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Social Inclusion in Action

Ustron, Poland

May 2006  

Report by facilitators, Arlene and Jean-Claude Audergon 

Participants gathered from the partner organizations in six countries – Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Norway and the UK.   As well as being from six different countries, this is a very diverse group of participants from a wide range of ethnic/ cultural /religious backgrounds, also several of the participants have sensory and physical disabilities. Our meetings were supported by the gifts and efforts of each participating organization and individual, and the extraordinary hospitality of Edi, our host in Poland, and Trine, who has led us generously in this project.  Our intensive meetings were combined with enjoyable and interesting outings, and festive evenings. 

Social Inclusion in Action - Deep Democracy 

The first morning, we opened up discussions on the subject of social inclusion, and outlined our orientation - that the wisdom and learning will come from within the group.
We spoke about how our collective mind is bigger than any one person, group or idea. Where there are complex situations in our world, we need a diversity of viewpoints and experiences to be able to even talk about the problems and issues we face together, and to find creative solutions. A group is more than the sum of its parts - creativity comes out of interaction.  A main idea behind our work is ‘deep democracy’
 that wisdom comes out of the interaction, when all viewpoints are included.  The different dimensions of group life are also needed - the outer content issues, the underlying roles and polarizations, and the shared deepest layers of our human experience.
World Cafe

We introduced the ‘World café’ 
 which also emphasizes a group mind, arising through conversation.  Beginning with a question, people gather in small groups of four or five, and then after 15 minutes shift into new groups, continuing the conversation. The shift to new groups can happen again. We used this simple but very helpful method as a way to set out - and to begin to sort the issues we wanted to focus on. 
We began with the questions: 

What is the role of the ‘host’, in social inclusion?  And
What are the central qualities needed to be inclusive? 
In addition to using the ‘world café’ format, we asked people to look for ‘hotspots’
 Hot Spots, refers to points where something important is touched, and while there may be a tendency to back away, these are points that are vital, and will be potentially transformative. We also gathered some of the central points of discussions.

Issues included:
· respect, and awareness of privilege 

· Awareness of trying to be inclusive in communication - a small group had a particularly good experience exploring this, as one member of the small group was deaf, and one member was blind. 

· The difference between talking about being inclusive and being inclusive, and how this occurs at a political and social level, as well as interpersonal level For example, people may speak about a ‘civil society’, but it is insufficient if diverse feelings and experiences are not taken seriously and included. 
· The host can refer to an attitude of welcoming that is in each of us, an attitude that includes and welcomes and elders. 

· The concept of the ‘host can also be inflammatory, if it presupposes a ‘guest’ who is not a full member.  
Group Processes

Inclusion- Exclusion 
We went on to discuss inclusion and the implicit ‘ghost’ of exclusion. Mr. Mukherjee, of European Multicultural Foundation in the UK said “Diversity is a Fact. Multiculturalism is what we do with that fact.”  One important discussion was about the meaning of civil society.  One participant discussed issues facing his post-communist society. He spoke about the severe issues facing minority groups, such as groups with disabilities. He described how people had not thought about them before, that they were hidden away. And now there are new ideas about accessibility.  He also spoke about how society had barely begun to grapple with the meaning of civil society - that people had identified Slovakia as  being ‘Slovak’ a national identity. And that people needed to learn to consider Slovakia as a civil society made up of many groups, such as Hungarians, Roma, Poles, etc.  He went on to discuss the importance of sub-cultures, based on ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, etc. 
He also described the importance of working not only with the “minority’ group, but with the relationship between majority and minority cultures and the feelings involved.  

He spoke particularly about issues facing the Roma ( Gypsy)  community, many who are without work, with out sufficient education, medical care, etc. He and others spoke personally, as well as socially and politically about how the development of a multicultural society is a slow process of working with attitudes. 

Multiculturalism begins in our homes, hospitals, schools, and the attitudes there. Some participants underscored how laws are necessary but insufficient - that attitudes need attention, especially how many people feel that multiculturalism is a threat to their identity.  People also spoke about the importance of laws in supporting changing attitudes - or to sometimes have a bottom line, to say ‘to work here you need to be willing to learn, to look at your attitudes and work within a multicultural organization’. 
Racism and East-West issues
During another group interaction, we spoke directly about racism.  One participant felt that Racism is a concept brought from the west. He spoke about the importance of using words like xenophobia, imperialism and chauvinism, to refer to misuse of power.  Some others said that they felt racism was not a problem in their country. 
His led to separating the threads of two very important issues

1) East-West issues, and how the attitudes of dominance or superiority in the West, particularly the United States, but also in Western Europe,  are impacting  working  relationships in Europe.  The importance of different regions to have a chance to define and discover ways of developing as multi-cultural societies also on their own terms. 
2)  Racism is very actual. In some countries, it is so extreme; the mainstream has little awareness of it.   Racism is prejudice combined with the power of a majority group to enforce their prejudice - manifesting as oppression and violence, associated with an ethnic group, and particularly color. 
One member said that she supported the viewpoint of not wanting to be dominated by the west, but that she needed to speak out against the silence around racism, for example against Roma in Slovak Society. She spoke about the tremendous suffering of Roma and violence against them. She also spoke about how friends with dark skin, who had come to the country, were threatened and physically assaulted, in danger of their lives.  

Then, a participant from the UK, a BBC reporter, spoke about being stopped on the street, for his skin color - not that it happened once, he said, but he had been stopped more than a dozen times over a short period of time.  

The participant who had said racism was an idea of the west now spoke about having been beaten up for speaking the ‘wrong’ language on the street in Lithuania. He also felt moved to understand more about racism and the violence going on. Another important strand of our conversation that emerged was about breaking the silence, talking about the pain of discrimination within one’s own country, and not ignoring it. 

Outcomes
There was a lot of feeling and a shift in understanding that grew between participants. Some of the learning outcomes were: 
· The importance of recognizing there is a problem - and how this recognition can occur through personal interaction, like we had together in this meeting
· When people say ‘there is no problem here’ it is often based on the privilege of being in a majority group, and being unaware of what is actually going on for the minority.  Or, the minority group may be so cut off or hidden from society, that there appears to be ‘no problem’. 
· There is also a need to be exposed to the issues – none of us know about everything going on, and we often focus on areas where we have been downed, more than on areas where we have privileges. 

· Legislation is essential, but not enough. Legislation needs to be followed up by forums that deal with interaction and attitudes. Attitudes change through encounter. Also, people can too easily learn the language of the law, and then discrimination becomes more subtle. While it was celebrated that the UK has done very well, in terms of having almost no official practice of racism left in the country,  there is still a great deal of work needed.  

· The importance of recognizing the different levels of a problem, from the personal level to institutional. 
Laws and Action 
Small groups gathered to ask the question what can we do as the Social Inclusion in Action group to impact laws that will support social inclusion in Europe. Groups also discussed what we can do to support changing attitudes around social inclusion in Europe. These conversations will continue at our next gathering in London, in October. 
Conclusion 
During the final session, we discussed how people felt about what had happened until now – what they would be going home with, and what questions were open. 
A comment:  “I had mixed feelings about what we would talk about. One thing I was struck with that will stay with me all my life was the friendliness, the warmth…”
He went on to speak about how deeply valuable such conversations are -  “Only good can come of this kind of dialogue among such a diverse group about the most serious issues at the very heart of social dialogue”… “We touched on subjects that can be like dynamite, but in a way that felt possible.” 

Another participant said: “We were talking about issues that I thought were simple to understand, that I thought I knew a lot about.   But, we went into these issues with a depth that I did not know existed.  I knew about the issues I face as a disabled person.  I didn’t know about problems that happened to other people, in other places, and it is so very important to know these things”  


Another participant said: 
“We are all foreigners and we are all human beings.” 
� The idea of Deep Democracy was developed by Arnold Mindell, See Mindell A., Sitting in the Fire, Portland Oregon Lao Tse Press, 1995 See also � HYPERLINK "http://www.deepdemocracymovement.net" ��www.deepdemocracymovement.net�  Or � HYPERLINK "http://www.cfor.info" ��www.cfor.info� 


� Junaita Brown with  Isaacs, D., World Café  San Francisco, Berrett-Koehler Publisher 2005 


� A term used by Arnold Mindell, to refer to spots where conflicts, cycle and escalate, but also points of potential transformation, if they can be carefully facilitated 





