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Abstract

Conversation, roles and positions are related in this paper.  Context links them.

The scene considered is one where people give and receive advice in their official capacities.

Instances of confusion can arise from misunderstanding the roles being filled when giving advice and what is acceptable in those roles.
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1.
Introduction

This paper is about communications and conversation.  It illustrates some things that may go wrong and some that need to be watched.  Context is the key.

Why look at the identity and role of the speaker when thinking about personal and spiritual development?  Well, roles can be confused, may not be understood, not agreed;  this is a problem when advice is given.  The basis for the advice needs to be clear – Why this particular advice?  Who is giving it?  The answer to the who needs to include both the individual and his role.  
Several frameworks are useful for these questions.  One distinguishes particulars of the incumbent from the position he occupies.  The former can look at mood, temperament, attitude;  the latter shows what to expect from the person who fills a given position.  The discussion here goes to position;  that in the companion paper – Roles as Observer Extensions (Vrobel 2008) – better handles the individual.  
Speaking from a particular position involves authority in its several meanings.  There is the delineation of positions in function and policy senses.  Relationships internal to and external to the organisation come up.  Section 4 is about classic mismatches between roles and their perception in formal conversation.
Before getting to the formal it helps to look at the informal.  Section 3 does this.  It presents a skirmish with authority.  What do we look for from informal interaction?  The trade-off between breadth of knowledge and its depth arises.  The need for accuracy can be questioned.  Output is revealed as more than information, in the simple sense of that term.
The Conclusion notes influences of culture and questions on the scope and authority of organisations within society.   
2.
Some Basics
Pask spoke of conversation as ‘recursive interaction that continues until there is agreement over an understanding’.  The until and the agreement warrant reflection.  
Until is about termination.  This occurs differently for the two parties in a conversation.  To see this, let us look at the case where a consultant advises a decision-maker.  
The latter is prepared to stop when he feels a decision can be made (not when it has been made).  Also he will stop if he believes further conversation won’t lead anywhere.  The other party, the advisor, will want to stop when the opportunity cost of continuing becomes too great.   He may not be prepared to stop if he feels he has not made his points sufficiently.  The two parties may not reach conclusiveness at the same time, but their times are generally ‘close enough’.   Or, the needs of one dominate.
Another reason for discussion is to persuade, or at least to make a case credible enough to have it considered.  Again there is asymmetry.
  The advocate can come to a position after extensive study and much discussion;  his investment may be high.  The advisee may not find large investment appropriate, but he will need some basis for his decision.  The justifications for an advisor who recommends, and for an advisee who follows advice are not the same.  This distinction is frequently overlooked by advisors on religious matters.  Advisors argue their frame of reference as the only one that is relevant and dismiss all others.  The resulting emotional turmoil can be great. 

Advisors often appeal to familiar texts and this can be plausible.  But such texts may not be as clear-cut as is suggested.  This is particularly true when they are based on ancient religious material – the skill sets of exegeses and theologians are different
 (such differences can be important to advisors).   However, those advised can discount such justifications and make their decisions by looking at the likely societal effects. (Stoeger, 2006)

Another distinction is the relationship between the information offered and the remainder of the person’s world.   We seldom reveal all in a discussion.  This causes the much-quoted case where the information requested from an advisor is not what is needed for the decision.
  On the other side of the discussion, the need to know determines which version of truth is paraded.  
What I say depends on who I am and when I say it, ie. on the role I am filling.  An illustration is the difference between advice given by a prelate when preaching and what is said during individual counselling (eg. Roberts, 2007).  A related point is the difference between what is seen as ‘right’ and what one is able to say (Hiller, 2006, §3.2.1).  Such cases can be confusing when viewed from outside because issues like role-dependency, lesser evil, scandal, depend on the vantage point, ie. on the context.

And then there is the relevance of the person’s other world to the way terms are used.  Dialogues continue until one party sees need for clarification.  Again, things have gone wrong, and they may have been wrong for much of the preceding discussion.  Backing up is required but it seldom happens.
The previous paragraphs have been about the intersection of the worlds of the conversants in  the roles they fill.  This intersection may be subject to additional restriction based on the person with whom one is conversing.  An interesting case is the recent pause in Catholic / Jewish dialogue brought on by the Head Rabbi in Rome.  He remarked:
There is no room for discussion of these subjects, because … this would end in essential futility, … [a]nd instead of talking, barriers would be raised. [B]y deviating from a road traveled together, which manifested an awareness of Jewish sensitivity and the need to remove obstructions from the agenda of our discussions, we have returned to questionable topics.




    (Magister, 2008)
Yes, one’s role limits one, but further limits can come from the identity of the other parties.   

Pask’s few words imply much.  Note they do not say ‘continue until you get it right’.  Stopping rules though seldom mentioned, are very important;  likewise so are the limits on exploring different worlds.

The above applies to all conversation but the informal brings in other aspects.
3.
Informal Conversation
The scene is everyday discourse.  Issues discussed may not have answers with only a single truth value.  Assumptions may not be verbalised; terms may not be defined precisely;  conclusions may need to be extracted from the text.  The process is one of response to enquiry rather than pursuit of a specific reasoning procedure.  Informal logic applies.     
There is no agenda;  issues arise and interactions tease them out to some extent.  Termination appears haphazard because the application is not clear.  Much is context-dependent, but context is not available in informal conversation.
A lack of concentration on formal reasoning allows ideas to bubble without organisation – how can they be organised if no issue is verbalised?  Context again.  Expertise is on offer but it is unprepared.

What can one take from such sessions?  They offer a tapestry of ideas and links.  Knowing who proposed what, and that person’s expertise, suggests weighting;  but again, the context!     Also, which of the several personæ of the individual gave rise to the comment?  And  the persona may change during discussion – it is important to watch for this.  

Informal conversation and brainstorming are similar in some ways, but polar in others.  Both can open up unanticipated areas.  The refinement implicit in the one contrasts with the haphazard nomination of the other.   Their use of informal logic is similar.
So, what expertise is valuable in informal conversation?  It is not what one looks for when an authority speaks in his well-defined role.  The value in the discussion comes from identifying issues, contacts, applications, contexts.  The ‘expert’ may prompt valuable follow up even if his specifics are wrong.  Authority for the informal is different.  The type of check used for a ‘regular expert’ is not so important here.  Knowledge of areas and roles is what is important.  The whole notion of authority is fluid.  This contrasts with formal conversation where authority is precise – even if it is misunderstood.
Put simply the word authority has several meanings.  The one that is apt for informal conversation is not the one we look for in formal interaction.
Now on to the classic roles arising in formal conversation.


4.
Views of Roles

The interplay of roles and responsibilities, both perceived and real, is complex.  Formal statements serve many purposes and address several publics.  An example is statements made by church bodies.  Hamilton observes :

Whenever a moral issue swims into public view, people will call for church leaders to make a statement about it.  The call should be weighed carefully – such statements have their place but are not normally all that helpful.

He continues :

The reason is that church statements are written to achieve broader goals – to help form a lively and faithful church and to ensure that the wider public is properly informed about Christian faith and the issues facing the nation   (Hamilton, 2007) 

4.1
Parallelism

Senior figures often discharge responsibilities to several constituencies in parallel and their  balance depends on the set of current issues.  Frequently their constituents don’t register the parallelism and they are aggrieved when their own priorities appear to be overlooked.  CEOs and Executive Directors of companies have position definitions requiring this parallelism.  They have to cope with lack of recognition of the extent of their roles.
A different complexion of the multi-role problem comes in requests for advice that move executives outside their formal areas.  A recent example occurred in the military.  In 2007 articles in military journals written by colonels regretted their flag officers were operating beyond their areas of expertise.  (Yingling, 2007 is one such)   This was a case of a role being extended in a de facto manner.
In a complementary way recipients can be concerned about the scope of advice.  Religious leaders speaking on social welfare can provoke politicians into telling them to concentrate on matters that are their responsibility.   The religious see social issues as included in their role;  the politicians do not.  This is disagreement about scope.
Let us just stop here to see some of the relationships involved and issues that arise.  
The authority figure operating with parallelism may address :


The public generally on activities of the organisation.



The public on matters concerned with the public generally.


Authority figures in other areas where there is a joint interest.


Authority figures as above but where there is also membership of








        their own organisation.



Members of their own organisation .

There will be questions about the justification for their comment :



From the public generally.



From those responsible for delivering the service commented on.



From those responsible as above where they are also members of







 the authority figure’s organisation.



From members of the figure’s own organisation.
For each interaction members of each public have perceptions, possibly incorrect, on what is legitimate for a role.  Reactions from those publics are best understood by looking at these perceptions.   
Clearly this is complex.  Clearly it is important to know the role pairs for the 
<advisor, advisee> combinations.  Clearly there is scope for confusion between the actual roles and how these are perceived.  
Now for an unusual parallelism situation.  
It is rare for an authority figure not to operate with parallelism but Pope Benedict separated two of his roles when he spoke at Regensburg.  It can be argued this caused the unfortunate consequences of his address. 

He planned to speak to academics at his old university on a research topic he had long pursued.  Essentially his address was to be that typically given by an Emeritus Professor.  He prepared in this way and assembled academically-appropriate documents to support his points.  As Russell puts it: 

‘… because Benedict was … to be speaking to former colleagues at his old university, he did not … send his text to the appropriate Vatican department for review, as had been the practice under John-Paul II.’






        (Russell, 2007)
He came in papal dress and his speech was distributed as would be expected for an address by the Pope.  His choice of authorities caused offence;  though academically acceptable they were insensitive to the Muslim community. 
In essence Benedict wanted to be seen like an Emeritus Professor but much of his public saw him as Pope.  There were two roles;  Benedict chose one, the public saw the other.  Problems.
4.2
Conflict of Public and Private Roles
People such as politicians and judges have roles where they interact with legislation they may personally find repugnant.  In some countries they face pressure to apply personal views to public decisions.  In the religious scene bishops et al have spoken of excommunication if legislators do not comply.  (e.g.. Burke, 2008)   Not all take this line.  George warned of the dangers of politicising too much.  (Allen, 2008)
Justice Scalia of the US Supreme Court illustrated there need not be any public / private conflict when he spoke on the strict interpretation of the law and his own religiously-informed conscience.  In a comment on the death penalty:

‘In my view, the choice for the judge who believes the death penalty could be immoral, is resignation rather than simply ignoring duly enacted constitutional laws and sabotaging the death penalty. He has, after all, taken an oath to apply those laws, and has been given no power to supplant them with rules of his own.’ 



     (Baker, 2005)

Quinlan spoke of the political scene from first hand experience: 
‘an MP is obliged to pay heed if the settled values of a large majority of those being represented point in a direction that he or she might not personally have chosen’.  (Quinlan, 2008)  
His paper broached the topic of when staff may find themselves morally unable to carry out an order.  He included a need to be reassured they have adequate information for such action.  It is difficult to be adequately briefed when there is private information.  Role implications.   

Public – private inconsistencies are issues for more than judges and politicians – they are faced by many.  An example is the pharmacist who has a religious difficulty with contraception but who needs to sell the pill to retain his licence.  These people have their own decisions to make but their actions can be seen as inconsistent, hypocritical even, by members of their community.  A question of scandal?

A final comment on these issues.  Tolerance is in short supply.  Participants in debate often blaze away and refuse to accept that others may want to debate with them.

The range of those who may be involved in a decision is wide.  There are those who make the decisions, those who advise, those who attempt to match actions with knowledge of religious belief et al, those who regulate, and so the list goes.  Many more than the <advisor, advisee>.  
5.
Conclusion
Early parts of the paper, Section 2 and 3, touched on what can come out of a conversation.  Initial aims may not be realised, but rich results can be on offer.  Too sharp a focus on the desired can obscure what is valuable on the periphery.
Most interest here has been on the role occupied by one who advises or informs.  The position determines what is known and can be conveyed (not necessarily the same).  
This paper has been about one facet of the role definition issue – it argues that confusion is reduced by being clear on which of many possible roles is being used.  
We know this topic from the IT world.  It arises in  federated systems.  Resolving role questions reduces metadata challenges.  However, how far should precision go?  

Brief reflection shows complete definition as elusive.  It is valuable to ponder theoretical issues but adequacy rather than absolutism has to be the key.  The unusual will occur and going too far with specification can make it impossible to handle.  

Knowledge of the role indicates the form of advice.  Aspects not included above include preparedness to advise, the climate where this is given, and the reasoning followed.  A few comments on these round out the discussion.  The controversies over the Danish cartoons and the Regensburg address provide a backdrop.    
Brooks spoke about the give and take of ‘Western conversation’:

‘In our world we spend our time sifting and measuring, throwing away the dumb and offensive, e-mailing the smart and the incisive. We aim, in Michael Oakeshott's words, to live amid the conversation — "an endless unrehearsed intellectual adventure in which, in imagination, we enter a variety of modes of understanding the world and ourselves and are not disconcerted by the differences or dismayed by the inconclusiveness of it all."’

(Brooks, 2006)
These words fit a society where the rights of the individual are paramount as distinct from one where the community is the focus.  The freedom to challenge, to question, implicit in Brooks is absent in many cultures, cults and religions.  There decisions may be taken by a small group and handed down.  
When it comes to inter-group dialogue, discussion partners should be of comparable strength.  Backing-off out of sensitivity is not always appropriate;  it can prompt reluctance to negotiate. (Bibi, 2006)  However, respect is always important.  Sometimes it is necessary to allow the discussant to maintain ‘face’.  Likewise appeals for rational discussion will fetter, if ‘rational’ is narrowly defined.  Doing this changes conversation to an attempt to convert.
Thinking about position raises the question ‘position in what?’.  ‘Position’ and ‘organisation’ go together.  The requirements for membership in an organisation are important.  There are issues about how these rules are enforced – are they to include or exclude? (Radcliffe, 2008)  Is it desirable to weaken or strengthen strictures?   The recent increase in the number of major sins by the Catholic Church will generate significant literature on these points. (Porter, 2008) 
Finally a comment on the paper’s emphasis on religion.  The points made are about communication and organisations generally and churches and cults are but two forms.  Religion provides much-discussed illustrations that are topical and advanced with vigour.   The arguments here refer to these but are not inherently religion-limited.  

The paper has a question in its title.  The discussion has not sought to answer it directly;  the message is that I should be clear on who I am and on whom I am listening to.
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#  Based on paper presented at Symposium on Personal and Spiritual Development,


InterSymp 2008,  Baden-Baden July 2008





� 	The argument here is a simplified form of that in (Hiller, 2006, §3.1.1).





� 	Exegesis involves extensive and critical interpretation of authoritative texts.  Theology is the 	study of religion from a religious perspective.





3	This difference can make termination appear inconsistent.
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