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Discussion as Democracy 
 
Democracy occurs when people have a meaningful share in the deliberation and administration of the 
policies, decisions, and events that affect them. Facilitating means making it easier for people to share in 
that deliberation and administration. Discussion is the interaction that occasions democracy.  
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Chairs  
 
Attend to the chairs. Everything will come down to sitting. The chairs themselves do not matter a much as 
how you arrange them. You can control the arrangement of chairs but you cannot control the material or 
design of them. Chairs will sit the seated, shape you. Anyone who works in an office or school or center 
knows the power of chairs. But you are an arranger. Do not let the chairs arrange you. If you arrange the 
chairs properly and facilitate well, the chairs will not matter. Your job is to create the conditions for the 
seated to sit the chairs. Make participants remember that the chairs do not sit them.  
 
In other words, the institution does not contain us but rather the other way around. We are the institution. 
Think of your task as making space for a new space, a space to unlearn the space you enter. Make it your 
goal to make the matter not matter for a little while.  
 
Know the space in general. Where will the discussion occur? The light, windows, and exits will create a 
mood. What is that mood? What is the air like? What can you use? Is there is a stack of forks in the 
drawer beneath the book shelves on the far wall? Do the lights blink? When does the best sunlight come 
in? What does the room smell like? Is it noisy? Are their sirens outside? Is there air conditioning which 
you can control? 
 
Listen to yourself as you perceive the room and validate how you feel about it. Note these perceptions, 
possibly aloud, at the first discussion. Make the implicit explicit.  
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Tables  
 
If there are no tables, try to find a table. Secure one from the hallway or basement. Ask the janitorial staff 
or department assistant or principal. There must be a table somewhere. Have confidence. Drag something 
if you need to: be unconventional.  
 
If there really are no tables, a circle of chairs or pupil desks is fine, but not preferable, since there will not 
be anything in the center. Participants will not share a furnishing with one another. Nor will they have 
anything on which to put their books or phones or elbows on, or snacks to share. They will be uncovered 
and unnecessarily vulnerable. You all will be exposed to each other's waists, ankles, and feet and you will 
literally share nothing in common. This can be frightening in what is already a frightening experience. 
(Group therapy sessions among the insane or addicted in movies do not have tables, for instance.)  
 
Many say that when you discuss you "share something." This "something" will be something "in 
common." Those who say this are not quite right but are not wrong either, at least to the extent that it is 
better to have a table to both symbolize the connection of discussion and provide a surface upon which 
this discussion object ("something") may metaphorically rest rather than letting it fall into an empty, 
vulnerable space.  
 
A large square or rectangular table around which participants sit together will do. Unless you are at 
Phillips Exeter Academy, benefit from a creative interior designer, or have a wealthy donor you will not 
find a circular table big enough. Circular tables are ideal, and actually for that reason can feel slightly off 
and inappropriate, too perfect, making a square table both not as good as a circle and for that reason 
superior. 
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How Did You Get To This Discussion? 
 
Tell yourself the story of what brought you to this discussion. How did you get here? Rehearse the 
reasons, the turns in your life, the decisions you made or the flows you went with, the accidents or 
ambitions which made this discussion the next step in the random walk of your existence. Start with birth, 
continue through to your parents and your schooling, and then to this discussion.  
 
I went to summer camps as a child. Jewish summer camps. They were brief refuges from the tasks of 
daily childhood, where adults waged small loving wars on children throughout the day. Part of my 
summer camp experience included study groups lead by teenagers and college students. We sat in circles 
on the grass. I felt safe and engaged. Silly and taken seriously. I grew up in a small family that was not 
entirely boisterous or emotive when talking and I feel calmer when I am with people talking.  
 
In high school I worked in youth programs facilitating similar groups to the ones at camp, but planning 
the interactions in detail with something the reform Jewish movement called Program Format. We wrote 
out the purpose, outcome, setting, and script for a two-hour interaction. We drafted every question and 
anticipated multiple answers to these questions. I still do this: I imagine beforehand what participants will 
say in response to my questions, and then imagine what I will say to them in response.  
 
For some reason I read Plato's Republic in middle school for a book report and loved the image of people 
standing around talking about things that mattered. I studied philosophy and became a high school 
teacher.  
 
I like to discuss. I like to watch discussions. I am drawn to them. It is important for you to know whether 
you like them or not. If you do not like them, I would not facilitate them. It might be the case that you 
thought you liked them, but after some reflection you do not. Allow for all possibilities. 
 
There was a kind of moment at camp that I have come to associate with discussion that is not really 
discussion, but it is how I understand discussion and what brings me to each discussion I facilitate.  
 
Every Friday evening we would dance and sing. All the children and adults gathered in an old dining hall, 
cleared away the plates and garbage of dinner. Song leaders stood on platforms with guitars and sang 
hymns, folks songs, and nonsense tunes, each with accompanying movements and choreography. I loved 
all of them but "Miriam's Song" was my favorite. During the chorus, which had a short "woo!" as part of 
a downbeat, my friends and I would throw one another into the air. During the verse we would all decide 
who would fly, grab them by the legs, and lift them upward. We did this in turns, and the feeling of 
throwing and being thrown, flying and helping to fly, touching and being touched, all amid music: for 
some reason I can feel a little bit of that during a discussion. Discussion is a kind of placed utopia for me, 
which is extreme but true. I think discussion can approach that feeling when facilitated well, and get 
incommensurately frustrated when it is not, since the opportunity to sing and fly together has been 
wasted.  
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What Discussion Is and Is Not  
 
Discussion is not recitation. Discussion is a form of interaction where a group of participants address 
questions in an equal and various sequence of turns.  A recitation is a form of interaction where a 
facilitator initiates, one participant responds, and the facilitator follows up this response with an 
evaluation and then initiates again, repeatedly. Recitations happen when one person follows up each 
comment, when all eyes and ears are on this person. Recitations can happen anywhere, not just in school. 
They are a powerful didactic tactic.  
 
Most discussions are in fact recitations. The next time someone says “today we will discuss X,” watch 
and listen closely. They (or someone else) will speak at length, follow up most comments, and not permit 
an equal and various sequence of turns. This is a recitation passing for discussion, or a “discussion.”  
 
“Discussions” are the tools of the disingenuous.  
 
Since the word “discussion” has a certain democratic connotation, the person who says there will be a 
discussion benefits from saying so. This is a distorting presumption and they will most likely not be held 
responsible for presuming it. If they go on to facilitate a recitation no one will say “this is not a 
discussion.” We all have faces to save. Those who are very courageous may attempt to point this out, but 
fortune rarely favors the brave in these situations.  
 
The first step is to be aware that “discussions” happen. If you are a facilitator, the next step is to make 
sure they do not happen (this book is for you).  
 
If you are a participant: listen. Watch the turns as other participants take them. Be aware. Others will see 
your good example. If you have an interest in facilitating, study the interactions and slowly get yourself to 
a place where those who have power (facilitators) would be interested in seeing you facilitate. This could 
take years.  
 
If one person is following up comments then you have a recitation. If different people follow up each 
other variously and equally then you have a discussion. Do not confuse the two.  
 
A various sequence of turns means that different people speak after different people. An equal sequence 
of turns means that different people speak after different people the same number of times. If each 
participant only spoke after the person to their left, this would be an equal but homogenous sequence of 
turns. If only some participants speak to one another variously, then this is a various but unequal 
sequence. 
 
A lot is at stake. To repeat: in particular do not say that you are going to have a discussion and then 
facilitate a recitation. Promising discussion and delivering recitation is like an oligarch telling the lesser 
classes that they all live in a democracy. We know this promise very well in the 21st century.  
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Do not make promises you do not intend to keep, particularly when it comes to freedom and equality and 
other benefits of democracy. By saying one thing and doing another you kill and bury the ideas to which 
you pay lip service.  
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Be Early 
 
Get to the discussion early. Twenty minutes is fine. Who knows what craziness befell the space, table, and 
chairs in the moments before your discussion. You might have to rearrange chairs, pick up garbage, shift 
tables. Even if none of these things need doing, you should meditate there, even if just for a minute. Let 
yourself be there, seeing and feeling whatever you see and feel.  
 
As participants enter, sit quietly. You might chat with them a little. Focus on letting yourself let them 
settle down. Watch them place their coats on the backs of chairs, shuffle papers, or check their phones. 
Notice the rhythm in which they do this, and the color of their glasses or jewelry. Attend to your feelings. 
Tell yourself what you feel, silently. 
 
When you have the sense that you want to start the discussion, stop yourself. Feel yourself sitting there 
and enjoy the moment of potentiality that exists in the group. Take five slow breaths. This is practice: 
during the discussion you will have to stop yourself from saying things and doing things. Getting into the 
habit early on helps. 
 
Permitting space, leaving openness, and allowing time begins before you even begin. Most discussions 
that are discussions do not happen in the context of life-or-death urgency. Even if they are that urgent, I 
would still say: go slowly and calmly. Ten seconds of calm before you start can make the difference 
between a tense, confusing, and overbearing interaction and the opposite.  
 
Five seconds of calm before an urgent discussion can make the difference between better and worse 
decisions.  
 
One second of calm before a very urgent discussion could make the difference between life and death. 
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"Hi" 
 
The first thing you should say is “hello” or “hi” or some greeting. Even if you have met many times 
before as a group and know one another well, this assemblage of people has never gathered in this 
particular way at this particular time in this particular place, and a greeting recognizes the moment’s 
particularity. 
 
Discussion is a confluence of the general and particular. The more you can occasion the contradiction of 
both the better. 
 
If the group is still chatting after you greet them, say it one more time. Do not yell or otherwise strain 
your voice. Speak firmly but without overexertion. If they still do not stop chatting they might not respect 
you. This is a larger issue. Every moment is another opportunity to achieve respect. If you get one 
person’s attention, indicate to them that you want to start, and then wait. So much comes from waiting: 
even if they do not respect you, if you wait for them they will probably wait for you out of automatic 
courtesy or habit.  
 
Once everyone is facing you and their eyes are on you the most important moments of the discussion 
begin. What happens in the next five minutes will most likely determine how the discussion will go for its 
entirety--whether twenty minutes or a week-long retreat.  
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Here We Are... 
 
Remind everyone why you are there together at that time and place. It should sound profound, strange, 
and obvious: "Here we are on Wednesday at our weekly board meeting, 519 Elm St., Raise the Roof 
Records, October, 2014, in Gary, Indiana, United States, Western Hemisphere, Earth, Milky Way, 
Universe." Or: "Here we are on Friday morning, American Literature class, Duke Ellington High School 
for the Arts, Washington, DC," etc.  
 
Next rehearse the agenda. Ideally you will not have composed this agenda. Participants should have 
composed this agenda in a previous meeting or interaction outside the discussion. If you have made the 
agenda, make sure everyone can see it clearly. Ask whether or not anyone has any items to add to the 
agenda. Ask if anyone has any questions about it. Leave a silence after you ask this. Just because you ask 
it does not mean you have created the conditions for someone to respond meaningfully.  
 
As you finish items on the agenda cross them off the list.  
 
Reiterate what the purpose of the discussion is clearly and, if necessary, frequently, even if the purpose is 
to dwell in confusion. 
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Check-in 
 
Next, do a check-in. Each participant should say their name and something else. I strongly prefer 
participants to respond to the question “how are you feeling?”  
 
If possible, participants should not go around in a circle and check-in. Rather, like a Quaker meeting, the 
check-ins will occur as participants feel called to speak. This will require that you wait together, 
sometimes awkwardly, until someone is ready to speak. Feel the awkwardness of this: it is pure collective 
(im)potentiality. Permitting this awkward silence during the check-in is good practice for the actual 
discussion: it is a way of anticipating the first and second silences. If you have good silences during the 
check-in you will have a good discussion to follow since participants will be accustomed to that silence.  
 
Why do the check-in? Feelings are important. Rational freedom has risen to a confused tyranny. Drives 
and desires control us if we do not make them appear. Freedom is also a freedom of feeling.  
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Bodies 
 
Remember that everyone has a body as well as a mind. This can be easy to forget in discussions, and 
institutions generally. We have muscles and bones and feelings which are typically ignored by reason's 
insistence on getting things done. Put breaks in your agenda. Let yourself stand, get water, and relax. 
Work will not redeem our sins no matter how hard we push our bodies, force ourselves to sit in chairs, 
compel ourselves to listen and talk despite discomfort.  
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Physical Activity 
 
The most powerful people are able to abuse themselves the most. This is not only because they are 
"geniuses" or "gifted." It is also because we create interactional conditions where streamlining feelings is 
rewarded. Perhaps leaders would would lead differently if there were opportunities for them and those 
around them to take care of themselves during meetings, classes, and other gatherings.  
 
After the check-in do a physical activity. Some kind of exercise. Open it up to the group. I have seen 
everything from "choose your own exercise" to jumping jacks to "find your animals." This last requires 
everyone to choose one of three animal sounds. The group can choose the animals. Let's say they choose 
dog, pig, and cat. Everyone has to go to random corners of the room and make that animal sound, with 
their eyes closed. Continuing to make the sound, they have to find their animal group with eyes closed. 
 
The discussion really begins after the physical activity ends, or perhaps after you have gone over the 
agenda.  
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The Living Silence 
 
Do not be afraid of silence.  
 
There are better and worse silences--ones that lead to discussion and others that sound it's death knell--but 
no matter what attend calmly to silence.  
 
There is a kind of silence that causally leads to discussion. This is a living silence. Five seconds of it will 
clear the way for ten minutes of discussion. This living silence happens after you say something inviting, 
something open, particularly at the start of the discussion just after you have rehearsed the agenda. You 
might ask a question, for instance. After you ask that question permit a silence. 
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Questions 
 
Questions, like silences, are not all the same. If you ask a question that you already know the answer to, 
and you are expecting participants to say that answer, in the manner of a gift you demand from them, the 
living silence will not happen. You will get the opposite: a dead silence. Participants will see their fathers 
in you, whatever those fathers are, and they will be quiet in expectation of the father. They will hate, love, 
fear, reject, or expect everything from you. Avoid this. 
 
Ask questions you do not know the answer to, or ask process questions. "Who would like to start?" If you 
have repeated the agenda then all you might have to say is "So let's start with the first thing."  
 
At this first moment you might either go around in a circle with an initial comment or ask that everyone 
say something with respect to a question or issue.  
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Collective Questioning  
 
 
If you are interpreting a text or debriefing an event, or even discussing a possible decision/action, begin 
with collective questioning. Tell participants to ask questions about the text, event, or possible decision. 
You might give them a minute to think, or just leave a silence to let them begin asking.  
 
When participants begin asking questions, write these questions down, ideally in a way that makes them 
visible to everyone. A projector with a computer is best, though a marker on butcher paper or a 
whiteboard or chalkboard will do. The questions will be a kind of map, life-blood, or structure of the 
discussion to follow.  
 
Sometimes questioning may take up to half an hour. It may compose the discussion itself, or the 
discussion will have to be done in two parts: questioning then response. 
 
The rhythm of questioning is entirely different than that of commenting. Reasonable participants will be 
more comfortable asking about what they do not know than assertively announcing what they do know. 
Most people are reasonable. Only one or two participants, likely white or male or both, will tend to want 
to flood the group with the their voices. Beginning with questioning emphasizes thinking together, rather 
than ripping one another apart or domination.  
 
Not-knowing is peaceful, aporetic, and opaque. There is a place for eristics but with a lot of soft ropes and 
rules and referees, like boxing.  

16 



 
The First Silence  
 
Whatever you begin with, allow a silence. Let someone try to say something. Again, if your  
question is a yes or no question, or the like, and you are testing your participants, then you have already 
set yourself up for recitation. You will have to answer the question you have just asked, because no one 
else is you. You may want others to be you but they will always disappoint you in this. 
 
Do not ask questions that are perilous for participants to answer, either, which is the same thing as asking 
a question whose answer you know. The answer to these questions is always the same: the participant is 
not you, and never will be. If you want discussion you cannot demean your participants.  
 
But if you ask a question whose answer must not or cannot come from you, you are setting yourself up for 
discussion. If you have asked or said something to which you do not have a response, let the silence sit. 
Every second of that silence is five minutes of good discussion to come.  
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The Second Silence 
 
When a participant responds to your first question, which they will if it's the right kind of question, then 
the next most important thing is to not respond after they speak. Do not follow up what this first 
participant says, no matter how brilliant or stupid their comment. This is the second silence and is perhaps 
more important than the first silence.  
 
The first silence is the silence after you say the first thing. The second silence is the silence after the first 
response to you. Let the second silence stretch. Let it be. 
 
You will be tempted to fill this silence with something, your own knowledge or brilliance or power. But 
discussion is not about your power, it is about the group's power. If you want a recitation, go ahead and 
say something. What you will confirm is that you are the leader to whom comments must be addressed 
and from whom comments will emerge. But if you leave the second silence you get the golden silence, 
exponentially: the quiet possibility of participants gathering thoughts to speak on the topic or question in 
equal and various turns.  
 
If a second participant addresses the first participant’s comment, then they will quickly see that this is a 
space where anyone may talk after anyone else, addressing either the group or another participant. If the 
second participant looks at the first participant, then you know it will be a good discussion.  
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Your Eyes 
 
Sometimes participants will address one another while looking at you. In these cases, again, do not speak. 
Do not even say "don't look at me," because by speaking you say "look at me." Saying “don’t look at me” 
is identical to saying “look at me.”  
 
Look away, shrug, take notes--it is not the time for your eyes. The goal will be for everyone to look at 
each other equally and variously, to have everyone seeing one another. Again, if you want recitation, 
make sure their eyes are on you. For discussion, let those silences linger. Show them you will not be 
tempted by your desire to become the father. Show them you are interested in forming a group with them 
rather than forming a mass out of them.  
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The General Rule of Silences 
 
If you permit ten seconds in the first silence (after you speak) and ten seconds in the second silence (after 
the first response) you will have at least 20 minutes of discussion.  
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Notes 
 
Write everything that is said down to the best of your abilities. Use shorthand, preferably, so as to not to 
be tempted to let the notes become surveillance (easily posted online, for example). The notes are for 
yourself. They will be the fuel for the fire once the first log burns fully, or the discussion takes a turn that 
you might want or have to redirect. The notes are your tools for intervention, guidance, and wielding. A 
discussion is not chaos. It is a swarm: a many-faceted multiplicity with its own indigenous order. Your 
notes are a map of that order. It is the emergent songbook for the symphony being composed at this 
instant, and as conductor you will need to know where you are in that symphony. Those playing the music 
will not be able to see it laid out before them, all the different paths possible, the emergent structure of the 
communication. Your job, after getting the discussion going by introducing the interaction, doing the 
check-in, physical activity, questioning, and permitting first and second silences, is to be a recording 
angel. Be an ethnographer, or embedded sociologist. Study the discussion as though it were a text or a 
living being. Your notes will be your sketches, fieldwork, and transcripts. Your speech during discussion 
will be your research. Make these notes as exact as possible. Do not change participants’ words or 
summarize. To change their words or put words in their mouths is a violence. Be a pristine mirror for the 
participants so they can see what they are making together.  
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Make Your Voice A Mixtape 
 
It will be difficult to know when to speak. Sometimes there will be a lull, or a pause. Participants will 
have exhausted their initial energies, run into a cul-de-sac, or somehow deflated under the weight of 
building a community. It is difficult work and they will get tired and confused, sometimes within ten 
minutes. In these cases, hold up the mirror by tracing the paths and roots of what's been said this far. At 
most, pose a tension, question, or show the group it's ambivalence: "on the one hand, I have heard this, 
but on the other hand I have heard that. What do we do?" 
 
But maybe not. It might be necessary to not say anything, or simply inhale and look around the room for 
others who want to speak. You must prepare yourself not to speak for up to half an hour, maybe more. In 
general everything relies on what you do not say, more so than what you do say.  
 
Chances are that you will speak again, and the purpose will be to set the group in another fruitful 
direction, remind them about their starting point, or repeat the purpose of the interaction.  
 
If what you say is not process-related, make your voice a mixtape of their voices. Speak polyphonically. 
Say their words back to them. Juxtapose their thoughts. The participants cannot see the breadth and depth 
of the discussion as they make it. Their energies are plunging into their own individual depths in order to 
build with the others. It takes all their strength to listen to what is said and then respond. Your job is not to 
say something that concludes, adds, closes, answers, recommends, or even proposes anything from your 
point of view. Rather, report what you have heard. "I heard this and that, and then this followed by that." 
You may comment on similarities, trends, repetitions, resonances, and dissonances, but do not change 
anything to fit your own purposes. Make your purposes the group’s purpose.  
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