one easily. But bringing Clinton out in public for this kind of 
showing was seen as ill timed, given the sex scandal swirling 
around him. And there was every reason to think, in retrospect, 
that Clinton would have faced the same hostiliry from the crowd. 

Furthermore, even if he had "controlled" the crowd, having 
Clinton in Columbus would have been counterproductive. 
Despite his good intentions, someone with skills like his can 

I 


