Afterword
by David Mathews
I would like to begin this postscript by returning to David
Brown’s description of the problem that led to this journal - the
concern that America’s campuses are confronted with differences
that people find hard to talk about constructively. Because it is difficult to talk about these differences constructively, it is equally difficult to collaborate successfully in addressing them. David invites our
attention to two different, though interrelated, matters.
One is how we deal with differences; the other is how we deal
with one another as we talk about our differences. Obviously, the
more difficulty we have in talking with one another, the more difficulty we will have in dealing with the differences themselves.
The very last essay in this collection, by Harold Saunders and
Randa Slim, picks up on the problem of talking about differences.
Harold Saunders should know a great deal about talking under trying
circumstances. He was in the State Department and worked closely
with President Carter during the Camp David talks. Before that, he
had shuttled around the world with Henry Kissinger carrying messages back and forth among people whose differences were so great
that they could not talk at all. More recently, in directing the
Kettering Foundation’s international work, Harold has developed
nongovernmental dialogues between the United States and the then
Soviet Union, and between the United States and the People’s
Republic of China.
The Saunders/Slim article argues that before any successful resolution of differences is possible, the parties have to engage one
another successfully in finding a way to talk and think together. The
way people talk to one another sets a pattern that can model the way
they want to relate in the future. Not any kind of conversation will
do when differences are so great that conflicts abound. Conversations have to be grounded in the recognition of legitimate differences in perspective and interest. Yet, they have to move beyond
mutual recriminations to explore the possibility of overlapping, if
not mutual interests. They have to go into sufficient depth, so that
each party really comprehends what the other is saying. The
Saunders’ model of public talk relies on the ability of speech to
shape political reality. The objective is not simply understanding if
the parties want genuinely to act together to solve problems that no
one party can solve alone.
A recent study by The Harwood Group on the political environment of college and university campuses finds students ready for the
kind of talk that Harold Saunders advocates. Students hear “discussions” on their campuses that often appall them. For example, at one
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institution a student complained, “People are very opinionated in my
classes, there is no moderation at all and [the discussion] gets totally
out of bounds.” Discussions seem to be dominated by the extremes,
and these diatribes don’t strike students as useful. As a student on
another campus observed, “There are no solutions discussed; it is all
rhetoric.”
The Harwood Group asked students what they thought was missing in the campus discussions they criticized. They said they missed
having a diversity of perspectives as well as an opportunity to really
listen and carefully weigh trade-offs. Students wanted more discussions in which it was all right to be tentative, to explore possibilities.
They didn’t argue for less emotion in discussions but for less acrimony. They wanted to see more moderation, more appreciation for what
they called the “gray” or indeterminate nature of issues. They wanted
to know how to make compromises with integrity and create comground for action. Students said that college should be a place
to learn how to keep an open mind, how to stand in another person’s shoes, and how to make decisions with other people.
The Harwood study tells me that students seem to know
instinctively that in order to deal with differences, those on
their campuses have to learn how to talk differently. Campuses
- and the country as a whole for that matter - could use a
little less debate and a little more dialogue, a little less ideology and a little more serious deliberation about practical problems.
Happily, some institutions and some faculty are trying to bring dialogue and deliberation back to their campuses. They are creating
forums, often in conjunction with the community outside the campus,
in which students can learn to talk about differences over issues constructively. Their timing is good because many of these same colleges
and universities are also creating community service programs that
will bring students into contact, not just with differences on campuses, but with social ills that often grow out of differences that society at large cannot talk about constructively. Students warm to opportunities for service. But the experience is likely to make them wonder
even more about how to remedy the fundamental problems that make
the service necessary. Service programs will create still another
imperative for getting on with the business of teaching students how
to talk about problems when differences abound.
Meaningful, that is, intentional and purposeful political action
begins with the action of the public talking to itself. How else can the
public decide on shared purposes? Political talk will inevitably be
expressive, with individuals sounding off in various ways, but it also
must be shared, civil, and exploratory. A democratic country has to
have a political dialogue that is public -so do our campuses. It is
there that students can learn to practice a different kind of political
dialogue that helps them envision a different kind of politics -one
that has a place for them.
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