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PREFACE TO THE ROUTLEDGE CLASSICS EDITION

Re-reading today David Bohm’s essay “On Dialogue” is, for me, like unwrapping a precious present. So, it was not only an honor but a wonderful opportunity to be asked to write a preface to this new edition of Bohm’s classic article.

I first met David and Saral Bohm at MIT in mid-1989, during the time period when the talks that were the basis for this essay were being given. We talked for several hours about dialogue. I have often wished that the meeting had been recorded, because I have the distinct recollection of hearing so much that made deep sense and knowing that I would remember little. The fine grains of David’s perceptions could not be held by the coarse weave of my mind. My feeling is that much of what was elusive to me then is laid out here and hopefully many of us are now more prepared for it.

Since that meeting, there have been many serious efforts to practice dialogue in complex settings,1 and the idea has gained considerable cachet. Meetings of many sorts are billed as dialogues: “stakeholder dialogues,” “cross-sector dialogues,” “civic dialogues.” For example, when Kofi Annan and his colleagues established the UN Global Compact to foster collaboration among corporations to elevate social, environmental, and labor standards around the world, one key element was “policy dialogue” encouraging corporate, labor and civil society organizations “to pursue innovative solutions to complex problems.”2 Within many organizations, serious efforts have been made to integrate dialogue practices into day-to-day operations – for example, simple practices like “check-ins” and “check-outs:” hearing, in turn, each person’s thoughts and feelings in a group at the outset or closing of meetings. In one of the world’s largest multinational corporations, a senior vice president has hosted “agenda-less” dialogue meetings monthly for several years, as a way of signaling the need to nurture “collective leadership.”

All of this signals a growing recognition that the complex problems our organizations and societies face demand a deeper listening and a more open communication than has been the norm. “Win-lose” politics and hierarchical authority are simply not adequate for confronting global climate change, the growing gap between rich and poor, and the dilemmas of genetic technology. People “speaking at one another” will not foster the mutual understanding, shared aspirations, and networks of collaborative action needed. Alternatives must be found, both within and among institutions of all sorts.

This growing interest in dialogue is why the re-publication of this talk is so timely – especially if it leads to broader appreciation of what dialogue meant to Bohm and of what sorts of changes it might catalyze. For him dialogue was not just a better way to have more productive conversations, although he was supportive of this aim. It was not just a way to foster reflectiveness, which he also endorsed. It certainly was not just a method for improving the effectiveness of businesses and other mainstream organizations, a goal about which he was deeply ambivalent, because he knew that helping such organizations become more effective often meant accelerating established and problematic patterns of global industrial development.

For Bohm, the “tacit ground” is what holds a society together, and here is where the changes he hoped to encourage must unfold. “Thought is emerging from the tacit ground,” he says, “and any fundamental change in thought will come from the tacit ground.” Repeatedly, he stresses that a society that works requires a “coherent” tacit ground, and that this is missing today. “Shared meaning is really the cement that holds society together, and you could say that the present society has very poor quality cement … The society at large has a very incoherent set of meanings. In fact, this set of ‘shared meanings’ is so incoherent that it is hard to say that they have any real meaning at all.”

Appreciating what real dialogue was about for Bohm starts with appreciating what he meant by incoherence. This is an unusual term for a social critic, even less for a social activist, but a natural one for a physicist. A laser generates extraordinary energy because of the coherence of the light, which may require no more generating power than an “incoherent” light bulb. But, what does this analogy mean in the social world?

In his talk, Bohm often returns to the challenge in dialogue of simply allowing multiple points of view to be. Our habits are so strong to defend our view, to agree with views that correspond with our own, and to disagree with those that differ, that simply allowing diverse views to stand can be almost impossibly difficult. “The thing that mostly gets in the way of dialogue,” he says, “is holding to assumptions and opinions, and defending them.” This instinct to judge and defend, embedded in the selfdefense mechanisms of our biological heritage, is the source of incoherence.

Our personal meaning starts to become incoherent when it becomes fixed. The incoherence increases when past meaning is imposed on present situations. As this continues, yesterday’s meaning becomes today’s dogma, often losing much of its original meaningfulness in the process. When this happens collectively, societies become governed by shadows, hollowed out myths from the past applied as inviolate truths for the present. This leads to incoherence on a large scale, patterns of thinking and acting that separate people from one another and from the larger reality in which they are attempting to live.

Unchecked incoherence grows into absurdity. Bohm tells a story about a psychiatrist working with a disturbed young girl who refused to talk to anyone, until she finally exploded, telling him she would not talk to him “because I hate you.” When he asked her how long she would continue to hate him, she said “forever.” When he asked her “how long will you hate me forever?” the absurdity of her attitude suddenly hit her and she burst out laughing and the anger was broken. But absurdity widely shared by a culture may be less easy to see – like pretending that economies can continue to grow forever in material production (and waste) on a finite planet, or that unilateral approaches can achieve national security in a world with increasingly deadly and accessible weapons technologies, or that the pace of life can be speeded up indefinitely – as one teenager put it, “people running faster and faster to get to where no one wants to go.”

Put differently, the core problem, Bohm realized, is that we do not know how to live together in a changing world. We only know how to live based on truths from the past, which today inevitably results in one group attempting to impose their truths on another. It is easy for us to see this in others – for example, in fanatical “terrorists”, radical fundamentalists aimed at overthrowing modern democratic societies. But, how is this different from “democratic fundamentalists” seeking to impose their truth as the one right way to live? Bohm realized that defending core beliefs and the resulting incoherence was endemic in the modern world. He tells a poignant story about Einstein and Bohr, two men who shared a warm friendship early in their lives but who could not speak with one another in their later years, “because they had nothing to talk about. They couldn’t share any meaning, because each one felt his meaning was true.” If such entrenchment can afflict two such brilliant minds, who among us is immune?

Conversely, collective coherent ways of thinking and acting only emerge when there is truly a flow of meaning, which starts with allowing many views, an approach that defensiveness precludes. But coherence is a way of living rather than a fixed state, and Bohm knew very well the challenge it represented.

First, as a scientist, Bohm appreciated that society’s incoherence cannot be divorced from the very Western scientific rationalism that we hold sacrosanct in the modern world. Although most scientists would decry the very notion of fundamentalism, the way the scientific establishment functions in the larger society belies scientists’ espoused openness. “In a way,” Bohm says, “science has become the religion of the modern age. It plays the role that religion used to play of giving us truth.” This intellectual fundamentalism is largely invisible to us because it is embedded deeply in cultural assumptions that most members of modern society share and which we do not know how to challenge. From our earliest schooling, we learn of scientists as the people who tell us “how things really work.” The problem, for Bohm, stems from the way contemporary science “is predicated on the concept … [of] arriving at … a unique truth. The idea of dialogue is thereby in some way foreign to the current structure of science, as it is with religion.” Bohm knew that the quest for “unique truth” carries the potential to divide rather than connect people. As Chilean biologist Humberto Maturana says, “when one human being tells another human what is ‘real,’ what they are actually doing is making a demand for obedience. They are asserting that they have a privileged view of reality.”

For Bohm, dialogue offered a different path to truth, indeed a different notion of truth. “We will never come to truth unless the overall meaning is coherent,” he says. Out of creating a larger field of more coherent shared meaning, truly new and penetrating understandings may emerge, often unexpectedly. “Truth does not emerge from opinions,” says Bohm, “it must emerge from something else – perhaps from a freer movement of this tacit mind.” He continues, “we have to get meanings coherent if we are to perceive truth, or to take part in truth.”

This odd phrase, “take part in truth,” points to, what seems to me, Bohm’s second foundational idea: what it means to understand wholes. Reductionist science has great power in understanding isolated things, and in applying this knowledge to create new things like new technologies. But its efficacy hinges on its being able to fragment or isolate its subject matter. It fails and may become actively dysfunctional when confronted by wholes, by the need to understand and take effective action in a highly interdependent context. This is why the modern world is full of increasingly stunning technological advances and an increasing inability to live together.

The fundamental problem here, according to Bohm, is that “the whole is too much. There is no way by which thought can hold the whole, because thought only abstracts; it limits and defines.” This idea of abstracting versus appreciating wholes was conveyed beautifully by Hebrew existentialist philosopher Martin Buber, in speaking of what it means to take in the whole of a person, to see a person as “a Thou:”3

If I face a human being as my Thou, … he is not a thing among things, and does not consist of things … Thus human being is not a He or She, bounded from every other He or She, … but with no neighbor, and whole in himself, he is Thou and fills the heavens.

Just as the melody is not made up of notes nor the verse of words nor the statue of lines, but these must be tugged and dragged till their unity has been scattered into these many pieces, so with the man (mensch) to whom I say Thou. I can take out from him the color of his hair, or of his speech, or of his goodness. I must continually do this. But each time he ceases to be Thou.

Bohm believed that the alternative way toward understanding a whole arises through participation rather than abstraction. “A different kind of consciousness is possible among us, a participatory consciousness.” In a genuine dialogue, “each person is participating, is partaking of the whole meaning of the group and also taking part in it.” This is not necessarily pleasant, as Bohm warns. The present state of the systems in which we live almost inevitably contains great pain as well as great beauty, deep anger as well as unconditional love. If we separate ourselves from whatever is within the whole, we cannot take part in it – and we return to abstracting, judging and defending: “I am not like that person,” or “he is bad and I am good,” or “she does not see what is happening and I do.”

Herein lies the first gateway to generating dialogue and moving toward a more coherent tacit ground. To take part in truth we must see our part in it. There are no “good guys” and “bad guys” separate from ourselves. As members of modern society, we all participate in creating the forces that give rise to what exists, both what we value and what we abhor. The poet Maya Angelou tells a story of her reconciliation and awakening. As a teenager, a member of her extended family raped her. Ultimately, coming to terms with this meant seeing that the emotions and violence that drove her rapist existed within her as well. When she tells this story, Angelou often ends by quoting Terence Afar, an African brought to ancient Rome as a slave and then eventually freed, “I am a human being. Nothing that is human is foreign to me.” This is what it means to take part in truth.

In short, David Bohm’s basic aim was a different and more viable way of living together. He knew that, in a world of growing interdependence, people who cannot do this are headed inevitably toward escalating conflict. As a physicist, his life had been dedicated to understanding a participatory universe where meaning is continually unfolding. As a human being, he believed that the present crisis offered a unique opportunity to bring that same sort of understanding into the center of human affairs.

It is easy to dismiss Bohm as a romantic idealist – by his own assessment, he envisioned “a kind of culture which, as far as I can tell, has never really existed … (except perhaps) very long ago.” But my experiences over the past fifteen years with both the possibility and challenge of dialogue leads me to see him quite differently. I would call David Bohm an extreme realist. He knew that no society has ever faced the sort of global predicament we face, and that we are not likely to muddle through without radical changes in our way of being – together.

PETER M. SENGE

SOL (SOCIETY FOR ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING) AND MIT

JANUARY 13, 2004

1 The research done through MIT and in the SoL network is presented in W. Isaacs (1999) Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together: A Pioneering Approach to Communicating in Business and in Life, New York: Currency.

2 See http://www.globalcompact.org

3 M. Buber, I and Thou, translated by Ronald Gregor Smith, Scribner Classics, Simon & Schuster, New York: 2000, 23–4.


FOREWORD

On Dialogue is the most comprehensive documentation to date of the process David Bohm referred to simply as “dialogue.” This revised and expanded edition of the original booklet of the same name is intended to serve both as a practical working manual for those interested in engaging in dialogue, as well as a theoretical foundation for those interested in probing into the deeper implications of Bohm’s dialogical world view. While the exercise of dialogue is as old as civilization itself, in recent times a profusion of practices, techniques, and definitions has arisen around the term “dialogue.” Though none of these approaches can lay claim to being the “correct” view, it is indeed possible to distinguish the various views, and to clarify what is intended by each. To this end, the current edition of On Dialogue illuminates the underlying meaning, purpose, and uniqueness of David Bohm’s work in this field.

As conceived by Bohm, dialogue is a multi-faceted process, looking well beyond typical notions of conversational parlance and exchange. It is a process which explores an unusually wide range of human experience: our closely held values; the nature and intensity of emotions; the patterns of our thought processes; the function of memory; the import of inherited cultural myths; and the manner in which our neurophysiology structures moment-to-moment experience. Perhaps most importantly, dialogue explores the manner in which thought – viewed by Bohm as an inherently limited medium, rather than an objective representation of reality – is generated and sustained at the collective level. Such an inquiry necessarily calls into question deeply held assumptions regarding culture, meaning, and identity. In its deepest sense, then, dialogue is an invitation to test the viability of traditional definitions of what it means to be human, and collectively to explore the prospect of an enhanced humanity.

Throughout his career as a theoretical physicist, Bohm made note of the fact that, in spite of claims to pursue “truth,” scientific endeavor was often infected with personal ambition, a rigid defense of theory, and the weight of tradition – all at the expense of creative participation toward the common goals of science. Based in part on such observations, he frequently remarked that the general lot of mankind was caught in a similar web of contradictory intentions and actions. These contradictions, he felt, lead not only to bad science, but to all variety of social and personal fragmentation. In Bohm’s view, such fragmentation cuts across cultural and geographical distinctions, pervading the whole of humanity to such an extent that we have become fundamentally acclimated to it.

To illustrate the significance of fragmentation, Bohm often used the example of a watch that has been smashed into random pieces. These pieces are quite different from the parts that have gone into the making of the watch. The parts have an integral relationship to one another, resulting in a functional whole. The fragments, on the other hand, have no essential relationship. Similarly, the generic thought processes of humanity incline toward perceiving the world in a fragmentary way, “breaking things up which are not really separate.” Such perception, says Bohm, necessarily results in a world of nations, economies, religions, value systems, and “selves” that are fundamentally at odds with one another, despite topically successful attempts to impose social order. One primary intent of Bohm’s dialogue, then, is to shed light on the activity of this fragmentation – not only as theoretical analysis, but also as a concrete, experiential process.

On its surface, dialogue is a relatively straightforward activity. A group of fifteen to forty people (Bohm’s suggestions regarding numbers varied) voluntarily convene in a circle. After some initial clarification as to the nature of the process, the group is faced with how to proceed. As the group has convened with no preset agenda, settling into an agreeable topic (or topics) may take some time, and generate some frustration. In these early stages, a facilitator is useful, but the facilitator role should be relinquished as quickly as possible, leaving the group to chart its own course. Experience has shown that if such a group continues to meet regularly, social conventions begin to wear thin, and the content of sub-cultural differences begins to assert itself, regardless of the topic du jour. This emergent friction between contrasting values is at the heart of dialogue, in that it allows the participants to notice the assumptions that are active in the group, including one’s own personal assumptions. Recognizing the power of these assumptions and attending to their “viruslike” nature may lead to a new understanding of the fragmentary and self-destructive nature of many of our thought processes. With such understanding, defensive posturing can diminish, and a quality of natural warmth and fellowship can infuse the group.

If this all sounds a bit too pat, a bit too formulaic, it is. While the accumulated experience of many people in many different parts of the world shows that this unfolding can in fact occur, it is by no means a guaranteed result. The movement of a dialogue group is rarely from point A to point B. Rather, the movement is more typically recursive, with unexpected dynamic shifts following periods of frustration, boredom, and agitation, in a perpetual cycle. Even then, the creative potential of the dialogue – its capacity to reveal the deeper structures of consciousness depends upon sustained, serious application by the participants themselves. In the dialogue, a very considerable degree of attention is required to keep track of the subtle implications of one’s own assumptive/reactive tendencies, while also sensing similar patterns in the group as a whole. Bohm emphasized that such attention, or awareness, is not a matter of accumulated knowledge or technique, nor does it have the goal of “correcting” what may emerge in the dialogue. Rather, it is more of the nature of relaxed, nonjudgmental curiosity, its primary activity being to see things as freshly and clearly as possible. The nurturing of such attention, often bypassed in more utilitarian versions of dialogue, is a central element in Bohm’s approach to the process.

Concerns about the seemingly intractable incoherence of human thought led Bohm to engage in explorations with various individuals who entertained similar views. Prominent among these was the Indian educator and philosopher, J. Krishnamurti. Two themes in particular were of shared concern, and emerged as additional components in Bohm’s view of dialogue: the prospect that the problems of thought are fundamentally collective, rather than individual; and the paradox of “the observer and the observed,” which implies that traditional methods of introspection and self-improvement are inadequate for comprehending the true nature of the mind.

Bohm also inquired into the nature of communication and dialogue with the English psychiatrist, Dr Patrick de Mare. Among the many ideas de Mare had been exploring in group contexts, two were to figure prominently in Bohm’s evolving conception of dialogue. The notion of “impersonal fellowship” suggests that authentic trust and openness can emerge in a group context, without its members having shared extensive personal history. In addition, the theory of the “microculture” proposes that a sampling of an entire culture can exist in a group of twenty or more people, thereby charging it with multiple views and value systems.

At the same time that Bohm was involved in these ongoing explorations, he traveled throughout Europe and North America with his wife Saral, conducting seminars on topics both scientific and philosophical. One such seminar, in the spring of 1984 in Mickleton, England, provided an opening for the emergence of two further aspects of dialogue – the notion of shared meaning within a group, and the absence of a preestablished purpose or agenda. Bohm described the significance of the seminar in the following way.

The weekend began with the expectation that there would be a series of lectures and informative discussions with emphasis on content.
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