Civility


By Jack Balshaw


4/15/96





I had the opportunity recently to talk to a group about city government and the question of civility came up.  Their concern seemed to be about what rules there might be to follow when appearing before the City Council.  There were two focuses of interest.  Some were interested in defining the proper procedures and manner of conveying a personal view to the Council.  Others were most interested in the rights of the speaker and the responsibilities of the Council to respond.  In the latter instance it was almost as if manners didn’t exist or consisted solely of what was legally tolerable. 





I think this was in response to some dissatisfaction with the process related to the Lafferty/Moon issue.  The public, at least as represented by my questioners, doesn’t seem to understand the process of getting information to the Council.  Of course, neither do some of the Councilmembers.  Or maybe the appearance of ignorance is deliberate.





The whole issue of civility reminds me of drive-by shootings.  Many people lament the lack of value for human life exhibited by the shooters  They complain about lack of respect, lack of a sense of responsibility, lack of concern for anyone not in the shooter’s gang, etc.  But then, when some of these same people have the occasion to be involved in public discussion, they become verbal drive-by shooters.





There is no logic in their presentations or respect in their attitudes.  Anyone who disagrees with them is wrong.  Period.  No discussion.  They ask hypothetical or rhetorical questions and complain if they don’t get an answer they wouldn’t be satisfied with anyway.  They purport to speak for large numbers of people.





They’re not contributing to the discussion, they’re just bomb throwers.





The Council needs information to make decisions.  Questioning the Council’s motives doesn’t impart information.  There seems to be little interest in providing information.  Mostly, it seems to me, these uncivil people are engaged in some kind of game playing.  The delivery is more important than the content.





Those who would wish to provide the council with information for making a decision merely need to express why they would like the decision to go a particular way or their concerns about how the decision might affect their lives.  The Council then can take this into consideration.





The manner of presenting information should be similar to the way you would present an argument to your boss.  People don’t usually go to the boss with a chip on their shoulder, pound on the desk, question why the boss runs the company like he does.  Why do some think they can treat the Councilmembers that way and get a sympathetic hearing?  It’s almost like they want to show the Council how little respect they have for them but still expect to be treated with respect by the Council.  Ridiculous?





But the lack of civility isn’t limited to these confrontations.  You’re likely to get a highway salute if you don’t move out of someone’s way fast enough.  Some people conveniently never seem to realize others have formed a line.  I think it’s all related to the need to rush through life to do all the little things that have to get done.





People have too much to get done and too little time to do it.  There’s no time for little courtesies.  We’re becoming like the stereotype New Yorker, always rushing, no time for anyone else, “Get out of my way, I’ve got things to do that are more important than what you’ve got to do.”





Perhaps the only way to deal with the lack of old fashioned civility is to pay  less attention to the angry voices and more attention to the though
