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Abstract

Personal Development involves revision and restructuring of opinion and the  inclusion of new experience.  Much of this happens during discussion and in resolving problems.  

The social sides of our lives are lived in communities that have rules and that take positions on ethical issues.  Our continued membership of these groups requires support of these ethical positions.   The problems that challenge us and cause our development can be in conflict with membership rules.  

The paper looks at basic communication and discussion structures.  The examples come from religion and politics.  The paper concludes with some words on what may occur after ethical decisions have been made. 
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1. Introduction
This paper is about Personal Development.  Its focus is the discussion that goes into making ethical decisions, and the membership of groups that take ethical positions is a secondary theme.
Differences between the parties to a discussion are considered.  These include goals, preparation, timeframes, need to reach a position, willingness / ability to engage, and conditions for stopping.   Section 2 – Basics – is about some of these features.  It argues development discussions are seldom even exchanges.

Added complexity comes when it is necessary to follow the official line to retain membership.  Religious organisations, political parties, lobby groups impose such requirements on some of their members.  

Section 3 – Applications – notes differences in how questioning arises and on limits on discussion. Membership comes up again.  

The final section asks what happens after discussion concludes.  Majority / minority positions are not always treated in the same way.  Acceptability of the referee’s decision is also not a given.
Calls to disregard the law are not unknown.


2. Basics
Our lives abound with questions and challenges.  Overcoming them empowers us to face future difficulties.  The challenges open paths to transformational experiences that lead to learning and to the structural reorganization we call personal development   (Gash, 2008)

Typically we handle many of our challenges without major assessment.  The lens of anticipation and our existing categories are adequate.  We are not conscious of inconsistencies and incompleteness.  Gash observes:

We often forget … about the limits on what we know. There is probably an evolutionary advantage to this: it is inefficient to reinvent conceptual wheels [and remake connections] all the time.   …   Living in a cultural context with shared assumptions helps us avoid noticing its limits.  But once we meet a problem these limits become apparent. (Gash 2005, emphasis and words added).

Actually changes do occur all the time.  My Now is not fixed – new experiences get included and records of the past are distilled.  Development can occur without any need to change my position on issues.   Even a discussion will alter awareness and certainty.  This paper is about cases where changes in position may lead to changes in action.  

2.1
To Handle or Not    

Gash uses the word problem to signify we are aware of our limits.  This usage is followed here.  Not all cases where my understanding is exceeded are problems;  I don’t always register the existence of limits and a need to attend to them.   
Mostly when I trip over a problem, I just let it pass.  My ‘activity’ involves one decision – the decision not to follow up.  I may recognise the disparity but see the opportunity cost of working on the issue is too high.  Maybe I haven’t noticed the issue (in which case there is no problem following the usage of terms adopted here).  

Deciding whether to react is influenced by the materiality and the resources necessary.    First, materiality:
A consideration is material to an issue if its omission or misunderstanding could influence decisions taken on that issue.  The materiality depends on the size of the error judged in the circumstances of its omission or misstatement.  (Based on the definition of Financial Materiality, Wiki, 17th July 2010.)
Difficulties of omission and misunderstanding can occur at the individual or the multi-party level.  If I make a decision and either fail to consider an issue or misconstrue the facts or ‘rules’, the result can be inappropriate and less than desirable.  If others are involved, my decision may be adequate (consistent with my biases) but not square with the way others see things (their biases) or they way they believe I should act (their perception of my biases).  
When there are multiple persons, identities can be misunderstood.  Is it I as an individual who is speaking; is it I as a member of a particular organization;  or is it I as the spokesperson for the organization?  Likewise who is the observer?  Resolving a situation may not be important for my personal persona, but it may be significant for other roles I play.  Personæ will not be pursued  here (see Hiller 2008).  Suffice it to say that when multiple parties are involved, it is important to identify the personæ that are active.
Finally note that materiality includes the future.  An issue may not be important now but I can recognise it will be in the future.  The question is when to handle it.  

The above words from Wiki continue: ‘materiality provid[es] a threshold or cut-off point rather than …. a primary characteristic ….’.   This goes to the extent of clarification and the termination of discussion.  We never fully resolve situations if there are multiple parties.   Our models never fully agree.  There is always a point beyond which it is not worth proceeding because opportunity costs become too high.   In multi-person discussions different parties may reach their conclusions at different points.  A significant conflict!  
An example of this difficulty occurs when a government is goaded into an action or a review  not seen as timely or worthwhile.  Valuable projects can be cancelled to free up resources for the relatively unimportant.   Well-meaning pressure groups may provide evidence of need for action and assert responding is urgent, but they do not have to find the funds.  Effectively the activists do not have to decide what to cancel or what may be brought to an ineffective level of operation.  It is wryly observed ‘there is a difference between advising and administering’.
Opportunity costing is with us when we make decisions, when we decide to consider an issue, and when we stop handling it.  Resources can always be used in different ways.  We may not formally evaluate opportunity costs but this does not mean they are not determinative and important.  Often they are part of the fog in which we decide.
2.2
Changing or Tuning  
As we develop our views to handle new situations we may radically alter structures or tune them to give greater representation ability.  Piaget’s terms assimilation and accommodation apply to the two situations.   Bohm remarks:
[A]ccommodation within already existing frameworks of order has generally been considered to be the main activity … while the perception of new orders has been thought of as something that happens only occasionally, perhaps in revolutionary periods during which what is regarded as the normal process of accommodation has broken down. 

It is clear that in intelligent perception primary emphasis has to be given to assimilation, while accommodation tends to play a relatively secondary role in the sense that its main significance is as an aid to assimilation. (Bohm, 1980, p178)

So what happens when a new ethical issue presents?  Well, first we can see what is possible in terms of ‘fitting, adapting, conforming to rules etc’ — we find out what accommodation offers.  Organisations find this approach attractive.  The continuity that comes with it gives a feeling of security that the organization can rise to handle the unusual.  Organisations are prepared to go a long way along this path.  For example, in apparent conflicts between scripture and scientific statements that are clearly true, the Catholic Church moves to ‘correctly interpret the scripture’.  (Cardinal Lajolo following a visit to CERN, June 22nd 2009) 

A little more Bohm helps:
It is … necessary in general contexts to give serious attention to the possibility that the old orders of thought may cease to be relevant, so that they can no longer coherently be adapted to fit the new fact.  … One may then have to see the irrelevance of old differences and the relevance of new differences and thus open the way to perception of new orders, new measures and new structures.  (Bohm, p179)

Reform groups often have little patience with the ‘accommodation approach’ – they perceive irrelevance in the old and seek relevance in the new.  Effectively they ‘need’ assimilation.  This works in politics where ‘backflips’ are common.  It is a challenge for religious groups who believe they have The Truth.  Do they need to admit error – how can they?  The reformers’ response time requirement leads to assimilation.  When it does not occur quickly, dissatisfaction results and religious communities may split.  This is particularly unfortunate if accommodation could have been ‘sufficient’.   The difference between assimilation and accommodation can be in the eye of the beholder.
2.3
Differences in Goals and Ways of Discussing
Multi-party discussions take many forms.  One can aim at understanding, another can intend to gain acceptance of a position.  The latter can be with preparedness to accommodate change or there can be no capacity to adapt.  

In the first case colleagues who respect one another share ideas and garner each others’ views to extend their own models.  This discussion is rational and unemotional.  Popper  refers to large variations in initial positions as offering the best opportunities for individual development.  He sees different groups usually able to bridge their models even if there aren’t common assumptions.  (Popper, 1994, pp37-8)  This matches Gash’s ‘… loose writing [having] ambiguity that allows flexible interpretation, permitting the type of juxtaposition of mental frames … [that] invite the person to contemplate the gap … .’ (Gash, 2008)
Another ‘discussion’ is the advocacy in the public presentation.  The audience hears what is proposed and can clarify its understanding.  The different extents of preparedness of presenters to react are worth noting.  The political and religious scenes illustrate.
In politics the stump speech seeks voting support.  The case made is plausible, as distinct from technical (see Hiller, 2006) and the focus is on relevant outcomes.  Typically the delivery occurs to a group and there is emotion;  as per Damasio (2005), these two factors effect the result.  Although the presentation can allow some clarification for the audience, there are two simplex transmissions rather than full interaction.  (Study of the audience reaction can influence later presentations.  This is the second ‘simplex’.)    
Public religious statements can take several forms.  There is advocacy, as for example in the case of stem cell research, and then the form is similar to the stump speech.  The argument is outcomes-related and getting ‘number support’ is important.  
The ‘debate’ in 2010 between the Catholic bishops and the Obama administration on the health bill showed different characteristics.  Both parties were concerned with abortion.  The Obama approach was to work on the environmental conditions to reduce the incidence and ‘need’ for abortion;  the bishops tried to ensure abortion was made difficult and no public funds could be used.  The debate was between an ‘approach on cause’ and a ‘process’.  There was no development of mental models in this discussion.  But there was lots of emotion with consequent deviation from rationality. 

Religious teaching is different when it is laying out truths.  The side with the truth in the discussion remains firm;  it is up to others to accommodate / assimilate.  Since one side sees its mission as positing ‘absolutes’, there is not the relativism of an outcomes approach.  Typically the justification is technical, being based on axioms (eg scripture) and on tradition.  Those who are not satisfied are ‘free to leave’;  they do not live to ‘fight another day’.
Finally, some quotes on following instructions, reviewing evidence, and conscience.

Speaking about moral judgements Kavanaugh (2010)  remarks :

Like any other kind of judgment—business, artistic, scientific or athletic—we base our moral judgments not only on principles but on evidence, data and information.   A judgment made without data, evidence or information is a foolish one indeed.  …   If I refuse to look at evidence or information in forming my moral judgment, I am actually refusing to act morally.   …  To refuse to inspect hostile data or listen to challenging information is to reveal a conscience that has capitulated to ideology.

Another view comes from Hannah Arendt (1971):

Clichés, stock phrases, adherence to conventional, standardised codes of expression, and conduct have the socially recognised function of protecting us against reality, that is, against the claim on our thinking attention that all events and facts make by virtue of their existence.  
Carrying out Kavanaugh’s moral assessment and eschewing the protection of Arendt can lead to a position that does not agree with the teaching of one’s religion.  Notwithstanding positions on the primacy of conscience, continued maintenance of membership may not be possible.

A final point on discussion of ethical issues by religious communities:  Community discussion frequently involves separate meetings of groups with individual positions.  These are gatherings of the ‘converted’.  Only one viewpoint gets aired.  Kavanaugh remarks:
In the world of politics and media, we find an increasing segmentation not only of markets but of convictions as well. Information is edited and selected to conform to the conviction of the viewer or the voter. Thus, information no longer informs or challenges one’s moral judgement; it only confirms opinion, whether that opinion is warranted or not.

The ease of setting up and joining electronic-based religious groups has reduced intra-group diversity while permitting the same variability within the community as a whole.  Alternative positions are not heard and understood – and this is part of ‘collateral damage’.  
3. Applications

Here discussion is broadened to include preparation and limits.  Several of the items are depicted in their connection with religion.  This is convenient rather than necessary – the points are general.  

3.1
Difficulties of Discussion
The prerequisite effect of emotion on rational decision making has been noted (Damasio).  We can be aware of this and recognize that it may cause problems.  A similar difficulty comes from imposition of limits on the time to review a situation.  In a multi-party discussion these can be set by others.  That time may not be appropriate.    Gash spoke about such frustrations and advised:

…  I would like to consider … the frustration people encounter when [their] key ideas … are challenged. What is to be conserved? Should one focus on one’s own idea, the relationship, or an examination of the challenge? When the question is put in this way, it is easier to examine the challenge. However, I suspect we can all identify instances in which we experienced intense frustration and confusion about where to turn because social constraints made it difficult to know what to conserve and what to change.  (Gash, 2005)

Also there are topics that are hard to discuss.  In a particular context I can feel forced to maintain a position that I would not support in other situations.  The discussion can become non-rational because of my protective action.  Reflecting shows that it is not just the topic that is the difficulty – rather it is the combination of topic, context, and the role I fill in that discussion.  Formal theory doesn’t include context in a neat way.  Our theoretical structures miss out a lot don’t they?

3.2
A Matter of Membership
Rowan Williams writes perceptively on membership of groups.  His specific concern is with religion but his words apply broadly.   Williams refers to a member of an established church:   

‘tak[ing] responsibility for corporately-held teaching and discipline, [with] religious allegiance … making over some aspect of self to others in ways that may compromise both liberty and integrity.  I may be … committing myself to practices that mean little, or subjecting myself to codes of conduct that don't connect convincingly with my sense of who I am or what is creative and life-giving for me.’.  (Williams, 2008, emphasis added)

The phrases mean little and codes don’t connect convincingly are important.  
I can believe, or at least allow, assertions for issues that don’t directly impact me.  If I have never been involved with an issue my ability to evaluate is limited.  In such cases the value of being a member of a community becomes more important.  Being ‘on the same page’ and not disputing the unimportant allows this.  A lot of dogma means little.  

But codes that do not connect convincingly and that compromise integrity are not so easily accepted.   Some issues are matters of individual conscience – for example, the condom / AIDS case.  Previously it has been argued that there is a difference between justifying a position by reasoning technically and by showing that it benefits society. (Hiller 2006)  The yardsticks are different.   The moral judgements that Kavanaugh talks about need to look at outcomes and societal benefits.  Context and ‘double effect’ (McIntyre, 2009) also loom.    The evidence and information to be weighed by the member will rarely be technical.  Individual conscience is a difficult area, even the experts disagree (de Cosse, 2009).
Some of the code difficulties are beyond the individual and action in the mainline religion.  The debate on ‘celibacy’ for Catholic priests is one case and ordination of women in the Catholic and Anglican communions is another.    In each case there are members with strong  feelings of inappropriateness.  They have no option but to leave.      

4. And Then, …

The paper started with the quote from Hugh Gash that mentioned encountering a problem.  How do we encounter it?   Commonly I read an article, see a report on tv, go to an exhibition, am asked a penetrating question by one of my children,  ... and something jars.  That is one way, but I can also be provoked.  Art exhibitions often set out to provoke.  I am prepared to be shocked when I go to an exhibition of Modern Art.   Here I am moved significantly away from normalcy and am not offered a specific other.   I must debate between two of my personæ to learn how to incorporate parts of the new.   
But nothing loses its effectiveness more quickly than shock;  by its very nature it is a unique experience.  As a result of repetition it changes fundamentally. (Walker, 1999)

The shock of art can teach us much.   The writer Ulrike Meinhof wrote about difficulties in German society and called for change.  She was read but she felt her message was not being acted on and she became more strident and ultimately a terrorist. (Bauer, 2008)  Stridency can be seen in the reaction to the morality of some laws.   Spain has just passed a new abortion law.  The Archbishop of Burgos called for civil disobedience.   He asserted that politicians and judges are taking on rights that they do not have.  Specifically they should not decide on matters to do with life.  The reaction of some US prelates to the voting of their Federal politicians has been similarly extreme.  The church authorities have invoked their own penalties and urged their parishioners to behave in a similarly aggressive way.  
If the result of a discussion is not acceptable to one party does the umpire’s ruling need to be apply?  When and how do rule changes arise?  The question is complex and situations justifying each answer can be imagined.  

Related issues arise from decisions that cause majority : minority splits in the population.    

It can be difficult to live in the present but that is where we find ourselves.  Can the ethics of the past be accommodated?  Maybe the old values will be maintained, maybe they will change, but the context in which they are applied is the context of today.  
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A passage in Renew suggests a way of changing : 
[there is] reform by amnesia, quietly and conveniently forgetting the appalling views and attitudes … expressed in so much official teaching and practice for [much] of its history.  Recall[ing] some of the details from that history can help ‘relativise some of our false absolutes’ with respect to history and tradition. 
An option?
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