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What is Dialogue? 
 
Communication within a learning community takes place in a process of “dialogue” developed based on 
the work of physicist David Bohm and philosopher J. Krishnamurti.   
 
From David Bohm:  On Dialogue 
 
“’Dialogue’ comes from the Greek word dialogos.  Logos means ‘the word,’ or in our case we would 
think of the ‘meaning of the word.’  And dia means ‘through’ – it doesn’t mean ‘two.’ . . . The picture or 
image that this derivation suggests is of a stream of meaning flowing among and through us and 
between us.  This will make possible a flow of meaning in the whole group, out of which may emerge 
some new understanding.” (6) 
 
“Contrast this with the word ‘discussion,’ which has the same root as ‘percussion’ and ‘concussion.’  It 
really means to break things up.  It emphasizes the idea of analysis, where there may be many points of 
view, and where everybody is presenting a different one – analyzing and breaking up. . . . Discussion is 
almost like a ping-pong game, where people are batting the ideas back and forth and the object of the 
game is to win or to get points for yourself. . . . In a dialogue, however, nobody is trying to win.  
Everybody wins if anybody wins.  . . . a dialogue is something more of a common participation, in which 
we are not playing a game against each other, but with each other.  In a dialogue, everybody wins.”  (6-7) 
 
• Dialogue starts from a willingness to be tentative about what you know 
• The focus of dialogue is on "what is" rather than on ideas and opinions.  
• Dialogue is letting the issue unfold in affection and mutual respect.  
• When a reaction arises, neither suppress it nor defend it, but stay with it and let it unfold in the mind 

and in the group, keeping it constantly available for observation and questioning.  
• Dialogue is "being together" and "seeing together" in an unfolding relationship.  
• Dialogue is not "agreeing or disagreeing" nor is it convincing or arguing.  
• Dialogue is a way to create a new culture of meaning.  
• It involves new habits of being with a group and of being with yourself. 
• The purpose of dialogue is to pursue collective learning and shared meaning.  
 
Difficulties in Dialogue 
 
Frustrating to have all these opinions. 
There may be anxiety. 
Some people want to assert themselves and become dominant. 
Some people are more reserved and tend to hold back. 
People may adopt a dominant role or the role of the weak and powerless. 
Compulsion to get in there quickly and get your point of view across. 
People feel under pressure to get in and people feel left out. 
There may be silent periods. 
 
Principles that Help 
 
“[I]t is necessary to share meaning.  A society is a link of relationships among people and institutions, so 
that we can live together.  But it only works if we have a culture – which implies that we share meaning; 
i.e., significance, purpose, and value.  Otherwise it falls apart.” (10) 
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In our case, we have shared meaning. For the most part we are coming from a common experience and 
shared understanding.  We have a shared significance, purpose, and value. 
 
Sit in a circle – allows for direct communication and doesn’t favor anyone. 
 
Our participants won’t be shy – all are self-confident and accomplished to start with, so they have a lot to 
share.   
 
If there is difficulty getting started: 
• Select a key quote to read aloud and invite comments 
• Ask open ended questions, to inspire reflection and reference to personal experiences 
 
Give space for each person to talk. 
 
Draw in those who don’t contribute by asking for their opinion – not everyone feels comfortable asserting 
themselves. 
 
The function of the facilitator is to work himself out of a job. (15) 
 
 
 
 


