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Let's Talk Dialogue

dialogue is curioabout the experiences of the
other partnes — about their assumptions, beliefs
and values.

HansGeorg Gadamer, one of the leading thinkers
on dialogue, suggested that true dialogue is
distinguished from other forms of conversation

by how we view “the other.” Sometimes “the
other” is viewed as afject or representative of

a role (e.g., treating someone as a number, a case,
something to be processed). Martin Buber
describethis as the “It” relationship where the
other is a means to an end rather than a genuine
human beingOther times, we mayew “the

other” as a competitor or opponent — someone
we listen to only in order to construct a better
argument for our own position. But in true
dialogue, @ither participant presupposes to know
the whole truth, rather each is open to the
possibilities inherent in the other’s views.

Human life is fundamentally dialogicak-are
introduced to the elements of our-self
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Let's Talk Dialogue

Celebratingdiversity

Dialogue challenges us to be thoughtful about
how we see and act when we encounter people
who are different from us. In dialogue, we engage
diverse stakeholders with openness and
acceptance in order to facilitate a welcoming
position to those different from us. This is not
mere tolerance. When we have a genuine
conversation with someone, we do not tolerate
him or her as we would tolerate (endure) the pain
of a toothache. Instead, we welcome the other as
someone who challenges our assumptions and
therefore our identity and, in doing so, opens up
new possibilities. The beauty oféheounter

with “otherness and the subsequent discomfort

is that it gives us time $top and reflect.

Therefore,tiis not good enough for a group of

the facts, we sometimes conclude that we can’t do
anything. We have to wait for tixerts to figure

out the answers for But this isn’t truethere

are things all of us can do together.

In dialoguegur intentionis to learn from each
other — to egand our view and understanding —
not to evaluate and determine who has the “best”
view If we focuson learningwe tend to ask
more questions and try new things. djpenness
to explore, taskto questionsessential to
gaining understanding andrtoving forwardsa
communityPuttingthefocuson posinghe right
guestions- questionaroundwhichcommunity
memberganmeaningfully engagendnurturing
anenvironmenbf respectful curiosity wiltlp
harnesshewisdomof the community and
provide needeksourcefr addressing

concerned citizens to gather and discuss solutions communityneeds.

that largely relate to others not present. Dialogue
requiresa commitment to the concept of

“nothing about us without usCelebrating

diversity means bringing a group of diverse
citizens to the table ardgaging them in
meaningful and respectful interchabigogue
allows us to identify particulaarea of
misunderstanding, bristpkeholders from across
the divide together, build tristd understanding
and open ourselves to new possibilities

Some of the tools that help us get comfortable
with, and ultimately celebrate, diversity include:
getting comfortable with discomfort, engaging in
reflective listen@) practicing empathy, and
getting to know individuals as people rather than
carriers of a position.

Promoting curiosity and éarning
When we are confronted with a new situation, it is
common to want to know all the facts. This

seems completely sensible. But there is a problem.

When dealing with complex issues, like substance
use, drugpolicy and rising rates of overdose, no
one has all the answers. When we don’t know all

This karning together v&ry much intertwined
with empathyThe ability to experience through
the other is an essential elemeigariing.
When wdisten to another’s experience so
different from our owywe ask ourselves why
things are different for us. Here, we pose an open
guestion based on the difference we witness.
Empathy allows us to call ourselvesdauoigstion
and les us recognize that the world could be
disclosed to us otherwigénisrecognition is the
startingpoint of learning,
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Let’'s Talk Dialogue

no simple answers but that encourage us to
explore, to identify our assumptions and think
“what if?” This will provide a much stronger
foundation for us téunction together as a
community.
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Let's Talk Dialogue

Yet, some guidance is required to help

discomfort” in which athust face up to issues

participants realize the subtle differences between and take responsibility to address them together.

dialogue and other forms of group psscé&ven
more challenging is the observation of thinkers
like Michel Foucault who suggest it is not possible
for highefranking people to simply remdkeir
badges of authorignd participate as true equals.

In addressing the first challenge, we should
recognize leadership in dialogue as being
temporary and noadthoritarian. Leaders and

Conclusion

Dialoguas a mode of beingy @mpathievay of
relating, listening to and conversing with others. It
is a vital mew®s to a crucial end: mutual
understanding of oneself, others and subjects of
concern to different people. It need not result in
strong consensus and a committed course of

facilitators must |ead by examp'e and fOCUS not on CO”eCt|Ve aCtiOI‘l, but it can bU||d ConneCtedneSS.

controlling people but on shaping the
environment that impacts the behaviour of the
participants. This is no small haje as any
review of attempts at dialogue will demonstrate.
But to the degree that we can achieve this, we
enhance the possibility of genuine dialogue and
real understanding. Steps that can be taken
include starting with small format dialogues
before attemptini@rgescale ones, focusing first
on trust before beginning to address areas of
conflict, and developing the culture of
engagement together with the participants.

The challenge raised by Foucault and others is
even thornier. Power is not something we pick up
and put down like a tool. Our authority is
represented in our roles and engrained in us
through our social hierarchi@stempts to put it
aside are often superficial. People in positions of
authority can easily deceive themselves into
thinking they arreating others as equals when
they are noOr wellmeaning authority figures

can seek to compensate by trying to be friends
and “play nice in the sandbox.” But these

As it brings about enhanced regard for and greater
identification with others it provides a foundation
for functional, healthy community and
collaboration that is respectful of diversity.

Dialogue moves us away from a system of
privileging experts to one of more reflective and
engageditizens. Through practice, we share
perspectives, increase our understanding of each
other and move to a model of widespread public
involvement. This requires us to abandon an
approach that in the interest of efficient control
would impose a formulaic process on community
conversation in order to achieve professionally
preferred outcomes. By pursuing dialogue instead,
we begin to realize the dream of participatory
democracy.

superficial responses do not address the real issue

and often result in mere tolerance and
complacency rather than understanding and
action Far better to have authentic conversations
in which we can engage in straightforward
discussiosof the wagunequal power and wealth
relations operate in everyday social interaction
This will undouladly lead us to a “pedagogy of
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