TOWARDS AN OUTLINE OF A SELF-REFLEXIVE CONFERENCE

ly rue aux Laings, 1000 Brusssls, Belgium,

Data/Placs : The conferance site should be such as encourage a
relaxed atmosphere whenever appropriaste, This could mean a building
gurrounded by parkland for wdlking. The weather should not prevent
this and disgussions on the grass should be possible. The conferance
should be residential to permit Fluid overflow of discussion late
into the svening. ©On the other hand it should have non-dormitory ac-
commodation for those whe nsed privacy. The mesting room layout,
chdrs, heating, floor covering and audio/visual egquipment should per-
mit both Fermal and informal seftings., It should be possible to

"gat away" from the conference into an alternative environment (e.g.
a small tmwn) to change wind-sets. Unfortunate cowpromises should

be avolided,

Pegpls s The conference should be attractive to psople representing
a woary complets spsctrum of perspectives, taking into account s

- fislds of intesrest (arts, sciences, conventional, unconven-
tional, stc)

- praferred modes of action (research, selfeaxpressien, orga-
niration, etc)

-~ preferrod modss of mesting {discussion, dance, conferance,
audio/visual, stc)

- cultures/languages/nationalities (even if a common language
is used for communication)

-~ prganizational effiliation {governmsntal, nongovaernmental,
industry, church, stc)

The most importent factor is not any of the above but rather
whether the person can respond to a catalytic snvironement, can help
to reinforce it, and can move and blend with any emerging processes
(or gresatively ovppose it), This reguires m sense .that there is soms-
where te go, but that the person's opuwn favoured direction does not
reflect the whole truth., Ideally it should be possiblse to ask of
participants that they bs neutral to whether they end up being key
speakers or not speesking at all, if that is the way the process
svyolvas, ’

Goals ¢ The essential goal should be open and should emerge from

the cenfersnce process, The pgint being that if it is necessary to
define the central goal, the participants arse thus defined as being
of a2 type requiring that their gosls be dafined for them. Ths chale
lenge lies alsswhers howewer with the goal deflining process amongst
sinere, committed, goal-dsfining individuals - here is where breakth-
roughs are reguired,

Preliminary goals should aim¢ for collective awareness of the
confersnce structure end process, as 8 reflsction of participant
response to the challenge of working ftogether, Namely ths preli-
minary task is to make the conference, in all its diversity of orien-
tations; collectively selfe-aware, This means exppsing many of the
hidden realities which structure conferasnce dynamices and freguently
rendar such axarcises supsrficial,
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Given the nature of the participants required, it is not neces=
sary to fear any lack of substance for discussion, Programmes,.
speakers, discussion leaders and topics can bs re-grdered accerding
to participant interest as it emerges, The challenge is to idantify
within the process those substantive inputs which will take ths group
as a whols a step Further at any given time. And ideally thers should
emerge a sgnss of convergencs, fed by such appropriate inputs, The
maans of achieving this are as important to aﬁﬁiaty as the ends
wuhich emarge,

ﬁtyla/?armat ¢ Since all the substantive questigng have been debatad
and analyzed on very many cccasions {(te the point of alienmating from
such svents many of thoss participants who are most desirable), it is
anly through the style and format that new ground can be effectively
broken, Their impeortance lies in ths Fact that they reflect parti-
cipant ability to provide themselves with a suitable working strue-
turs = if they cannot be innovative in this domain, avoiding pagt
failures, then collectivel they have nothing of relevance to commus
nicate to the outside world about which they are concerned, The
praparation for this conference should therefore result in the eslas
beration of & "menu" of styles and formats, The key to success lies
in providing participants with the ability te move according to need
between formulas identifisd on the menu {(and othsrs which emerge
spontansously)., To expleit the mestapher further, the confserence
should bs able to cogmpose a suitable sequence of dishes for itself,
with some groups of participants favouring particular dishas, and
some dishes shared by all, Testes differ, An y feasibility study
should focus on this gquestion and all that i€ impliss,

Summary 3 The stress here is on the significence currently buried

in the simplistic wmanner in which conference organizers opt for a
"packaged experience® to offer te potential participants, thus trea-
ted as passive consumsrs {(even of expsriential sessiocns), By giving
programme, structure and process cheices back to participants, the
social rsality re-snters the confersnce snvironmant, A style and
format is reguired in which rsal cholices can bs made with their
atteandant risks, Tg aim for anything lsss than this is to express
lack of confidencs in the quality of participents and in their col-
lective rasponsibility -~ this attitude is self-reinforcing., Parti-
cipants will behave like children if treated as such. Worse still
is the widespread acceptability of "soap opera" confaerences. The
time has come to recognizs, as the children's tale recalls, just
when the emperor i€ without clothes, The conference structure and
process should iteslf emergs both as a symbol of a new reality and
as a suitabls gontainer (or chalice) for a naw pattesrn of ensrgies,
Participants will not lose in such a coecreative operation,





