Democracy

Ideas & Tools for Community Change

A Comparison of Dialogue and Debate

Our goal in a dialogue circle is to better understand the issue and each other. We will look at
different viewpoints and encourage a wide range of perspectives; we don’t have to agree. How
we talk to one another is as important as what we say. The chart below will help you understand

how the process of dialogue differs from debate.

Dialogue

Debate

Dialogue is collaborative: two or more sides work together
toward common understanding.

In dialogue, finding common ground is the goal.

In dialogue, one listens to the other side(s) in order to
understand, find meaning, and find agreement.

Dialogue enlarges and possibly changes a participant’s
point of view.

Dialogue reveals assumptions for reevaluation.

Dialogue causes introspection on one’s
own position.

Dialogue opens the possibility of reaching a
better solution than any of the original solutions.

Dialogue creates an open-minded attitude:
an openness to being wrong and to change.

In dialogue, one submits one’s best thinking, knowing that
other peoples’ reflections will help improve it rather than
destroy it.

Dialogue calls for temporarily suspending
one’s beliefs.

In dialogue, one searches for basic agreements.

In dialogue, one searches for strengths in the other
positions.

Dialogue involves a real concern for the other person and
seeks to not alienate or offend.

Dialogue assumes that many people have pieces of the
answer and together they can create a workable solution.

Dialogue remains open-ended.

Debate is oppositional: two sides oppose each other and
attempt to prove each other wrong.

In debate, winning is the goal.
In debate, one listens to the other side in order to find
flaws and to counter its arguments.

Debate affirms a participant’s own point
of view.

Debate defends assumptions as truth.

Debate causes critique of the other position.

Debate defends one’s own positions as the best solution
and excludes other solutions.

Debate creates a closed-minded attitude, a determination
to be right.

In debate, one submits one’s best thinking
and defends it against challenge to show that
it is right.

Debate calls for investing wholeheartedly in
one’s beliefs.

In debate, one searches for glaring differences.

In debate, one searches for flaws and weaknesses in the
other position.

Debate involves a countering of the other position
without focusing on feelings or relationship and often
belittles or deprecates the other person.

Debate assumes that there is a right answer and that
someone has it.

Debate implies a conclusion.

Adapted from a paper prepared by Shelley Berman, which was based on discussions of the Dialogue Group of
the Boston Chapter of Educators for Social Responsibility (ESR). Other members included Lucile Burt, Dick

Mayo-Smith, Lally Stowell, and Gene Thompson.

75 CHARTER OAKAVENUE ~ SUITE 2-300 HARTFORD, CT 06106

T 860-928-2616 F 860-928-3713 | WWW.EVERYDAY-DEMOCRACY.ORG



