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			Foreword

			Several years ago, after a speech to a large group in Silicon Valley, I was asked to meet with a group of about twenty-five executives, mostly CEOs and executive VPs. Rather than present more, or have a question and answer session, I suggested that we put our chairs in a circle and do a “check-in.” This is one of the simplest practices of dialogue, going around the circle and saying a few words about whatever thoughts and feelings are moving in me at the moment. The first several people made more or less perfunctory statements, expressing questions or commenting on the oddity of not sitting in the familiar “classroom” seating arrangement. Then one man said, “I think I know what this is about,” and told a story.

			He spoke of a camping trip he had taken the prior summer with his two teenage sons in the Sierra Nevada mountains. He said that, while they were there, he wasn’t entirely sure how much his sons were enjoying the trip. It seemed like they complained a lot, about not being able to listen to their music, or use their computers, or call their friends. Then, several months after they returned, his sixteen-year old asked, “Dad, do you remember the camping trip we took last summer?” “Yes, I do,” he responded. “You know the part I liked best,” the son continued. “What was that?” he asked. “Well,” the son continued, “it was in the evenings—when we would sit and talk with one another.”

			From that point onward, the “check-in” among the group of executives became quite different. One after another told stories of heart and meaning. It seemed that everyone understood what was happening and what was expected. Some of the stories were simple, some more involved. Some people posed deep questions, questions which reflected core struggles in their lives. Others talked about issues that confronted them in their work and in their organizations—or in their families. It didn’t really seem to matter what the specifics were. Everyone seemed to understand the opportunity present, the opportunity to reflect and to be heard, and to reflect further on what it meant to be heard. We spent the rest of the meeting simply going around the circle. Nothing else seemed quite so important.

			It was only a few generations ago that, as people grew older, they did so with the idea that personal maturation had a lot to do with developing one’s abilities in “the art of conversation.” Although this was a fairly recent time, it seems very distant to us today. It was a time when the pace of life was different. It was a time when, with the day’s work done, people sat and talked. It was a time when oral tradition was still alive, and the telling of old stories had not yet passed from day-to-day living. It was also a time when life and relationships still revolved around making meaningful and simple connections with one another.

			Of course, these simple practices go back for a very long time. Few practices seem to lie more at the heart of human communities than talking and telling the old stories. As far as I know, no indigenous culture has yet been found that does not have the practice of sitting in a circle and talking. Whether it be council circles, or women’s circles, or circles of elders, it seems to be one of the truly universal practices among humankind. As commonly expressed in Native American Indian cultures, “You talk and talk until the talk starts.”

			The very word dialogue and its etymology invites us to contemplate this ancient knowing. The ancient Greeks were perhaps the last western culture to have preserved this idea in the advent of the agricultural revolution, emergence of city states, and modern ways of organizing society. For the Greeks, dia · logos, flow of meaning, was seen as a cornerstone of civic practice, inseparable from self-governing. The polis or gathering place for governing, the root of our modern politics, was nothing but a physical space that designated and enabled the conversational space required for true self-governing. The capacity for talking together constituted the foundation for democracy, far more fundamental than voting. As one ancient Greek philosopher noted, “When voting started, democracy ended.”

			In a sense we are running an historic social experiment today. We are experimenting with whether or not a society can hold itself together without the core process that has always bound societies, the process of conversation.

			Since 1990, when the community of organizations, consultants, and researchers that has become the Society for Organizational Learning (SoL) first formed, we have had ample opportunity to experiment with reestablishing dialogue as a core process in self-governing within large institutions. Bill Isaacs has directed this research, working with many colleagues to establish experiments within both businesses, nonprofit organizations, and diverse community groups. Some of these experiments have failed in the sense of establishing dialogue as an ongoing process. Some have succeeded, often beyond our highest expectations. And of course, it was exactly this variety of outcomes that forced Bill and his colleagues to ask, “What seems to differentiate among these situations?” “What do we not yet see that is at play when people attempt to truly talk together?” Gradually, a body of knowledge began to take shape, the gist of which is contained within the following pages.

			Bill invites us to think about dialogue on many levels, starting with observable behaviors, the basics of listening and respecting one another, of suspending one’s views and voicing. But what makes these new behaviors possible is not simply trying to act differently. New behaviors that last come from new ways of seeing, from new awarenesses and sensibilities. Here something quite unexpected can happen, a deep movement within us that eventually opens up vistas of subtle dynamics to which most of us most of the time are blind.

			For example, Bill introduces the “four-player model,” a system for understanding the structures that lie behind group behavior, first developed by family systems therapist David Kantor. The dynamics of “movers, opposers, followers, and bystanders” not only characterizes a field of interdependent actions, they point to interdependent roles we tacitly assume—traditionally known as sovereign, warrior, lover, and magician. The interplay of these archetypal roles have inspired great stories, like the tales of King Arthur’s Round Table, for a very long time. Viewed from the perspective of dialogue, an interesting finding emerged: a healthy “ecology of thought” is characterized by the presence of all four roles. In other words, there need to be followers—“I support this idea”—just as much as there need to be movers; but there also need to be opposers—“I do not agree, and let me explain why”—just as there need to be bystanders—“Here is how I am hearing where we seem to be going.” Moreover, in a genuine dialogue, these are not static roles. Rather, people more or less naturally take on new roles as needed when they sense the need for a shift of energy in the conversation. By contrast most of our workplace conversations are characterized by rigid roles: by all movers, pushing past one another to champion their views; by disabled bystanders, paralyzed at not being able to bring their voice; or by cowed followers, fearful of offering anything but the meekest agreement to the voices of authority.

			Gradually, Bill takes us still deeper, to consider the “architecture of the invisible,” a subtle world of forces born of intention and awareness. Here, we begin to see conversation as a kind of “aperture” through which social realities unfold. The physicist David Bohm used to say that the tree does not grow from the seed. It is ludicrous to say the tiny seed produces the immense oak tree. Rather, Bohm suggested, the seed is a kind of aperture through which the tree gradually emerges. In a sense, it organizes the processes of growth which eventually create the tree. Just so, our conversations organize the processes and structures which shape our collective futures. The nature of the aperture rests in the spirit that shapes the undertaking.

			These are unusual subjects for a “management book,” but this is an unusual management book. For a very long time, our work within the SoL community has been guided by a simple premise that breakthroughs in human functioning will be required to build organizations that can thrive in the world of growing turbulence and interdependence the twenty-first century is bringing. Moreover, we have found again and again that these breakthroughs are both deeply personal and deeply systemic. I can think of no other book that lays bare this seeming paradox more elegantly and more usefully.

			And I am no longer concerned, as I once was, that readers will find this material impractical. When the in-depth dialogue research began, I was a bit worried. The people with whom these projects were carried out were practical people, line managers, executives, and staff mostly coming from Fortune 100 companies. Dialogue seemed esoteric by contrast to the demands of their jobs. It was hard to imagine engineers sitting in tribal circles. Plus, there was so much to learn about how to develop dialogue and the individual and collective capabilities it demanded.

			While I was right to anticipate the challenges, what I did not expect was the impact. In almost every setting where practices of dialogue have become embedded and part of everyday routines, the ensuing changes have become irreversible, as near as I can tell. People do not go back. They may practice “check-ins” or they may not. They may sit in circles without tables or they may not. They may use “talking stones” or other objects passed person to person in order to slow the pace of conversation or they may not. All these are artifacts, and the artifacts shift as circumstances shift. But once people rediscover the art of talking together, they do not go back. This rediscovery seems to awaken something deep within us, some recognition of what we have lost as our societies have drifted away from the core practices that can make them healthy. Once awakened, people do not go back to sleep. Teams change. People move from job to job, from company to company. But they continue to practice listening and suspending, and whenever they can they continue to get people together with the pure goal of simply talking, and thinking, together.

			Goethe once called conversation “the most sublime of experiences.” I have come to conclude that there is a deep hunger in the modern world for meaning and the core practices whereby human beings make meaning together. We may not go back to living in tribes. But we have an insatiable desire to live lives of dignity and meaning, and when we discover ways to do this, there is a quiet sigh of relief. We have found our way. Now we must move along it.

			—Peter M. Senge

			MIT and SoL, April 1999

		

	
		
			Introduction:
The Fire of Conversation

			
				“Come now, let us reason together,”

				—Isaiah 1:18

			

			Following a summit meeting of world leaders, former Israeli Foreign Minister Abba Eban couldn’t help expressing his disappointment. Together, he noted, the attending leaders brought “an extraordinary concentration of power, but their meetings don’t seem to produce anything.”

			A child looking at such a gathering might expect great things—at the very least, a sense of direction and leadership. But what do we get instead? Usually only cautious steps, a scripted collection of position papers and talking points, policy speeches and press releases so polished that controversy slides right off them. Abba Eban’s diagnosis of the central problem was succinct and right on the mark: These leaders “have not learned to think together.”1

			Most political and corporate leaders, academics, community builders, and families struggle with this same problem. It’s not that they don’t care. Most people care very deeply about the shape and quality of their lives and the institutions that foster them. Nor does this difficulty stem necessarily from a lack of money, power, intelligence, connections, vision, or anything else that people assume is necessary for success or greatness.

			Something else is missing—something subtle, almost invisible, and yet powerful enough that it can prevent even the leaders of the seven largest industrialized nations of the world from providing truly great leadership, the kind of leadership that inspires and that brings out the best in people. Clearly, providing this kind of direction is every leader’s dream: It is a dream so deeply held that it may often go unvoiced. Yet very few politicians—and not many of the rest of us—succeed in reaching this height.

			What is lacking? Is it some innate quality of wisdom that only a few of us have? Or is it related, as Abba Eban suggested, to the fact that we don’t know how to think or talk together in a way that summons up our own deeply held common sense, wisdom, and potential?

			The underlying problem has to do both with our lack of personal capability and with the larger context in which we live. Most individuals can’t seem to recognize the undercurrents beneath the surface of their conversations, undercurrents that can bring people together or tear them apart. At the same time, however, this is not merely an individual problem. It can’t be “cured” merely by self-help programs or energetic corporate change initiatives. It is a symptom of a larger set of fragmenting forces not just resident in the body politic but in the culture of humanity as a whole.

			THE PROMISE OF THINKING TOGETHER

			If this is true—if the problem of thinking together is both personal and larger than personal—then what is needed is a powerful set of practical tools and practices that can help us deal with both dimensions. They must let us produce pragmatic, successful results out of difficult conversations. And at the same time they must call forth and help us address these fragmenting forces by helping us integrate the good, the true, and the beautiful within each of us and within the larger institutions in which we live. Presenting a way to address both dimensions is a central aim of this book.

			Practical people may think that it isn’t too important to make the world come alive in this way. But one of the most fundamental struggles for any leader—in business, in organizations, or in public life—stems directly from the separation that most of us feel between who we are as people and what we do as practical professionals.

			As I shall emphasize again and again, these things cannot in the end be separated. What we do in private does impact how we perform in public. How we think does affect how we talk. And how we talk together definitively determines our effectiveness. Indeed, it could be said that all great failures in practical and professional life stem from parallel failures in this single domain of conversation. The problems that even the most practical organizations have—in improving their performance and obtaining the results they desire—can be traced directly to their inability to think and talk together, particularly at critical moments.

			Here is an example: Two divisions within a very large corporation recently conducted a strategic thinking process, trying to address an important new market with unprecedented energy. The stakes were high. This new market could bring billions of dollars of new revenue to the company. The leaders of these divisions were polarized around two very different views about who should control the destiny of the new business and how they should invest in it. Each felt that this new business would strengthen his own division; each had already begun to “take it under his wing,” when the CEO requested that they join together in a companywide approach.

			Arguably, success in this new market depended on establishing new synergy, but neither the division heads nor their lieutenants were prepared to think openly and directly about the problem. Their positions were mutually contradictory: Each believed that to pursue the other division’s approach would harm or at least limit their own growth. So they created task forces to study the problem, as if that in itself would be enough to overcome the contradictions. Privately, they acknowledged that they had a serious unresolved conflict. But as a group, they refused to admit the fact, much less discuss the fundamental underlying fears and issues—losing control, losing revenue, and ultimately losing face within the larger company. They dodged the issues and acted as if they were not. One of the task forces made some progress in loosening assumptions and making more possible an open conversation about the stakes, people’s fears, and their beliefs about their bosses’ proclivities. Yet even this team was unable to shift the well-defined and well-defended assumptions many people held, including the most senior ranks of the company.

			The decision? To let each division pursue its own strategy for the new market without ever really exploring directly the new synergistic power they might have gained from working together. And they completely bypassed the inevitable contradictions and internal competition that would result when two divisions of the same company attacked the same market. Instead of creating a wholly new business that combined the best of both divisions, they fragmented themselves further and cannibalized each other’s business. All the while they issued public statements of inevitability, stating that “present circumstances require us to go in this direction,” and acting as if this were not just the only choice but the best choice.

			This was failure of leadership, where the possibility of coming to a much more powerful, jointly committed course of action was abandoned in favor of one that did not require people to confront their assumptions, concerns, fears, animosities, and dreams.

			And beneath it all lay that same inability to think together.

			This is not an unusual situation. It is embedded in the very fabric of present-day human interaction. This kind of inability to think together has become so familiar that it might seem strange to talk about it as a deficiency. “That is just how human beings are,” most people would suggest. It is actually counterproductive, the skeptics among us might argue, to get too close to one another’s thoughts. To do so is to risk losing our objectivity, our distance, our cherished beliefs.

			The idea of thinking together can sound like a dangerous illusion in which the quest for harmony leads people astray until they unwittingly sacrifice their individuality. But in assiduously avoiding false harmony, people can go to the other extreme—to an equally unwitting “argument” mode in which we stand in a stagnated pond of our own predispositions and certainties and blindly defend what we have as necessary and unalterable. In both cases—in false harmony and in polarized, argumentative stagnation—people stop thinking.

			Another word for “not thinking” is “memory.” Human beings live out of their memories, insulated from direct experience. Memory is like a tape recording; it plays back a once-experienced reality that may or may not apply well to the current situation. Like a tape, memory is limited. The parameters of its responses are already set. The emotions are already defined. Thus, when we face novel situations where the instincts of our memories don’t apply, we don’t know how to respond. Instead, we fall back on the habits that most people learn from hard experience: to protect ourselves from one another’s words, actions, and behaviors. Lacking any new way to operate that might let us move beyond the false “solutions” we remember, we cling to our views and defend them as if our lives depended on it.

			In this book I suggest that we can do better than this. We can learn to kindle and sustain a new conversational spirit that has the power to penetrate and dissolve some of our most intractable and difficult problems. We can learn to do this in ourselves, in our closest relationships, in our organizations and communities.

			The method and ideas about dialogue explored here are as old as the human race, and yet they are also being reinvented in our time. They represent an art of not just talking together but of thinking together that seems to have been all but lost in our modern culture. The simple premise of this book is that neither the enormous challenges human beings face today, nor the wonderful promise of the future on whose threshold we seem to be poised, can be reached unless human beings learn to think together in a very new way.

			RIVERS OF FIRE

			A few years ago a group of colleagues and I from MIT were invited to one of America’s largest steel mills to introduce managers and steel workers to a new way of talking together, to help them break through many years of intense division and strife.

			Our first visit to the plant was like a visit to another world—on the surface, at least, it was an unlikely setting for dialogue. However, as I discovered, the place itself served as a perfect metaphor for deeper interaction.

			Vast, loud, and oppressively hot, the steel mill lumbered through its paces. As I stepped into the main hall of the plant, I saw a great expanse of machinery stretching almost two football fields in length. Above me 180,000 pounds of scrap steel were gradually being dissolved into a molten, white-hot brew by an intense arc of electric current. The steel seemed to roar as it melted.

			Suddenly the clanging ceased, and an eerie silence pervaded the plant. The cycle of steel-making had shifted to another phase. Three thirty-foot-high by forty-foot-wide vats of molten steel, spaced out above me on a wide ledge, stood like jars on a giant’s shelf. These were the “electric furnaces” that turned worn-out refrigerators, broken-down cars, and extinct buildings into raw new steel, which was later refashioned into bedsprings, steel wire, and steel balls. The steel grinding balls were used in the mining industry to pulverize raw metals like copper into a granular soil that could then be more easily processed.

			I looked up to see a small vent opening at the bottom of the center vessel. Out poured a river of fire, bright red and white hot. The molten metal streamed like liquid light into a waiting railroad-car container below. Stepping back, I could see fireworks of red and white as other “hot” furnaces were tapped. Above me, catwalks stretched across fifty-foot-high ceilings. Brilliant bursts of yellow and red light lifted the darkness momentarily as sparks flew and molten fire fell into the giant waiting ladles.

			Standing in a corner of this surreal drama, I felt I had stumbled on the inner workings of creation itself. Out of sight of the everyday world, I felt privileged to see these enormous forces being brought under control. This was creation on an almost mythical scale.2 The men who ran this plant were like the forgers of the world. As I later told them, they were not steelworkers, they were “managers of fire.”

			Everyone worked purposefully. Everyone agreed it was safe. In fact, there had been no major injuries in the mill for years. Most of the employees had worked there for more than twenty years, and some for as many as forty. Some had fathers who had worked in the same mill. Men who work near the molten steel have to wear thick violet glasses clipped to their hard hats to protect their eyes from the brilliant light of the white-hot steel. The look this gave them, otherworldly yet grounded, made it clear that the mill was not a foreign place but a kind of harsh home. One reason it all was safe here was that the molten steel was held inside these large vats. The process was contained by steel, fire enclosed by fire-forged steel.

			Standing near these rivers of molten steel, I realized that these people already knew much about containing creative processes and managing the “fire of their thoughts.” Here, after all, were some of the most intense forces known to man—3,000-degree molten metal, turned daily into usable steel—a power they handled with relative ease. Our work involved exploring how human beings could contain their intense emotional, intellectual, and even spiritual selves, especially those aspects that arise in conversation—and to find ways to turn them to creative uses. Containing this human fire often seems much more difficult than containing molten steel. Not surprisingly, the steelworkers understood this analogy instantly.

			Over a period of two years our MIT research team worked with these steelworkers and with the senior managers of the company—two groups with a history of deep, bitter labor disputes between them—to find a way of conversing that would transform some of their deepest differences into a meaningful, useful dialogue. After some months, many of them experienced a radical change, one that—for a time at least—turned their swords into plowshares. We delved into the deep assumptions carried by both groups and as a result forged great mutual respect, coordination, and connection. Moreover, this mutual understanding was extended to action in the form of improved performance, fewer grievances, and, for the first time in generations, mutual action to solve chronic problems in the mill. The changed atmosphere helped to convince outside financial groups to invest over $100 million in the business. And despite the actions of people who sought to stop these explorations, many of the initiatives continue today. Understanding how processes like these work and why they unfold as they do, or fail to unfold in ways we intend, is one of the central focuses of this book.

			A BOOK ON DIALOGUE

			Writing a book about dialogue is in some respects a contradiction in terms. Dialogue, as I define it here, is about a shared inquiry, a way of thinking and reflecting together. It is not something you do to another person. It is something you do with people. Indeed, a large part of learning this has to do with learning to shift your attitudes about relationships with others, so that we gradually give up the effort to make them understand us, and come to a greater understanding of ourselves and each other.

			But a book is supposed to be authoritative: As the author I am supposed to have answers for the reader. This presumption often leads the reader to question how quickly and easily he or she can extract that information from the pages. But dialogue does not work this way. Dialogue is a living experience of inquiry within and between people. A decade and a half of writing about and conducting dialogue around the world has led me to realize that the most important parts of any conversation are those that neither party could have imagined before starting.

			So, without being overly prescriptive, this book will offer you a kind of road map to help you find your way. You’ll discover what tends to encourage (or discourage) dialogue; what happens when you try to introduce it into difficult settings; and how to manage the internal changes that must take place in you in order to become effective at it.

			DIALOGUE IN ALL WALKS OF LIFE

			The dialogue process is a form of conversation that can be meaningful to people from a large number of backgrounds: from every walk of life, from every nationality, from many different professions and levels of responsibility within organizations and communities. People come to dialogue for many different reasons. Some want to resolve conflicts. Others wish to get along better with a particular person, a business partner, a boss, a spouse, a parent, a child. Still others wish to solve problems more effectively. The purpose that has brought you to this book may just be the beginning of what you may find useful in dialogue.

			For instance, if you are an operational manager, then this book can help you enable people to work together in a highly coordinated and creative fashion, without the need for constant, heavy-handed, external controls. Many people seek breakthroughs in productivity and performance by developing measures and metrics, carrots and sticks. Dialogue achieves this by deepening the glue that links people together. This “glue” is the genuine shared meaning and common understanding already present in a group of people. From shared meaning, shared action arises. You will learn here how dialogue is generated out of all the interactions of the people, not a set of rules that they can apply from the outside.

			If you are a corporate executive or senior leader in your organization, then you are likely faced with leadership challenges that are growing exponentially. If your organization is like many others, people will often withhold from you what they think you do not want to hear, for fear they may be punished. Thus you do not know what is going on around you. Dialogue can help you to uncover the undiscussed thinking of the people in your organization.

			As a leader anywhere in your organization, you can learn to take dialogue one step further. The problems we face today are too complex to be managed by one person. We require more than one brain to solve them. Dialogue seeks to harness the “collective intelligence” (think of this as the collective intelligence quotient, or “CQ”) of the people around you; together we are more aware and smarter than we are on our own. And together, we can perceive new directions and new opportunities more clearly than we can on our own. When many businesses are continuously reinventing themselves today, this capacity for collective improvisation and creativity is essential. And as a leadership method, the dialogue approach differs from other methods because you must develop it within yourself, and model it for others, before you seek to apply it to the teams you lead or the problems you face. In this sense dialogue invites you into greater balance as a leader.

			If you are a diplomat or public official, all of these challenges may also apply to you. But you may be faced with a different set of issues—navigating the enormous cross-cultural problems that arise in our global and multicultural world. People from different cultures speak different languages, bring different underlying assumptions, carry different ways of thinking and acting. Dialogue can enable people to bring out these differences and begin to make sense of them, fostering communication and understanding among people. It does this by helping people create settings in which their differences can be safely and consciously reflected upon. Managers and executives will of course also face these difficulties as well, given the global nature of most firms today. Even within one team, people often come from startlingly different cultures—from different corporate divisions or different functions, which can be as diverse as ethnic cultures within a region can be.

			If you are an educator, you may find this book confirms intuitions you already have about the conditions for learning—settings in which people listen well to one another, respect difference, and can loosen the grip of certainty they might carry to see things from new perspectives. Dialogue has promise in education because it challenges traditional, hierarchical models and proposes a method for sustaining “partnership”—between teachers and staff, teachers and students, and students with each other. Dialogue can empower people to learn with and from each other.

			Finally, if you are a parent or family member, dialogue may help you bring a sense of healing, quietness and clarity to your interactions. For many of us, our families are the places where we first learned to listen and relate to people. But these experiences have not always been as fulfilling and satisfying as they might be. Some of the methods and ideas in this book may help you to transform your interactions at home. Once, a very senior investment banker came up to me after a talk I had given, looking a bit sheepish. He said, “Can I ask you something?” He continued, “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but I was thinking about how what you said applied to my family. Do you ever work with families?” I asked him if he thought he might be insulting me because he was not asking about his business. He said, “Well, it seemed to go to something more important than my business.”

			Whatever reason you have for reading this book, dialogue offers a route for understanding and effectiveness that goes to the heart of human beings—the meanings we make, and the thinking and feeling that underlies what we do, individually and together.

			THE THREE LANGUAGES OF THIS BOOK

			For one thing, I have tried to write this book in a way that combines three distinct and different languages at once, languages that do not usually go well together.3 The first is the voice and language of meaning, to give you a sense of the ideas behind this ancient practice, the concepts I have developed to make it more understandable, and the larger context in which it sits. The second is the language and voice of feelings and aesthetics. This is the sense of beauty, of rhythm, and of timing that we have in our conversations. How we feel deeply impacts what we think. The third is the language and voice of power—particularly the power of our actions. This voice speaks of the tools you need in order to act more effectively. Dialogue is not in the end merely about talking, it is about taking action. And at its best, dialogue includes all three of these voices: meaning, aesthetics, and power.

			These three voices echo a more ancient set of ideas, one that opens before us not only today’s practical challenges, but the underlying forces that impact how we live and work as human beings. To the ancient Greeks, human society was characterized by three value activities: the pursuit of objective understanding, the subjective experience of beauty, and the shared activity of coordinated and just action. They called these three the True, the Beautiful, and the Good. The True evolved into the pursuit of objective scientific truth, the Beautiful into aesthetics and art, and the Good into ethics and the challenges of collective action. As each developed, it produced its own language: The True focuses on objectivity, using “it” language, the Beautiful focuses on our subjective experience and uses “I” language, and the Good on intersubjective descriptions, and uses “we” language—speaking of what we express in taking action.4

			As Ken Wilbur in his book The Marriage of Sense and Soul indicates, since the time of the Greeks, these three have evolved, but also separated, becoming fragmented and disassociated from one another. It is therefore unusual to combine, in any serious book on improving how we think and talk—that is, in part, learning  to say the right next words to produce the right next action, an equally serious concern with the aesthetics, feelings, and timing of how to speak and think together. And while we may focus on effectiveness, or even how to remain human as we talk, we might leave out any reflection about whether our ideas are any good or just. Yet all three are essential. And it takes all three to have a genuine and balanced dialogue.

			Dialogue is a very old idea. Yet it is not practiced all that frequently. One reason for this is that human beings have an inner ecology, a network of thoughts, ideas, and feelings that guide our actions. This ecology might be compared to a computer operating system—the set of instructions that inform a computer how to perform calculations. This human inner ecology is shared among human beings, and so when a problem arises in one part of the culture, it also tends to arise everywhere else as well.

			Too many of us have lost touch with the fire of conversation. When we talk together, it is rarely with depth. For the most part, we see our conversations as either opportunities to trade information or arenas in which to win points. Difficulties that might otherwise be resolved or even dissolved persist. And often we find we simply do not have the wherewithal to genuinely consider new possibilities, new options. Such miscommunication or misunderstanding condemns us to look elsewhere for the creative intensity that lies dormant within and between us. Yet it is an intensity that could revitalize our institutions, our relationships, and ourselves. In the end, this book is about rekindling that fire.

		

	
		
			PART 1
 WHAT IS DIALOGUE?

		

	
		ONE
A Conversation
with a Center,
Not Sides

		
			“I never saw an instance of one or two disputants
convincing the other by argument.”

			—Thomas Jefferson

		

		When was the last time you were really listened to? If you are like most people, you will probably find it hard to recall. Think about a time when you saw others try to talk together about a tough issue. How did it go? Did they penetrate to the heart of the matter? Did they find a common understanding that they were able to sustain? Or were they wooden and mechanical, each one reacting, focusing only on their own fears and feelings, hearing only what fit their preconceptions?

		Most of us, despite our best intentions, tend to spend our conversational time waiting for the first opportunity to offer our own comments or opinions. And when things heat up, the pace of our conversations resembles a gunfight on Main Street: “You’re wrong!” “That’s crazy!” The points go to the one who can draw the fastest or who can hold his ground the longest. As one person I know recently joked, “People do not listen, they reload.” When televised sessions of the United States Congress or the British Parliament show the leaders of our society advocating, catcalling, booing, and shouting over one another in the name of reasoned discourse, we sense that something is deeply wrong.1 They sense the same thing, but seem powerless to do anything about it.

		All too often our talk fails us. Instead of creating something new, we polarize and fight. Particularly under conditions where the stakes are high and differences abound, we tend to harden into positions that we defend by advocacy. To advocate is to speak for your point of view. Usually, people do this unilaterally, without making room for others. The Israelis and the Palestinians could not agree over settlements on the West Bank. Sales managers fight with manufacturing managers over production schedules. Executives differ over the best use of capital. Friends argue about what constitutes morality. The headlines chronicle a multitude of times when people might have come together in a new way and yet somehow failed to do so.

		There are, of course, many ways in which strong advocacy like this is reasonable. We have loyalties to our tribe, to our company, to our religion, or to our country. We do not live in a neutral world at all, but, rather, one in which the landscape is thickly settled with opinions, positions, and beliefs about the right and wrong way of perceiving and interacting with the world and each other. As a result, we have interests to protect, ideas and beliefs to defend, difficult or downright crazy colleagues to avoid, and our own way in the world to make. There are certainly times when we must defend our views.

		But dialogue is an altogether very different way of talking together. Generally, we think of dialogue as “better conversation.” But there is much more to it. Dialogue, as I define it, is a conversation with a center, not sides. It is a way of taking the energy of our differences and channeling it toward something that has never been created before. It lifts us out of polarization and into a greater common sense, and is thereby a means for accessing the intelligence and coordinated power of groups of people.

		Dialogue fulfills deeper, more widespread needs than simply “getting to yes.” The aim of a negotiation is to reach agreement among parties who differ. The intention of dialogue is to reach new understanding and, in doing so, to form a totally new basis from which to think and act. In dialogue, one not only solves problems, one dissolves them. We do not merely try to reach agreement, we try to create a context from which many new agreements might come. And we seek to uncover a base of shared meaning that can greatly help coordinate and align our actions with our values.

		The roots of the word dialogue come from the Greek words dia and logos.2 Dia means “through”; logos translates to “word,” or “meaning.” In essence, a dialogue is a flow of meaning. But it is more than this too. In the most ancient meaning of the word, logos meant “to gather together,” and suggested an intimate awareness of the relationships among things in the natural world. In that sense, logos may be best rendered in English as “relationship.” The Book of John in the New Testament begins: “In the beginning was the Word (logos).” We could now hear this as “In the beginning was the Relationship.”3

		To take it one step further, dialogue is a conversation in which people think together in relationship. Thinking together implies that you no longer take your own position as final. You relax your grip on certainty and listen to the possibilities that result simply from being in a relationship with others—possibilities that might not otherwise have occurred.

		Most of us believe at some level that we must fix things or change people in order to make them reachable. Dialogue does not call for such behavior. Rather, it asks us to listen for an already existing wholeness, and to create a new kind of association in which we listen deeply to all the views that people may express. It asks that we create a quality of listening and attention that can include—but is larger than—any single view.4

		Dialogue addresses problems farther “upstream” than conventional approaches. It attempts to brings about change at the source of our thoughts and feelings, rather than at the level of results our ways of thinking produce. Like the Total Quality Movement, it seeks not to correct defects after they have occurred but to alter processes so that they do not occur in the first place. A similar analogy can be found in the environmental movement, which has moved in the past twenty years from trying to clean up waste after it spews out of the pipe to “source reduction”—eliminating toxins by redesigning core processes. Dialogue seeks to address the problem of fragmentation not by rearranging the physical components of a conversation but by uncovering and shifting the organic underlying structures that produce it.

		The ideas I discuss in this book emerged out of work done first in association with physicist David Bohm beginning in the early 1980s and, later, at MIT’s Center for Organizational Learning. Over this period of time, my colleagues and I have found increasing interest in dialogue and in efforts to apply it. Now many corporations like Ford, Hewlett-Packard, Shell, Amoco, Motorola, AT&T, and Lucent as well as communities, schools, and health-care systems have been experimenting with dialogue and producing powerful results.5 At Ford, one manager initiated dialogues to begin many important meetings, reporting that people, at first skeptical, came to view these sessions as critical to their success. A colleague of mine, Peter Garrett, has held dialogues within maximum security prisons in England for four years now. He has found that offenders will attend these sessions when they will boycott everything else. The prison dialogues provide a setting where genuine healing can begin to occur and where the prisoners can begin to come to grips with their experiences, their emotions, and their situation, producing what some are now seeing as unprecedented change. Finally, there are groups of people in many countries now who meet informally for dialogue: friends in a home, a group of women from different countries who meet every year or so, citizen groups exploring the potential of dialogue to resolve difficult social issues, literally dozens of groups exploring the power of talking together. Here are some examples.

		DIALOGUE IN ACTION

		In South Africa, President de Klerk met privately with Nelson Mandela while he was still in prison in the late 1980s and early 1990s. They were not merely negotiating issues but engaged in dialogue about a totally new context for their country. These talks set the stage for the dramatic changes that subsequently took place.

		John Hume, the Nobel Prize-winning Ulster politician, spent many years in behind-the-scenes conversation with Gerry Adams, leader of Sinn Fein, the political wing of the Irish Republican Army. The recent peaceful developments in that conflict resulted, according to Hume, from years of talking together privately, out from under the eye of public scrutiny and formal terms of engagement. Both had agreed that the most critical problem facing Ireland was learning to stop the violence, and they spoke in depth about this. Says Hume: “Twenty-five years we’ve been fighting violence. Five governments have failed to stop it. Twenty thousand troops and fifteen thousand policemen failed to stop it. So I thought it was time to try something else. Dialogue.”6

		The top leaders at Shell Oil in the United States have spent the past several years developing their capacity for dialogue. They see conversation as increasingly more critical as their leadership roles shift dramatically. Where once this group made the decisions about resource allocation, investment, and strategic direction, much of this is now left to the local operating businesses. In their new role they are coaches, advisers, and advance thinkers for new possibilities for the company. They look into the future, set the pace for the organization, and support one another as stewards of the new companies now formed within Shell.

		With a less formal operating hierarchy, these leaders realized they needed a new way to think and work together. While at first it was hard for them to adjust to this new role and loosen their grip on discussions, now they ask for more agendaless space in their meetings to scan the future and reflect on the implications of the changes they have initiated. According to former CEO Phil Carroll: “Dialogue was at the heart of our work as leaders.”

		Dialogue not only raises the level of shared thinking, it impacts how people act, and, in particular, how they act all together. Several years ago we held a series of dialogues in Grand Junction, Colorado. We gathered thirty-five people from every major constituency in the health-care field for these sessions, which were held about once a month for over two years. Three CEOs from local hospitals, the CEO of the local HMO, the head of the physicians’ organization, senior doctors, nurses, technicians, and the CEO of one of the major purchasers of health care in town—the largest local business—all participated.

		Their objective was to create a “seamless system of health care.” Many in the community were eyeing the changing national health-care picture and realized that some sort of shrinking  financial pie was inevitable. The leaders of the different institutions were willing to try to create an alternative approach, and now that they had agreed to come together were very eager to move quickly to make change.

		People were ready to roll up their sleeves and redesign the system. I asked them about their experience with collaboration. They replied that they had only created a hospice and that it hadn’t represented a significant level of income. I asked them, “What is it about this effort that is likely to be different?” They were unable to say.

		The pressure to collaborate, to find a way through these challenges, while occasionally expressed, had not been matched by action. People retained well-defended though polite institutional walls. Over the course of the year and a half during which regular dialogues were held, many issues previously undiscussed were explored, including the physicians’ fears about loss of income in the new managed environment, and the pain of maintaining the image of the health-care practitioner as the last best defender of health in the community. At one point, somewhat to the surprise of many, it became clear that the local HMO might be purchased by a large out-of-state organization. This would have significantly reduced the degree of local control and autonomy that the community enjoyed. Already there had been significant changes in the ways people thought about collaboration. But with this possibility looming, they realized they had few choices. Their best option, they decided, instead of allowing the HMO to be purchased, was to band together to buy it themselves.

		The collective voice of the community had shifted considerably—from one of polite competitors to willing collaborators. This was a move most agreed could not have been conceived of a year before. If someone was asked what had changed as a result of the dialogue, the answer was “everything”—a sea change in the ways people saw one another and worked together.

		What distinguished the group of people who met to design a new organization and purchase the HMO was a remarkable level of candor. The voice that had emerged here was not one of overwrought anxiety or overconfident enthusiasm. The collective voice was, simply, honest about the hope they felt and the difficulty they faced. In the end, the takeover threats to the HMO were rescinded, and no collective action was required. But the community was assured of its expanded ability to think and act in alignment.

		DIALOGUE’S TRADITION AND ITS LOSS

		Dialogue presents a paradox. It is both something we already know how to do and something about which there is much to learn. On the one hand, the tradition of dialogue can be traced to the talking circles of the Native Americans, to the agora—or marketplace—of ancient Greece and beyond that to the tribal rituals of many indigenous peoples in Africa, New Zealand, and elsewhere. This indigenous heritage has led many people today to romanticize and oversimplify the practice. According to this view, dialogue is nothing mysterious or complex. We all know instinctively how to conduct our own circles for conversation. While this seems true, it doesn’t explain the breakdowns and fragmentation of communication so often seen when people try to engage in dialogue. The genuinely difficult, systemic issues of our times seem singularly resistant to anything like a conversation without sides.

		For instance, when one hundred nations finally gathered to create an agreement in Kyoto, Japan, about global warming, people held two very different conversations simultaneously: a public one about the agreement to be crafted, and a private one about what should not be discussed and who should not be confronted. This latter conversation was more about containing the conflicts and about protecting people’s economic and political interests. Many of the most volatile and potentially high-leverage issues, like control of carbon dioxide emissions in third world countries, were left off the agenda. This meant that people did not explore the deep assumptions that drive this problem: the value of economic growth, the impact of global capitalism, the spreading tide of rapacious consumerism, and, most critically, our underlying mental models of the environment. Is it, for example, a resource to be managed? A web to be respected? A cost factor external to companies that must be borne by society? Political positioning, not an exploration of responsibility, was the focus of debate.

		Few people imagined the Kyoto meeting to be a setting in which a reflective and searching inquiry could be achieved. To many “hardheaded realists” at meetings like Kyoto, the very proposal to use dialogue to solve such problems seems almost absurdly naive. To them it is a fantasy to think that people can talk together and work out their differences in the face of political influence, economic pressures, and cultural differences reaching back for centuries. But perhaps they feel that way because of a romanticized image of the simplicity of dialogue on the one hand, and because of defensiveness about their own positions, on the other.

		Those who try to minimize the complexity of dialogue by reducing it to a few simple techniques about talking together will be sorely disappointed. Doing so fragments conversations in new ways by imposing oversimplified rules instead of stimulating an inquiry into what is preventing people from talking well. What is needed instead is a way of evoking what people already know about dialogue, while recognizing the ways we systematically undermine ourselves or fail to live up to the potential of our conversations.

		We live in a singular time. After 150 years of industrialized life, people have a new appreciation for the value of older, traditional ways—but they have also learned that these ways cannot be taken up wholesale. Christopher Alexander, a professor of architecture at the University of California in Berkeley and one of the most widely regarded architectural theorists of this age, once offered a seminal story about this matter. For many centuries, peasants in Slovakia created beautiful shawls made of naturally dyed fabric. The tradition of shawl making was ancient. But when modern aniline dyes were introduced, the quality of these shawls rapidly deteriorated. The peasants, says Alexander, could recognize a flawed shawl by looking to their traditions and making adjustments in their craftsmanship accordingly. Their artistry was based in long-standing habits and familiar practices; they were unconscious agents of a tradition that had become embedded in them. Thus, when faced with a completely new set of technologies, they could not adapt. At the same time, however, the industrial techniques that replaced their craft lost the rootedness and quality of that old tradition. These peasants were agents of a tradition, although they were not conscious of it.7

		Our relationship to conversation is similar. Most people living today do not recall how to create meaningful conversations. We do not easily recall traditions of speaking together—ones that might enable us to talk as naturally and authentically as the peasants of Slovakia dyed shawls. Instead, we have inherited a patchwork understanding. Sometimes we know things click when people talk, but more often we know only when they don’t.

		Sometimes we find ourselves in creative moments that evoke genuine dialogue. But, like Alexander’s shawl makers, we have lost our unselfconscious ability in this domain. So many distractions and images, so much new information, have been introduced to us, we cannot draw upon a single tradition of conversation. Nor, living in our age, could we hope to simply fall back into an unselfconscious way of talking and thinking together. We require a very different way forward.

		Yet we can learn to deliberately create the kind of conversations  we want, especially at times when the stakes are high. Alexander’s solution in architecture was to propose the creation of what he called a “pattern language.” He identified creative features of the vernacular architectural tradition and made them accessible to creative people in industrial times. One of my hopes in this book is to articulate a pattern language for dialogue, one that will be continuously reinvented and developed by you and many others in thousands of conversations.

		Thinking Alone and Thinking Together

		In December 1997, around a crowded table in the Presidential Palace in Tatarstan, Russia, a group of senior Russian and Chechen officials and their guests were in the middle of dinner. Things had been tense earlier in the day. Chechnya had recently asserted its independence through guerrilla warfare and attacks on the Russians. They had shocked the world by forcing the Russian military to withdraw and accede to their demands for recognition as an independent state. The Chechens were deeply suspicious of the academics and western politicians who had gathered everyone into that room; the Chechens feared that they were Russian pawns intent on derailing Chechen independence. The Russians, for their part, were fearful of adding further legitimacy to what they considered a deeply troubling situation.

		And yet, despite all this suspicion, after a few hours people began to relax. At the
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				Produce coherent actions. One of the more puzzling things about our species is that we sometimes live in folly: We do things we do not intend. You may have noticed this about yourself. A dialogic approach requires that we learn to be aware of the contradictions between what we say and what we do. Dialogue requires that we learn four new behaviors to overcome these limits. Developing capacity for new behavior puts us in position to resolve incoherence and produce effects we intend.

				Create fluid structures of interaction. Human beings do not always see the forces that are operating below the surface of their conversations. As individuals, this leads people to misread both what others are doing and the impact that they themselves are likely to have on others. In groups and organizations, it leads people continuously to find that efforts to make change are neutralized by other, well-intentioned individuals who have very different goals and ways of seeing the world. It is possible to develop an intuitive understanding of the nature of these forces, and to develop ways of anticipating and managing them. We can develop ”predictive intuition.” Predictive intuition is the ability to see these forces more clearly, enabling us to liberate stuck structures of interaction, free energy, and promote a more fluid means of thinking and working together.

				Provide wholesome space for dialogue. What is often missed when people try to create dialogue is that our conversations take place in an envelope or atmosphere that greatly influences how we think and act. The space from which people come greatly influences their quality of insight, clarity of thought, and depth of feeling. This space is composed of the habits of thought and quality of attention that people bring to any interaction. By becoming more conscious of the architecture of the invisible atmosphere in our conversations, we may have profound effect on our worlds.
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