
Democratizing 
Dialogue
WHAT ARE YOUR HOPES AND FEARS?

“ I have issues trusting groups of 
all white educators who want a 
‘toolkit’ for inclusive teaching 
so that they can perform 
what they deem morally right 
as opposed to truly valuing 
learning variation.”

BY DR. PAMELA E. BARNETT & DR. CARL S. MOORE

Carl was noticing a feeling of self-consciousness that 

he often felt in front of audiences of all white academics 

when discussing inclusive teaching. But inclusive 

teaching demands vulnerability, so he went for it and 

stated this to the group he was facilitating: “I have 

issues trusting groups of all white educators who want a 

“toolkit” for inclusive teaching so that they can perform 

what they deem morally right as opposed to truly valuing 

learning variation. It seems as if they want special tricks 

to teach learners who they have a deficit-based view of.” 

It was then that one of the faculty members in the group 

began to cry. She had good intentions and wanted to 

help, and would commit to having more of a “growth” 

mindset about learners. Even though uncomfortable, 

Carl’s honesty opened up dialogue about how a deficit-

based mindset (seeing students as lacking, rather than 

as full of potential for growth) is a barrier to anyone who 

wants to be an effective teacher. Once the uncomfortable 

topic was out there, some white faculty admitted that 

they acted out of paternalism and lack of belief in 

students. They thought they believed in their students, 

but upon reflection they could see their deficit thinking. 

Carl’s fear was confirmed and there was nothing horrible 

about it. In fact, admitting his distrust and then listening 

(with the heart) about how it affected those in the group 

led to more substantive conversation.

 Pamela was terrified, but said it aloud: “When I am 

talking about race in an interracial group like this, I feel 

insecure, like I am being tested by the Black people in the 

group. Do I ‘get it’? Do I know my white privilege? Can I be 

trusted?” And then she was surprised to feel incredible 

relief when her colleague, a Black woman, confirmed 

that it was true: “You are right, Pamela! I am testing 

you. I don’t know if you are someone I can trust. I feel 

really vulnerable in this space too, because of the ways 

white women have disregarded me in the past.” Pamela’s 

fear was confirmed and there was nothing terrible or 

even surprising about it. Once our anxieties had been 

honestly articulated, we could see them for what they 

were: feelings that were to be expected given the culture 

we live in, a culture where people rarely talk completely 

honestly about race issues because of deep histories of 

racism, violence and hurt. 

 The authentic exchanges referenced, allowed by a 

mutual expression of vulnerability, have changed our 

lives in different ways. The honest dialogue gave Carl 

the opportunity to become more nuanced about the 

thinking of educators’ inclusive teaching dispositions 

and willingness to grow. The experience gave Pamela 

the courage, but also a strategy, for getting to more 

honest dialogue, particularly about race, but also class, 

sexual identity, political differences. Honest dialogue 

has enabled us both to grow from and take support from 

a decade-long relationship with an interracial group of 

educators and non-profit leaders in the Philadelphia area 

who are committed to social justice.

(1)
Dr. Charles Rojzman (left), founder of Transformational Social Therapy (TST) and 
author of several books including How to Live Together: A New Way of Dealing with 
Racism and Violence (Acland Press, 1999) with the late Dr. Tchet Dorman (right), 
leader of the Philadelphia based Transformational Intergroup Dialogue movement.

(2)
Carl Moore (Ph.D) and Pamela E Barnett (Ph.D.), facilitating a diversity training 
for higher ed leaders. The Nelson Mandela quote on the screen behind them 
reads: “No one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or 
his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn 
to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human 
heart than its opposite.”

(3)
Transformational Intergroup Dialogue meeting in Philadelphia in 2019

(4)
A post training dinner with leaders and facilitators in the Philadelphia based 
Transformational Intergroup Dialogue movement.
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 How did we get to the point that we could say these 

things to each other? How can you participate in more 

democratic dialogue about the barriers to trust? How can 

you then participate in more democratic dialogue about 

the social justice issues that affect us all? 

 We are eager to share what we have learned from Dr. 

Charles Rojzman, the founder of Transformational Social 

Therapy (TST) and our teacher for over ten years now. 

Following Rojzman on Facebook is always fascinating. At 

least once a year we note that he is in Rwanda, working 

with Hutus and Tutsis, assassins and survivors, who 

must live and work together after genocide. Sometimes 

we find him in Colombia or France or the United States. 

Rojzman applies TST all over the world to help people 

turn from violence to productive conflict. They must 

if they are to bring collective intelligence to solve the 

problems that beset their communities. Our often 

legitimate fears, of physical and emotional violence, 

keep us separate and often perpetuating more violence. 

His methods create conditions for trust, the recognition 

of shared motivations, and the enactment of conflict 

without violence. Trust and shared motivation can enable 

organizations to meet the needs of diverse constituencies, 

and bring people on a team together to win. 

 The research tells us that trust builds in relation to 

the graduated escalation of risk, and trust is necessary 

if people will discuss difficult issues with honesty and 

courage. If one person is vulnerable, another person is 

more likely to be vulnerable. Over time, we share more 

and trust more. Anyone can use an “Articulating Hopes 

and Fears” exercise at the outset of a dialogue that has 

the potential to generate a great deal of conflict. The 

exercise asks participants in a dialogue to reflect on, 

and potentially express, the hope and vulnerability they 

feel as they anticipate discussing a social justice issue 

or aspect of social identity such as race, gender, class or 

sexuality. Critically, the exercise also asks that we invite 

people to reflect on how they feel about discussing with 

the particular people in the room. 

 In a structured situation, like a training or organization 

or team meeting, you can encourage people to write as 

freely as possible and without self-censoring on these 

questions. In a less structured situation, people who 

want to engage in a democratic dialogue about a hot topic 

can agree to take a minute to collect their thoughts. After 

approximately ten minutes of free-writing, you can invite 

people to share their hopes and fears, reassuring that 

no one will be called on, expected to speak up, or judged 

negatively for not sharing. In our experiences, there 

is always someone who will take the risk and initiate 

sharing. But if people are quick to name hopes but are 

too afraid to name their own fears, one could rephrase 

the questions with a little distance: “Why do people 

avoid discussing this hot topic with diverse groups?” 

 We often facilitate dialogue on race, and we know 

we’re on the way to something powerful when a white 

person says they are afraid of saying something biased, 

or being perceived as prejudiced or racist. We know we 

are creating something new in the group when a person 

of color says they are afraid of getting emotional being 

dismissed as angry or over-reacting.

 Articulating our hopes is as important as the fears. 

For democratizing dialogue, you must harmonize the 

motivations. What do we hope to understand or address 

together? Our democratizing dialogue is affirmed when 

people say that we can only make good decisions for 

the group when we consider the needs of others, getting 

beyond our narrow self-interest. We need to hear and 

learn from each other if we are to do what is best for 

the community, whether it be a neighborhood, an 

organization or a team. 

 One of the profound things that happens with this 

Hopes and Fears exercise is that people are likely to share 

similar hopes and fears. If they did not have the courage 

to say it, someone else will and that makes them feel less 

alone with their own desires and concerns. It also sets 

the stage for depersonalizing much of what is expressed. 

The fearful thoughts and feelings are overdetermined 

because of histories of structural inequality. No one is 

untouched; we have to consciously unlearn stereotypes 

or biases or misunderstandings perpetuated by our 

culture, our media, our families. Once the hopes and 

fears are articulated, it is amazing to see how much more 

honestly and openly people discuss the issues. 

 We have seen many facilitators of dialogues about 

diversity issues set “ground rules.” We believe that is 

often a recipe for reticence. Instead of trying to regulate 

what people say, we rely on a framework and method 

developed by Dr. Rojzman. The framework helps us 

determine when we are engaged in conflict versus 

violence. The method only requires that people are 

present and accountable to ways in which they are 

“violent” to the group. Conflict always has constructive 

utility. If we want to reach collective intelligence, we need 

to hear the voices of people who see things differently, 

maybe even in ways that we find wrong or unpleasant. 

That can make us uncomfortable or even angry or hurt. 

But it is not dehumanizing to hear a radically different 

perspective on a hot topic. Violence is dehumanizing. It 

is helpful to have some definitions of violence, so that the 

participants in the democratic dialogue can be alert to 

when they are doing violence and experiencing violence. 

 Rojzman names “the Four Violences” as: attack (physical 

or verbal), humiliation, guilt and abandonment. Each one 

of the four violences is a form of dehumanization. Attack 

can entail name-calling and cruel accusations. Humiliation 

denigrates or belittles. It is a violence to blame someone 

for all wrongs, imposing guilt on them. Abandonment is 

the quietest form of violence, but equally dehumanizing. 

It occurs when we dismiss someone altogether, and render 

a person not worth our time, presence and or a response. 

Sometimes, when we fear others, we will pre-empt them 

by doing a violence ourselves. Consider a child who feels 

shame and deflects those feelings by teasing or bullying 

another child who they perceive as even more vulnerable. 

Such behavior is not unique to children. For example, we 

have been in meetings and forums where leaders who fear 

being dismissed or not taken seriously then ignore tough 

questions from audience members. This abandonment is 

common and pervasive. 

 In democratizing dialogues, it can be helpful to keep 

this framework of “the Four Violences” in mind, making 

the group collectively responsible for naming and 

interrupting violence when we see it. Someone might 

say something that offends, and we can take a minute to 

discuss whether it was conflict or violence. It’s a messy 

process, but it gives us a strategy for civic discourse. 

We don’t try to make the speaker we disagree with feel 

humiliated; we know it is a violence to dismiss what people 

have to say and exit the conversation when it gets hard. 

 In 2019, all of us in the TST community in the 

Philadelphia area lost our leader, Dr. Tchet Dorman. 

Tchet was always the one bringing us together for TST 

informed intergroup dialogue. He was the one who would 

say the most honest thing to get things started, and to 

express the vulnerability and love we needed to move 

forward. In some of our earliest trainings with Charles 

Rojzman, we remember Tchet saying that he loved the 

racist and the homophobe and the sexist, because any 

such person was wounded, just as he was. He never 

lost faith in the principle that healing would come from 

vulnerability and engagement, versus dehumanization 

and abandonment. 

 We hope that those of you reading this will take some 

courage to express your hopes and fears in an effort 

to build a bridge between you and someone with a 

different experience, perspective and worldview from 

you, perhaps because of a different social identity. Our 

power and path to create conditions for a healthy and 

inclusive world is through each other.
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OVER TIME, WE SHARE MORE AND TRUST MOREHow do you hope we will interact and  
discuss a hot topic with each other?  
What do you hope to learn or gain? 

What fears do you have about discussing  
a hot topic with the people in this room?

Who in the group are you most  
afraid to dialogue with? Why? 

Carl Moore and Pamela Barnett met in 2010 as students of  
Dr. Charles Rojzman, who was a visiting scholar at Temple University. 
They have worked together for years—officially as colleagues in 
Temple’s Teaching & Learning Center and as independent consultants 
and facilitators on diversity, equity and inclusion. 

Dr. Carl S. Moore is currently the Assistant Chief Academic Officer 
at the University of the District of Columbia and Certificate faculty in 
Temple University’s Teaching in Higher Education Certificate Program, 
teaching faculty for USC’s Equity, and a workshop facilitator for the 
Online Learning Consortium. He is also a certified StrengthsFinder 
Coach and MBTI administrator. Carl frequently serves as a 
consultant on leadership, assessment, inclusive teaching, and faculty 
development. Over the course of his career, he has created and 
instructed a variety of face-to-face, hybrid, and online modes.

Dr. Pamela Barnett is the Dean of the School of Arts and Sciences 
at La Salle University. Her career and research in higher education 
have focused on advancing learning in the liberal arts for diverse 
student bodies. Dean Barnett began her career as a professor of 
English and African-American Studies at the University of South 
Carolina. Her earlier writings focused on the literature of political and 
social liberation in the 1960s and 70s, while her more recent intellectual 
work aims to advance diversity and inclusion in higher education. 


