REPORT ON DIALOGUES HOSTED BY THE XENIA INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

The Xenia Institute for Social Justice (Xenia), established in 2009, is a non-profit, all volunteer
organization that offers citizens of Norman the chance to come together around potentially contentious
issues to talk and listen to one another more effectively while creating bridges of understanding. The
Xenia Institute’s core value is “transformation through dialogue.” Examples of previous dialogue topics
are community policing, bullying in our schools, high-density development, and refugee/immigration.

The Xenia board is concerned about how divided Norman has become and how uncivilly citizens
often speak to and about each other. During two planning sessions with the Center for Public Life, a model
for civil discourse was developed: to invite participants to respond to six questions within small groups.
The purpose of the model is not only to allow participants to hear others’ concerns and differences but to
discover shared values thereby striving to engage with one another in a respectful and honest manner.

Six questions were formulated to help discern the current state of the city of Norman. The
questions follow:

e When you attend a civic meeting or gathering and meet someone new, how do you
introduce yourself and your connection to the community?

e What do you value most about Norman?

¢ Some have said recently, “this is not the Norman | know” and “people are using labels to
put people into categories.” How is the Norman you live in today similar or different from
the Norman you have known? How do you feel about that? What do you perceive to be
the lines that tend to divide Norman? Are there other changes in Norman that impact
how the city is divided?

¢ What concerns you most about our community?

e What ideas do you have for trying to bridge the differences that exist?

* How can we learn to express ideas and make comments without belittling or negating
others?

Approximately thirty-five people participated in four sessions. The participants included a mix of
men and women of varying ages and ethnic backgrounds; some retired while others still working; some
long-time residents of Norman and some who have lived in Norman for much shorter periods of time; and
all with varying connections to the community. The desired future outcome from the discussion in each
of the sessions was virtually the same: the re-creation of Norman as a diverse city with a kindred spirit
providing multiple opportunities for personal and civic growth. The discussions can be divided into four
major topics: values, concerns, substantive issues, and potential ways forward for the united future of
Norman.

VALUES

The item that participants valued the most about Norman is its people, i.e., their friendliness;
diversity; and philanthropic and generous spirits. The primary adjectives used to describe the people of
Norman were kind and caring. The second value is the opportunities available in the community -
opportunities to engage in multiple organizations and events, particularly diverse and cultural, as
volunteers, participants, or attendees. As far as the City of Norman itself, the participants value the focus
on education with the University of Oklahoma as the centerpiece; the small town feeling but with an



acceptance of growth; and the locally owned businesses that are believed to bring strength to the
community. Two adjectives describing values important to participants were continually phrased in the
past tense — progressive and transformative. That a progressive/transformative attitude is believed to be
declining within Norman appears to be a basis for the concerns that were identified in each of the
discussions.

CONCERNS

One concern expressed during the discussions were divisiveness and lack of civility by and
between city officials as well as a minority of people who are a part of the public at large. The
underlying cause for such concerns appears to be fear. One participant’s rationale for the growth
of fearfulness is that differences regarding social and political issues have always existed but have
been suppressed. For example, stories of Oklahoma’s treatment of people of color were not told
- Norman being a sundown town, the Tulsa Race Riot, and segregated public places in our state.
These unspoken truths falsely created a sense of peace and stability in the past but may now
enhance a sense of fear. With the decline of newspapers, the sense of community and trust has
been diminished. Conversely, divisive issues and lack of civility are now coming to the surface on
the social media platforms.

In one session, fearfulness was discussed in more depth. In short, divisiveness is driven
by fear. Anger feeds fear and fear feeds anger. The overwhelming presence of social media, its
spreading of non-truths, and the lack of filters for hateful thoughts and defamation exceedingly
increase volatility and contribute to ignorance which breeds fear.

Among the other fears expressed by participants were the inability to—provide for and
protect their families; losing the comfortable way of life to which they are accustomed; and
becoming vulnerable or a target of antagonism for speaking up.

While a small minority of participants seemed unwilling to acknowledge that problems
exist within Norman, the overarching view of most participants was that the Norman of the past
has disappeared. The specific concerns can be categorized as follows:

1. Encouragement to take sides, thereby deliberately creating divisiveness.
e Spirit of community responsibility is missing.
e Willingness to work for common goals has been lost.
e Norman is less homogeneous creating unhealthy competition.
e Citizens are forced to choose a side or retreat into a corner.
e What may be considered non-political issues become political issues ana create
power struggles, that is, most substantive issues or plans become a fight.
e Unity within Norman is crippled by the East/West divide.

2. Use of hurtful labeling, such as “those people”, which is magnified by social media.
e Increased vulnerability.
e Refusal to agree to disagree.
e Inability to listen.



e Creation of dislike for others with differing views and opinions while remaining
faceless/nameless on social media.

¢ Inability to escape anger.

e lack of tolerance for differences in opinions.

e As diversity grows, willingness to listen to new ideas is non-existent.

3. Development of “tribalism” — people live in pods by congregating to like-minded people
or groups creating an “us” versus “them” mentality.
4. Loss of confidence/trust in government at all levels.
e Government has become regressive and divisive in some situations.
¢ Moderate thinkers and/or those willing to listen to all sides of an issue are
unwilling to put their names on a ballot and nothing gets done for the good of all.
SUBSTANTIVE ISSUES

The participants unanimously identified two substantive issues facing Norman:

homelessness and the lack of adequate mental healthcare, particularly for the youth.
Participants agreed that resources and public awareness are critically lacking in connection with
both problems. Other issues that were identified included: economic divisions among the
Norman population; lack of knowledge of the limited resources dedicated to sustaining the
_environment; the workforce shortage; decreasing affordability of living in Norman; and the
concentration of citizens living in poverty in particular areas, which may lead to an increase in

crime.
POTENTIAL WAYS FORWARD
e Learn to listen/civility training.
e The silent majority stands up and speaks out.
e Connect with youth to establish and work toward goals that will affect their future.
e Encourage moderate thinkers to get involved.
e Embrace new ways of thinking to develop new ideas.
e Seek rehabilitation and not retribution.
e Utilize peer mediation.
e Host public forums regarding a single or related topics and encourage beneficial
discussion among those with differing opinions.
e Encourage citizens to go where they don’t feel comfortable to have meaningful
conversation.
e Work together toward common goals.
e Build coalitions to build trust.
e Become community supporters for the marginalized in the community.
CONCLUSION

The participants agreed that transformation is a slow process and that it is more

important to focus on progress rather than perfection. Finally, and perhaps most importantly,
we must listen to understand and not to reply.
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