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An interview of Bill Moyers’ in one of his “World of Ideas” books, provided insight on a subject I had been thinking about.  The  subject was why there is so much animosity associated with the public conflicts we’ve had in Petaluma, the auto mall sign, factory outlet, the wastewater plant, Rainier and Lafferty.





Moyers asks in his interview, “It’s so much easier to arouse people to martial causes.  Why is it so hard to inspire a sense of shared national purpose in the interest of peaceable pursuits?”





The interviewee responds, “The problem is that the concept of peace lacks drama.”





In looking back on our major local conflicts there was always the situation of the Council being demonized by the public opponents and the Council never quite understanding the depth of the hostility being directed towards it.  The fact that the public opponents always had to create the drama of conflict is now understandable to me in that the conflict is what created an interest in their position. And a continuing conflict maintains interest and insures continuing public discussion and support.





The Council, on the other hand, is accustomed to being bombarded with information on specific issues in a generally factual and boring manner. The focus is always on which side of the presentation has the most valid and/or significant information.  Not, as in the case of these conflicts, whether or not the Council is making a deliberately evil decision. This change from the function of weighing information to suddenly defending itself against attack, causes the Council to forget its prime function of being a decision making body.





Once this exchange of aggressive/defensive postures takes place, both sides dig in their heels and view the other side as some sort of obstructionists.  What is lost at the very beginning of the discussion is that neither side is deliberately supporting a position they don’t believe in simply to frustrate the other side.





The public opponents aren’t having meetings, raising their blood pressure and giving up their Monday nights just to have fun annoying the Council.  They truly believe they have an idea, a cause, a mission that is worth fighting for.





The Council on the other hand, truly believes it has to act in the interest of the whole city and that those before it, no matter how passionate they are, are only a segment of the constituency.  The Council doesn’t sit there and say to itself, “Let’s see how many citizens we can get mad at us by stubbornly refusing to act in the best interest of the majority of the community”.





Thus, somewhat irrationally, both sides take the view that the other side is deliberately being stubborn just to force its selfish interests on them. As attack and defense continue to escalate, the point is reached where, even if one side said, “You’ve got a point there”, the other side would suspect it was a trick.





While neither side is evil, there are usually major players, leaders, on one or both sides to whom the issue becomes not one of “what’s right” but “who wins”.  Once this point is reached, rational discussion is at an end and there is no way any solution will be accepted as fair by the losing side.





Even if moderates, who are called moderates because they want to avoid conflict, try to bring some reason or logic into the discussion, they are suspected by both sides as favoring the other side.  They can’t change anything. The next step is usually the courts or the ballot box, both of which create a “get even” attitude on the part of the losers and set the stage for future conflict. 





I think Petaluma is in for a long downhill slide in Counci
