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  1.

  Defining Dialogue

  Most of us, if not all, can recall an uncomfortable moment at a holiday gathering when the conversation turned divisively to religion, politics, or current events. Or we have sat in a meeting or in a Sunday school class and felt tensions rising among participants. Is it just impossible for people to talk comfortably about some subjects?

  Dialogue is a process for talking about tension-filled topics. It is useful for families, small groups, businesses, communities, organizations, and national and international conflicts.

  Increasingly, people are seeing the need for better ways of talking. After the tragic events of September 11, 2001, community groups in various regions of the United States met to discuss that day’s impact on their lives and how they might work together to prevent retaliatory violence against Muslims in their community. Other communities are using dialogue to identify guiding values for city planning and development in rapidly growing regions. In still other places, people are using dialogue to help talk about religious differences on homosexuality, community problems like youth obesity, or racial divisions among community members. In war zones, diplomats are using dialogue to explore political solutions to end civil violence.

  These examples illustrate how people use dialogue to heal deep divisions or wounds from the past, avert impending violence, discuss an upcoming policy decision, or address a community challenge. People are turning to dialogue because other forms of communication fail to provide the structure or safety required for discussing difficult subjects. Dialogue helps people communicate with each other as they constructively search for creative solutions to community challenges. Dialogue is an important part of solving difficult problems and transforming relationships between adversaries.

  Dialogue: A Different Kind of Communication

  Definitions of dialogue abound. In popular usage, dialogue can include almost any type of verbal exchange. In Latin, dialogue refers to a conversation between two or more people, usually across lines of conflict or potential conflict. In this book, the term takes on a more specific definition.

  Dialogue aims to build relationships between people as they address a common concern.

  Dialogue is a communication process that aims to build relationships between people as they share experiences, ideas, and information about a common concern. It also aims to help groups take in more information and perspectives than they previously had as they attempt to forge a new and broader understanding of a situation.

  One way to define dialogue is to contrast it with other important and commonly used communication styles. Dialogue is different from conversation, discussion, training or education, and debate.

  In conversation, information and ideas flow between people for the primary purpose of self-expression. Persuasion, or changing another’s perspective or understanding, may not figure into the exchange. Unlike conversation, a specific goal of dialogue is to broaden participants’ understanding of a particular issue.

  In a discussion, information and ideas are exchanged in order to accomplish a specific task or to solve a problem. The intention of dialogue is not to accomplish a task, even though a dialogue process sometimes identifies follow-up tasks.

  Training helps people learn something, usually by transferring knowledge from the trainer to the student. Learning also happens in dialogue, but not through a direct transfer. Dialogue helps people generate their own new collective understanding of a situation through exchanges between participants.

  Debate is like a contest in which there are winners and losers. The term “debate” conjures up many images: academics battling to intellectually outdo each other’s arguments, political candidates competing for votes, or heated exchanges between people at a dinner table. A culture of debate is pervasive in many places around the world.1 In debate, participants listen to others to find what is wrong, incomplete, or otherwise flawed in their opponent’s statements. The intention is to identify those flaws, expose them, and poke holes in the opponent’s overall position. Many consider dialogue to be the opposite of debate.

  Dialogue is a unique communication process because it focuses participants’ attention on listening for understanding. Dialogue works best when participants listen for what might be correct, true, and insightful about what others have stated. The listeners try to find ideas with which they can agree, and potentially combine those with their own ideas to build a larger truth than any side has on its own. The table on page 9 highlights some of the most essential differences between dialogue and debate.

  Dialogue, in its purest sense, is different from other forms of communication. Yet other communication styles can have aspects of dialogue as well. Communication is fluid and often moves in and out of various modes. A good dialogue can have the loose nature of a conversation; the focused approach to learning of a training; or the heated passion, vigor, and even anger of a debate.

  While this book focuses on using dialogue with planning and intention, it is important to note that the essence of dialogue—respectful listening, learning, and sharing of experiences that shape our beliefs—can be adapted to almost any conversation involving two or more people. Accordingly, anyone can employ facilitation skills to steer a holiday dinner, meeting, or conversation away from antagonism and toward dialogue.

  Dialogue: What Makes It Unique?

  A Guided Process

  Effective dialogue between people of diverse experiences and beliefs usually requires the guidance of a facilitator. The role of the facilitator in guiding the conversation makes dialogue different from other communication forms. Facilitators help create a safe space by setting ground rules or guidelines to keep dialogue participants focused on listening to and working with each other. Facilitators guide the dialogue process without deciding who is right or wrong, or declaring a “winner” as a moderator does in a debate. Chapter 6 describes the important dimensions of facilitating dialogue. Deciding who is right or wrong, or declaring a “winner” as a moderator does in a debate. Chapter 6 describes the important dimensions of facilitating dialogue.
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      	The goal is to “win” the argument by affirming one’s own views and discrediting other views.
      	The goal is to understand different perspectives and learn about other views.
    

    
      	People listen to others to find flaws in their arguments.
      	People listen to others to understand how their experiences shape their beliefs.
    

    
      	People critique the experiences of others as distorted and invalid.
      	People accept the experiences of others as real and valid.
    

    
      	People appear to be determined not to change their own views on the issue.
      	People appear to be somewhat open to expanding their understanding of the issue.
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