Danny
My experience of Helpline meeting is not positive. I've seen people do numbers on other people and I think this is a waste; humiliation doesn’t make anybody feel good.... 

I've concluded that what consensus means at Helpline is that if you disagree with something, with what a majority of people are saying, and you don’t want to get out on a branch by yourself or with a small group of people, you keep your mouth shut!
I've observed that the people who think Helpline is attractive are people with verbal skills. Despite their egalitarian claims, I can see that there is as much hierarchy at Helpline as in the last, more mainstream, place I worked, but the power at Helpline comes from “skills in persuasion”. Going to one of their meetings is like meeting with an encyclopedia! It leaves a working class man like me feeling alienated.

Pamela
Helpline meetings don't work well for me. I find it harder to speak up and express myself in words than some of the men. Articulate people intimidate me. I feel as if you need to hear everything before I can say anything, I'm especially insecure if it's mostly men talking.  

It's just a whole different headset the men are into, like it's their career. I'm just not as interested as they seem to be in jockeying for position. This isn't a career for me – it's a vocation. 

If I want something doing it's easier to make change quietly and behind the scenes than through a meeting. When I do try to take a lead in meetings I worry that I'm coming across as a ‘pushy bitch’. I feel that if I'm at all bitchy they are going to use it against me.
Leslie
I needed help understanding Helpline. I didn't know what people were talking about half the time. I kept thinking, “Why do I have to talk with all these idiots?” It was an enormous cultural shock. The white majority talk a different language to me: ‘I hear you saying’ and ‘The consensus is.’ Among blacks, if you have a problem, you deal with your problem. Same conclusion, different process. It wearies me out at times. 

I find myself saying to myself, ‘What am I doing here? This place is strange! I know this is not my trip, OK? I’m not into the counterculture. I mean, I have a culture.'
Nina
I'm power hungry. I have been for a long time...I love to order people around. I love the feeling.
I'm a realist. I like getting the job done well. If there was some kind of director who will direct the program and do it right, tell people what to do, I'd enjoy that. Maybe that way the work will be fun. John and Sally directed a program and felt rotten about having to be directors and order people around, but that program did really good work. 
My style doesn’t always work, though. When I speak out at a business meeting, I think that I was put in a role where I would voice the bitchiness and the anger that everyone in my team had, so that they could be very philosophical. I would say ‘To hell with that this and to hell with that’, but it didn’t do much good because they were so used to me saying it. 
Nate
I know that I play a leadership role in Helpline. I used to think I believed in an egalitarian structure and am constantly frustrated that I'm forced to take on greater power by the apathy or unwillingness of others to take on responsibility.

I get angry at Helpline a lot, at what I see as naivete. I’m moving away from a kind of egalitarian view of the universe: everybody ain’t the same, you know. Maybe having a director would be a good idea, so that someone could say, “Look, I’m writing your paycheck out, and this is the way it’s going to be.”
Amy
I see the role of facilitator ass a service role. I'm there to serve the collective and help them work in a way that's free from oppression and poor power dynamics. I'm not interested in traditional power roles. 

It worries me that others sometimes attack me for holding a powerful position. Facilitating isn't power, it's powerlessness... I wouldn’t be interested in those traditional roles of power, because that would set up up terrible conflicts for me, in terms of just my own moral principles.
Deborah
I'm not sure where I fit in yet. I've never felt that I'm the downtrodden one, that I don't have any say at all, but I don't use my say all the time. I don't feel comfortable using it.

I'm the newest member here. I'm more hesitant to say something, or to try and control a business meeting, or try to lead the way in making decisions. I rely on people who have been here longer. I feel sometimes like I should be taking on more responsibility, but I've never been someone who speaks out actively in groups. I disagree if I have to, but I don't like to.

I felt quite intimidated for a while. The first meeting I went to people started talking “well, CPC has to do this,” and “The Shelter is going to do this,” and I said “What the hell?” Nobody ever oriented me to what these facilities were. You could say “Well, you could have asked,” and I could have, but I said “Wait a minute, what do these letters stand for?” and they laughed.

I find myself really confused by meetings... I couldn't follow what they were talking about. I'm sure it wasn't because I was too stupid to understand. But there seemed to be some kind of communication that just went beyond me.
Frank
I think I'm different in many ways from most people here. Because I'm from a very lower-middle class background. Scarce childhood where material goods were always very chancy. Conflicts about spending money. I think it makes me more pragmatic. More realistic. I'm more willing to sacrifice philosophical ideals for sometimes economic gains or political gains.

At Helpline it's pretty naive - the idealism, the rejection of money. We were pretty poor as kids. I would like to have a lot of money.

I sort of play the role of leadership. What that means is that I go first, sometimes. It doesn't necessarily mean that I do all the decision-making processes -which is not true; it's not a totalitarian situation – but just by the nature of my personality....I may open discussion first, I may do a lot of thinking in terms of problems that we have, and I may lay out the whole agenda of things that have to be done. But I don't make decisions on how they are to be carried out necessarily.

In any system you are going to come up with people who are suitable for carrying out one part of the task or another. So that your non-hierarchical, egalitarian, group-decision, consensual organisation is really just rhetoric
Kaye
I get people to do things. I'm very effective as a hatchet woman. I mean when I want people to do things, they goddamn well do them! And I know that! Big power! That's the part that's the ego trip. The other part is the part that makes me sad because people don't do things that it makes a lot of sense for them to do, like read the paperwork before a meeting. It makes me sad...buying into that role.... because I don't like being that kind of person.
Conflict doesn't bother me. I do very well under conflict. I come out well enough personally to be very selfish about it – if it's really there, I prefer to deal with it honestly.
I have no problem speaking out – being a woman doesn't stop me. I can more than hold my own with the men. And getting angry isn't a problem either. If it makes me angry the group'll soon know about it.
