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Chapter 1

Introduction

Community. A word of many connotations—a word overused until its meanings are so diffuse as to be almost useless. Yet the images it evokes, the deep longings and memories it can stir, represent something that human beings have created and recreated since time immemorial, out of our profound need for connection among ourselves and with Mother Earth.

Helen Forsey1

If you have grown dissatisfied with the way things work in groups to which you belong and find yourself thinking there has got to be a better way, you are not alone. Many people are seeking alternative ways to build meaningful relationships and effective ways of working together in all sorts of communities and groups. This book gives you a “value map” to think about alternatives, specific guidelines for working with others to create meaningful community, and examples of real groups that serve as models of Peace and Power processes.

Peace and Power processes are specific actions that arise from carefully chosen values. In turn, the actions make the chosen values real—the values become visible and felt because people act on the basis of those values. These processes are designed specifically to overcome dynamics that set up advantage for some and disadvantage for others.

The practices of Peace and Power are both familiar and unfamiliar. They are uncommon in typical workgroups found in businesses, schools, and professional and community organizations, where the ways of interacting typically follow a model where a few leaders hold influence and power and most people follow what the leaders do and say. The practices in this book are familiar in places where people work on a more equal footing, which is often characteristic of places such as homes, where women conduct their own affairs.2 Although the practices were developed from experiences of women, the processes of Peace and Power are specifically designed to overcome all types of imbalances of power in both private and public relationships.

The ideas in this book draw on the rich and varied feminist traditions that women activists and scholars have developed over many decades and in many countries. Many men have joined women in claiming these traditions, recognizing that the ways of interacting that are common in public life are all too often unsatisfying, damaging, and unhealthy. Feminist traditions value women’s experiences and ideas and work toward a world in which women are no longer disadvantaged in any way. Feminist traditions value the full humanity of all people—women, children and men—and do not accept any condition that gives one group of people more privilege than others. The values upon which feminist traditions are built are those that assure fundamental human rights for all and that nurture full human potential, health, and well-being for all.

Women traditionally have been peacemakers, but women’s peacemaking work and the skills it requires have been limited to home and family life.3 Because this work has been invisible in public spheres, the skills required to be effective are not widely known or generally practiced in the world at large. But the values that are often found in places where women conduct their own affairs can be described. The skills and actions and abilities that go with those values are what constitute the Peace and Power processes described in this book. The close link between values and action is called “doing what we know, and knowing what we do.”

Women in feminist traditions have been remembering and are continuing to re-member4 the wisdom of doing what we know, and of knowing what we do. Although we may not always manage to do what we know, the wisdom survives and is being relearned with every attempt, with every reattempt. The knowing is so deeply buried under layers and layers of hierarchical learning and conditioning that the trying feels extremely tedious. It is at the same time exciting, affirming, and encouraging. It becomes easier with every attempt, especially within the context of a community that is loving and protective. Living and working in such a community is an experience that nurtures, that heals the mind, body, and spirit. Indeed, Peace and Power values and practices are closely related to the tradition of women as healers.5
Like much of women’s wisdom, people have preserved Peace and Power processes primarily in oral tradition. The written word may endure in a concrete way, but it is static and vulnerable to destruction. For centuries, women scholars have recorded women’s wisdom in written form, but much of that writing has not survived.6
The spoken word, on the other hand, while seeming to disappear once the words are spoken, endures within the heart and mind of listeners and speakers. The spoken word calls forth a response from the whole body. Once spoken, words cannot be destroyed unless every person who has heard those words is destroyed. Oral communication is also interactive, as the speaker and the listener attend to the responses of one another. The act of speaking is an emergence, a creation, and a form that gives rise to new acts, new thoughts, and new forms even as the speech occurs. The act of listening—hearing another’s words expressed—facilitates a co-creation and allows a fine-tuning of ideas that combines each person’s perceptions as words are shared. Speaking in groups, and even the language we use, is crucial to the co-creating processes of Peace and Power. You and others in your group will begin to create new words and new meanings for old words as you attempt to fully express values and practices that are grounded in Peace and Power. When listeners do not comprehend these new meanings, your actions and words of explanation help to make the new meanings clear. Fortunately, it is possible to convey the new meanings, because, in a sense, they are not new at all. They are part of everyone’s experience, but have not had a language for expression. An example is the experience of peaceful, even energizing disagreement. There is no word for this in American English, but most people know the experience.

In this book, you will find old words with new meanings and new words created to more fully express meanings associated with Peace and Power processes. As a reader, you will not be able to observe actions that might enrich your comprehension. The stories included throughout the book will help to fill this void. This book also provides guidelines for thinking about and practicing new skills that are part of Peace and Power processes.

Although this book offers guidelines, suggestions, and practices that people have used successfully in many situations, it is neither comprehensive nor authoritative. Many groups have created practices to suit their own purposes. You might begin by using the practices described in this book and gradually create practices that are consistent with your chosen values and with your circumstances. Even the smallest shift in practice will dramatically influence how a group functions. As you begin to create processes in your own time and space, you will create meanings that emerge from your own wisdom and experience. You can use Peace and Power as a handbook to inspire your own ways of living your values in work groups, voluntary community action groups, and even at home.

As you and your group consider using Peace and Power, it will be helpful for you to think about the following questions. These questions provide a background from which you can clarify your shared intentions to bring about fundamental change.7
Do we agree about our purpose?  It is common for members of a group to have different ideas about the group’s purpose. Identifying a simple statement that reflects a common understanding of what you are all about is a good foundation for the work of Peace and Power. For example, suppose you are in a group that wants to volunteer to help distribute toys to children during a holiday season. Some people in the group might want to limit the group’s purpose to a one-year project; others might want to establish an ongoing project that occurs every year. Getting this difference resolved early goes a long way toward preventing misunderstandings.

Do we agree that we seek to equalize the balance of power among everyone in the group?  If people in the group can answer “yes” to this question, Peace and Power processes are for you—the processes are designed to do just this. This is easier said than done, and you will probably find that you will want to return to this fundamental value as a group over and over as you work out how to make it a reality.

How independent are we of external hierarchical structures?  The more your group is influenced by a hierarchical structure (for example, a school, corporation, or business), the more difficult it will be to enact Peace and Power processes fully. Doing this will not be impossible, but realize that you may have to make major adjustments. Chapter 12 helps to address some of the challenges you will face. If you are relatively independent of an external hierarchical structure (for example, a community activist group, spiritual community, or intentional community), you will still be influenced by everyone’s habits in hierarchical ways of being. But you will be relatively free to create your own processes consistent with Peace and Power and to challenge the traditions of hierarchy that individuals bring into the group.

Are we all committed to having time together?  It is not possible to develop a community unless you spend time together. For face-to-face groups, you may not be able to be together often, but you need to have some regular and agreed-on time to be together. Not everyone has to be present each time your group meets, but everyone needs to know when and where the group meets. For online groups, everyone needs to be virtually present by signing on regularly and responding to the group as a whole.

Are members of the group willing to attend to the group’s process?  Peace and Power processes require taking time and turning attention to reflect on and discuss the group’s process. You will be doing much more than just taking care of business. Peace and Power assumes that the group is striving to bring values and actions into accord with one another. This is only possible if you take the time to discuss what is happening in the process, and together carefully consider if indeed your values and your actions match. Example 1–1 illustrates what this means.

Do we seek meaningful change in ourselves and in the world at large?  Peace and Power processes are designed to create practices that nurture and empower. These ideals may seem appealing and easy to embrace in principle. However, chances are that you and members of your group have lifelong experience with groups that interact in ways that alienate and divide, in ways that sustain privilege for some and disadvantage for others. In a group dealing with finances, as in Example 1–1, it is typical for those who are experienced, comfortable, and confident in dealing with finances to take charge and to claim considerable advantages for themselves because they are familiar with and in control of the group’s finances. Those who are not comfortable and experienced with finances are often unaware of their disadvantage by remaining on the fringes where finances are concerned. Making a change to act and interact in cooperative ways that build strong community requires a commitment from everyone, challenges many practices that are habitual, and requires new learning for everyone. If you use this process, be aware that you, along with everyone in your group, will be called upon to make significant personal changes.

Example 1–1  Attending to the Group’s Process

A group is nearing the end of a meeting in which the group discussed their finances. Discussion of money in any relationship can be difficult, and this was no exception. Rather than simply ending the meeting with everyone assuming that the business is done, the group takes time to have everyone reflect on what happened during the discussion that was positive, helpful, and consistent with the group’s values, and what was not.

A couple of people comment about how thorough the finance chair’s report was, and how well she explained it so that everyone could understand it. One person shares how difficult it is for her to think about taking a risk with money and shares her appreciation to the group for being patient as she works through her fears. Another person shares that he did not feel really patient because he does not have the same hesitancy, but he adds that he is working on being more understanding of others who do.

This discussion only takes a few minutes, but the group gains immense benefit because the discussion has helped them understand one another better, and they leave the meeting feeling good about their financial direction, and about the way they have worked together in dealing with their finances.

To Deepen Your Appreciation of the Ideas in This Chapter . . .

1
Recall a group discussion that you remember as being very difficult, leaving everyone unhappy, perhaps angry. If you could replay your own participation in that discussion, what would you do differently? Why?

2
Describe what “community” means to you—what would your ideal community be like? Do you belong to a group that might be open to considering the questions suggested above? What thoughts would you bring to the group in response to each of these questions?

3
Think about the description of feminist traditions in the first part of this chapter. How does this description match, or not match, your ideas about feminism?

4
Start a log of Peace and Power reflections. Write your questions, thoughts, feelings and ideas related to this chapter. As you go through each chapter, add to your log and review the chapters that came before.

Notes


1.
This quote is from a collection edited by Helen Forsey entitled Circles of Strength: Community Alternatives to Alienation (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1993), p. 1. This is an inspiring collection of stories of intentional communities, activist communities, and religious or spiritual communities—all groups of people forming different ways of living and working together.


2.
The links that I describe between Peace and Power processes and that which is feminist is informed by the work of Elizabeth Frazer and Nicola Lacey in The Politics of Community: A Feminist Critique of the Liberal-Communitarian Debate (Toronto: The University of Toronto Press, 1993).


3.
See Elise Boulding, Building a Global Civic Culture: Education for an Interdependent World (New York: Teachers College, 1988). In her chapter entitled “Conflict, Diversity, and Species Identity,” she addresses the two cultures of women and men and describes the work that women have done through women’s culture to sustain society (pp. 62–64).


4.
Mary Daly uses hyphens like this to convey a new possibility within a word, in this case meaning putting back together the pieces—the “members”— of what we know as women. Her books Gyn/Ecology and the Wickedary provide more enlightening study on her work with language and word usage. (See the Bibliography for references to Mary Daly’s books.)


5.
Diane Stein, All Women Are Healers: A Comprehensive Guide to Natural Healing (Freedom, CA: The Crossing Press, 1980). Although this book is primarily an exploration of the various paths to natural healing, Diane looks at women’s roles and contributions to healing. She weaves rich historical evidence with well-informed speculation about the origins of healing as women’s art. For a detailed history of women as healers, see Jeanne Achterberg’s book, Woman As Healer (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1991).


6.
One of the most important books of this wave of feminism addressed the consistent and persistent erasure of women’s knowledge and women’s writing. In Women of Ideas and What Men Have Done to Them (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982), Dale Spender analyzes over three centuries of women’s writing. She concludes: “We are women producing knowledge which is often different from that produced by men, in a society controlled by men. If they like what we produce they will appropriate it, if they can use what we produce (even against us) they will take it, if they do not want to know, they will lose it. But rarely, if ever, will they treat it as they treat their own” (p. 9). For several years after its initial publication, this book was out of print and very difficult to find. It was briefly re-released by Pandora Press in 1988. However, once again it is out of print—a grim reminder of the enduring reality of Dale’s insights.


7.
These questions were inspired by a discussion of group conditions that support

consensus presented in Building United Judgment: A Handbook for 

Consensus Decision-Making by Michel Avery, Brian Auvine, Barbara 
Streibel, and Lonnie Weiss.

