The Art of CONSULTATION*

Life is conflict. The need for systems to administer society and to settle differences has always existed. Historically, we can see the evolution of three distinct phases of conflict resolution.

1) The clash of strength
This most primitive system. It pits the brute force against brute force.  Might becomes right.

          This stage is analogous to a childish stage of development

2) The clash of wills (and vested interests)

This next system to evolve was an improvement over knives and fists. It pitted willpower against willpower. Words became the weapons.  This stage is analogous to the rebellious or adolescent stage of development.

Historically, the tyrannical willpower of kings was checked by parliamentary procedure and partisan politics. Such partisanship often served as a protection against corrupt leadership.

`
However, the flaw in this system is that while issues can be settled by the clash of wills or vested interests, decisions often have an impact far beyond those vested interests. 

          Serving the part does not serve the whole.


Example: if an authoritative parent of a family unilaterally wills how his family is to spend its vacation, most of the family will not enjoy themselves; indeed, they may even make his vacation miserable. Serving the part does not serve the whole, and ultimately may even not serve the part! 

 3) The clash of ideas is the most highly evolved system of governance.
 The partisanship of the rebellious stage gives way to the unity of 

  the mature stage of development. The well-being of the whole

  supercedes the well-being of a part.

Popular contemporary thought tells us that we should resolve our differences so that we might have unity. However, consultation tells us to assume that we may indeed have differences, but to resolve to have a unity of purpose in consulting, so that we might render our differences harmonious (and not a force of destruction and division). Unlike agreeing to disagree; this is agreeing although we may have disagreed. Unity of purpose trumps personal preference.

Serving the whole ends up serving the part.

Example: if a parent consuls with family members about how to spend their family vacation, and the guiding principle of consultation is family unity, a number of unforeseen, unforced results may occur.  The breadwinning parent may agree to go somewhere not particularly thrilling to him, because he is serving the whole (the family) not the part (himself). However, his self-sacrifice might induce such good will in his family that his being with them causes more pleasure than any exotic vacation could have. The spiritual principle of consultation then bears fruit: by serving the whole, the part is served. 

That the good of the part is best served by the good of the whole is a dynamic truth — and the premise of federalism. 

The United States fought a Civil War to preserve its federalism. Many people attribute the great achievements of that nation to its federal system, inscribed as a motto on every USA coin: e pluribus unum: one out of many.

Popular contemporary thought tells us that unity is a lofty, idealistic goal. Consultation asserts that unity is the starting place, the bedrock of administration. It asserts that no major problem cannot be solved — or accepted — if we have unity of purpose.

Consultation contains both revolutionary and evolutionary aspects.

It is revolutionary in that it is a dramatic change from any decision-making system known in the past. For the first time self-interest is neither motive nor goal in the process. Consultation is also evolutionary in that, by transcending brute force and contending vested interests, it goes beyond mere checks and balances to rather release the human potential so long suppressed by the divisiveness and ill will of partisan politics.

“The members thereof must take counsel together in such wise that no occasion for ill-feeling or discord may arise. This can be attained when every member expresseth with absolute freedom his own opinion and setteth forth his argument. Should anyone oppose, he must on no account feel hurt for not until matters are fully discussed can the right way be revealed. The shining spark of truth cometh forth only after the clash of differing opinions.” 

                           

— Selections #44
Features of Consultation:
1) it releases creative energies from the minds and hearts of those 

involved

2) a new understanding & enlightenment are brought to a subject —

for a specific purpose

3) this is accomplished by a sharing and an interaction of

APPROPRIATE  information, ideas, thoughts, feelings, and impressions -- provided by the DIFFERING perspectives, knowledge, experiences, hopes and fears of those participating, and BY ALLOWING the interaction TIME to develop.

4) this must be conducted in an atmosphere fostering respect, harmony, 

and unity.

Generally the final result of consultation is quite different from either the original thought or any of the specific additional contributions. For this reason, a person who suggests an idea, after listening to the others in the group speaking to the issue, may very well vote against his own original suggestion. In other words, consultation is neither lobbying, compromising, nor the simple adding of one thought to another. It is a new creation.




Example from Mineral Kingdom: 
Under certain circumstances both sodium and chloride can be poisonous. When chemically united they become table salt -- which is necessary to sustain life.




Example from Vegetable Kingdom: 

Consultation is a growth process. An idea is like a seed  (not like a fully developed fruit). Proper conditions are necessary for growth. The presence of certain elements are required for germination and growth. The absence of other elements are required lest that seed be blighted.  

The ultimate fruit may not have any of the characteristics of the seed or of the soil. Yet, proper growth and maturity are not possible without these dissimilar elements. These are like the different contributions made by those people of different views who are consulting. All play an important part, resulting in a new creation.

Requirements For Achieving Consultation:


In order for the process of consultation to develop as intended, a great deal of patience, sacrifice, discipline, and practice are necessary.  There must be the desire to improve, and above all, sincerity, willingness and mutual respect. Consultation requires the subjugation of all egotism and unruly passions, and the cultivation of frankness and freedom of thought, as well as courtesy, open-mindedness, and wholehearted acquiescence in a majority decision (there is no “minority” position; the minority, realizing the power of unity, supports the will of the group).

The Prime Requisites:

The spirit of those consulting together is the main factor making consultation unique.

Roberts Rules of Order and similar methods follow the letter of the law.

However, consultation is about the spirit of cooperation. 


1)purity of motive  --  a singleness of purpose without the corrosive elements of ulterior motive, multiple & mixed emotions, ego involvement, etc


2)radiance of spirit  -- involves a sensitivity to others, showing a genuine interest in their concerns, and a pleasure in their triumphs and accomplishments.  Eschews a gloomy, negative or pessimistic attitude


3)detachment  -- deliberately setting aside personal preferences and attachments and cultivating the quality of objectivity.  It does not mean indifference.


4) humility  --  far from being confused with weakness, it is the use of one’s talents, capacities and resources in a spirit of service. A proud or boastful attitude is a negative element which undermines a spirit of service.


5) patience  --  is grace under stress. It is composure while deciding what action, if any, is appropriate. It means not being deluded by quick or easy solutions.

Calm endurance and perseverance

Some Necessary Skills:

1) talking to the point
    hedging, hinting, being obscure or coy using indirect or veiled language simply invite misunderstandings and make consultation more difficult. 

2) expressing feelings
     even if one does not have a clear understanding of why one feels a certain way.   It is perfectly all right to simply say, “I don’t know why but there is something about that idea that I like (or don’t like).” It’s amazing what a valuable contribution such a simple and honest statement can make.

3) including everyone
      speaking to the entire group; bringing all up to speed. 

4) speaking to issues; not to personalities
5) listening actively, as if one cares
6) listening for the feelings as well as the ideas
7) practicing courtesy
       including others; avoiding personality attacks; soliciting opinions of the shy and reserved; not interrupting; not talking over someone; not going off on tangents, etc.

It is essential to put ideas, stripped of personalities, on the center of the table. This insures the group’s speaking to the issue and not to that issue as identified with a particular personality. It is the “so-and-so idea”; not “So-So’s idea”.

Role of the Chairman:
The Chairman is the host and is responsible for making matters flow smoothly.

The Chairman’s attitude must be one of service. S/he sets the tone of proper decorum and courtesy. It is her responsibility to make sure meetings begin and end on time, and stick to the agenda.

The Chairman must guard against the two extremes of over-administration  and benign neglect. 

Care must be made so that no one monopolize the discussion or intimidates others. The phrase “to invite the reticent and quell the loquacious” has been used in this connection.  S/he must make sure everyone has the chance to speak. 

The chairman does not allow interruptions, rudeness, the going off on tangents, rambling, etc. but gently intervenes and redirects the flow of discussion. 

The chairman must neither cut short the discussion nor allow it to go on and on.

Pacing is important so that all matters receive the necessary time and attention.

The chairman has the duty to share her opinion as an equal member of the group. 

In short, the Chairman directs the courteous and all-inclusive flow of discussion, determines when consensus has been reached, and states the decision.









— T. Lysaght

*source: Consultation by John Kolstoe, 1985
