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The Situation

Tea parties, tax protests, health care rallies – all are becoming common and all
are directing their grievances and concerns at our government. Free speech is a
time-honored part of the democratic process. The people have a right to be
heard. However, the government has the ability to ignore the attempt or to
demonize the effort. The current administration takes every opportunity to
discredit those at these protests and those that oppose their specific view.

The Experiment

The first question is why are the protestors combative? All protests have
common cause at their core: the people in charge are not listening or are taking
actions that are counter to the public’s interests. There is a breakdown of trust.

Some years ago a business group I belonged to conducted a supervisory training
session. All of the participants were professional businesspersons. One of the
exercises was conducted to demonstrate how people react in a group
environment based on the way they are treated. The participants were seated at
round tables with eight persons per table. Each participant counted out a number
from one through eight. The session leader sent the ones, threes, and eights out
of the room. In their absence the remaining participants were given the following
instructions.

“When the ones return, they are always correct regardless of what they say.
Agree with them in every case.
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Listen to the number threes but regardless of what they say, disagree with them.
They are wrong.

Treat the number eights as non-persons. Move your chairs close together to
keep them out of the group. Do not acknowledge their presence or listen to their
input”.

The number ones, some completely wrong but exonerated and supported by the
group, soon relaxed, becoming open and vocal. Many propped up their feet; all
demonstrated secure positive body language.

The number threes, many of them correct, were increasingly vocal and agitated,
raising their voices as they passionately pleaded their cause. Some finally gave
up in frustration.

The number eights tried to rejoin the group but were shunned. They were ignored
entirely, their presence and input rejected. Before the session ended, in less than
five minutes, some of the eights were angrily standing on their chairs screaming
at their groups.

The Consequences

The experiment had consequences for everyone in every group regardless of the
fact that they knew it was a training session. The consequences were different
for each group. In those where the number one was a leader only the eights
remained angry. Where the ones had been wrong, the groups brought them
quickly back to reality. Most of the groups reassured the threes and eights when
they were correct, and that they were wanted. Our group’s number eight, a friend
of everyone in the group, never completely got over the rejection.

Causes

Following are some of the conditions that set up protests. We see them in all
aspects of our lives.

1. When one side has fixated on a path of action and will sacrifice all to
achieve their objective. Compromise is not an option.

2. Where others have established the lines and parameters but one side
does not agree with the rules.

3. When rhetoric fails to match reality or pass the test of reasonableness.
4. When one side takes an elitist attitude and ignores those with opposing

views as “offering nothing constructive”.
5. When one side is condescending and rejects input from the other, labeling

them obstructionists.
6. When one or both sides lie or will say anything to achieve their goal.
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These practices occur at all levels of society, in government, the workplace, in
families and between friends. During the last two years with a Republican
president there was a Democratic congress and the partisanship led to the
recession. During the six years prior, when the Republicans were in power, they
used all of the techniques listed above. The result was a large contingency of
angry Democrats and Independents. This lack of trust, fiscal irresponsibility and
unwillingness to negotiate for the good of the people led to the election of Barack
Obama. Now his administration is practicing the same partisan politics.

Lesson Learned

Participation and involvement are keys to human interaction. There may be
disagreements among participants but where legitimate and civil dialog prevail,
there may be passion but not anger. If there is anger it is temporary and non-
violent.

Exclusion creates powerful emotions that may surge to the surface and even boil
over. Eventually, ignoring the needs of individuals or groups may result in
violence. The entire civil rights movement is an example of failure to listen or take
action.
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What the People are Protesting

Many people believe the current administration is attempting to reengineer our
system from capitalistic to socialist. Depending on what set of facts a person
accepts, this shift is real, wrongly perceived, or incorrect. The definition of
socialism per Merriam-Webster is:

1. Any of various economic and political theories advocating collective or
governmental ownership and administration of the means of production
and distribution of goods.

2. (a) System of society or group living in which there is no private property.
(b) System or condition of society in which the means of production are
owned and controlled by the state.

3. A stage of society in Marxist theory transitional between capitalism and
communism and distinguished by unequal distribution of goods and pay
according to work done.

One of the consequences of socialism is the redistribution of wealth. A certain
amount of this occurs in any civilized society. Provisions are made for the poor,
injured, unemployed and elderly. It is unconscionable for the U.S.A., the
wealthiest nation in the world, to have any citizen without healthcare, unless they
choose to do without and are willing to accept responsibility for the cost of their
care. Controls and regulations are established to help manage various systems.
It is the extent, application and control of these regulations that distinguishes
capitalism from socialism.

It is the purpose behind the redistribution of assets and accumulated wealth that
has some people upset. They believe our government wants to establish
bureaucratic controls over every aspect of our lives. There is concern that
favoritism plays a significant role in who gets money, power and opportunity. At
the very least, the Federal Government is layering expensive bureaucratic
controls on all of our systems, adding cost and potentially reducing our freedoms
and competitive capabilities.

While various reasons are given for the protests and different groups have come
together, the core issue is control and power. The real fight is personal freedoms
versus big government.

In a democracy the people make the decisions through an electoral process. The
assumption is the collective will of the people will move the country in the right
direction. This system values the citizens as individuals who can manage their
resources in their best interests. The people are responsible for their actions and


