Ways of Gathering: A Cross-Cultural Comparison

CONSULTING

Dimension

Colonial / Western
“Default”

Somali (Shir & Xeer)

Indigenous Circle
Practice

Ubuntu (Southern Africa)

Purpose of gathering

Transactional: achieve
agenda items; efficiency >
relationship

Governance &reconciliation: resolve
disputes, make collective decisions,
uphold social order

Healing & balance: ensure all voices
are heard, restore harmony

Affirmation of humanity: reinforce
intferdependence and dignity (“l am
because we are”)

Opening

lcebreaker, quick “fun fact”
game, or facilitator-led intro

Hospitality and respect: tea/food
offered; elders open with story,
proverb, or prayer

Ceremony or prayer; talking piece
establishes equality of voice

Ritual greetings, shared song/chant,
emphasis on belonging

Power & roles

Hierarchical: facilitator or
chair controls flow; expertise
privileged

Elders mediate; reputation and
reciprocity guide influence;
collective responsibility emphasized

Circle keeper ensures respectful flow;
every voice equal regardless of
status

Leadership is relational; wisdom comes from
community, not individual authority

Connection
practices

lcebreakers as "add-ons” to
create rapport

Storytelling, proverbs, negotiation
rooted in clan/family fies; collective
memory central

Turn-taking with talking piece; deep
listening; safe space for vulnerability

Sharing stories of care, solidarity, collective
stfruggle; affirming interdependence

Psychological safety

Often assumed; safety
depends on individual
willingness to risk

Social norms, hospitality, and shared
accountability foster trust and
reduce risk

Explicitly structured: confidentiality,
equality of turns, ritual boundaries
create safety

Belonging is assumed; identity is affirmed
through relationship, not tested

Decision-making

Vote/majority rules;
efficiency prioritized

Consensus negotiated via xeer;
dissent openly mediated

Consensus/consent (*can you live
with it2”) reached through rounds

Decisions framed around collective good,
harmony, and future generations

Closing

Quick wrap-up, next steps

Elders summarize decisions;
agreements binding for community

Gratitude, blessing, commitments
voiced in circle

Communal affirmation; blessing, song, or
collective statement of unity
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ceremony practices

Hierarchy respected; seniority

chai/food offered; honoring elders

Ritual foast (na zdorovye) or prayer;
offering of bread/salt; music or folk
traditions mark opening

CONSULT!(I:{E
Japan (Wa / India (Hospitality / Eastern Europe (Dacha / . .
Dimension el . (el Pe ( China (Guanxi / Harmony)
Nemawashi) Dharma) Slava)
f Harmony (wa) and group Relationship-building rooted in Community affrmation ’rhroggh fitual Strengthen guanxi (networks of trust and
Purpose o - . i . feasts (slava) and gatherings at S S T . :
e cohesion; prevent conflict, spirituality, duty (dharma), and dachas: collective resiience throuah obligation); pricritize long-term reciprocity
g Ing maintain consensus collective identity ' 9 over immediate outcomes
shared food, song, and labor
Ritual greetings, bowing, formal Blessin rayer, or ritual invocation;
Opening introductions; sometimes tea 9. prayer. '

Tea sharing, formal greetings, exchange of
business cards/gifts; emphasis on showing
respect and relationship intent

Power & roles

Connection

and silence carmry weight; indirect
speech avoids loss of face

Elders and hosts guide proceedings;
respect shown through ritual (touching

feet, formal address)

Elders or hosts lead ritual; hierarchy

acknowledged but collective voice
expressed in foasts and songs

Deference to hierarchy; elders and hosts

set tone; indirect speech protects mianzi
(face)

practices

Psychological

Trust built through shared meals,
siience, and group activities

Safety through predictability,

Storytelling, proverbs, shared meals;
collective identity invoked through
spirituality/community

Shared gardening, cooking, and
toasting; storytelling, folk songs, and
dances reinforce solidarity

Banqguets, toasts, and shared meals create
relational glue; personal favors exchanged
to deepen guanxi

safety

ritual, and indirectness (avoid
shame/loss of face)

Safety rooted in ritualized respect,
hospitality, and spiritual grounding

Safety through ritualized community

bonds; shame mitigated by collective
celebration

Safety maintained by avoiding public
disagreement, preserving face, and
reinforcing loyalty within trusted networks

Nemawashi: informal pre-

Decision-making

discussions build consensus
before formal meeting; conflict
minimized

Negotiation through relationships,

hierarchy, and ritualized compromise

Collective agreement emerges
through ritual toasts, songs, and
informal negotiations

Often decided by senior leaders, but
informed by informal back-channel
discussions and relational obligations

Formal thanks, bowing,

Closing

expressions of humility

Blessings, gratitude, food sharing,
honoring elders as closing ritfual

Final foast, dance, or prayer; departure
marked by food-sharing and
expressions of loyalty

Banqguet/meal as closure; gift exchanges or
toasts reaffirm bonds; relationship > finality
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CONSULTING

Strategy

Dimension

Middle East (Maijlis /
Bedouin Hospitality)

Latin America (Buen
Vivir / Minga)

Pacific Islands (Talanoa /

Maori Korero)

Jewish (Havruta / Shabbat)

Purpose of
gathering

Dialogue and governance through

majlis; hospitality as moral duty
(karam); relationships > efficiency

Collective wellbeing rooted in Buen

community benefit; joy and solidarity

Vivir; minga as shared labor for

central

honest storytelling (falanoa); connection

Relational fruth-seeking through open,

to ancestors, land, and community
(whakapapa)

Strengthen bonds through ritual study (havruta:
fruth emerges in dialogue) and weekly Shabbat
meal; sacred time to affirm family/community

Candle lighting, blessings over bread/wine; songs

Opening

Coffee/teq, incense, prayer or
blessing; guest is honored before
dialogue begins

Food, music, ritual blessing, often
Catholic or Indigenous; gathering
framed as collective celebration

Song, chant, or prayer; genealogy
recited; storytelling circle opens space
for voice

and prayers begin meal; ritual sets tone for
belonging

Power & roles

Elders/hosts preside; hierarchy
respected but softened by
hospitality obligafions; leaders
model generosity

Elders and community leaders guide;
youth and families included; authority

tempered by communal labor

Elders/knowledge keepers ground
conversation; circle format distributes
voice equally

Elders, rabbis, or hosts guide; but havruta pairs
level hierarchy in study; value in debate and
questioning

Hospitality rituals (serving coffee,

Collective work (minga) + music,

Sharing personal and ancestral stories;

Connection food); poetry and storytelling; o : ; ina: di
ti repetition of proverbs to transmit dance, feasting; relafional labor deep listening; dialogue seen as co- storytelling at Shabbat tables; blessing each other
prachices P ?/olues becomes connection creation of truth Y 9 ' 9

Paired study (debate as connection); singing,

Psychological
safety

Guaranteed by hospitality code:
host must protect guest, even
enemy; social shame if breached

Safety through shared responsibility
and reciprocity; solidarity in joy and
hardship

Safety comes from ritualized respect
and equal voice; group norms protfect
vulnerability

Safety built through ritualized fradition, shared
sacred time, and predictable structure

Decision-making

Consensus-seeking in majlis;
decisions influenced by honor,
reputation, and collective dialogue

Often collective consensus; grounded

in solidarity and Catholic/Indigenous
frameworks

Consensus through story, reflection, and
shared understanding; decisions rooted
in ancestry and land obligations

Collective decisions often guided by elders but
grounded in dialogue; religious law interpreted
through debate

Closing

Formal thanks to host, blessing, final
serving of food; continued

Feast, dance, celebration; closing
reaffirms bonds beyond task at hand

Closing chant, blessing, or circle
affirmation; commitment to ongoing

Closing blessings, songs, expressions of gratitude;
ritual meal concludes with togetherness

relationship

relationship is the outcome

SayidConsulting.com



Ways of Gathering: A Cross-Cultural Comparison

Annotated Bibliography

Mehl-Madrona, L., & Mainguy, B. (2014). Introducing Healing Circles and Talking Circles into Primary
Care. The Permanente Journal, 18(2), 4-9. https://doi.org/10.7812/TPP/13-104 Demonstrates the use
of talking circles in a health care setting, showing improved wellbeing and frust when Indigenous
circle structures are integrated.

Archibald, J. (Q'um Q'um Xiiem), Lee-Morgan, J., & De Santolo, J. (2019). Decolonizing research:
Indigenous storywork as methodology. Zed Books. A foundational text on Indigenous storytelling,
relational epistemologies, and “storywork” as a decolonizing research method.

Kovach, M. (2021). Indigenous methodologies: Characteristics, conversations, and contexits (2nd
ed.). University of Toronto Press. Explores Indigenous research methodologies, with emphasis on
relational accountability, story, and circle-based approaches.

UNESCO. (2019). Xeer Ciise: Oral customary laws of Somali-Issa communities in Ethiopia, Djibouti and
Somalia. UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage. https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/xeer-ciise-oral-
customary-laws-of-somali-issa-communities-in-ethiopia-djibouti-and-somalia-02087 Profiles Somali
oral customary law (xeer), showing how elders mediate and uphold consensus as relational
governance.

Harper, C. (2011). Working with customary justice systems: Post-conflict and fragile states.
International Development Law Organization.

hitps://www.idlo.int/sites/default/files/Custo mary %2 0Justic €7%202 7%20- %20 Post-
Conflict%20and%20Fragile%20States.pdf Examines how customary justice systems like Somali xeer
function in fragile contexts, emphasizing elders’ roles in relational mediation.

Burale, A. S. A. (2009). The Somali customary laws (Xeerkii Soomaalida hore). East African Publishers.
Compilation and analysis of Somali customary law, providing historical and cultural grounding for
practices of shir and xeer.

Ramose, M. B. (1999). African philosophy through Ubuntu. Mond Books. Seminal philosophical text
articulating Ubuntu as a relational ethic and social philosophy.

Metz, T. (2014). Ubuntu as a moral theory and human rights in South Africa. African Human Rights Law
Journal, 11(2), 532-559. hitps://doi.org/10.17159/1996-2096/2014/v14n2a8

Explores Ubuntu as a basis for ethics and human rights, highlighting interdependence and dignity.
Nussbaum, B. (2003). Ubuntu: Reflections of a South African on our common humanity. Reflections,
4(4), 21-26. Accessible introduction to Ubuntu philosophy and its application to leadership and
connection.

Nemoto, K. (2016). Consensus building in Japanese organizations: The practice of nemawashi. Asian
Business & Management, 15(1), 23-44. https://doi.org/10.1057/abm.2015.15

Examines nemawashi as a process of informal, relationship-based consensus building.

Nakane, C. (1970). Japanese society. University of California Press.

Classic ethnography describing group cohesion, hierarchy, and the pursuit of harmony (wa).
Marrioft, M. (1976). Hindu fransactions: Diversity without dualism. In B. Kapferer (Ed.), Transaction and
meaning (pp. 109-142). Institute for the Study of Human Issues. Influential essay describing how duty
(dharma) and hospitality shape Indian relational life.

Madan, T. N. (1987). Non-renunciation: Themes and interpretations of Hindu culture. Oxford University
Press. Analyzes hospitality, family obligation, and collective duty as central to Indian gatherings.

CONSULTING

Strategy

Gold, T., Guthrie, D., & Wank, D. (Eds.). (2002). Social connections in China: Institutions, culture, and the changing
nature of guanxi. Cambridge University Press. Authoritative collection on guanxi, reciprocity, and the role of
networks in Chinese society.

Yang, M. M. (1994). Gifts, favors, and banquets: The art of social relationships in China. Cornell University Press.
Ethnographic classic detailing guanxi, gift exchange, and obligation in Chinese contexfs.

Oxford Bibliographies. (2016). Guanxi. Oxford University Press.
hitps://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/abstract/docu ment/obo-9780199920082/0bo-9780199920082-0115.xml
Academic overview of guanxi research and debates.

Young, W. C. (1975). Bedouin hospitality and obligation. Ethnology, 14(2), 145-160. Classic anthropological study
of Bedouin hospitality as a binding social code.

Dresch, P. (1989). Tribes, government, and history in Yemen. Clarendon Press. Includes ethnographic accounts
of the majlis as a central space of governance and dialogue.

Walsh, C. (2010). Development as Buen Vivir: Institutional arrangements and (de)colonial entanglements.
Development, 53(1), 15-21. Describes Buen Vivir as a relational Andean worldview emphasizing collective
wellbeing.

De la Cadena, M. (2015). Earth beings: Ecologies of practice across Andean worlds. Duke University Press.
Examines Andean Indigenous practices where gatherings are about reciprocity with land and community.
Guerrero, M. (2013). La Minga: Community Work and Identity in Ecuadorian Andes. Universidad Andina Simén
Bolivar. Study of minga as a practice of collective work and relational identity.

Vaioleti, T. M. (2006). Talanoa research methodology: A developing position on Pacific research. Waikato
Journal of Education, 12, 21-34. Defines talanoa as open, story-based dialogue; emphasizes vulnerability and
honesty in Pacific gatherings.

Smith, L. T. (2012). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous peoples (2nd ed.). Zed Books.
Seminal text situating Pacific and Maori relational practices as decolonizing methods.

Holzer, E., & Kent, O. (2013). Havruta learning: The pedagogy of partnership. Journal of Jewish Education, 79(3),
256-277. Examines havruta study practice, emphasizing dialogue, debate, and connection through relational
learning.

Heschegi, A. J. (1951). The Sabbath: Its meaning for modern man. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Classic theological
reflection on Shabbat as a ritual of sacred time, rest, and communal connection.

Hann, C. (2003). The postsocialist dacha: Consumption and social practices in rural Russia. Ethnos, 68(2), 213-
235. Ethnography of dacha culture: communal gardening, ritual meals, and toasts as modes of connection.
Binns, C. A. (2002). An ethnography of the Slava: Serbian household ritual and national identity. Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute, 8(4), 683-699. Detailed account of slava, the Serbian ritual feast, emphasizing
hospitality and collective identity.

Edmondson, A. C. (1999). Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. Adminisirative Science
Quarterly, 44(2), 350-383. hitps://doi.org/10.2307/2666999 Seminal paper defining psychological safety and its
link to team performance and openness.

Kammeyer-Mueller, J. D., & Wanberg, C. R. (2003). Unwrapping the organizational entry process. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 88(5), 779-794. Findings on role of icebreakers and socialization tactics in creating early
psychological safety.

SayidConsulting.com


https://doi.org/10.7812/TPP/13-104
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/xeer-ciise-oral-customary-laws-of-somali-issa-communities-in-ethiopia-djibouti-and-somalia-02087
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/xeer-ciise-oral-customary-laws-of-somali-issa-communities-in-ethiopia-djibouti-and-somalia-02087
https://www.idlo.int/sites/default/files/Customary%20Justice%202%20-%20Post-Conflict%20and%20Fragile%20States.pdf
https://www.idlo.int/sites/default/files/Customary%20Justice%202%20-%20Post-Conflict%20and%20Fragile%20States.pdf
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/abstract/document/obo-9780199920082/obo-9780199920082-0115.xml
https://doi.org/10.2307/2666999

