WARNING TO FAITHFUL READERS: this is not a traditional scholarly article at all. It was born out of anger when I discovered the morally abysmal methods some people would use in order to hold on to power in ‘democracy’. It was printed in a Danish trade union magazine and re-printed (without my knowledge) in others. The below is the English one which Ms Rosalind Wade, the editor of the British magazine, Contemporary Review, published in vol. 228, # 1322. March 1976. 149-153. I believe that this is my best known contribution to mirth in the world of yesteryear. I wish you a hearty (and perhaps also somewhat strained) laugh. 

PRAGMATIC REUNIONOLOGY

Cay Dollerup, Copenhagen, Denmark
EVERYBODY knows that science and scholarship are rapidly advancing these days. But few are indeed the pioneers that work at the frontiers of human knowledge and slow is the process by which their results come down to the general public.

More than twenty years ago a new science, reunionology, the ‘logi’ of meetings, was born. Its modest beginnings were that truly revue milestone of social research, Professor Ratskidivuttenvot’s paper ‘How to Run a Meeting’ (Proceedings of the INT, 1949). Unbeknown to the general public, numerous important papers have appeared in scholarly journals but still reunionology has not received the recognition it rightly. And this is, surely, surprising, considering the importance meetings have come to have in recent years.

True enough, in the good old days, the GOM of tribe would settle matters in his own way, and if you happened to disagree in public, you would end up on the dinner-table or -rock. But this procedure has lost its persuasive power, and nowadays we are faced with the problems involved in so-called democratic meetings where everybody can have their say. This procedure involves much chatter and is often followed by convulsive jerks in the right arm.

One must admit that in today’s society some people, mainly politicians, seem - as it were - by instinct to have grasped some of the fundamental rules. But even they frequently make some horrible blunders. Since reunionology is ultimately of prime importance to the preservation of the established order and our present rulers, there is little doubt that the powers that be would benefit greatly from a thorough survey of the results of recent scientific research - with a view to their practical application pragmatic reunionology. All scholars engaged in the field know Professor von und zu Hopfenmeier’s authoritative Kurze Einführung in die Reuniologie (Kassel, 1964, 1162 pages), but it makes for some very hard reading and has not, I am afraid, received the attention it deserves.

Before going on to the details I must stress that there are two essential rules which must never be broken, if you want to apply pragmatic reunionology in an efficient and businesslike way:

One. Never let people know everything - at least not at the same time, and never in order of priority or importance.

Two. Use private talks or the phone. Avoid documents that reveal how you decided what was going to be the result of the democratic vote. [2008 addition: e-mails can be retrieved and the location of mobile phone calls can be charted]
The first thing you have got to determine is how to inform everybody about what is happening - and what is going to be on the agenda. Unfort​unately, democracy requires some openness, and in order to get into power you are obliged to pay at least lip-service to it. There is no doubt that at times it makes for some very unpleasant revelations, but then on the other hand - why not look at the bright side? In the first place, few - if any - have any foresight (especially not if you withhold some small but significant item of information) and accordingly you can always say that it is somebody else’s fault and responsibility if things go wrong. Besides, you are usually in command of the process of passing on information, and this opens up some new possibilities.

The first one is, of course, to keep back all or at least part of the relevant information until the very meeting. There is no dearth of good pretexts (e.g. the information is strictly confidential and can only be handed over for the duration of the meeting; or because everybody at the office (in the government, etc.) is overburdened with extra work because of rationalis​ation it was impossible to get everything finished before; or some documents of paramount importance were not received until a few seconds before the meeting (if you blame that on computers or the lethargy of officialdom you stand to gain a lot). The list could be continued here, but I suggest that you look up von und zu Hopfenmeier’s extensive list (pp. 515-617), or have a look at available minutes. And by the way: why not combine it with the first theorem of pragmatic reunionology? This is, ‘The number of pages participants at a meeting must read should be inversely proportional to the number of minutes they have at their disposal’ (von und zu Hopfenmeier lists the mathematical formula on page 765).

The method has, really, quite a few advantages: postage is nil, and nobody is fully aware of what they are voting about. Admittedly it some​times happens that nefarious persons raise a protest because, as they put it, they have not had time to study it properly. A good chairman can usually be relied upon to ignore such protests - or at least to threaten to have critics thrown out because they are obstructing procedure. On the whole it may be a better idea to give in and suggest that the decision is put off to another (please take note, not ‘the next’) meeting. After all, nobody will remember what was decided a year later.

There are, however, other methods for informing people. There is the ‘policy of complete openness’. True, it involves no negligible amount of paperwork and expenditure on postage. It is directly based on the second theorem of pragmatic reunionology: ‘Generally speaking, the interest in messages, letters, and documents is inversely proportional to their number’ (as Professor Piff-Pouff proves in Revue sociologique, Strasbourg, no. 4, 1968). On your part this policy requires an alert mind and an instant appreciation of what people are interested in. Consider what happens in the course of a single day, e.g. you buy a piece of india-rubber and some paper, you receive some brochures, the sun shines, and the birds are chirping out​side. There you are: now duplicate the bills for the india-rubber and paper. Take some pictures of the brochures, and describe the sunshine and the birds – in detail. This material is sent to everybody in order to keep all abreast of recent developments.

No matter what the contents of letter no. 57 are, you can safely end it: ‘Unless two (or even better: 50% of the) recipients of this letter protest within a week, the above suggestion has been agreed upon’.

It is fruitful to combine the above procedure with that of sending out the material for the meeting long ahead - preferably a year. In so doing you exploit the third theorem of pragmatic reunionology:

If all documents are received more than a month before the meeting, the chances that they will not be read will increase in direct proportion to the square of the distance to the meeting. (The author of this ingenious theorem is that prince of peers, the shy and reticent Spanish scholar, José Lope de Ortega (Yo. Mi vida, mi importancia, mis ideas, mi genio (Madrid, 1971)).)
This method works incredibly well. The participants will put the papers aside for later study, and not remember them until the very day of the meeting. And since nobody wants to admit that they haven’t read them, even the most controversial points are passed over smoothly - unless you yourself make the unforgivable mistake of dwelling so long on any item at the meeting itself that they succeed in browsing through the pertinent documents.

No matter which method you use, never put numbers, dates, or anything else by which they can be identified on the documents. They must not be glued, stapled or bound together; or if this cannot be avoided, at least in a haphazard order - and so that no two copies are identical.

Now for the agenda: It must be as vague as possible, and should end with a demand that all relevant documents are to be brought to the meeting. If anybody should have the audacity to ask what is relevant, the correct way of answering is: ‘Well, it is dreadfully hard to say, old chap, but if you bring along everything from the last 25 years, I guess you’ll stand a fair chance of having half of what is needed . . . ‘
Last, but not least. The time allotted to each item on the agenda must be insufficient. If this cannot be done easily, you will have to add some insignificant items at the end. Whenever the debate at the meeting becomes unpleasant, you can say that the agenda is long, and all items must be given proper treatment. (At this point I feel that it would be dishonest of me to hide the fact that scholars are in disagreement. Von und zu Hopfen​meier says that insignificant items are best if placed first because they will invariably require most time. He has based his thesis - at least in part - on C. N. Parkinson’s The High Finance. His findings have been hotly contested by the Australian research team Thurf, Spunner, and Rosendall in Reunionology. A Historical Survey (Cloncurry, 1971), and by my august self in Den reunionologiske problematik med særligt hensyn til at fuppe folk i dags​ordnen (Copenhagen, 1970; with an English summary). The point is that in the first place von und zu Hopfenmeier has misplaced a ’y2’ for a’q2’ on p. 245, and this changes the interpretation on p. 527 completely. But Hopfenmeier’s view is positively dangerous because people do at times realise that some point or other, once broached, is insignificant - and this can end you in the pickle: just imagine you have got 10 awkward items ​and 8 hours to go. By using my method you are safe: did you ever hear of people who returned to an earlier item on the agenda when they had finished the last one, huh? Right you are, they were just too happy the meeting was over ahead of time.)
The most crucial point in your preparations for a meeting is, however, handpicking your chairperson. You are always in a position to do so - provided you keep in mind that at all meetings there are two types of people: those that will not chair it - and those that will. By first calling upon, say, three who just plain won’t, the assembly will be only too happy to accept the first one who is willing - your real candidate.

But there are also different categories of chairs. You can call upon an impartial outsider to chair the meeting. That is a lousy idea, to put it mildly, because among other things he or she will not know when to stop critics in mid-sentence. The opposition sometimes demand such a chairman; your answer is that you thought of it yourself, but that the dangers inherent in letting outsiders know of internal affairs are too great.

Better to choose an insecure and inexperienced chairman. You determine what is going to happen by inviting him or her for dinner a week before the meeting and telling him or not to worry: you’ll be there. If any problem arises at the meeting he will try to catch your eye - and then it is just a simple question about whether to use sign-language or to interfere.

In rare cases you can chair the meeting. This is about the best thing that can happen, because now you can make snide remarks on all critics - and those who object will automatically go down to the bottom of the list of speakers.

At the meeting itself you should have many and long-winded speeches. The sentences should be complicated and you should carefully characterise your own viewpoints and decisions as ‘reasonable’, ‘wise’, ‘democratic’, ‘thoroughly sound’, etc. Don’t be unfair, but speak nicely about the opposition, e.g. ‘That would have been a very good point, if matters had not been so difficult’.

It is also very important that you are in absolute command of the debate. This can be done in various ways. If you are idolised by the participants, it is all right for you to interrupt other speakers. But even if you are not, you can always say that you would like to comment on the statement made by the last speaker. What you actually do is to ignore it and introduce some​thing else. And finally there is an absolutely brilliant method: as soon as you have finished a speech and the next speaker opens his or her mouth you indicate that you have more to say. There are usually a few speakers before it is your turn again and if you, unexpectedly, have nothing to add, you just say that you support their views. This will win you extra allies.

If you are in power, you are bound to be criticised. Luckily criticism can be countered in different ways. In the first place, you are never entirely at fault. So why not single out the 1% which is not your fault, and point out that you are innocent of these ridiculous charges? It is even easier to ignore criticism. The critic ends up at the bottom of the list of speakers - and the others are rarely bothered. But if you misunderstand criticism you do it at your peril; your smartness may be thwarted by naive persons who try to explain what it was all about. The best way of silencing criticism is to have one of your intimate friends tell the whole assembly what an unselfish person you are. He or she will not have to give any examples since everybody will be deeply touched by your self-sacrifice and disregard the silly, malicious criticism.

At first sight the biggest problem in these democratic meetings is that the outcome of some ballots and votes may be against your wishes. If you are worried by things like that, I am afraid you are not marked for greatness.

In the first place most items should not be put to the vote at all. They must be decided by the chairman. He can declare that it has been agreed upon unanimously, without saying how; or mumbling so that nobody can hear what is being said; or simply by reading the proposal quickly and adding without any pause that this is now resolved.

And if that doesn’t work there are still ways and means. Cut that particular item from the minutes. Or send out a letter that you have received additional information which invalidates the decision.

As you see, pragmatic reunionology is very simple. Once you master the fundamental rules, the world is yours: too, too many meetings at local, national, or international level are based on the assumption that true democracy works. Of course it does not - but pragmatic reunionology will enable you to make it function the way it should.
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