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As 2020 comes to a close, perhaps we can look to 2021 as a time for 

dialogic connection in all its many forms. Following are conversational 

resources offered as fluid, flexible, and overlapping resources for 

engaging in challenging conversations. These conversational 

resources may foster new understandings that, in Wittgenstein’s 

words, allow us to “go on together.”  Can we focus on forging new 

forms of understand and suspend our desire for agreement? 

 Engage in self reflexive inquiry: Question your assumptions. Ask yourself how else 

things might be described and understood. Don’t be too quick to “know;”  

 Try to avoid abstraction: Avoid global statements about good/bad, right/wrong, 

etc. and invite people to speak from their lived stories, culture, and values;  

 Try to suspend the tendency to judge, evaluate, and problem solve:  Speak 

instead from a desire to understand and from a position of curiosity about 

differences;  

 Engage in relational reflexivity:* Check how your conversational partners are 

experiencing the interaction. Are there other topics, questions, details, issues you or 

others wish to discuss? 

 Coordinate multiplicity rather than search for unity: Instead of forcing everyone 

into the same understanding or framing an issue as true or false, maintain the 

disagreements and open a space where we can talk about our differences and come 

to understand the rationale for the other’s position.  

 Use the familiar in unfamiliar contexts: Instead of teaching people how to do things 

differently, invite them to draw upon the familiar ways of interacting they use in other 



contexts and relations. For example, might it be useful to use the voice you harbor as 

a caring friend when you are confronted with a differing opinion?  

 Imagine the future. Instead of trying to figure out what in the past has caused the 

present conflict, focus on what we might construct together in the future? How would 

we like to see ourselves four months from now? A year from now? In ten years? Once 

we engage in this conversation, we have already initiated the possibility of co‐

creating that future together;  

 Create the conversational space: If possible, invite conversations about difficult 

topics in spaces and atmospheres that are more conducive to human care and 

consideration. It is surprising what might unfold in living rooms and lounges or 

around meals that invite human contact and bring people together (when we can 

return to these forms of connection); 

 Search for local coherence: Rather than judge, try to understand how a person’s 

stance has evolved from their history of interactions. Ideas, beliefs, and values always 

emerge within communities where participants negotiate together what counts as 

truth, right, and wrong.  

A common mantra for constructionists is, “There is no constructionist method, per se.” All 

methods, theories, models and techniques are resources for social interaction. If used 

because it is the right one to use, we depart from our constructionist sensibility. But if used 

as an invitation to creating possibilities for “going on together,” then our attempts are 

relationally oriented.  

Adapted from McNamee, S. 2005 

* Acknowledgement goes to John Burnham for this idea.  


