Community Engagement Learning Exchange
A UNC School of Government Blog
https://cele.sog.unc.edu

Bridging Political Polarization: a Red/Blue Dialogue in
Pittsboro, NC
Author : John Stephens
Categories : Community Partnerships, Dialogue & Deliberation
Tagged as : Better Angels, Chatham County, de-polarization, Pittsboro, red-blue dialogue
Date : June 12, 2019

Why would about 15 citizens devote a Saturday to talking about political values when they know
there are deep disagreements with half the people around the table? Because they want to explore
and address negative stereotypes, practice respectful conversation and seek to understand more
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than to persuade.
Although community engagement often stays away from hot national political topics, we are glad to
share this effort at local-level de-polarization.
The nonprofit group Better Angels has been organizing such dialogues across the U.S. since 2016.
There were similar gatherings in 2018 in the Research Triangle (Chapel Hill, Durham, and
Raleigh), the Triad, Western NC, and the Gastonia/Charlotte area. A Raleigh dialogue was held
Saturday, May 25th.
For the May 18th Pittsboro workshop, we were observers. In Part One, we offer our thoughts. In
Part Two, one of the participants – Ruth Backstrom – offers her reflections.

Part One:
Background about Better Angels and the Dialogue

Better Angels is a national citizens’ movement to reduce political polarization by bringing liberals
and conservatives together to understand each other beyond stereotypes, forming red/blue
community alliances, teaching practical skills for communicating across political differences, and
making a strong public argument for depolarization (per their website).
Instead of asking people to change their minds about key issues, Better Angels wants to give all
Americans a chance to better understand each other, to absorb the values and experiences that
inform our political philosophies, and to ultimately recognize our common humanity.
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On Saturday, May 18, 2019, about 7 self-identified Blue (i.e., more liberal) participants and about 6
self-identified Red (i.e., more conservative) participants gathered at the Habitat for Humanity office
in Pittsboro. Two people served as facilitators. The participants live in Wake, Durham, Orange and
Chatham counties. There were about ten observers, including us.

John focuses on two parts of the workshop:
Stereotypes exercise
Early in the agenda, Red and Blue participants are divided by their shared color (All Reds in one
group, all Blues in the other) to explore negative stereotypes held about them by the other side.
They get to name those wrong (often incendiary) views, talk together about how to correct those
views, and are asked to identify a potential “kernel of truth” from which the stereotype may arise.
I observed the Red group, and their top five stereotypes were:

No compassion
Anti-science/no critical thinking
Being racists
Gun Nut, and
Religious Zealot.
When the Blue Group came back to the main room, their list was:
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Socialist/Communist
Want unrestricted voting
For killing babies
For the Welfare State (Want something for nothing), and
Want to take guns away.
There are three great parts about this activity. First, it gets the stereotypes on the table. Just
about any political activist has probably heard some labels that they consider misleading and
unfair. Or just WRONG. Having like-minded people address them, and then report to the other
group how they see themselves supports bonding within the Color groups. Secondly, it creates
space for each group to listen to the other side.
Finally, the “kernel of truth” asks each side to acknowledge how there could be some – however
small – factor which feeds into the stereotype. The Red group I observed acknowledged that there
are some Second Amendment Gun Rights supporters who want no controls. This group of “Red
Thinkers” disagree: while they strongly support the Second Amendment, they can envision some
degree of regulation. They discussed some people’s mental/emotional status and risks which
could make them not sufficiently responsible to own a gun.
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Not providing lunch
What kind of workshop does not provide lunch? Here is what I think is the genius behind this
choice. First, it keeps costs low and avoids the complications of how food is delivered and the likely
disruption of the conversation. Second, people will have something they like to eat – they chose it!

Third, food can be a political flashpoint, given dietary or moral issues (meat, vegetarian, and
vegan) as well as stereotypes about who likes hummus, or a hot dog, or kale. Better Angels
sidesteps this set of choices, and supports participants’ self-reliance for their noontime food. The
workshop organizers did provide chips and similar snacks, and had coolers with ice for people to
store their lunches.

Courtney describes afternoon activities and her reflections:
Right after the lunch break, the Red and Blue participants entered into a question and answer
phase. There were two parts, with a break in between. The first question and answer session
involved the Red or Blue participants answering questions from the facilitators.
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The second question and answer session was each color asking questions of the other color.
Before each activity, the facilitators reiterated that the purpose of these activities was not to
convince the other side that your side was better, but rather to share your point-of-view to increase
understanding.
Q&A 1: The first session was about answering structured questions from the facilitator about your
side. The facilitators asked questions like, “Why are your policies and values good for the
country?” and “Do you have any concerns about your side?” These questions resulted in answers
about values that protect people and uneasiness about leaders with a lack of vision.

Q&A 2: The second session allowed for the Reds and Blues to ask questions of the other side.
However, the facilitators still kept this very structured. Participants were not allowed to ask "gotcha"
questions (aka trick questions to try to prove that the other side is unfit). Additionally, they were not
allowed to ask questions that made the other side answer for their party. They were supposed to
be questions geared toward individual values or experiences. The Reds and Blues then went to
separate rooms and decided on four questions to ask of the other side.
I sat in the room with the Blues and they came up with questions like "How do you envision the
separation of church and state and do you feel like anything is infringing on that?" After each side
decided on their four questions, half of the Blues and half of the Reds switched rooms to engage in
dialogue about the questions. This disproved some stereotypes that the sides had of each other
and showed that there was even division within the Reds and the Blues.
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Two reflections:
The facilitators have a hard job, but they did it so well! They kept things civil and on track.
For example, if there were not supposed to be trick questions the facilitators reminded folks
of the activity requirements. If an activity required self-reflection, the facilitators redirected
participants to make sure they were only discussing their own party/views. After each
activity, the facilitators asked the participants to share one thing new that they learned or a
similarity that they noticed.
Everything is not “cut and dry.” This workshop served as a reminder to everyone that we
are complex, ever-changing human beings. I saw how even Reds and Blues, within their
party lines, did not agree on issues. One Red participant voiced that after the whole
workshop, he found that he most disagreed with another Red participant.

What’s Next?
1. We welcome your thoughts in the comment box, and we are inviting other participants in
the May 18th workshop to share their reflections.
2. Better Angels is offering a June 17th information session in Chatham County.
3. A Better Angels three-hour workshop is set for Southport, NC in July.
4. Stay tuned for Ruth’s thoughts. She will attend the Better Angels National Convention,
June 20-23 in St. Louis, Missouri. A Better Angels requirement for the convention is you
can only register as a Red-Blue pair. Since Ruth comes from a “Blue” perspective, her
partner for the convention is Durham County Republican Party Chairman Immanuel Jarvis.
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