Conflict and Climate
Consider the following situation:

An editorial columnist from the New York Times was asked to participate in a discussion with a group of students and faculty.  While it is common for speakers at a meeting like this to give a formal presentation, the columnist said at the outset that he would rather respond to questions for an hour.  He was prepared to talk on a variety of topics.

Within a few minutes, the session showed a climate of open interaction.  The speaker responded to a wide range of topics, including national economic policy, current events, political developments, etc.  

About 10 minutes before the session was to end, a student sitting in the back shuffled his chair.  In a voice noticeably louder than the tone used by other students, he said he had a question.  He said that the Times had run a story about atrocities in an African tribe, but the paper made no editorial comment on the killings until three years after they occurred.  He wanted to know if the paper had the editorial responsibility to comment on this event at the time it had happened.  It soon became clear that both student asking the question and the columnist knew that American arms had been used in the killings.  The student did not, however, explicitly mention this as he asked the question.

Almost immediately, a journalism professor, who had introduced the columnist, defended the paper’s policy.  This was done before the speaker had a chance to respond.  Until, now, no professor or student had interrupted the speaker, and no one but the speaker had responded to a question.  The professor was visibly upset by the student’s question.  He said he has worked for the Times at that time and that the editorial position of the paper had been correct.  The student then made a pointed statement of mistrust in the Times and the columnist.  

At that point, the columnist regained the floor.  He admitted the paper had made some editorial mistakes, but denied that the paper had withheld the story because U.S. arms were involved in the killings.  

At this point, people in the room were noticeably uncomfortable.  Some stared at the student who was asking the questions, and others looked away.  A second professor then interrupted the discussion and said that time was up, and that another group needed to room.

Questions:  

What caused the climate change?

What was the impact on the group?

Do you think there would have been any way to end the conflict, and get the meeting back on track?
