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Memoriam—Bela H. Banathy

Originally, this compendium began as a conversation between Bela
and myself, and was shaped by our belief that dialogue offered a means for
humankind to collectively work together toward a future society that was
more civil, and hopefully more concerned with its own evolution. Bela and I
visited, frequently, about the importance of dialogue as a collective means of
communication that would enable a transcendence of existing social systems,
a means of communicative action that would animate a self-guided evolution
of humankind through the creation of new systems. We hoped that our
species, Homo Sapien Sapien, would overcome its destructive capabilities and
foster new creative possibilities for the future generations of humankind that
would follow.
Unfortunately, Bela was not to see the compendium in its completed
form. On September 4, 2003 Bela passed away, leaving the world a better
place for his presence, and our lives richer for having known him.
Bela found inspiration in the works of William Blake (1991), in
particular the illuminated work Jerusalem: The Emancipation of the Great
Albion. It is from this work that I quote the following passage, in memory of
Bela. I believe it illuminates his life and his work as a systems scholar and
practitioner (Blake, pl. 10, 1. 20):
I must create a system,
Or be enslaved by another Man’s;
I will not Reason and Compare,
My business is to Create.
Bela’s life was one of creating. He was a source of great energy in the ebb and
flow of humanity. Bela was a systems scholar and practitioner concerned with
creating systems that would make the world a better place for humankind.
Bela’s life was lived with purpose, and his legacy of systems knowledge and
ideals serve to guide the work ahead for all of us that care for the future of
humankind. He was my teacher, my mentor, and above all else, he was my
friend. He will be missed.
Patrick M. Jenlink
April, 2004
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Dedication

In Remembrance of David Bohm
and
In Service of the Next Generations Concerned for the Future
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Preface

We are, as a social species–Homo Sapien Sapien–communicative by
nature. Communication presupposes community, which in turn means a
communion of consciousness of the persons in the community. That we
are also sentient beings places within our reach the capability to be
equally creative and destructive, whether through discourse or social
action. In our evolution as a species we have demonstrated our capacity
for terrible acts of destruction—the most horrible of nightmares.
September 11, 2001 stands as an example of such nightmares. Yet, as a
species, we have demonstrated our capacity to come together in times of
great tragedy as a community—to communicate in such ways as to create
solutions and foster new hopes for the future.
When we consider, in relation to being a species characterized as
communicative and sentient, that we are also an extremely diverse
species, we are filled with great potentials.
The fact that we display great diversity–that we are different
culturally, linguistically, ethnically, politically–figures largely into our
potential for creative actions, and holds promise for present and future
generations to overcome the destructive nature of our species that all-tooften marks our evolutionary history. The realization of our potentialities
as a species, rests in no small measure, in our capacity for cultural
creativity and in our capacity to achieve new levels of consciousness.
David Bohm, theoretical physicists, and Martin Buber, religious and
social philosopher, stand as prominent figures who understood that
evolving consciousness and creating culture resides in our capacity to
foster and sustain dialogue—genuine dialogue concerned with the
generative and creative capacity of our species. Genuine dialogue is a
turning together in conversation, to create a social space–a betweenness–
in which personal opinions and ideologies are suspended and wherein
persons conjoin in community to search for new meaning and
understanding,
It is in the recognition that our species is ultimately responsible for its
future that we also recognize the necessity for fostering genuine dialogue
if we are to embrace our responsibilities in the global society and for our
future. It is incumbent of us to create conditions favorable for dialogue,
for us to understand each other, for social justice, equity, and tolerance to
become markers that define our species. That such genuine dialogue is
possible–for each person to stand where the other is standing–will require
much of our species.
ix

x

Contents

In this Compendium, the contributing authors set forth their ideas,
experiences, and perspectives as the path of a learning journey—a
journey of new meaning, of new understanding, and of becoming selfaware of dialogue as culture creating and consciousness evolving.
The Compendium is organized by five themes. Section I examines
foundational perspectives of conversation. This examination helps to
create a foundation for a deeper study of the emergent and salient
aspects of conversation in relation to social creativity and the
evolution of human consciousness. Authors examine dialogue from
philosophical, cultural, spiritual, and historical perspectives. Sections
II-IV examine the philosophical and theoretical perspectives as well as
methodological ideas related to conversation. These writings also
explore different modalities of conversation and the application of
design conversation within and across various types of design settings
and human experiences. Also examined is the importance of capacity
building for engaging in conversation, as well as providing insight into
how to build capacity and develop the capability of the human system
for conversation. In Section V the editors reflectively examine the
contributions to the book and present their own thoughts on the next
steps in the evolutionary relationship of conversation, human systems,
and systems design.
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INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1
DIALOGUE
Conversation as Culture Creating and
Consciousness Evolving

PATRICK M. JENLINK*# and BELA H. BANATHY#* *

Stephen F. Austin State University*, International Systems Institute # ,
Saybrook Graduate School and Research Center**

1.

INTRODUCTION

In this opening chapter, first, we review the purpose of this Compendium
and provide an overview of the learning journey presented by the editors
and authors. The chapter is presented in two parts. Part I begins with an
exploration of the meaning of dialogue. Then, we examine the
relationship of conversation to culture creating and consciousness evolving
within society. Dialogue is introduced as a form of conversation that
enables our species to connect within and across cultures, forming and
sustaining communities through intersubjectivity and cultural creativity.
The chapter will examine why dialogue is important as well as how
dialogue may be used to create a collective evolutionary consciousness
essential to designing our own future. Part II overviews how the
compendium is framed into five themes, which present a reflective
context for exploring dialogue conversation.

2.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE LEARNING JOURNEY

A two-pronged purpose has guided the development of this Compendium.
Our first purpose was to introduce the learner to dialogue conversation as
the means of collective communication for which we must be both
students and consumers as members of a changing, global society. The
second purpose of the book was to demonstrate–and develop an
appreciation for–the empowering and liberating quality of conversation as
a medium and means of communication for cultural creativity and societal
change. The Compendium offers a rich set of perspectives and experiences
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005
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related to dialogue as a culture creating and consciousness evolving means of
collective communication.
The path of the learning journey begins by exploring historical
perspectives of dialogue as means of collective conversation. This
exploration sets in place a foundation for grounding the examination of the
emergent and developing characteristics of disciplined conversation. In the
main body of the text, we explore the philosophical and theoretical
perspectives that are sources of methodological ideas and practices of
dialogue. We examine different modalities of applications in a variety of
settings, and provide examples of dialogue events. We also provide ideas and
programs that serve capacity building that enable individuals, groups, and
communities to initiate, engage in, and guide the disciplined inquiry of
dialogue.
In Part One, we explore the meaning of dialogue and its role in culture
creating and consciousness evolving. First, we examine the meaning of
dialogue, exploring the etymological roots and historical origins. Then we
explore dialogue as a method and means of collective communication in the
larger context of culture and society. In Part Two, we provide an overview of
the five organizing themes for the Compendium, and briefly examine author
contributions that set the path for our learning journey towards dialogue as a
collective means of communication.

PART ONE: DIALOGUE AS CULTURE CREATING AND
CONSCIOUSNESS EVOLVING
In this Part, first, we explore the etymology of dialogue. Then we explore
dialogue as a genuine, relational means of collective communication.
Dialogue as cultural creating and consciousness evolving is then examined in
relation to transforming society. Two figures are prominent to our work with
dialogue, David Bohm, theoretical physicists, and Martin Buber, religious
and social philosopher. While other individuals have helped to shape our
understandings of dialogue, Bohm and Buber are at the forefront of our
thinking.

3.

THE MEANING OF DIALOGUE

Dialogue is a culturally and historically specific way of social discourse
accomplished through the use of language and verbal transactions. It suggests
community, mutuality, and authenticity–an egalitarian relationship. So
understood, dialogue provides a meeting ground, communitas, and manifests
itself in a variety of spontaneous and ritual modes of discourse in which
nature and structure meet (Turner, 1969, p. 140). In this section we examine
the meaning and nature of dialogue.
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Etymological Meaning of Dialogue

Etymologically, dialogue means a speech across, between, though two or
more people. Dialogue comes from the Greek dialogos. Dia is a
preposition that means “through,” “between,” “across,” “by,” and “of.”
Dia does not mean two, as in two separate entities; rather, dia suggests a
“passing through” as in diagnosis “thoroughly” or “completely.” Logos
comes from legein, “to speak” Crapanzano (1990, p. 276). Logos means
“the word,” or more specifically, the “meaning of the word,” created by
“passing through,” as in the use of language as a symbolic tool and
conversation as a medium. As Onians (1951) points out, logos may also
mean thought as well as speech–thought that is conceived individually or
collectively, and/or expressed materially. Consequently, dialogue is a
sharing through language as a cultural symbolic tool and conversation as a
medium for sharing.
The picture or image that this derivation suggests is a “stream of
meaning” flowing among and through us and between us. Etymologically,
dialogue connotes a flow of meaning through two or more individuals as a
collective, and out of which may emerge new understandings (Bohm, 1996,
p. 6).

3.2

Dialogue as Collective Communication

Dialogue may be transformative or generative in nature, as well as strategic.
That is, it may be seen as transformative in relation to the creative actions
of individuals through collective communication, the sharing of thought
and knowledge of individuals as the generative materials to transform
existing beliefs as well as create new innovations and cultural artifacts. It
may also be seen as strategic or positional in relation to implementing an
innovation or introducing new thoughts and knowledge into a cultural
setting. In collective communication, as Bohm (1998) explains, the basic
idea is to suspend opinions as well as judgement of what others share,
trying to understand.

3.3

Dialogue as Relational

Dialogue is not something we do or use; it is a relation that we create and
sustain by conjoint agreement and through shared discourse. As a relation,
dialogue is characterized by inclusion and a reciprocal sharing, such that
the individual’s become one in and with each other. Gadamer (1976) is
instructive in understanding the nature of dialogical relations:
when one enters into a dialogue with
carried further by the dialogue, it is
individual person, holding itself back
determinative. Rather, the law of the

another person and then is
no longer the will of the
or exposing itself, that is
subject-matter is at issue in
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the dialogue and elicits statement and counter-statement. And in the
end plays them into each other....We say that we ‘conduct’ a
conversation, but the more fundamental a conversation is, the less
its conduct lies within the will of either partner... .Rather, it is more
correct to say that we fall into conversation, or event that we
become involved in it. (Gadamer, H-G, 1976, p. 66)

A dialogical relation will show itself in authentic discourse, but is not
composed of this entirely or only. Shared silence as well as shared speech
forms the relation that connects individuals through dialogue. Once
created, the dialogical relation continues, even when the individuals are
separated by space or distance, “as the continual potential presence of the
one to the other, as an unexpressed intercourse” (Buber, 1965, p. 97). The
fundamental tension underlying a dialogical relation is that participants
need to be similar enough to share in genuine communication, but
different enough to make it worthwhile (Burbules & Rice, 1991).

3.4

Dialogue as Genuine Discourse

Dialogue, wherein each individual conjoins with the others to share
through conversation, suspending personal opinions and judgements to
listen deeply, “derives its genuineness only from the consciousness of the
element of inclusion” (Buber, 1965, p. 97). In this expression of genuine
dialogue, each participant regards the “other” as the person he is,
becoming aware of the “other” and that s/he is different from the person.
In such relation through dialogue, one accepts the “other” setting aside the
need to sway by opinion or judge the “other” so as to form a reciprocal
relation that is genuine on both an individual and collective level. Buber
explains,
There is genuine dialogue–no matter whether spoken or
silent–where each of the participants really has in mind the other or
others in their present and particular being and turns to them with
the intention of establishing a living mutual relation between himself
and them. (1965, p. 19)
The genuineness of dialogic discourse resides in creating and sustaining
a “living mutual relation” that enables all participants to share a common
space, a community of creative possibilities. Fostering genuine dialogue
requires that participants create what Buber (19988, 1992) referred to as
the interhuman–a social sphere in which person meets person. Bohm
(1998) suggests that one of the first steps toward dialogue is for people to
engage in dialogue together, without trying to solve any problem” (Bohm,
1998, p. 117). If we are to be genuine in our dialogue, we must first come
together and create a social sphere, without concern for outside problems.
In the next section, we examine dialogue as culture creating, identifying
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what is problematic in culture and the conditions necessary to cultural
creativity.

4.

DIALOGUE AS CULTURE CREATING

Dialogue, as a connection between the subjective individual consciousness
and the socially institutionalized structure of society, offers the
opportunity to understand the influence of existing cultures and the
differences that distinguish one culture from another, and a people in one
culture from the people of other cultures. Equally important, dialogue
offers the possibility of creating new cultures across differences, using
difference as the very energy that fires social and cultural creativity.

4.1

Dialogue and Culture–Implicate Order

Implicate order, or the enfoldment of everything into everything, explains
Bohm (1998) in his book On Creativity, means that everything is
internally related. Applying this metaphor to culture, there are patterns of
values, beliefs, and assumptions implicate within cultures, patterns enfolded
one into another. Equally important, enfolded into a single pattern is the
whole, such that, like a hologram, the whole image–in our case cultural
image–is enfolded into specific elements or patterns. As such, within
culture is language or symbol systems that enable individuals to
communicate within and across communities of difference, and which
transmit the implicate order of a culture.
Dialogue begins with the belief that there is implicate individual
wholeness that can be made explicate (Bohm, 1996). Dialogue consists of
meaning that requires a shared “field” of experience and attention.
Dialogue, as a medium for making the implicate order explicate, is
conceived “as part of the process of the coming into being of meaning”
(Gadamer, 1982, p. 147). Unfolding that which had been enfolded in
culture and the individual consciousness of members of a culture begins
with sharing meaning through discourse.

4.2

Dialogue and Cultural Creativity

When conducted dialogically, the direct relation between person and
person within society fosters social creativity and it can “generate
frameworks of common discourse between different, often disparate,
sectors of society” (Buber, 1992, p. 16).
Understanding the nature of intersubjectivity in the human experience,
and its relation to cultural creativity–the conditions necessary to social
and cultural creativity–for Buber (1992), centers on authentic
intersubjective social relations. He believed that these conditions exist to
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some extent in all cultures but that their fullest development and
fulfillment rarely occurred. One might interpret Buber’s interest in
dialogue as a concern for how to mediate the problematic nature of culture
that, for him, made cultural creativity a rare experience.
The problematics of human creativity in general, and cultural
creativity in particular, can be found in Buber’s (1992) ideas on the
essence of culture. He conceived of culture as constructed around several
poles, around several contradictions, from which he signaled out four basic
components of duality or polarity in culture:
a)... There are two aspects of culture: creativity and tradition. On the
one hand, all cultural life is based on personal creative production.
Culture derives its vitality from the plethora of creativity, and when
in any culture the flow of innovation ceases, its power is annulled,
since that culture lacks any power if it does not have the power of
innovation, the power of constant renewal: or self-renewal. But on
the other hand, none of these productions succeeds in developing a
social character; that is to say, does not become an integral part of
that culture, unless it enters into the process of give and take; if is
does not become material which can conveniently be passed on and
be joined to all productions created throughout the generations to
become something paradoxical: a form of generality. There are two
basic sides to culture: revolution and conservatism, i.e., initiative and
routine existence. Each one alone has great historical value, but only
the two together have cultural value.
b) ...Cultural activity is characterized by a basic duality. First of all
it gives to life itself form and permanence, restriction, and
elaboration, molds people’s behavior, raises the standard of their
association and develops social relationships through selection and
concentration. Secondly, it creates over and above life, or at least
beyond it, a world of matter in the same way as nature is a world of
matter, a world of beings independent of each other, like creatures
of nature which are bound to each other by invisible bonds: this is
the second world, the unique world of mankind...
c) there are two basic elements related to the crystallization of
culture: the development of form and the development of
awareness. Both of them, form and awareness, exist within man’s
experience as a matter of potential. Form grows, as it were, of its
own volition... but awareness can also grow, as it were, within us on
its own, but it remains within us and does not wish to leave us....
d) every culture that is in a state of full development tends to
produce a number of cultural types and areas which are totally
independent, each of which has its own domain and immutable
laws, that is, it has a tendency to pluralism of spiritual
spheres... (The Face of Man, pp. 383-386; in Hebrew). (Eisenstadt,
1992, pp.9-10)
While Buber believed that the tensions giving rise to the problematics
of cultural creativity were necessary, he also believed that the central
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characteristic of situations conducive to creativity is the existence of
dialogue, a communicative openness. For Buber, dialogue was both an
intersubjective relation between an individual and others, and between an
individual and God. It is in these intersubjective relations that the
development or “crystallization of a common discourse could occur, and
it...is essential for holding a society together, for meeting conditions
conducive to cultural creativity and for counteracting the possible
stagnative or destructive forces that are endemic in any society”
(Eisenstadt, 1992, p. 11).

5.

DIALOGUE AS CONSCIOUSNESS EVOLVING

David Bohm (1998) explains that the basic idea of dialogue is to be able to
communicate while suspending personal opinions, not trying to convince
the “other” but simply trying to understand. This is an important step to
understanding how consciousness evolves through discourse. The
realization on the part of each person that s/he has a perspective–the
evolution of perspectival consciousness. The evolution of conscious
awareness of perspective, through dialogue, begins with all individuals’
capacity to “perceive all the meanings of everybody together....That will
create a new frame of mind in which there is a common consciousness....a
kind of implicate order, where each one enfolds the whole consciousness”
(Bohm, 1998, p. 118).

5.1

Consciousness as Implicate Order

David Bohm, in his book Wholeness and the Implicate Order (1995), is
helpful in understanding consciousness as implicate order, an enfoldment
of thought, perspective, worldview. An individual’s consciousness is an
enfoldment of many thoughts and perspectives over time, creating
implicate patterns or relationships. Not dissimilarly, a collective or
societal consciousness such as that represented in a particular culture or
people may also be understood as being implicate order. When one
individual’s thought or perspective is enfolded on that of another
person’s, then patterns of thought or perspective become enfolded into
the cultural fabric. Implicate in these patterns are the values, beliefs, and
assumptions of individuals within the culture, and likewise these patterns
are implicate in each individual.
Language, as an artifact of a culture and its people, is an enfoldment of
symbols and meanings that create an implicate order. Meaning enfolded in
the words and structure of language creates implicate patterns of meaning
through the use of language to generate thought and action. As individuals
engage in communicative relationships, the meaning implicate in language
is unfolded in the social or cultural groups through the discursive
interactions. As meaning unfolds through communication, the implicate
nature of meaning is made explicate, creating opportunity for the
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participants to generate common meaning through sharing. Such sharing
moves from the individual consciousness level to a collective
consciousness level. Thus, as Bohm and Peat (1987) note, “there is an
internal relationship of human beings to each other, and to society as a
whole” (p. 185). What is seen in society–the explicate order–on one level
is seen as enfoldment inseparably within the consciousness of each
individual member in the society. Therein, implicate order “is the content
of the culture, which extends into the consciousness of each person” (p.
185). Consciousness as implicate order, is made explicate by engaging in
the unfolding of what individuals, culture, and society has enfolded. Making
the implicate explicate requires a evolving of consciousness–a dialogic
consciousness.

5.2

Dialogic Consciousness

Dialogic consciousness refers to a “way of being in the world, that is
characterized by what Schachtel (1959) calls “allocentric” knowing...a way
of knowing that is concerned with both “the totality of the act of interest”
and with the “participation of the total person” (of the knower) (p. 225).
It requires an attitude of profound openness and receptivity–a trust
relation. It involves, Schachtel (p. 181) explains, a temporary eclipse of
all the individual’s egocentric thoughts and strivings, of all preoccupations
with self, and self-esteem. For Bohm (1996, 1998), this is the suspension
of personal opinion and desire to judge the opinion of the “other.” For
Buber (1992), this is the creation of an authentic intersubjective relation
made possible by genuine dialogue.
Dialogic consciousness is where one is turned toward other (human or
nonhuman) “ without being in need of it” or wanting to appropriate it to
achieve something. The latter would point to preoccupations with self that
antedate the experience of “I” as separate from the world and block full
perception of other (p. 177). Such participatory consciousness is possible
through genuine dialogue wherein the participants yield to the will of the
“mutual living relation,” and create a shared collective consciousness.
The importance of dialogic consciousness to culture creativity rests in
genuine dialogue that gives way to cultural creativity. Importantly,
evolving to a level of dialogic consciousness means recognizing that
differences within and across cultures are implicate in the individual
consciousness of each participant. It also means recognizing that
differences translate into thought, which “ m a y establish distinctions,” but
the distance “ between those distinctions–between people” is mediated by
dialogic consciousness (Bohm, 1996, p. 89). As Burbules and Rice (1991),
explain, “if dialogue across difference is to succeed, sensitivity is required
to the various kinds of diversity one may encounter” (p. 407).

Dialogue
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Dialogic Consciousness and Differences

At the present there are great differences that define society, and many of
these appear non-negotiable. Differences in perspective–Buber’s
dualisms–contribute to the problematic nature of culture and therein limit
the potential for cultural creativity. Likewise, differences concern the
evolving of consciousness understood as necessary to cultural creativity. It
is important to understand that when these differences are enfolded in
society–then dialogue may run “ u p against deep linguistic, cultural, or
paradigmatic uncommensurabilities” (Burbles & Rice, 1991, p. 408).
Differences are not necessarily always problematic, rather it is in the
differences that Buber (1992) believed that the creative tensions necessary
to cultural creativity resided, in part. Respecting difference as a defining
aspect of genuineness also enables the participants to recognize
the constructed world-view and subjectivity of the persons who
enter a dialogical relation; thus difference (or its absence) cannot
always be inferred or assumed from the outside. (Burbules & Rice,
1991, p.407)
Where difference in thought, perspective, beliefs, values, and assumptions
are enfolded at a number levels in society, what “may not be apparent to,
or salient for others, may be paramount in the minds of the individuals at
hand” (Burbules & Rice, 1991, p. 407). Dialogue–evolving to dialogic
consciousness–offers a path to establishing intersubjectivity and a “mutual
living relation.”Genuine dialogue is recognized and enables participants to
create “a degree of understanding across (unresolved) differences” (p. 409).
Recognizing this carries those engaged in the communicative act
beyond the conception of dialogue as a single, convergent method
aimed toward Truth. Dialogue can also serve the purpose of creating
partial understandings, if not agreement, across differences.
Complex understanding and total incomprehensibility are not the
only two alternatives—indeed, both of these are quite rare.
(Burbules & Rice, 1991, p. 409)
Importantly, dialogue does not eliminate differences, rather through
dialogue, participants create a consciousness of differences that can sustain
differences within a larger social compact of toleration and respect.
Genuine dialogue enables the evolution from individual consciousness, to a
level of conscious awareness of differences, to a level of dialogic
consciousness.
In Part Two, we provide an overview of the six themes that set the
organizing structure for the Compendium. Then, briefly, we examine the
central premise of author contributions that shape the organizing themes.
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PART TWO: ORGANIZING THEMES OF COMPENDIUM
6.

FIVE ORGANIZING THEMES

The Compendium is organized by five themes. Section I, Foundational
Perspectives of Conversation, opens with Chapter 2 by Lee Nichol, in
which the author revisits the work of David Bohm, exploring the idea of
wholeness regained. Drawing from David Bohm’s early work with
dialogue, Nichol guides the reader to an understanding of how certain
essential features of dialogue have been marginalized, resulting in popular
conceptions of dialogue that often lead to frustration and confusion when
implemented. In Chapter 3, Maurice Friedman explores through a
philosophical lens the work of Martin Buber and Mikhail Bakhtin, drawing
out the dialogic stances that defines the views of Buber and Bakhtin who
are considered two of the most important contributors to dialogue.
Contributing the philosophical exploration of dialogue, in Chapter 4 Ionna
Tsivacou is concerned with “well-being” in the context of social systems.
Her examination of human well-being brings into consideration dialogue
as a form of conversation necessary to addressing the concerns for wellbeing in social systems.
In Chapter 5, Danny Martin introduces the reader to dialogue and
spirituality, exploring the art of being human in a changing world. Martin
examines dialogue through a spiritual dimension that sees dialogue as
fundamentally a way of relating to the world that has implications for
human society at all levels. Maureen O’Hara and John K. Wood, in
Chapter 6, bring a humanistic perspective to bear on dialogue and the
building of group consciousness. Examining the transformative potential
of dialogue the authors use person-centered approaches as a context within
in which the relationship between individual and group consciousness.
Martin Friedman concludes this section with a personal philosophical
reflection on the centrality of Martin Buber’s dialogue in his own studies
on dialogue. In Chapter 7 Friedman delves into the nature of dialogue, IThou relations, individuation, and confirmation as defining elements of
not only Buber’s work with dialogue, but importantly as defining elements
of the authors own understanding of dialogue.
Section II, Perspectives of Dialogue Conversation, opens with Chapter
8 by Mario Cayer, in which the author delineates five dimensions of
dialogue aligned with the practical application of Bohm’s dialogue. In
Chapter 9, Matthew Shapiro examines the notion of Universal
Demosophia in relation to facilitating global conversations. Concerned
with democratic practice, Shapiro delves into the importance of dialogue
in accessing the “wisdom of the people,” fostering a more democratic
approach to conversation. Maurice Friedman examines the importance of
“becoming aware” in Chapter 10, focusing on a dialogical approach to
consciousness. In Chapter 11, Alexander Sidorkin takes the reader into the
setting of the school, examining conversation as a means of analysis for
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understanding the school as a complex social system. Linda Ellinor, in
Chapter 12, revisits David Bohm’s notion of dialogue, guiding the reader
on a exploration of the philosophical roots that guided the theoretical
physicists work to make connections between quantum physics and the
meaning of dialogue. In Chapter 13, Alexander Sidorkin brings Mikhail
Bakhtin’s idea of carnival to play in examining dialogue.
Raymond A. Horn, Jr. opens Section III, Modalities of Conversation,
with Chapter 14 as he examines the meaning of post-formal conversation.
First examining postmodern though, he then situates his thoughts on postformal discourse in relation to contemporary perspectives of
conversation. In Chapter 15, Karen Norum guides the reader through an
exploration of future search conversation and the work of Marvin
Weisbord. In Chapter 16, Glenna Gerard brings dialogue conversation and
improvisation together as she considers the importance of developing
capability for effective conversations. Kathia Laszlo and Alexander Laszlo
conclude this section with Chapter 17, in which they examine the
methodology of thriving conversation and the conditions necessary to c0creating connections and meaning within learning communities.
Section IV, Practical Applications of Conversation, introduces the
reader to practical applications of conversation, and opens with Chapter
18 by Judith Bach, in which the author shares her experiences with a
community round table conversation and the notion of self-organizing
conversation. In Chapter 19, Diane Gayeski and Gordon Rowland take the
reader into corporate setting and examine conversation with respect to
representative communication behaviors and shifting those behaviors to
enhance performance. Closing this section is Kathryn Kinnucan-Welsch
and Patrick M. Jenlink who present a case study in Chapter 20, in which
they examine the use of conversation to create professional learning
communities. The authors focus on dialogue and its importance in creating
discourse communities.
In Section V, Reflections on Searching Together for the Future, editors
Bela H. Banathy and Patrick M. Jenlink offer reflect thoughts in Chapter
21 on the learning journey presented in the Compendium. The editors
direct their reflections on the evolution of Homo Sapien Sapien as a
species, and the evolution of conscious awareness.

7.

CLOSING THOUGHTS

We are, as a social species, communicative by nature. That we are also
sentient beings places within our reach the capacity to be equally creative
and destructive, whether through discourse or social action. When we
consider, in relation to being a communicative species as well as sentient
beings, that we are by nature extremely diverse, we are filled with great
potentials, potentials waiting to be unfolded through genuine dialogue.
Whether we choose, as sentient beings, to be creative or destructive, is a
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consequence of our choices in matters of communicative action within our
cultures and societies.
The fact that we display great diversity–that there are
differences–figures largely into the potential for either creative or
destructive actions. Always present is the question of how we shape our
actions through conversation, which in turn shape our future. The
realization of our potentialities as a species, rests in no small measure, in
our capacity for cultural creativity and in our capacity to achieve new
levels of consciousness.
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SECTION I
HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
PERSPECTIVES OF CONVERSATION

Chapter 2
WHOLENESS REGAINED
Revisiting Bohm’s Dialogue

LEE NICHOL
Free lance writer and editor, Albuquerque, New Mexico

1.

INTRODUCTION

Beginning in 1985, David Bohm put forward a series of propositions
regarding a new vision for contemporary dialogue. This vision received
considerable attention throughout the United States, Canada, and Europe.
Dozens, if not hundreds of formal and informal groups sprang up, inquiring
into Bohm’s model of dialogue. Numerous internet sites and chat rooms
emerged as complements to “flesh and blood” dialogue groups. Bohm’s
inquiry into dialogue was also widely embraced by various organizational
development and management communities.
But despite such widespread interest in Bohm’s vision, the sustainability
of dialogue seems to have been erratic, even meager. In part, this may be due
to the natural cycling of fads, which are notoriously hot and cold. Partly as
well, this lack of sustainability may arise from the commercialization of
dialogue, in which the training of facilitators takes precedence over sustained
immersion in the activity of dialogue itself. And partly, the lack of
sustainability may arise from an incomplete understanding of dialogue itself,
as proposed by Bohm.
This chapter will focus on the last of these prospects, examining the
manner in which certain essential features of dialogue have been
marginalized, resulting in a popular conception of dialogue that often leads to
frustration and confusion when implemented. By way of this examination, I
hope to take at least a few small steps toward restoring these essential features
to their rightful place in Bohm’s scheme. It will perhaps become clear that
Bohm was not particularly interested in finding novel ways to arrange our
cultural and conversational furniture. Rather, his interest was in the possibility
of a radically new state of mind, a concrete alteration that penetrates the core
of a person’s experience and has the potential to communicate itself directly in
a group setting.
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005
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2.

DIALOGUE IN CONTEXT

Shortly before his death in 1992, David Bohm made a curious remark
regarding the vagaries of dialogue. The conversation had to do with why
dialogue groups struggled so much, why many people felt discouraged with
the process after serious and sustained attempts to exploit its potential. “I
think people are not doing enough work on their own, apart from the dialogue
groups,” Bohm offered.1 This observation seems paradoxical, not least
because dialogue is by general definition a collaborative process, and by
Bohm’s definition one which seeks to move beyond a sense of strict
individualism and open into a domain of collective, participatory fellowship.
The notion of working “on one’s own” would seem to circumvent the very
essence of dialogue itself.
We can begin to unravel this paradox by recognizing that Bohm’s work in
dialogue derives from a larger context of inquiry that had captured his
imagination for decades. In tracing the origins of Bohm’s ideas on dialogue,
we find that virtually all of his published material on this topic was excerpted
from meetings and seminars in which dialogue was an outgrowth of more
fundamental issues regarding the nature of consciousness and experience per
se. In most of these seminars an examination of the ego, and the ego’s
compulsive insistence on stabilizing its perceived territory, played a central
role. Bohm claims that the ramifications of the ego process–both individual
and collective–are at the root of human fragmentation and suffering.
In these seminars, participants moved through days of in-depth
exploration of the ego process. Sometimes woven into these days, and
sometimes at the very end of them, Bohm would put forward the rough
outlines of his current thoughts on dialogue, inquiring into “the flow of
meaning,” “impersonal fellowship,” and “suspension of assumptions.” In this
way he would transition the groups from an emphasis on the individualistic
aspects of ego to an emphasis on these same issues as they might appear in a
group context.2 At the heart of his dialogue proposal was the prospect that
awareness of the movement of ego, willingly engaged in by a number of
people simultaneously, might quicken insights into the ego process that could
take much longer if approached only on an individual basis.
After a few years of these meetings, Bohm’s thoughts on dialogue were
collected in a small self-published booklet, On Dialogue. Intended primarily
for distribution to those on the mailing lists of the “Bohm seminars,” this
booklet sold a surprising 20,000 copies.3 While covering many of the central
features of dialogue, the booklet nonetheless contained relatively little overt
emphasis on the nature of the ego. This was in part due to the fact that its
initial target audience was already familiar with this territory, either through
having attended meetings with Bohm or through having read transcripts of
those meetings.
Effectively, then, a “shorthand” version of dialogue–a pithy but
incomplete extraction–found its way into mainstream culture. The incomplete
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version of dialogue disseminated in this way has been amplified in recent
years, primarily through the publication of several mass-market “how-to”
books which put forward variants of Bohm’s dialogue themes. Taken together,
Bohm’s original booklet and these secondary materials have more or less
defined the field of dialogue for an entire generation of enthusiasts.
This contextual gap between “shorthand” dialogue and Bohm’s larger
themes helps to clarify his suggestion that “people need to do more work on
their own.” Bohm was likely signaling the need to reintegrate the shorthand
dialogue vision with its origin–that is, a keen and sustained awareness of the
movement of the ego in daily life. Working outside the dialogue setting, and
bringing the fruit of that inquiry back into the group, might provide the
missing element that could bring dialogue to its full potential.

3.

THREE ASPECTS OF WHOLENESS

In attempting to re-establish the wholeness of Bohm’s vision, we will examine
three areas that are often absent from popular presentations of dialogue.
Though hardly exhaustive, this short list–the self-image, the body, and
meaning–will perhaps give some indication of the richness of inquiry that is
available to those interested in the full scope of Bohm’s inquiry. As outlined
here, these three areas are explored as they might look if a person were to
work “on their own.” How this exploration might look in the context of a
dialogue group is a fascinating topic, perhaps one to be pursued in a later
essay.

3.1

The Self-image

The first area is self-image, or ego. As it will be discussed here, ego is not
necessarily a chest-beating, get-out-of-my-way-I’m-the-best-in-the-world
mentality. Rather, basic ego, or self-image, is simply the sense that wherever I
go, whatever I do, whatever I think, there is a portable “me” that is always
there–the very one who goes, does, and thinks. This sense of “me” as an
essential and indispensable interior entity seems to form the basis for our
existence in the world; all aspects of experience are felt to flow from it, and
refer back to it.
Coexistent with this sense of “me” is an enormous cache of values, views,
assumptions, aspirations, struggles, desires, and fears, any one of which may
act as the vanguard for the entire ego structure. In Bohm’s view, this content
of the self-image is identical with our image of “the world”–any value or
assumption that is experienced internally has an external correlate, usually
perceived as “how things are.” If I see the driver in the lane next to me as
bumbling and incompetent, this would be reflected inwardly by a tacit image
of myself as a skillful and responsive driver. These two apparently different

20
Lee Nichol
images are actually as inseparable from one another as one side of a brick is
from the other side. Bohm’s term for this mutually dependent structuring was
“self-world view.” In the remainder of this essay we will thus use the terms
ego, self-image, and self-world view interchangeably.
In contemporary Western civilization, examination of the self-image is
predominantly oriented toward some version of ego-modification. From this
perspective, the basic structure and value of the ego is taken for granted, the
operative question being whether or not my ego is in satisfactory condition. If
it is not in satisfactory condition, I will follow some kind of methodology for
bringing it more in line with how I want it to be. If my ego desires to perceive
itself as slim, fit, and sexually attractive, I will diet, exercise, or perhaps have
some reconstructive surgery. If the ego desires to perceive itself as powerful
and lordly, it will perhaps go through the machinations of establishing a
business venture with many employees and a visible impact on society. If the
ego desires to perceive itself as spiritual in nature, it may learn how to
meditate and bask in the glow of its newfound spirituality.
It is of course possible that any of these activities can be undertaken from
a benign or practical standpoint, rather than from strictly ego-driven purposes.
I might exercise for sheer physical exuberance. I might start a business out of
necessity or simple interest. I might learn to meditate out of a genuine
inspiration to achieve clarity and understanding. But more often than not, our
motivations and goals are infused with the potent tinge of basic ego, like the
cartoon character Snoopy: “Here’s the up-and-coming entrepreneur, well on
her way to impressive accomplishments and a daunting reputation,” or
equally, “Here’s the down-on-his-luck jilted lover, taking solace in wellwarranted existential angst.” Whatever your scenario of the day, there is no
great mystery in this aspect of our experience. We all know what this ego is
and how it operates; we all know we “have” one, and we all know everyone
else “has” one.
From a Bohmian perspective, our deepest, unarticulated assumptions
about this ego process are called into question. But unlike many other lines of
contemporary discourse, Bohm’s approach is distinctly not a process of
reformulating or redirecting the ego, shuffling and substituting one image for
another in endless succession. Nor is this questioning an intellectual pastime
intended to discuss some novel, avant-garde theory of the ego. Finally, it is
most certainly not a game of “Gotcha!” in which the inevitable display of egostructures is seized upon as a dialogical prize.
In what way, then, does Bohm ask us to question the ego? To begin with,
he suggests that we loosen our assumption that the ego is a real thing. He
proposes that the self-image may be a kind of imaginary display, a fantasy
character used to give coherence to the massive amount of stimulation that
floods us every second. He often referred to the ego as a “thought god,”
analogous to the “rain gods” we sometimes find in various ancient or
aboriginal cultures. By this he meant that peoples such as the ancient Greeks
seemed to have looked for a simple way of explaining the vicissitudes of rain,
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thunder, and lightning, and came to the conclusion that there was an entity–a
rain god–who was behind the scenes, causing weather to happen. Similarly, in
the midst of the constant flow of thoughts and impressions that make up our
consciousness, we yearn for continuity and coherence, and thus project an
image of “me”–a thought god behind the scenes, causing thought to happen.
This attribution, of course, is not spontaneously invented anew with every
person. We receive ample help from our social environment when we are very
young, learning unconsciously how to construct this sense of inner entity and
invest it with meaning.
But what if the self-image is really only “there” when we look for it
(continuously), think about it (compulsively), remember it (reflexively)? What
if the feeling of “me” is a product of the flow of thoughts, rather than the
source of them?
In most of the literature available on dialogue, Bohm uses the term
“assumptions” to signify the activity by which the ego navigates the world..
He of course recognizes that from a commonsense, practical perspective we
need to have certain working assumptions. We must assume that our car is
likely to start when we go to work in the morning; we must assume that our
circle of friends and relations is at least somewhat reliable and stable. But
navigating the physical and social world via practical assumptions is not what
causes most of the confusion and difficulty in our lives. It is, rather, our
assumptions about who we really are, and how the world should be in relation
to us, that cause us.
However, the shorthand language of contemporary dialogue discourse
tends to leave intact the most basic assumption of all–the assumption of the
solidity and primacy of the ego. In marginalizing sustained and pointed
questioning of the ego per se, the current dialogue discourse leaves open a
stance in which one may question all manner of one’s own assumptions, and
the assumptions of others, but rarely if ever question the basic existence or
seeming solidity of the ego itself.
We could think of this version of questioning assumptions as serialhorizontal. In this approach we question assumptions in a perpetual sequence,
as though we were driving along a flat desert highway, “questioning” each
new item that appears through the windshield. This process is indeed central
to the practice of dialogue, and is by any measure a valuable and enlightening
exercise. But our minds tend to be organized in such fashion that the
loosening of one strongly held assumption will eventually be followed by the
strengthening of another one, or the re-emergence of the old one in a new
guise. We can go on this way for years, perhaps a lifetime, examining the
topical features of the ongoing parade of assumptions that passes through our
consciousness.
All the while,
the ego–the “mother of all
assumptions”–remains conveniently shielded from scrutiny by tacitly
positioning itself as the one who is examining the serial assumptions.
But if we sense that this approach could indeed go on endlessly without
really revealing the core of our problems, then we may be inspired to explore
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an alternative. Amply provided in Bohm’s larger body of work is a
complementary approach to assumptions, one which is holistic rather than
serial, vertical in addition to horizontal. This holistic-vertical questioning of
assumptions is more akin to an archaeological dig, in which we stay with one
assumption in a sustained way, ferreting out its generic structure, rather than
simply surveying its topically salient features.
In a serial approach, I might examine my ingrained prejudice against very
fat people who live in trailer parks. If I am persistent and sincere, I might gain
insight into the causes and limitations of this prejudice, and thus free myself to
a lesser or greater extent from this prejudice. Next week, I might examine my
assumptions about the motives and intentions of CEOs of multinational
corporations. Through this examination, I will perhaps uncover various
fallacies, and arrive at a less restrictive view of such individuals.
In a holistic approach, I may well engage in exactly these serial processes,
but with one additional, and crucial, hypothesis: Each particular prejudice or
assumption I examine in sequence is but a temporary display–an
advertisement, if you will–a of a deeper generating source: the sense of ego
itself. From this perspective, to ignore my deep assumptions about the
existence and veracity of the ego, in favor of examining its display du jour, is
very likely to result in an endless recycling of modified assumptions. But if I
am willing to see the particular assumptions/displays as flags indicating the
more generic patterning of the ego, it may be possible to enter into a
genuinely new order of insight. In addition to questioning the assumption, we
are now questioning the questioner.

3.2

The Body

In exploring the terrain of the self-image, it is all too easy to slip into a highly
abstract and intellectualized version of our experience. As suggested in the
previous section, being “aware” of assumptions can become a repetitive habit
like any other, a closed intellectual loop that never proceeds significantly
beyond the surface of experience. As a complement to the initial emphasis on
“thinking through” the nature of the self-world view and its assumptive
process, Bohm proposes that we use the body as a source of immediate,
concrete feedback for our inquiry. While this emphasis on the body is fairly
apparent in Bohm’s source material on dialogue, the secondary literature has
tended to minimize or altogether eliminate this aspect of the dialogue process.
In this section we will review in some detail why Bohm sees the body as an
indispensable component in deepening our understanding of both ego and
dialogue.
The most immediate way we can utilize the body–both in and out of the
dialogue process–is to recognize the body as a highly sensitive and accurate
display for disturbances to the self-image. To do this, Bohm suggests that we
expand our attention–usually focused on our mental reactions arising from
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provocations to the ego–to include the physiological correlates of these
reactions. These correlates are not mysteriously hidden away; they are readily
apparent if we are open to seeing them. Consider, for example, that one of my
core values–women have the right to choose whether to abort a fetus–is
vehemently challenged. In addition to my likely thoughts about the challenger
(“This person is venal and reactionary...he is only concerned about imposing
his views on others...at the very least he is misguided and ignorant”), I will
also have a cluster of physical signs of disturbance. My heart may begin to
beat faster. My adrenaline may begin to surge. My jaw may subtly clench. My
posture may rigidify.
In normal social intercourse, we may (a) ignore these physiological
signals through force of habit (b) bulldoze our way past them in order to find a
new zone of equilibrium (c) take them as implicit proof of the rightness of our
position. In all such cases we tend to fall into the default mode of thinking our
way forward–we marshall an array of intellectual arguments and justifications
for why our view is right and good, and why the challenger’s view is wrong
and bad.
However, in such a scenario there is always a phase in which both
aspects–the physiological manifestations and the internal verbal
cogitation–are simultaneously present. Bohm’s suggestion is that at this very
point, we experiment with diminishing our reliance on the “thinking habit,”
and allow the physiological correlates to come more clearly into felt
awareness. This in no sense means suppressing the thoughts, but something
more like a figure-ground reversal, in which our typical structure of our
awareness–with thoughts far more dominant than our physiology–is reversed,
with the physiological responses now coming to the foreground.
There are a number of reasons Bohm suggests experimenting with this
figure-ground reversal, and a comprehensive assessment of them all is well
beyond the scope of this essay. But two points in particular warrant scrutiny.
First, there is the “truthfulness” aspect of the body. Honest attention to the
signals in the body will often give a very different picture of what is
happening in our experience than the ego would like to imagine. If someone
has said something that has hurt or offended us deeply, we have a lifetime of
practice at acting outwardly as if this hurt did not occur. And once this process
of obscuration is set in motion, we often go so far as to deny–even to
ourselves–that we are hurt. But close, sustained attention to the body, alert to
signals like those mentioned above, makes it difficult to maintain the habit of
obscuring the actual nature of our experience. One effect of giving attention to
the body, thus, is to bring our conscious awareness more closely in line with
what is actually occurring.
Second, as we attempt to read the information of the body, and move
toward closer alignment between what is actually happening and what we
would like to think is happening, we will inevitably encounter a certain degree
of conflict. This conflict is directly attributable to physiological information
that is contrary to my self-image. My body tells me that the attitudes and
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words of a person I am in interaction with frighten and threaten me. But the
self-image says, “This is absurd. I shouldn’t be threatened by this person or
their views. I can’t be weak or vulnerable. I must find a way to regain my
solid ground.”
It is exactly the structure of this experience, and its many variations
(which include the seemingly opposite experience of gratified self-validation),
that can lead us to the edge of the generic self-world view and open the
possibility of an entirely new way of relating to ourselves and others. For in
such moments we have a vividly clear display of the inner mechanism by
which the ego sustains itself and its fixed views of the world.
On the one hand we have the body and all that it is signifying:
uncomfortable impulses, uninvited surges of energy, uncharitable thoughts
and images, all swirling and mixing in a dynamic that is, at least inwardly,
out of control. On the other hand there is the apparently stable and unchanging
“internal watcher,” the one who notices these bodily signals and either
approves or disapproves of them, directing or redirecting energy until some
satisfactory equilibrium is found (this “watcher,” not coincidentally, is
identical with the “questioner” we visited earlier). In trying to clarify the
nature of what is happening in such moments, our first task is simply to be
distinctly aware of these two processes: the movement of energy and
impulses, and the sense of an internal entity who is watching these.
We are now in a position to notice a subtle but palpable oscillation of
neurophysiological energy that occurs when the “observer” attempts to
categorize, judge, alter, redirect, validate, or suppress the display in the body.
With a bit of persistence, it becomes increasingly natural and easy to tune in
to this oscillation. It is sensed as a kind of “extra” or “added” impulse, often in
conflict with that of the initial bodily responses. One variation of this would
be the case of self-justification or validation, where the bodily display would
be “sanctioned ” by the watcher–in which case the added impulse would likely
be one of pleasure rather than conflict. But in either case the relevant factor is
the reflexive emergence of the “extra” impulse, not whether it is conflictual or
pleasurable.
Once we acquire some familiarity with this dynamic, we can experiment
with what happens if we do not sanction the impulse to categorize or act upon
what is displayed in the body. We may instead simply be aware of the whole
of what is going on: the initial thinking habit, the initial physiological
correlates, and the emergence of a watcher which injects an additional level of
discernable energy. In this case, “being aware” arises from all our
faculties–cognitive, physiological, and affective. We both “see” and “feel” the
simultaneous presence of thoughts, feelings, and the watcher, but without
trusting and following the impulsive interjections of the watcher.
In this way we arrive at a radically new orientation. Normally in the
course of daily life, we follow the dictates of one of two masters. Either we
follow our random thoughts and urges, or we follow the implicit dictates of
the inner watcher, which monitors the random thoughts and urges, judging
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and directing them in one way or other. But now we are watching the watcher,
as well as all else that is happening. This particular awareness is not a
disembodied, bird’s-eye, “objective” view, such as occurs in many kinds of
introspective analysis; nor is it the perspective of a so-called “neutral
watcher,” which is usually nothing more than a shift in positioning of the ego.
To the contrary, this awareness is completely within all that is occurring. It is
alert to all cognitive, physiological, and affective movements, yet curiously, it
also partakes of these movements, and is in some essential sense grounded in
them. Rather than awareness from the “outside looking in,” this is more akin
to awareness from the “inside looking out.”
The novel, even strange aspect of this approach is the implication that we
are capable of conscious awareness that does not in any fundamental way
depend upon the ego. In large part this seems strange because our culture does
not recognize or assign value to awareness that is decoupled from the ego,
much less provide tools and support for its development. In fact, quite the
opposite is more often the case. We are trained from a very early age to (a)
produce this inner distinction between observer and observed, in which the
ego is felt to be the vital living source of all thought and awareness (b) assume
the validity of this structure so thoroughly that it passes out of conscious
awareness (c) invest total trust in its efficacy. But in our current inquiry, this
deep cultural conditioning is turned on its head: awareness is now seen as
primary; thoughts flow from awareness; and the ego, far from being a “real
thing,” is merely a reflexive display resulting from ingrained thought patterns.
Interestingly enough, we have ample everyday evidence for awareness
that is decoupled from the self-world view. Moments of shocking beauty in
the natural world, intense sexual communion, deep immersion in work or
sport–all of these indicate a momentary loss of self in which we are
nonetheless intensely aware. But these moments are fortuitous, and are all too
easily romanticized or compartmentalized. When approached in this manner,
such awareness is made into an object of desire by the ego, which invariably
resurfaces and reflects longingly upon these moments. In this way an ironic
cycle of confusion is engendered, in which the absence of the ego is desired
by the ego.
Here however, we are suggesting that this same heightened awareness can
be accessed in the midst of our most mundane and taxing moments. Bohm’s
perspective allows us to utilize the generic appearance of the ego itself as a
means of prompting awareness. By using the body to bring to light the
oscillation between the watcher/ego and neurophysiological energy structures,
we need no longer look to “special moments” for an opportunity to prompt
basic awareness. In the act of watching the watcher, awareness is fully
present, at least momentarily.
Further, we can now see a new relationship between serial and holistic
suspension of assumptions. It becomes increasingly clear that the watcher and
the assumption are one and the same structure–they are both products of
thinking. When the watcher is thus no longer given privileged status as a
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central entity, but is apprehended by awareness in the same way that any other
assumption would be, the distinction between serial suspension and holistic
suspension collapses. Every serial observation becomes a holistic observation;
the observation of each superficial assumption gives access to the entire
generic movement of the ego process, rather than to some isolated fragment of
this process.
From this inclusive Bohmian perspective, we thus find that the body is the
gateway to a remarkable wealth of unexpected information. Clearly, if we
marginalize and downplay the significance of the body, we lose access to this
information. But new information, in and of itself, can be meaningless. What
then are we to make of this new information? What, if anything, does it have
to tell us?

3.3

Meaning

“A change of meaning is a change of being.” Increasingly in his latter years,
Bohm was fond of broaching and contemplating this statement. It is an
enigmatic statement, not least because the words meaning and being are
notoriously difficult to define. If asked to define them, we may come up short
for a verbal definition, yet still have an intuitive sense that we know what they
mean, a kind of feeling for what they actually refer to in our experience. At
the very least, “meaning” seems to suggest something of value or
significance–people, places, events, or ideas that are in some way important in
our lives. And at the very least, “being” seems to point to our actual existence,
our sense of presence and vitality.
In following through Bohm’s proposal that our self-image is inseparable
from our view of the world, and that this mutually arising “self-world view” is
the operant basis of our experience, we now come to a pivotal question: If the
demands of the self-world view can dissipate, even if only in short bursts,
what are the implications for our meanings and our being?
Bohm has suggested one possibility–that rather than clinging to
fragmentation, isolation, and territoriality, we might begin to discern a
participatory universe, one in which conceptual boundaries and sharp
definitions are tools for use in the moment, rather than serving as crystallized
identity structures. Perhaps in such a participatory universe, communion and
fellowship are natural features of the topography. Perhaps in such a universe,
intrinsic human warmth–currently locked down or carefully channeled in so
many of us–is common currency, part of the shared meaning of nature and
society.
If Bohm is even partly right when he claims that the mind-body
continuum is concretely related to the deepest orders of the universe,4 then a
change of meaning may open us to these orders, bringing us face to face with
new aspects of being that are only vaguely intimated by our current world
view. It is up to each individual to then ask: Do I want to live the rest of my
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life playing out yet another variation of contemporary values? Am I willing to
test the boundaries of my self-world view, in order to glimpse a larger,
perhaps very different universe? Am I willing to take risks for the possibility
of new understanding, knowing there can be no money-back guarantee?
Such questions lie at the heart of Bohmian dialogue–not as fad or theory,
but as the deepest promptings of our humanity. To the extent that questions of
this order are ignored in favor of technique, it is perhaps inevitable that
Bohm’s vision of dialogue will degenerate into the algorithms of the
workshop and seminar circuit. But if such questions can be revisited and
revitalized, then this vision may still find good soil and contribute to a new
and radical creativity.

NOTES
1

Personal communication.
For a representative documentation of such a seminar, see Bohm, D., Thought as a System,
Routledge, London, 1994.
3
This booklet has subsequently been revised, extended, and incorporated into a more
comprehensive volume of the same name. See Bohm, D., On Dialogue, Routledge, London,
1996.
4
See Bohm, D., Unfolding Meaning, Routledge, London, 1985; and The Essential David Bohm,
Routledge, London, 2002.
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The Dialogue of Voices and the Word That is Spoken
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1.

INTRODUCTION

Martin Buber and Mikhail Bakhtin are two individuals who figure
prominently in the evolution of dialogue. The philosophical threads that
connect the two individual perspectives of dialogue are examined through a
dialogue of voices.

2.

MARTIN BUBER

In his classic work I and Thou Martin Buber (1958) distinguishes between
the “I-Thou” relationship which is direct, mutual, present, and open, and
the “I-It,” or subject-object, relation in which one relates to the other only
indirectly and nonmutually, knowing and using the other. What is
essential is not what goes on within the minds of the partners in a
relationship but what happens between them. For this reason, Buber is
unalterably opposed to that psychologism which wishes to remove the
reality of relationship into the separate psyches of the participants. “The
inmost growth of the self does not take place, as people like to suppose
today,” writes Buber, “through our relationship to ourselves, but through
being made present by the other and knowing that we are made present by
him” (Buber, 1988, p. 61).
Being made present, as a person is the heart of what Buber calls
confirmation. Confirmation is interhuman, but it is not simply social or
interpersonal. Unless one is confirmed in one’s uniqueness as the person
one can become, one is only seemingly confirmed. The confirmation of
the other must include an actual experiencing of the other side of the
relationship so that one can imagine quite concretely what another is
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005
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feeling, thinking, perceiving, and knowing. This “inclusion,” or “imagining
the real” does not abolish the basic distance between oneself and the other.
It is rather a bold swinging over into the life of the person one confronts,
through which alone I can make her present in her wholeness, unity, and
uniqueness.
This experiencing of the other side is essential to the distinction which
Buber makes between “dialogue,” in which I open myself to the otherness
of the person I meet, and “monologue,” in which, even when I converse
with her at length, I allow her to exist only as a content of my experience.
Wherever one lets the other exist only as part of oneself, “dialogue
becomes a fiction, the mysterious intercourse between two human worlds
only a game, and in the rejection of the real life confronting him the
essence of all reality begins to disintegrate” (Buber 1985, p. 24).

3.

MIKHAIL BAKHTIN

In an interview quoted in the New York Review of Books the great Soviet
literary critic and philosopher of the human sciences Mikhail Bakhtin said
that he thought of Buber as “the greatest philosopher of the twentieth
century, and perhaps in this philosophically puny century, perhaps the
sole philosopher on the scene.”
Bakhtin then went on to explain that while Nicholas Berdyaev, Lev
Shestov, and Jean–Paul Sartre are all excellent examples of
thinkers, there is a difference between them and philosophers. “But
Buber is a philosopher. And I am very much indebted to him. In
particular for the idea of dialogue. Of course, this is obvious to
anyone who reads Buber1.
Bakhtin already read Buber when he was in the gymnasium in Vilnius
and Odessa. It is not surprising that Bakhtin uses Buber’s terminology and
shares his emphases, for Bakhtin was deeply influenced by Buber. The
relation between Buber and Bakhtin is much greater, in fact, than has been
recognized in any of the literature on Bakhtin that I know2. What is most
important here is the fact that Bakhtin rings true as a thoroughly
dialogical thinker.
For Bakhtin, the voice of the person is inseparable from the
dialogue between I and Thou. What became explicit in the
philosophy of Martin Buber two generations later was already
implicit in the thought of Dostoevsky as Bakhtin expounds it.
Dostoevsky’s dialogical logic is in turn based upon a dialogical
anthropology and a dialogical ontology: ‘A single person, remaining
alone with himself, cannot make ends meet even in the deepest and
most intimate spheres of his own spiritual life, he cannot manage
without another consciousness. One person can never find complete
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fullness in himself alone.’ The reason for this is that personality
means neither Descartes’ solipsistic I nor an object but another
subject: ‘The depiction of personality requires...addressivity tho a
thou.’ (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 299,99f., 177, 300)
A character’s self–consciousness in Dostoevsky is thoroughly
dialogized: in its every aspect it is turned outward, intensely addressing
itself, another, a third person. Outside this living addressivity toward itself
and toward the other it does not exist, even for itself. In this sense it
could be said that the person in Dostoevsky is the subject of an address.
One cannot talk about him; one can only address oneself to him. Those
“depths of the human soul,” whose representation Dostoevsky considered
the main task of his realism “in a higher sense,” are revealed only in an
intense act of address.... At the center of Dostoevsky’s artistic world must
lie dialogue, and dialogue not as a means but as an end in itself... in dialogue
a person not only shows himself outwardly, but he becomes for the first
time that which he is...not only for others but for himself as well. To be
means to communicate dialogically....Two voices is the minimum for life,
the minimum for existence (Bakhtin 1984, p. 281 f.).
For Bakhtin, like Buber, the person does not dwell within himself but
on the boundary; for his self–consciousness is constituted by his
relationship to a Thou. The loss of the self comes from separation,
dissociation, and enclosure within the self. Absolute death is the state of
being unheard, unrecognized, unremembered. Martin Buber says in
strikingly similar fashion that abandonment is a foretaste of death, and
abandonment is not just being left alone but being unheard as the unique
person that one is, being “unconfirmed.” Confirmation, as we have seen
above, depends upon one person’s concretely imagining what is really
happening to and in the other.
To Bakhtin the achievement of self–consciousness and the most
important human acts arise out of the relation to a “Thou.” “Life is
dialogical by its very nature. To live means to engage in dialogue, to
question, to listen, to answer, to agree.” In exact parallel to Buber’s
contrast between I–Thou and I–It, dialogue and monologue, Bakhtin
defines “monologism” as the denial of the existence outside oneself of
“another I with equal rights (thou).” Authentic human life can only be
verbally expressed in “open–ended dialogue” in which one participates
wholly and throughout one’s whole life. Entering into dialogue with an
integral voice, the person “participates in it not only with his thoughts,
but with his fate and with his entire individuality” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 292
f.).
For Bakhtin personality only reveals itself freely dialogically (as a
Thou for an I). To be a person is to be the subject of an address. “To be
means to communicate dialogically.” The communion of the I with the
“other” takes place directly in genuine community. outside of all social
forms and conditioning (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 251 f., 280). Bakhtin also
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shares Buber’s emphasis upon the alternation of distancing and entering
relation as the heart of genuine dialogue:
The author speaks not about a character, but with him....as another
point of view. Only through such an inner dialogic orientation can my
discourse find itself in intimate contact with someone else’s discourse, and
yet at the same time not fuse with it, not swallow it up, not dissolve in
itself the other’s power to mean.... To preserve distance in the presence of
an intense semantic bond is no simple matter. But distance is an integral
part of the author’s design, for it alone guarantees genuine objectivity in
the representation of a character (Bakhtin 1984, p. 63 f.).
Bakhtin attributes to Dostoevsky precisely that encompassing
awareness of the other side of the relationship without losing one’s own
that Martin Buber calls “inclusion,” or “imagining the real”: “Dostoevsky
had the seeming capacity to visualize directly someone else’s psyche”
(Bakhtin 1984, pp. 18, 36). Inclusion, or imagining the real, does not
mean at any point that one gives up the ground of one’s own
concreteness, ceases to see through one’s own eyes, or loses one’s own
“touchstone of reality.”
Bakhtin distinguishes in every creative act between a first stage of
empathy or identification and a reverse movement whereby the novelist
returns to his own position. “Aesthetic activity begins properly only when
one returns within oneself at one’s place, outside of the one suffering, and
when one gives form and completion to the material of identification.” In
close consonance with this Bakhtin sees “all events that are creatively
productive, innovative, unique and irreversible” as presupposing the
relationship of two consciousnesses that do not fuse” (Bakhtin 1984
quoted in Todorov 1984, pp. 96 f., 99).

4.

A DIALOGUE OF VOICES

One of the most surprising resemblances between Buber and Bakthin, that
is the correlation between Buber’s concept of the “eternal Thou” and
Bakhtin’s “superaddressee.” To Buber the “eternal Thou” is met every
time an “I” goes out to meet a finite “Thou,” whether that be an animal
or tree, a fellow human being, or a work of art. As Buber puts it in I and
Thou, the parallel lines of relation meet in the “Eternal Thou.” Although
Bakhtin was by all accounts a religious Orthodox Christian, he did not, to
my knowledge bring God into his literary theories--with the partial
exception of his superaddressee. To Bakhtin dialogue was not really a duet
but a trio, the third person being “the particular image in which they
model the belief they will be understood, a belief that is the a priori of all
speech.”
...in addition to {the immediate addressee] the author of the
utterance with a greater or lesser awareness,, presupposes a higher
superaddressee (third) whose absolutely just responsive
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understanding is presumed, either in some metaphysical distance or
in distant historical time....In various ages and with various
understandings of the world, this superaddressee and his ideally true
responsive understanding assume various ideological expressions
(God, absolute truth, the court of dispassionate human conscience,
the people, the court of history, science, and so forth). (Bakhtin
1986, p.126)
In his introduction to Speech Genres Michael Holquist comments on
the above paragraph with a trenchant statement that brings Bakhtin even
closer to Buber’s “eternal Thou” in whom one cannot believe as in a
knowledge proposition but only trust in unreserved dialogical relationship:
If there is something like a God concept in Bakhtin, it is surely the
superaddressee, for without faith that we will be understood
somehow, sometime, by somebody, we would not speak at all. Of if
we did, it would be babbling. And babble, as Dostoevsky shows in his
short story “Bobok” is the language of the dead. (Bakhtin 1986, p.
xviii)
To Bakhtin every word is directed to an answer and cannot escape the
profound influence of the answering word that it anticipates” (Bakhtin
1981, p. 279 f.; see also Bakhtin, 1986, p. 161). Like Buber in his essay by
that title in The Knowledge of Man, Bakhtin finds the significance of
language in “the word that is spoken.”
The word, the living word, inseparably linked with dialogic
communion, by its very nature wants to be heard and answered. By
its very dialogic nature it presupposes an ultimate dialogic
instancing. To receive the word, to be heard. The impermissibility
of second–hand resolution. My word remains in the continuing
dialogue, where it will be *heard, answered and reinterpreted.
(Bakhtin 1984, p. 300)
For Bakhtin the person departs, having spoken his word, but the word
itself remains in the open–ended dialogue. The authentic sphere where
language lives is dialogic interaction. “The entire life of language, in any
area of its use(in everyday life, in business, scholarship, art, and so forth),
is permeated with dialogic relationships. A dialogic reaction personifies
every utterance to which it responds” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 183 f.).
To Buber, however, in contrast to Bakhtin, it is poetry rather than the
novel that witnesses to the “word that is spoken”:
Were there no more genuine dialogue, there would also be no more
poetry....The present continuance of language] wins its life ever
anew in true relation, in the spokenness of the word. Genuine
dialogue witnesses to it, and poetry witnesses to it. For the poem is
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spokenness, spokenness to the Thou, wherever this partner might
be... .Poetry...imparts to us a truth which cannot come to words in
any other manner than just in this one, in the manner of this form.
Therefore, every paraphrase of a poem robs it of its truth. (Buber
1988, pp. 101, 108)

Buber insists that “the mystery of the coming–to–be of language and that
of the coming–to–be of man are one.” “There is no ‘word’ that is not
spoken; the only being of a word resides in its being spoken,” Buber states.
“Every attempt to understand the present continuance of a language as
accessible detached from the context of its actual speakers, must lead us
astray,” writes Buber in “The Word That Is Spoken.” It is from the
spoken word, from human dialogue that language draws its ontological
power. Language derives from and contributes to the sphere of “the
between,” the I–Thou relationship. Language is a “system of tensions”
deriving from the fruitful ambiguity of the word in its different uses by
different speakers. In “The Word That Is Spoken” Buber finds the
struggle for shared meaning essential to humanity: “It is the communal
nature of the logos as at once ‘word’ and ‘meaning’ which makes man
man, and it is this which proclaims itself from of old in the communalizing
of the spoken word that again and again comes into being” (Buber 1988,
“The Word That Is Spoken”).
The written word is never, for Buber, just a monument to past
dialogue. It calls out for dialogue with the other, the Thou to whom it is
spoken. In responding to the address of the literary work, the reader and
interpreter lifts the written words anew “into the sphere of the living
word” as a result of which the literary work “wins its life ever anew.”
This does not mean staying enclosed within the dialogue between reader
and text but bringing one’s interpretation into dialogue with others in that
“common logos” and “communal speaking” which Buber points to in
“What Is Common to All” (The Knowledge of Man).
In “The Word That Is Spoken” Buber distinguishes between faithful
truth in relation to the reality that was once perceived and is now
expressed, in relation to the person who is addressed and whom the speaker
makes present to himself, and in relation to the factual existence of the
speaker in all its hidden structure. This human truth opens itself to one just
in one’s existence as this concrete person, who answers with faithfulness
for the word that is spoken by one. “The truth of language must prove
itself in the person’s existence” (Buber 1988, p. 110).
Bakhtin speaks of a hidden dialogue or a hidden dialogicality, which
expresses and reflects the anticipation of a rejoinder or at least the
sideways glance to where another speaker stands. “In Dostoevsky’s world
there is...no word about an object, no secondhand referential word--there is
only the word as address, the word dialogically contacting another word, a
word about a word addressed to a word.” The dialogical word wants to be
heard and answered (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 197, 199, 237, 300). Contextual
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meaning has a responsive nature. One of Bakhtin’s most frequently used
words is “addressivity” (Bakhtin 1986, pp. 92-95, 145).
Like Buber, Bakhtin always sees speech as a present reality, as wedded
to the event, which leads him to see the world itself as an event. He
expresses this concept through the phrase “speech tact,” which is
determined by the aggregate of all the social relationships of the speakers,
their ideological horizons, and, finally, the concrete situation of the
conversation” “Each individual event is a link in the chain of speech
communication” (Bakhtin 1985, p. 85; Bakhtin 1986, pp. 162 f., 92-96).
The chief characteristic of Dostoevsky’s novels, according to
Bakhtin’s seminal book Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, is “a plurality
of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses, a genuine
polyphony of fully valid voices.” The consciousness of a character is not
turned into an object but is given as someone else’s consciousness. The
word of the character about himself and his world is as fully weighted as
that of the author. “It is not subordinated to the character’s objectified
image as merely one of his characteristics, nor does it serve as a
mouthpiece for the author’s voice.”
This extraordinary independence of the character’s voice alongside the
author’s and that of the other characters constitutes a fundamentally new
novelistic genre–the polyphonic novel–one which Bakhtin felt after
Dostoevsky burst upon world literature. “Dostoevsky’s novel is dialogic.”
Its wholeness is constructed from the interaction of several independent
consciousness which do not become an object (Buber would say an “It”) for
other characters but remain a Thou which cannot be absorbed into other
consciousness. There are no non-participant third persons, either in the
point of view of the author or that of the reader, who must be, like the
author, a participant in the overall dialogue of the novel. There is no place
here for a “monologically all–encompassing consciousness.”
Thus in contrast to those who make of the isolated consciousness their
“touchstone of reality, ”to use my phrase, in Dostoevsky consciousness is
always found in intense dialogic relationship with another consciousness.
It is important not to mistake this for “a meeting of true minds” for such
disembodied mental interaction really characterizes dialectic. Ivan
Karamazov and Rubashov in Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon are
excellent examples of this, as are the dialectical and intellectual
conversations of Settembrini and Naptha in Thomas Mann’s Magic
Mountain.
A powerful proof of Bakhtin’s thoroughly dialogical stance is the
radical distinction which he, like Buber and myself, makes between dialogue
and dialectic. Dialectic is close to the psychologism which both Buber and
Bakhtin reject because it removes events which take place between persons
into the intrapsychic. Dialectic is also close to what both Buber and
Bakhtin call monologue in which the word that arose in dialogue is
neutralized and depersonalized in monological consciousness. Truth is not
born from dialectic in the head of an individual person but “between people
collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic
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interaction.” “Dialectics is the abstract product of dialogue” (Bakhtin
1984, p. 293). “Take a dialogue and remove the voices,... carve out
abstract concepts and judgments from living words and responses, cram
everything into one abstract consciousness--and that’s how you get
dialectics.” This does not mean that dialectics is always bad or evil. Like
Buber’s “I-It” it is evil only when it blocks the return to “I-Thou.”
“Dialectics was born of dialogue,” writes Bakhtin, “so as to return again to
dialogue on a higher level (a dialogue of personalities)” (Bakhtin 1984, pp.
9 f., 12 f., 25 f., 30, 10, 104, 291-293; Bakhtin 1986, pp. 147, 162).
Bakhtin like Buber was concerned with methodology for the human
sciences, and like Buber too he found that methodology in the dialogical.
The tendency of by far the largest and most dominant methodologies in
most human sciences today is to begin with dialectic and to examine
dialogue as part of that dialectic. Putting this in Buber’s terminology, it
means that the mutual knowing of the I-Thou relationship is subsumed
under the subject-object knowledge of the I-It relation. A radical reversal
of this perspective would not mean any rejection of dialectic, which
remains essential to the whole human enterprise of connected through
from one generation to another. What is does mean is a shift in emphasis
toward understanding dialogue as the source of knowing and dialectic as an
elaboration of that source. “The ‘corrective’ office of reasoning is
incontestable,” wrote Buber, “and it can be summoned at any moment to
set right an ’error’ in my sense perception—more precisely its incongruity
with what is common to my fellow men.” In the I-It relation what is
received in the I-Thou is elaborated and broken up. Here errors are
possible that can be corrected through directly establishing and comparing
what is past and passive in the minds of others. “But it [reason] cannot
replace the smallest perception of something particular and unique with its
gigantic structure of general concepts, cannot by means of it contend in
the grasping of what here and now confronts me” (Buber 1964, p. 53 f.).
In Martin Buber and the Human Sciences, a book of which I was editor-inchief, there are twenty-six essays on philosophy and religion; the written
and the spoken word: hermeneutics, aesthetics and literature; economics,
politics, and history; and dialogical psychotherapy and contextual
(intergenerational) family therapy (Friedman 1996). Taken together these
essays offer a powerful witness to the importance of Martin Buber’s
dialogical approach to the human sciences.
Most of what Bakhtin has to say about methodology in the human
sciences is found in his essay “The Problem of the Text.” There he relates
thinking in the human science to
a special kind of dialogue: the complex interrelations between the
text (the object of study and reflection) and the created, framing
context (questioning, refuting, and so forth) in which the scholar’s
cognizing and evaluating thought takes place. This is the meeting of
two texts—of the ready-made and the reactive text being
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created—and, consequently, of two subjects and two authors.
(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 106 f.)
To Bakhtin everything linguistic is only a means to the end of the
extralinguistic, dialogic aspects of the utterance. Explanation entails only
one consciousness, but understanding, comprehension entails two
consciousnesses, dialogue. Images, language-styles in a work, have a
dialogical relation that cannot be reduced either to the purely logical
(even if dialectical) or the purely linguistic (compositional-syntactic).
Even utterances from various eras have a dialogic relationship if they are
juxtaposed. Bakhtin feels that in probing understanding as dialogue we are
approaching the frontier of the philosophy of language and of thinking in
the human sciences in general. “Linguistics studies only the relationships
among elements within the language system, not the relationships among
utterances and not the relations of utterances to reality and to the speaker
(author). Bakhtin believes that the monologism of thinking in the human
sciences could be overcome if we recognized that “dialogic boundaries
intersect the entire field of human thought.” The word, or in general any
sign is interindividual because it is a voice addressing another voice, a
Thou. “Everything that is said, expressed, is located outside the ‘soul’ of
the speaker and does not belong only to him.” To Bakhtin dialogic
relations are always present even among profoundly monologic speech
works. Understanding being dialogical, the criterion of depth of
understanding is “one of the highest criteria for cognition in the human
sciences” (Bakhtin 1986, pp. 109, 111, 115-122, 125-127).
One of Bakhtin’s last short essays is entitled “Toward a Methodology
for the Human Sciences.” While the limit of precision in the natural
sciences is identity, in the human sciences precision means surmounting
the otherness of the other without transforming him or her into purely
one’s own. Bakhtin conceives of a “great time” of infinite and unfinalized
dialogue in which no meaning dies. “I hear voices in everything,” Bakhtin
exclaims, “and dialogic relations among them.”
At any moment in the development of the dialogue there are
immense, boundless masses of forgotten contextual meanings, but at
certain moments of the dialogue’s subsequent development along
the way they are recalled and invigorated in renewed form (in a new
context). Nothing is absolutely dead: every meaning will have its
homecoming festival. (Bakhtin 1986, p. 169 f.)
The summit of the meeting between Buber and Bakhtin is their Poetics
of Dialogue3. Bakhtin’s clearest presentation of the Poetics of Dialogue is
found in his book Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics. We do not see
Dostoevsky’s hero but hear him, according to Bakhtin, for he is not an
objectified image but a pure voice. Only he can reveal himself in a free act
of self–conscious discourse, for he can only be revealed as a Thou and not
in the externalizing secondhand definition of an It. Dostoevsky’s discourse
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about his characters is about someone actually present who hears the
author and is capable of answering him. (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 53, 58, italics
in original)
Thus the new artistic position of the author with regard to the hero in
Dostoevsky’s polyphonic novel is a fully realized and thoroughly
consistent dialogic position, one that affirms the independence, internal
freedom, unfinalizability, and indeterminacy of the hero.
For the author the hero is not “he” and not “I” but a fully valid
“thou,” that is another and other autonomous “I” (“thou art”). The
hero is the subject of a deeply serious, real dialogic mode of
address... And this...“great dialogue” of the novel as a whole takes
place not in the past, but right now, that is, in the real present of
the creative process. (Bakhtin 1984, p. 63, italics in original)
Even the ideas that Dostoevsky presents in his characters are not part
of an authorial surplus of meaning but of the profound dialogic nature of
human thought. So far from lying in one person’s isolated, individual
consciousness, the idea begins to live and human thought becomes genuine
only when it enters into genuine dialogical relationship with the ideas of
others, ideas embodied in someone else’s voice. The idea does not reside in
a person’s head but in dialogic communion between consciousnesses.
Therefore, it “is a live event, played out at the point of dialogic meeting”
and, like the word with which it is dialogically united, wants to be heard,
understood, and “answered” by other voices. (Bakhtin 1984, p. 37 f.)
It would be a mistake, therefore, to regard Dostoevsky’s novels as
“novels of ideas,” as has been so often done. Dostoevsky did not think up
ideas the way philosophers do. He heard them as they entered reality
itself, including the “latent, unuttered future word,” as “The Legend of the
Grand Inquisitor” in The Brothers Karamazov so marvelously exemplifies.
“Dostoevsky possessed an extraordinary gift for hearing the dialogue of
his epoch,” writes Bakhtin, or, more precisely, for hearing his epoch as a
great dialogue, for detecting in it not only individual voices, but precisely
and predominantly the dialogic relationship among voices, their dialogic
interaction (Bakhtin 1984, p. 90).
Dostoevsky’s creative stance, Bakhtin points out, docs not imply that
in him all positions are equally valid, as if the author passively surrendered
his own viewpoint and truth.
Rather it is a case of an entirely new and specific interrelation
between his truth and the truth of someone else. The author is
profoundly active, but his action takes on a specific dialogic
character....Dostoevsky frequently interrupts the other’s voice but
he does not cover it up, he never finishes it from the “self,” that is
from an alien consciousness (his own). (Bakhtin 1984 quoted in
Todorov 1984,p.36)
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The author is the participant, but he is also the organizer of the dialogue.
It is the author who holds the reins between the ideal dialogue of the word
and the actual dialogue of reality. To Bakhtin Dostoevsky’s authorial
surplus was love, confession, and forgiveness. “Everything essential is
dissolved in dialogue,” Bakhtin concludes, “positioned face to face”
(Bakhtin 1984, pp. 296-299).

NOTES
1
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(October 23, 1986), p. 56.
2
This holds even for Nina Perlina, who wrote the only article on the two that exists in
English. Like most other Bakhtin critics she has very little understanding of Buber.
3
As is shown in some fullness in the “Hermeneutical Appendix; Toward a Poetics of
Dialogue” in my book The Affirming Flame: A Poetics of Meaning (Amherst, New York:
Prometheus Books, 1999, pp. 209-231). This appendix also discusses my own poetics of
dialogue and in more condensed form that of Walter Stein, Walter Ong, Robert Detweiler,
Paul Celan, Steven Kepnes, and Tsvetan Todorov.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

After the repudiation of “grand narratives”1 our era remained without absolute
truths to found value judgments and defend the supremacy of the human
subject. Particularly in the middle of the past century, we became witnesses of
a rejection of the autonomous rational subject and his replacement by a
“docile subject” (Foucault, 1966). Later, we followed the full deconstruction
of the subject and the rise of an entity unstable and indefinite, linguistically
constructed by diverse meanings and interpretations (Derrida, 1976; Lacan,
1977).
Nevertheless, at the end of the 20th century, due to the universalization of
communication and to the formation of a global society, the human being
came back to the center of the philosophical and political thought. The notion
of “objective” emancipation, on which the narration of socialism has been
founded, is now almost abandoned.2 Social research gave up the attempts to
highlight the phenomenon of objective emancipation as well as to overthrow
the causes of its emergence. The common belief of the weakness of the human
being to confront the power of information technology and of the new
organization of work has turned the interest of social philosophy and sciences
to a kind of “subjective alienation. Today, research attention is rather focused
on the transformation of the self and its identity under the new conditions.
Philosophers and social scientists investigating social pathologies, debate on
the question of autonomy or authenticity as the new human ideals,
propounding the new validity claims that accompany them.
It should be noted that autonomy is regarded as the main normative
judgment, of universal validity, since it is based on the belief that it consists
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005
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the essential quality of the internal core of human beings, namely of the self.
Therefore, the self has been raised as the trustee of any normativity. The
proposal for a moral, social context, compatible with the anthropological
normative core, suggests justice as the supreme value and the guardian of
social order. Of course, the obtaining of social order does not necessarily
entail a situation of human well-being.
The ideal of authenticity is connected with that of self-realization or selffulfillment, as it suggests that a self knows its inward inclinations and desires
to bring them in presence. Otherwise, self-realization is accomplished and
leads a human being to well-being if it has been conceived not as an internal
psychological situation, but as the moral development of a self that pursues its
authenticity.
The debate concerning the two notions is old and has its roots in the
Europe of 17th and 18th centuries, in the writings of Hume, Kant, and
Rousseau. In 19th century the same debate, revolved around the nature of the
human being and the moral values, which must govern his/her life. Liberalists,
such as Locke, Condorcet, and Stuart Mill found themselves face to face with
socialists and romantics. In our years, we have a revival of the same debate.
Liberalists of different nuances (from Habermas to Rawls, from Milton
Friedman to Robert Nozick), cross swords with the followers of the republican
thought and the defenders of tradition and community (as McIntyre, Sandel,
Walzer, Taylor, Etzioni, Gutmann, and others).
The recent debate rotates in the pathologies of politics and state, and
particularly in those that touch principles responsible for the integration of
contemporary, functionally differentiated societies. Liberalists claim that
integration is likely to be succeeded through a centralization of the state
administration and a decentralization of market’s regulations. On the contrary,
communitarians see it as a result of social solidarity obtained by the means of
a political-ethical discourse. Communitarians, arguing about ethical discourse,
conceptualize it as a process developed in a public sphere–the
community–between participants of shared value orientations.
Both perspectives, as Selznick (1996, p. 112) writes, “are usefully
understood as polar contrasts, that is, as quite different and even incompatible
ways of relating oneself to others.” Both, in order to found their argument,
discuss about a self that possesses an essential core. On the one hand,
liberalists following Kantian tradition, adopt the notion of autonomy, and look
for an internal normative context, that is, an autonomous self, which could be
viewed as the source of any validity regarding the evaluative criteria of social
pathologies. On the other hand, communitarians seek a community of values,
which is, according to their opinion, the most suitable to provide the necessary
validity claims for evaluating human self-fulfillment. Thus, communitarians
appear to be the defenders of Lebensphilosophie (as it emerges through the
works of Nietzsce, Bergson or Simmel), claiming that the internal psychic
core consists of the substantial, innate inclinations and needs of the individual.
In summary, liberalists and communitarians hold the intersubjective
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constitution of subjectivity. They both deny the argument of an existentialist
subjectivity and share the idea of a self communicatively constituted.
However, the autonomy thesis is more connected with the problem of social
order, since it emphasizes the universality of the moral law. On the other
hand, the authenticity thesis is more related to the human well-being since it
emphasizes particularity instead of universality.
For the realization of well-being the notion of community acquires a
crucial importance. It is used by communitarians to denote a social place of
common understanding and deciding together, as well as a place most suitable
for the development of the values of caring, individual recognition and
substantive justice. Due to these qualities, communities are represented in
communitarian thinking as the loci that allow a human self to retrieve or to be
symmetrical with the essential core of him/herself and so, reach his/her wellbeing. However, nobody can be sure that actual communities possess the
aforementioned qualities. If this is not completely sure, then it should be
defined under which conditions values of caring and substantive justice,
together with a common understanding, could be created. Subsequently, the
investigation of design’s possibilities to contribute to the realization of a
similar social locus, becomes a fact of great importance.
Nevertheless a similar investigation raises some epistemological
problems. Considering that design is an activity guided by the principles of
systems thinking, to examine it, as a promoter of well-being should be
compatible with systems perspective and not with that of Lebensphilosophie.
The latter, especially as communitarian thinking understands it, focuses on a
kind of affective and traditional type of action (according to Weber
categorizations), therefore it connects well-being with this kind of action. On
the contrary, a systems design by its nature as a disciplined inquiry is rather
similar to the Weberian categorization of purposive-rational action.3 If this is
true, the present analysis should be focused on the possibilities of a purposiverational action, such as design, to lead participants of a discursive context to
their self-realization or self-fulfillment. In case that it is not possible, some
ideas regarding the transformation of design in order to satisfy the previously
mentioned prerequisite will be discussed.
In the following section I am trying to investigate well-being in a systems
perspective. I am interested in human well-being and not in well-being of
organizations already studied by known scholars of design (Churchman,
1989). I continue arguing about contemporary social conditions in which the
human being is obliged to live, and which impede seriously the realization of
well-being. Immediately afterwards the opportunities allowed by these social
conditions or, differently, the “openings” of the social systems for a social
transformation, and consequently the chances for a situation of well-being, are
outlined. Finally, a new conceptualization of design, able to modify it to a
useful means for the realization of these chances, is commented.
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THE NOTION OF WELL-BEING

A serious approach to the notion of human well-being should be started from
its roots, that is, its Aristotelian origin. According to Aristotle (1992/1993),
the highest state of well-being is the reaching of eudaimonia. Eudaimonia is a
mental situation of happiness, achieved by the good (agathos) man, when he
reaches the absolute good or goodness. He refers to the free citizen of the
ancient polis (city-state), and even more, to an individual completely released
from the poverty and the need for material resources. The eudaimon (happiest
man), according to Aristotle, is the wise citizen who has the opportunity to
speculate theoretically, fulfilling by this activity the true destination (telos) of
man, that is, the full cultivation of his mind.
Nevertheless, Aristotle does not devalue eudaimonia derived from the
accomplishment of moral projects motivated and executed by the combination
of other bodily and psychic energies, even if he considers this kind of
eudaimonia inferior in comparison with the eudaimonia of contemplation. In
any case, a situation of happiness is achieved through the cultivation and
exercise of virtues. This is the reason that well-being is connected only wilh
the life of the moral man–the agathos–and moral action is the only one that
contributes to the well-being of a person.
In this frame of reference, virtues emerge as the focus of the interest of
social (political according to the Aristotelian terminology) practices.
Eudaimonia, in spite of its subjective character and its designation as a mental
situation, is not a psychological feeling. It is a result of human behavior
regulated by virtues. Virtues are habits (hexis in the Greek language), not
simply attitudes, nor dispositions, as Western thought usually misinterprets
them, confusing them with the concept of values. These habits, are established
by education, conduct human beings to a mental situation generative of
enjoyment and happiness.
The Aristotelian man is imprisoned in moral obligations that society
imposes on him. At the same time, he is a being who follows the telos that is
dictated by the finest of his attributes–his/her mind. It is a telos with the
strength of the physical law, but, in order to be accomplished, the law of the
city-state must accompany it. This teleology of a non- deterministic character,
as it does not set boundaries to human will, is the necessary condition that
renders effective the pursuit of virtues and, through them, of well-being.
Later, the virtues of the Christian world, which have substituted for those
of the ancient one, have also concurred with a non-deterministic telos. A telos,
which had been dictated by a divine order and had suggested a suitable
behavior for the accomplishment of well-being. The arising question is, how
can well-being be attained, if any telos has disappeared from the horizon of
modern man? Is it any more possible Aristotelian and Christian virtues to
serve as guides for well-being when the spirit of uncertainty and relativism
has overrun contemporary thought? In other words, if good has lost its
intrinsic validity and become context dependent, defined by atemporal and
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asocial forces, how is it possible to be used as a steady orientation of human
relations?
The ideal of well-being promoted by the great projects of modernity is
responsible for the orientation of the individualized man to consumerism and
emotivism (MacIntyre, 1984); that is, to ideologies opposed to living
harmoniously in a social community. Pleasure, as an emotional experience,
which is mainly actualized in the field of consumption, is the principle of the
new hedonism, so well described by known cultural theorists (Bauman, 1996;
Campbell, 1987). The continuous demand of aesthetic pleasure and emotion
has led to the self-adoration of the ego, that is, to the shaping of a narcissist
personality (Lasch, 1979). However, a similar personality is usually
accompanied by a fragmented and individualized self (Bellah et.. al., 1985;
Sennet, 1977), a self completely disconnected from the other.
Living in the modern world of the uncertainty and relativism,
philosophical and sociological thinking–either of a liberalist or a
communitarian perspective–in order to realize well-being, search to re-find the
linkages between the ego and the other. If the ego-other relationship is
developed into open, without frontiers societies, it is governed by universal
principles; if it is generated into closed communities, it is formed by the
traditional and shared values of them. In any case, the study of this
relationship also includes those social conditions that allow democratic forms
of discourse to define the evaluative criteria as well as the legitimation
authorities regarding decisions. Probably contemporary thinking denies
teleology, but surely it looks for an ethical aim in the well-being “with and for
others in just institutions” (Ricoeur, 1984, p. 180).
The subject of the “other” is crucial for the contemporary thinking. Not
only philosophers, but also neurobiologists insist on the importance of the
other for the shaping of a self-identity. Varela for example, and his coauthors,
argue “the so-called self occurs only in relation to the other.... because self is
always codependent with other” (Varela et. al., 1991, p. 246). The self cannot
be generated neither acquire an identity without entering an internal dialogue
with the other. Internalizing the other’s distinctions (attitudes, thoughts and
expectations) the ego proceeds to its own distinctions, answering internally to
the generalized other. (Mead, 1964, 1967). “Ego” and “other” are
exchangeable distinctions, which produce a reiterate process or loop of selfreference. This loop constitutes the self and also offers the ground for the
shaping of self-identity (Tsivacou, 2000).
In short, the notion of well-being defended by this essay is based on the
construction through social action of an authentic, reflective self who founds
its authenticity intersubjectively. The socially constructed self is authentic not
when it is able to realize its factual uniqueness, but when it realizes his selfreference with an ego open to the other. In other words, ego–other relationship
is not a relationship of observing and manipulating, but a relationship full of
sentiments of caring, respect, recognition and substantive justice for the other.
In this perspective, the individual well-being is not the alignment of one’s idea
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of good with some normative standpoint, but one, which inspires the conduct
of an individual for the benefit of his/her community and at the same time for
the promotion of his/her self-knowledge.
If dialogue is the means for the meeting of the ego with the other, the
places of social acting, that is, modern institutions, are surely the point of this
meeting. Consequently, if modern institutions are in a position to create
conditions of authentic dialogue and promote relationships of reciprocity and
shared concern between ego-other, they are likely to be viewed as places for
the reaching of well-being. Nevertheless, in our era, social acting, as it is
mediated by technology, is subjugated to an instrumental rationality. The
result is the replacing of values by technocratic media of communication, and
consequently the disappearance of those terms which guarantee well-being. In
the next chapter the inhibitors that instrumentality stands out against wellbeing are delineated.

3.

INSTRUMENTAL ACTION AND DESIGN

3.1

The Instrumentality of Action

Instrumentality has emerged during the new years as the main quality of
acting. The term “instrumentality” usually means the transformation of
entities (material or social), considered in oldest periods of time as final ends
of action, to means for the advancement of action. This transformation is the
cause for a deep change in the human understanding and interest concerning
action. The events of action are replaced by acting, the final end by a process.
Otherwise, human aims and goals have been substituted by a self-organizing
and self-producing process of becoming that is, acting.
Let us compare action with the ancient notions of poiesis and praxis4
(Aristotle, 1992/1993). This comparison will make explicit the impact of
instrumentality on the understanding of action. Poiesis, at least according to
Aristotle, leads to the production of a thing which already exists in the mind
of the producer. Therefore, it could be conceived as a process or a means
directed toward the accomplishment of a pre-existing human intention. Praxis
could be conceptualized as a totality of activities that contain a final end. In
sum, praxis intends to improve the living conditions of the community. For
example, politics is a praxis, since its final end is the maintaining of the social
order of a given community. Strategy is also a praxis, because it is intended to
gain the obstacles of the war and thus to defend a community from its
enemies. The same is economics, the duty of which is the increase of the
communal wealth, etc. (Aristotle, 1992/1993: 1140a, 1140b). In any case,
either as poiesis or as praxis, action is a sequence of independent events
distinguished by the fact that in each of them the final end is present.
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The deep change in the meaning of action is due to the different
understanding of time. The old time, as it is well known, was based on
circularity, and the new one, established during Modernity, is grounded on
linearity. The meaning of progress has been inaugurated by this change with
very serious effects on the organization and direction of human societies.
However, this alteration could not be realized if previously a redefinition of
human action and institutionalized practices would not happen. This
redefinition has been achieved because the social meaning that accompanied
the new technologies (such as navigation, typography, industrial machinery,
etc.) was not only enriched by new notions, but also because it contributed to
the creation of a new imaginary, as Castoriadis (1978) would say. In order to
design and manipulate reality, the need for a new social imaginary emerged.
The duty for the simplification of the emerging complexity, and consequently
of the construction of a new conceptualization of the world, have been raised
as the main endeavor of the new institutions. A complexity which, on the one
hand, corresponded to the real world, and on the other hand, owed its increase
to the new understanding and, of course, to the novel action that this
understanding stimulated.
The division of labor and specialization that were established during
industrialism annulled the independence of any event, suspending it from the
next. Now action is not a succession of events, but a series of events anchored
on the chain of time. The unwinding (or the unraveling, disentangling) of the
chain, unfolds the events, thus the chain of time is important and not the
events. Due to its importance, the unwinding of chain cannot conceal any
surprise, therefore, it should be typified; it should be transformed into a pregiven structure of expectation (Luhmann, 1995, p. 289). In short, the unity of
action should be confirmed a priori in its trajectory and not a posteriori in the
completed events.
If expectations are possible distinctions from the horizon of meaning, that
is, future communicative distinctions, then any structure of expectation is a
surplus of communication at the disposal of a given community. In the frame
of this analysis, the line of time, operating as a structure of communication,
grasps the events, entangling them in the linkages of the chain. In this way, it
transfers from the future to the present expressed and understandable
information, that is, expectations.
Thus, communication is identified with time and it emerges as a tissue, in
which any kind of action is unfolded. According to the kind of the
communicative distinctions, action is engaged to be structured in a different
chain of time. The result is the functionally differentiation of society in social
systems, each of which accomplishes a diverse kind of action (Alexander &
Colomy, 1989; Luhmann, 1989, 1995). Social systems are self-referential
processes that use communication for producing communication.
The communicative self-referentiality is stimulated by some symbolic
categories of meaning, codified in simple forms, that is, communication
media.5 Because the latter are able to assimilate the differences and restore
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symmetries in an asymmetrical world, they have been raised to the status of
general media of equivalence of values. Namely, the values of every social
system are homogenized and standardized through their subjugation to a
general medium of equivalence (Tsivacou, 1996). That means, communication
media not only manage the mechanism of systems’ selectivity, but, as
substitute of values, they also regulate the selectivity of human consciousness.
It should also be noted that modern, functionally differentiated social
systems are not homogenous. Other forms of acting are emerged
spontaneously in them, stimulated by self-referential codes opposed to the
respective ones of social systems. The opposed codes operate as the negation
of the official ones and thus, lead to the emergence of social movements, such
as of emancipation, women’s, ecology, youth, religion, or colored minorities.
The intensification of the difference, otherwise the resonance of the
difference in the social system results in the following: (a) If the system is in
transition, then difference (that is, social movement) re-enters in the social
system and, by influencing its code of selectivity, promotes transition. (b) If
the system is powerful, then its code absorbs the difference and it is
reconstructed. In the last case, not only the generating forces of the social
movement are cancelled, but also the velocity and the quality of the system
communication are rather improved.
The functional differentiation of society intensifies the velocity of
communication, because under its influence, each social system, looking for
its survival, increases through the mechanism of self-reference the extension
of communication. Communication rightly has been regarded as the
constitutive element of modern society, because it is the only one able to
coexist with or to follow the perpetual flow of time. Walking together with the
ceaseless tempest of time, and glorifying velocity, communication unifies
spaces, transforming parallel activities-events into spacio-temporal
continuities.
The dominance of acting, that is, the change of action in a series of
communicative acts, is responsible for the detachment of an event from its
ends, and consequently for the appearance of instrumentality. Nobody is any
more interested in the final product of his/her work, than only for the phase of
production that he/she must perform. The decline of the final end reveals the
“needs” of any phase of acting. “Need” means the forwarding of a given
activity in a way that the next activity will be prepared and facilitated. Thus,
need could be viewed as a problem, the solution of which leads to the next
problem, and so forth. Consequently, any activity is transformed in a means
for the promotion of a materially and mentally invisible and untouched action.
Into this social and intellectual framework, instrumentality emerges as the
dominant quality of acting.
In the post-modern world, instrumentality is continuously extended
transforming little by little acting to a network of mental representations
without duration and final aim. Some years ago, the instrumental activities of
an industrial firm or of a state bureaucracy were coordinated by conceptual,
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de-materialized models, such as the accounting system or the system of
planning. Today that information technology is responsible for the course of
action, not only instrumental activities are designed in accordance with
abstract models, but also the formal codification of information technology
impregnates all organizational texture. Organizational activities have been
converted to instrumental packages, the language of which promotes
rationalization. The impact of this effect is the decoupling of all organizational
features (such as tasks, roles, rites and procedures) from their individual
properties and their modification to impersonal, decontextualized terms.
The consciousness of the actor is influenced on the one hand, by the
communication media, as already mentioned, and on the other hand, by
information technology. As Robert Bellah and his coauthors (1985) say, “the
world comes to us in pieces, in fragments, lacking any overall pattern” (p.
277). Consciousness is now obliged to run behind the new rhythms of motion,
absorbing abstract codes instead of personal relations. Being aware of its
limitation concerning the velocity of information (Bickerton, 1990), as well as
its incapacity to deal with an information overload (Warfield, 1994),
consciousness ends to be disturbed and perplexed. The problem of double
contingency that Parsons first delineated now becomes more acute. Double
contingency is a term invented by Parsons in order to declare, “Ego’s
gratifications are contingent on his selection among available alternatives. But
in turn, alter’s reaction will be contingent on ego’s selection and will result
from a complementary selection on alter’s part” (Parsons and Shils, 1951, p.
16). Otherwise, it is a situation equally uncertain and contingent for both
participants in interaction, which makes interaction indeterminate.
In the past, the participants trying to solve the problem of double
contingency were assisted by some cultural tools, such as the common norms
or values, shared symbols and manners, which worked as stabilized modes of
interaction. Today, the differentiation in social systems and the multiplicity of
communication media, the velocity of time and the impersonal character of
communication, promote the loosening of moral and symbolic ties between
participants leading to an uncontrolled relativism. Relativism facilitates
communication but annuls a moral context, which is necessary for the
development of feelings of caring for the other or of substantive and not
formal justice. In short, it does not permit the development of a human self
with a steady identity, and thus able to realize his/her well-being.
Nevertheless, there is an exception. This is the case of social movements,
produced by acting in the modern social systems. Due to their voluntary and
moral binding with these movements, humans shape them as the communities
of ideas in which the effects of double contingency could be decreased if not
deleted. In this kind of communities a final end is again discovered, as the
common understanding of goodness inspires it. Moreover, these communities,
due to their critical stance toward system rationality, at least the first period of
their operating, condemn instrumentality and announce the principles of a new
conceptualization of justice.
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Just below, we argue more extensively on these communities. In the
meantime, we should examine if it is possible, in the framework of the
dominant system rationality, methodological tools which promote dialogue,
such as design methodologies, to operate as diminutioners of instrumentality.
Without doubt design and design methodologies are governed by the
principles of dialogue and participation. The question is if theory and practice
of design that usually deal with the accommodation of the double
contingency’s problem, operate on behalf of social systems. If yes, they surely
are limited to serve the trajectory of the action, that is, the trajectory of
communication and thus, the demands of lime. If they are not necessarily
connected with systems rationality, they perhaps dispose such qualities to
decrease instrumentality. In this last case, they may create into the domain of
dialogue these conditions which restore, even provisionally, the necessary for
the well-being terms. A possible answer to this question is the theme of the
next section.

3.2

The Instrumentality of Social Designing

Design in general and social systems design in particular (which is the subject
of this section) aims at the mastering of acting, the settlement of its
unforeseen contingencies in accordance to the coordinates of time, hence at
the control of expectations. Design is in the service of communication,
attempting to set aside the organizational obstacles that restrain its victorious
marching. Even if these obstacles are referred to objectives or goals, or to
methods and processes, in any case the subject of design is the capture of the
indefinite, unpredictable and unanticipated element of acting. By capturing
this element, design makes acting compatible with the chain of time, and
consequently with the expectations constitutive of it.
As design is usually connected with a purposive-rational action, it does
not include final ends, therefore it could be characterized as a meta-function of
instrumental rather dimension. The mission of this meta-function is to
organize and promote methodologies of problem solving for fuzzy situations
emerged during the different phases of acting. Thus, a system of ideas,
namely a cognitive scheme such as design, handles the conceptualizations of
the actual world, attempting at their settlement. In this way, design is a social
construction, which is in the service of other social constructions, such as the
social systems and their organizations.
In Modernity, representation does not try any more to copy the world
accurately as it did during the Middle Ages (Foucault, 1966). Rather it filters
the things of the world, and thus reduces the whole world in some filtered and
thus immaterial and abstracted things. In this way representation becomes able
to measure, classify, divide and manipulate the world. If, now, we accept that
design is, as Van Gigh (1991) argues, the modeling of representations, and
consequently the portrayal of abstraction, then it should be considered as the
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height of modernity.
Design attempts to describe a problem situation. By accepting that any
description is not an object of reality, but a subjective observation, it is
obvious that the partiality of any description is recognized. Therefore, if
design likes to have a nearest to reality description of the situation, then it
should pursue as many descriptions as possible. However, an exact
understanding of reality cannot be equal with the sum of descriptions. Various
descriptions include contradictions and repetitions, and consequently, the
image produced by them is likely to be confused and incomprehensible.
Therefore, it is necessary a process of selection to be preceded, during which
some descriptions as distinctive visions of the situation will be selected in
common. To define this process, Van Gigh (1991, p. 235) adopts the notion of
“generalizing abstraction” used by Langer in order to signalize the selecting of
the common features of several descriptions emerged in the discursive
domain. Van Gigh reminds us that abstraction is a mental process strictly
connected with that of symbolism, and characterizes the first phase of social
designing. This is the reason that this phase of design is here called as “first
order abstraction”. During this phase some of the produced representations
about the world are selected creating a global representation of the problem
situation.
The second phase of design is the modeling of global representation
derived from the process of first order abstraction. This phase of modeling is
here called “second order abstraction”. Typifying the already abstracted
problem situation in graphic forms, second order abstraction proceeds to a
sequence of concepts logically interconnected, aiming at an immediate and
holistic grasping of reality. For this grasping, design models try to use
simultaneously elements of analytic and symbolic thought. As it is well
known, the symbolic elements, by addressing feelings, transcend the
boundaries of things, capturing their hidden and unexpressed totality.
However, the power of the symbolic forms of design, due to their simplistic
and discursive character, is so week that it is unable to irritate the imaginary
and affective elements of the human mind. On the contrary, analytic thought is
able to motivate new ideas and thus, to promote creativity. The created
analytically meaning included in the conceptual models, is the product of a
cognitive process, which by revealing causes and interrelations, produces
reasonable propositions.
Due to the predominance of analytic thought over symbolic, design does
not grasp the emotional core of “discourse”.6 This core, underlying the
rationalist element of the discourse, nestles in the unsaid element of
interaction. The word «unsaid» characterizes the part of meaning, which is
rather inferred than explicitly pronounced. While manifested meaning uses the
sequential and indexical structure of the proposition, the unsaid becomes
available only through the passive voice of feelings, namely, of the face and
body expressions. Avoiding the whole universe of discourse, design remains
in the boundaries of instrumentality.
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Design methodology, as it is applied to functional social systems, results
in a process of objectification and rationalization of the participants’
worldviews. These worldviews are separated from the enunciator and as
independent and autonomous elements of a self-referential process, contribute
to the generation of new observations, more complicated and also more
abstracted. Thus design, instead of binding system observations, ends to
multiply them, and in this way to increase organizational complexity. This is a
serious reason for characterizing design as a promoted phase of instrumental
thought.
Despite the efforts of designers to emphasize the moral element of design,
and in spite of their insistence to view design rather as a means of moral
transformation than simply as a tool for problem solving,7 I would say that
design methodologies, in practice, fail to come out of instrumental
perspective. I do not also ignore the preference of designers to a hermeneutic
rather than to an instrumental approach. However, as most applications are in
the service of organizational rationality, that is, of instrumentality, design
methodologies are subjected to the rationality of modern acting, distorting in
praxis the theoretical principles of hermeneutics. The results of this distortion
enter the structural models, that is, the conceptual articulations, in which
meaning is already deposited, and result to restrict meaning instead of
liberating it.
Design methodologies did not pay the appropriate attention to their basic
advantage, that is, oral language. For most of them language is a
communicative tool and not a source of meaning constitutive of the world. For
example, John Warfield (1994) in his theory of Generic Design attempts to
deal with the problem of language from a rather technical side. Leaving aside
the origin of language, he looks for an accurate language, which cannot be a
prose but a graphically integrated language system. This endeavor leads him
to the structuring of a really effective methodology, that is, Interactive
Management, which, however, cannot escape from the constraints of
instrumentality. The reason is that by grasping and stabilizing meaning in
articulated models, Interactive Management investigates only the meaning
that emerges during the interactive process, without being able to elaborate the
latent sides of meaning, that is, the unsaid.
Even one of the most developed issues of Interactive Management, and
one of the most effective design methodologies, the Cogniscope Systems
Approach, which Christakis (1999) and his fellows apply, does not exhaust all
design possibilities to deal with the plurality of language games. Cogniscope
recognizes communicative distinctions as the ontological elements of action,
and tries hard to substitute the core of the communicative distinctions, that is,
their persuasion by power to the power of persuasion (Christakis, 1998).
However, in Cogniscope also, any enunciation is regarded rather as an
utterance, the ultimate end of which is to be crystallized in a structural
conceptual model. By using an oral language a priori subjected to the needs of
the conceptual models, some essential “nuances” or “traces” of the spoken
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language are lost. Such traces viewed as differences of meaning, are hidden in
the unsaid part of it, and thus, they fail to be illuminated.
Of course, many design theorists have investigated diverse issues of
meaning or a pre-understanding produced by collective acting. But since the
self and its identity are of no interest to instrumental thinking, the speakable
part of a design methodology focuses rather on the function of the
communicative process than on the personality and subjectivity of the
speaker. In this way, methodology handles the speaker as a simple
commissioner of the language games, leaving free the rational element of
discourse to subjugate the non-rational one. In short, methodology keeps away
from its course whatever springs from the affected part of the self, and
specifically whatever characterizes the ego standing in front of the other.
Methodologies give priority to utterances, to communicative distinctions, and
not to the persons who enunciate them. Thus, communication as a process
regulative of the social systems’ selections becomes more important than
human consciousness.
Each time that methodologies proceed to the investigation of human
intentions, their aim is the accommodation and the harmonization of these
intentions with the demands of the social systems. Human ends enter
methodologies to such an extent that they enlighten the «need» of an activity,
or of a phase of acting. The occupation of methodologies with human ends is
limited to the settlement of fuzzy situations created by the structural couplings
of humans with social systems. The further investigation of human intentions
has been left to psychology. However, the latter deals with the intentions from
the moment that a pathological situation is generated, and not when they cause
the withdrawal of well-being from the life of a human being.
Another problem not decisively solved by design methodologies is that of
validity claims and legitimation. Even Critical System Thinking (Flood &
Jackson, 1991), which is aligned with Habermas teaching, does not face the
problem of validity and legitimation according to Habermas theory. The latter
promotes a social reform based on a pragmatic and intersubjective
understanding of rationality. He claims that any communicative act makes a
claim to validity based on truth and moral rightness. This claim is bound by
universal standards; therefore dialogue is possible because it is founded on the
common acceptance of these universal standards.
Design methodologies in general, and critical methodologies in particular,
neither investigate these standards, as it seems, nor accept them as a common
ground of the pursued consensus. On the contrary, consensus itself is the
common ground on which the truth of any declarative utterance is evaluated;
given that, legitimation springs from the linguistic practices and the
effectiveness that acting promotes. Moreover, concerning the untroubled
unfolding of different judgments, critical methodologies are rather worried of
any power derived from oppressive authorities than of the untruthfulness and
incorrectness of judgments themselves. Therefore, they hold that judgments
are likely to by better uttered in a methodological context of equality than of
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expertise. In short, what is endangered in design is the principle of
jurisdiction, as Lyotard (1988, p. 74) would say.
The pursuing of equality and consequently of elimination of power
instead of jurisdiction based on expertise, compels design methodologies in
general to apply the “principle of toleration” regarding the deeper values on
which the worldviews of the participants are anchored. Designers, by adopting
the principle of toleration, are aligned with liberalists according to whom “it is
left to citizens individually to resolve questions of religion, philosophy, and
morals, in accordance with the views that freely affirm” (Rawls, 1987, p. 15).
Of course, as it will be further commented in this essay, methodologies, while
not arguing about the subject of jurisdiction, have silently internalized the
jurisdiction of science as an absolute authority. We should not forget that
design is a scientific construction, even if its principles are not exclusively
founded on scientific axioms.
The acceptance of toleration as a principle of design results in the
introduction of moral relativism in design methodologies even in the critical
ones that declare self-reflection and emancipation. Relativism, in regard to
values, while enhancing human freedom and autonomy, does not lead to
authenticity and hence to steady identities; consequently, the ideal of a
common good is very difficult to coexist with this perspective. Nevertheless,
there is a critical methodology, that of Critical Heuristics of Social Planning,
of Werner Ulrich (1983), which tries to avoid relativism. By accepting the
intersubjective building of reason, and trying to avoid the risks of relativism,
Critical Heuristics raises emancipation as the absolute principle, that is, a
principle of Pure Reason (as Kant defines it). Thus, emancipation is proposed
as the a priori value for the definition of the validity claims. However, as the
categories of Pure Reason are set a priori, while the content of emancipation is
clarified only a posteriori, during methodological process, Critical Heuristics
cannot also solve the contradiction between Pure Reason and Social
Rationality.
Not only their relativistic approach, but also their subject-centered reason
impels design methodologies to avoid discussions on common good and
matters of public policy. Without being able to lead participants to a common
understanding about the good, design methodologies do not help participants
to shape value judgments for a critical estimation of a state of life.
Nevertheless, the lack in value judgments does not help methodologies to
build a conversational domain, in which the claims to good or evil could be
raised at the same moment with those of a procedural right. In other words, in
design methodologies justice is superior to goodness. This fact results to the
non-building of an epistemological approach related to human subjectivity
and well-being, with one exception: the methodology that Fuenmayor, LopezGaray, and others developed in the University of Los Andes in Venezuela,
which they called Interpretive Systemology.
Fuenmayor argues that a methodology aiming at a consensus is of interest
only if it operates as a learning process (Fuenmayor, 1991). Learning in
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Interpretive Systemology is not a way of gaining knowledge for a regulative
and manipulated aim, but an itinerary for the approaching of the other. By
uncovering through interpretive thinking other contexts of meaning, human
consciousness has an opportunity to come out from its self-reference and to
understand the other. The problem is, as Fuenmayor confesses, the weakness
of any design methodology to be compatible with the dominant rationality of
the contemporary high-technological society.
Before ending this section, lets pay attention to the fact that design
methodologies have been constituted in the decade of 80s, when social as well
philosophical and sociological demands for human emancipation from power
was to the fore. In this social frame of analysis design theorists and especially
critical systems thinkers were impressively aware of the connection between
self-reflection and subjective emancipation. But they could not speculate
about well-being and authenticity since these ones were not issues of their
time. Only today, after the changes that occurred in human theory and
practice, that of authenticity and well-being has supplemented the interest in
power and autonomy.
Surely a similar supplement, such as that referred above, has not yet been
noticed in design and respective methodologies. The fact that methodologies
are in the service of organizational rationality is perhaps the cause of this
delay as well as of the observed contradictions concerning morality between
design theory and practice. Organizational rationality gives priority to rational
persuasion instead of interhuman understanding. This is not something
peculiar, if we take into consideration that methodologies have their origin in
the discipline of Operational Research and its attempts to face complex and
pluralist situations in typical organizations.
In sum, the pursuit of modeling as well as the satisfaction of the
organizational demands impel to the following: (a) The neglecting of the
unsaid meaning. In this way they grasp only the part of meaning explicitly
appeared in the declarative utterances. (b) The conceiving of the other as a
participant of the discourse rather, than as a human being who suffers in
common with me, or who partakes of my happiness or misfortune. This is due
to the fact that methodologies do not enlighten the self as a social entity
constructed by the incessant interaction between the ego and the other. This
disregarding reduces the other to a social role, in spite of the attempts of
methodologies, through abstraction, to release participants from the load of
their role.
Nevertheless, the instrumental perspective of systems methodologies is
due neither to the nature of design, nor to the inherent properties of the
methodologies. As it is already mentioned, it is due to the field of design
applications. If we apply design to social contexts such as those of social
movements, maybe it could contribute sufficiently to the forming of steady
identities. Through oral language, methodologies imply the unsaid and the
undesigned, therefore are potentially suitable for the unfolding of
understanding among conscious entities.
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During a process of design, actors enunciate their personal experiences. In
this way, actors have the opportunity to reveal their existence in the world or,
better, their stance in front of the other. This act of revealing potentially can
force human beings to deviate from the flow of time, otherwise from the
course of acting and to stand in the world, asking themselves “who am I?”
Answering this question, individuals reconstitute their morality, allowing their
personal values to enter organizational place. As long as a genuine
conversation endures, individual consciousness excavates the layers of
experiences; it stops making distinctions and it proceeds to a self-reflection
and a self-opening toward the others. Of course, this is a short opportunity
offered to consciousness by momentary cracks of time, when methodologies
gather time around the present. Surely, this is an advantage of design
methodologies rarely expressed and specifically in applications no related to
organizational rationality.
Design is a deontological approach as, on the one hand, it is concerned
with what it ought to be (Banathy, 1996; Banathy, 1997; Simon, 1981) and, on
the other hand, it deals with intellectual activities able to transform existing
situations into desired ones. If the desired situation is the realization of the
human well-being, then the social context which allows the implementation of
a non-instrumental design must firstly be investigated; In continuity, how
design methodologies should be slightly modified will be examined, so that
some inherent properties of them could be unfolded.

4.

APPROACHING COMMUNITIES

4.1

The Present Day Discussion

Communities arise as the social context in which goodness and human wellbeing could be pursued. Therefore, in this section we proceed to a larger
unfolding of the idea of “community” which is already mentioned in the
Introduction. Starting from the debate between liberalists and communitarians
we repeat that these two theoretical perspectives define morality and, of
course, self and identity, differently. Liberalism conceptualizes human subject
as a self-interested, rational calculator, tied basically with the other by
contractual terms. Communitarianism sees it as a human being born and
constructed into a network of human interactions taking place in social
institutions. In these institutions, human beings found bounds on mutuality
and solidarity and not on abstract ideas.
The decay of the national state is accompanied by the demolition of any
mediation between individuality and social values, reducing the former to
become a prey of uncontrolled and inexorable interests. At the same time,
community appears to be the favorable social context for the securing of these
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mediations that help individuality to reach the wholeness of the world.
Communitarians hold that community provides normative notions, which
operate as a medium of meaning for the communication of its members. This
position at first sight does not differ importantly from that of liberalists, who
also argue about some normative categories of meaning universally and a
priori given. The only difference is that communitarians, instead of attributing
these notions to some universal anthropological characteristics, see
community as the origin of them and individuals as their a posteriori
possessors.
Cultivating traditional values, the members of a community develop an
ideal good through which the person of the other fixes the limits of the world.
In contrast to liberalists (Rawls, 1971), who defend the priority of the right
over the good, communitarians give rise to the good, claiming that each
person must be treated as an end in itself and never as a means. In their
critique against liberalism, communitarians debate about the liberalist self as a
deontological one, individualized in advance and not shaped in relations with
others (Sandel, 1982).
Communitarians have brought the linking between self-identity and the
good to the fore; however, intense argumentation regarding the content of
good has developed among them. The reason for this argumentation in the
interior of the communitarian circle is due to the dual approaching of good.
On the one hand, good implies generality and impersonality, since it must give
each actor a neutral, moral ground for understanding, or a horizon of moral
meaning, in which every one could find his/her personal, ethical conduct.8 On
the other hand, taking into consideration the plurality of the personal attitudes
toward the “good”, it has been accepted that these attitudes should not be
opposed to the abstract image of good generally shared by the community’s
members. Otherwise, the abstract conceptualization of the “good” should not
contradict the morality of the community. The last phrase does not mean the
subjection of individuality to the community, but the need for a social context
into which individuals may avoid the abstractness of any universal procedure
regarding the definition of duty. Also, it means that through a discursive
forging of shared visions of the “good”, a public sphere of ideas is likely to be
shaped which will counterweight the privacy promoted by modern life.
It is evident that communitarians found an interesting discourse in regard
to the human, affective needs and the idea of the absolute good. However,
they are not so convincing for the possibility of modern societies to promote
the communitarian ideal of solidarity and concern for the other. In
contemporaneous communities this solidarity and concern are usually
reserved for their members, creating in this way insecure and narrow-minded
people, unable to face the challenges of our era.
The reason for this discord between theory and practice perhaps is due to
the fact that communitarian thinking does not proceed to a sociological
analysis of contemporary society. Contrary to the past theories of community
(I remind Töennies and his known distinction between gemeinschaft and
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gesellscaft, as well as the sociological studies carried out particularly between
1920 and 1950) current communitarian research looks into political and not
sociological aspects of contemporary communities. The most known
communitarians investigate community as a place that produces a sense of
belonging or rather as a normative force, than as a part of a functionally
differentiated society. However, it would be not only interesting but also
useful for communitarian thinking sociology to deal again with the subject of
community.
According to the argument of this essay, contemporary society is not
composed of communities but of functional social systems. It is true that in
these systems an observer could distinguish groups of people or communities
involved in activities neither similar to the leading ones of the social systems,
nor opposed to them. I mention the voluntary organizations of civil society,
such as athletic or charitable associations. Usually communities of this kind
are activated in a social system, which produces social goods no
commercialized, such as the system of religion, of family, art and science,
health and social welfare. Nevertheless, it is also true that organizations of
civic society, despite their intentions, rarely succeed in avoiding the selfreferential code of the social system and its dominant rationality.
In their majority modern communities, such as the described above, do
not dispose some predominant features of social structure. They are rather
social settings operating into the boundaries of social systems and they would
be better regarded as places of repose from the plurality of communicative
distinctions. Their members are usually activated in practices complementary
to the main ones of social systems, but instead of being oriented by a
purposive-rational or value-rational action, they are rather driven by an
emotivist perspective (MacIntyre, 1984), which cannot conduct them to selfreflection and self-fulfillment and consequently to well-being.
Emotivism, as we already referred, derived from the great projects of
Modernity and goes in parallel with individualism and the privatization of the
modern individual (Sennet, 1977). The latter, prisoner of a culture that
accentuates personal feelings and emotions, is more interested in persons that
enter his/her private place and belong to his/her social environment than in
outsiders in his/her community or foreigners. The outsider is the impersonal
other who becomes familiar and subject of concern and affection only from
the moment that the mass media bring him/her closer revealing his/her
personal adventures. This kind of emotional interest disappears as soon as
mass media display another personal history, which substitutes the previous
one.
In short, one observes not a true caring for the other, but a sentimental
pleasure that an individual feels following the fate of the unfortunate other.
The fact of emotion is more important than the unhappy events and the moved
individual is more attracted by his/her psychological situation than by the
causes of the other’s misfortune. This kind of narcissistic behavior as Lasch
(1979) argues, is not a selfish one, but a behavior characterized by the fear of
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binding commitments or of giving attention to the needs of the other. As the
fundamental trait of narcissism is self-love, then it is understood that feelings
of caring and genuine altruism cannot be developed in the psyche of the
modern individual.
If the narcissistic individual is the member of the modern communities,
then, where can we find social contexts with features such as those described
by communitarians?

4.2

“Anti-structural” Communities

I wonder if the only communities in correspondence to communitarian ideas
are those activated in the social movements. These communities function as
“anti-structures” (Turner, 1995) in a well-structured functional system. Due to
their atypical form, they can operate as the alter ego of power and
instrumental action. A community of this type is not a permanent system, but
a spontaneous scheme that operates as a critique regarding the unequal,
power-bounded relations.
The anti-structural communities of the social movements are temporal,
historical events that after a short period of function fall into the norms of
structure giving their position to legal institutions. As long as they function,
they could liken to the public space described by Taylor (1996), that is, an
extra-political place of discussion, which does not obey the exercise of power.
Turner (1995) describing an authentic community says that it breaks in
“through the interstices of structure, in liminality; at the edges of structure, in
marginality; and from beneath structure, in inferiority” (p. 128). Replacing the
word “structure” with the word “systems rationality”, we can transfer the
thought of Turner in our model of the functionally differentiated social
systems, and argue about authentic communities, which operate in the frame
of social systems, under the impulse of a code contradictory to the leading one
of the systemic self-reference. Hippies’ communities are according to Turner
good examples of such «anti-structures» in modern Western society. Other
examples are those of the feminist, ecological, colored minorities and
homosexual movements.
These communities emerge spontaneously from social movements and
claim the cancellation of the dominant structural arrangement and hierarchical
order. Therefore, they are characterized by a revolutionary spirit and
temporality. Due to this temporality, if communities do not create
immediately strong fluctuations and consequently radical changes in the social
systems, they soon stop functioning as revolutionary agents and fall into the
situation of structure. However, as long as they operate as «anti-structures»,
they create a novel public sphere, which impels modern individuals to come
out from their privacy. This public sphere could be seen as Taylor (1996)
argues, “as being outside power. It is supposed to be listened to by power, but
it is not itself an exercise of power” (p. 191).
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The members of an authentic community could really develop a genuine
concern for the other, because the community teaches them the staring at the
good. Moreover, as these communities are established as the denial of
structure, that is, anti-structures, they cancel the constitutive features of
structure such as roles, procedures and tasks. By annulling structure, they
invalidate also instrumentality, and thus, they unhook consciousness from the
chain of time allowing its integration with the world. A liberated
consciousness develops a self-reflective and self-fulfilled subjectivity, that is,
a self with a steady identity, able to come to a relationship full of friendship
and solidarity for the other.
Within the context of communities of social movements design
methodologies operate as propulsive means of well-being. The reason is that
methodologies adjusted to a communal context, do not need to surpass the
weaknesses that an instrumental approach dictates to them. The community
itself provides a priori the necessary means, which an actual methodological
process, as it has already been noted, does not dispose.

4.3

Communities in the Economic System

It has also been commented that a functional social system permits a group of
people to operate with goals complementary to its own rather, than an
authentic community to emerge. The best that one can hope to be established
in a social system is the temporary rise of a “community of ideas”. As Fowler
(1996) argues, a “community of ideas” is established when some human
beings decide together “conversing with, and respecting each other in a setting
which is as equal as possible” (p. 89). However, even in the case of a
community of ideas, there are not a priori conditions for the building of a selfreflective personality. These conditions are even more rare and difficult to be
met in the economic system, in general, and in the representative
organizations of this system, in particular. The reason is that profit
organizations such as business firms are the kingdom of instrumentality
therefore communities of ideas are difficult to make their appearance in a
similar context.
Below, I intend to investigate if and under what premises it is possible to
build at least a community of ideas in the economic system and in parallel
with the typical for profit organization.
Modern firms are embedded in purposive-rational action, that is, in space
and time of instrumentality. Therefore, the possibility of creating in this place
a participatory community of ideas is a priori undermined. For building a
community of this kind, communal action should renounce its instrumental
character. It should be anchored on a chain of time different from that of the
communicative distinctions. Otherwise, action should be based on the
personal relationships of interaction, and not on the impersonal relations of
communication. Only thus, on the one hand action is not subjugated to its self-
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production, but obeys the community’s purposes, and on the other hand, the
community’s members, aiming at communal ideals, espouse them as their
supreme good.
An action based on interaction, that is, a non-instrumental action cannot
produce goods that become commodities. The mission of a non-instrumental
action, as MacIntyre claims, is the development of practices oriented to the
production of “internal goods”, that is, goods produced not for the market but
for the welfare of the community.9 Extending the argument of MacIntyre, I
would say that “internal goods” satisfy not only the needs of the participants
in the practices but also of the affected by these practices. Such practices
coincide with the respective ones of the social movements, when the latter
continue to be critical, that is, located on the boundaries of social systems, just
before adopting the rationality of the structure.
Modern firms surely do not produce internal goods. In their case the old
practices as well as the accompanying virtues are lost. The labor process
encourages the alignment of consciousness with the prevailing communication
media, and the human intentions for wealth and power supersede the caring
for the other. Knowing this situation, communitarians do not ground their
theory on the workplace of the modern for profit organizations.
Neither communitarian thinking or organization theory has developed an
approach for linking self-identity and morality with workplace. It is true that
during the last decades some studies referred to self-identity and business
ethics (du Gay, 1996, 2000; Parker, 1998). Nevertheless, most of them
continue to face the human existence as a valued asset, a source of
competitive advantage due to its high quality performance, intelligence and
adaptability. The organization theory, sometimes before and sometimes
behind practice, in order to reinforce business internal consistency, flexibility
and quality, proposes new managerial methods more suitable for the new
entrepreneurial needs. The extensive use of communication systems, teamworking with flexible job design, innovative training and learning,
involvement in decision making with responsibility, performance appraisal
with tight links to contingent pay, etc., are known examples of such methods.
All of them reveal that modern organizations continue to face employees as a
means to an end, reducing them to the position of the other resources they use
for maximal return.
If communities of ideas are founded on a genuine dialogue, then surely, in
the modern workplace, this possibility of a genuine dialogue is a priori
undermined. Action as it is previously analyzed, does not so much leave limits
to dialogue as to decision taking. The velocity of the communicative
distinctions continuously increases not only due to the competition produced
by diminishing resources but, mainly, due to innovations. As the phases of
acting are ends by themselves, they lead to continuously shifting goals, and in
this way they compel employees to accept the intensification of work, and
adopt an inauthentic behavior. Moreover, it is very difficult for the employees
of the modern workplace to divest of their roles and the power that they
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imply, entering with their whole personality a genuine dialogue.
It is obvious that modern employees cannot institutionalize a community
into which a self-identity steadily oriented to the absolute good and well-being
will be constituted. As organized work does not aim at the production of
internal goods, the development of ideals of participation and genuine
dialogue are rather ineffective. The time also disposed by modern employees
is not enough for participating in the communities of ideas outside their
workplace. In short, the public spheres of dialogue such as the communities of
ideas are today available only to persons disconnected from circuits of work
(such as young or aged individuals). The organizations of “civil society” are
mainly composed of inactive or unoccupied individuals, situated on the edge
of social systems.

5.
DESIGNING COMMUNITARIAN DISCURSIVE
AREAS
The previous analysis drove us to the conclusion that methodologies are
compatible with the social context of their implementation. If they are applied
to anti-structural contexts, such as those of social movements, they could
contribute to the promotion of communal aims, and also to the self-reflection
of the community’s members leading them to a situation of well-being. On the
contrary, if they are applied to social systems, then systems rationality will
also be adopted by design. Many problems arise in this last case, and could be
summarized in the following question: under which conditions design
methodologies could be able to exploit their inherent advantages and
overcome the constraints of instrumentality. Otherwise, is it effective design
methodologies to be transformed themselves to “anti-structures” in the
framework of social systems?
In the next section I am attempting to examine the possibilities of
designing in a functional system a discursive area where not only space but
also time will be in suspension. This is not a utopian plan, since a similar
discursive place where the main subject of argument was human well-being,
has already been realized. I mention the Athenian Academy and Lyceum,
where Plato and Aristotle inaugurated a discourse on Morality, Ethics and
Well-being.

5.1

The Ancient Discursive Place

The answers of contemporary philosophy and sociology regarding well-being
are greatly connected with democracy. The realization of well-being needs a
context of dialogue where equal opportunities for decision making and taking
are effective. In the ancient polis, and especially in the Athenian democracy,
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dialogue had been raised as the most important means of the public life at the
end of the Persian war. The difference of the discursive process between
contemporary world and Athens, which makes the latter a classical model of
democracy, is that “the discussions outside this body (the official public
sphere of the ancient polis) prepare for the action ultimately taken by the same
people within it” (Taylor, 1996, p. 191). That means people responsible for
the emergence of power supervised political power. This is the reason that the
ethical life of citizens was the criterion for their competence in politics.
Ending
century B.C., Greek democracy is in decline. It was then, that
traditional public spheres, and of course political thought and action
developed in them, began to lose their value orientation, and a need for their
substitution emerged. Thus, while academic schools were places of
philosophical discourse, they had been transformed to loci for the re-building
the old citizenship, through reason’s search for truth, friendship and wellbeing.
Many studies concerning Greek philosophy have paid attention to the fact
that well-being for ancient Greeks is not only a subject of inquiry, but also a
way of living. For a long period of time, Greeks have tried to realize wellbeing in their schools of teaching, such as Academia, Lyceum, Stoic school,
Epicures garden, etc. Especially at the end of the
B.C. century, Academia
first and Lyceum later, were viewed not only as abstracted places of teaching,
but also as social places where, far from material conditions, theoretical
modes of existence took place at the level of discourse. The soul and mind of
students, following the rules of arguments, were governed by reason, and in
this way, the reconciliation between politics, absolute good and well being
was pursued.
In the old academic schools teaching was developed on the one hand, on
contemplative activities and cultivation of virtues and, on the other hand, on
gymnastics, that is, on exercises of the body. Each school had its own rules for
the regulation of the whole discursive process. The inner organization of the
academic activities allowed students the distraction from the actual life of
polis and their metaphorical transfer to a space where goodness and virtues
could be contemplated.
Analyzing the creation of a dramatic space in the Republic of Plato, Adi
Ophir (1991) develops a similar point commenting on the ideas of Plato about
the philosopher-king
book, paragraphs 484c-486):
He (Plato) opened within the city yet outside it, a new possibility of
action for Greek men. He opened for them a new space within which to
move, a new space in which to exercise their (transformed) manhood,
to go after their (sublimated) desires, to face their (now partial)
finitude, to strive for a (new type) of excellence, and to imprint their
(displaced) will and power, molding anew the organization of the
space, molding it for others to follow and remember them. Their will to
power is to be displaced from the city onto discourse and is to direct
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them in the pursuit of more knowledge not more power. The will to
knowledge would lead them–already within the discursive space–from
the particular to the universal, and from the universal to the whole. (p.
128)

I would like to entrust methodologies of design with a similar role.
Otherwise, to examine if design, operating into the functionally differentiated
societies in general, and into the workplace of the modern firm in particular,
could establish a permanent learning process such as that created in the
ancient schools. This learning process, as it would be institutionalized in
actual workplaces, could be viewed as an anti-workplace. It could be regarded
as space and time in suspension regarding the tasks and duties of the working
life. Operating outside the flow of modern acting, the designed anti-workplace
is likely to create a temporal frame in which the affective and rational stance
of the ego toward the other would be reconciled with instrumentality.

5.2

Discursive Areas in the Modern Workplace.

Our problem as designers is to see how it is possible to maintain the
atypical form of communities of ideas and the beneficial outcome derived
from their function into a structured social system, especially into the
economic one. If dialogue is the constitutive element of communities, firstly,
we should examine the attributes of a similar dialogue.
It is not enough dialogue to achieve the conditions of an ideal,
transcendental situation by satisfying some basic rules of argumentation, such
as truthfulness and equality of participants. Neither it is sufficient everybody
to participate in dialogue and in decision-making. The terms of truthfulness,
equality and participation are indispensable terms of any dialogue evolved in a
public sphere. It is not also enough that during dialogue participants
“understand themselves as belonging to a community which shares some
common purposes and recognizes its members as sharing in these purposes”
(Taylor, 1996, p. 204). More than all that, dialogue should be structured in a
way that participants understand what a stable and healthy identity means. To
obtain it, a discursive reflection on the common good is required. A dialogue
inspired by a shared vision of good shapes steady identities, capable of
entering discursive processes propulsive of self-reflection and self-realization.
In sum, a similar dialogue makes human consciousness able to face the
inhibitors that social systems raise up against it.
In this discursive community participants would be mutually encouraged
to develop self-confidence and to be recognized as human beings of shared
purposes and modes of life. They would generate a heightened sense for their
capacity to come out from the rationality of the communication media and,
surpass the problem of double contingency. In short, this community would
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create in the heart of instrumentality and technical rationality an area devoted
to human understanding.
Design methodologies have a lot in common as well as important
differences with the discursive processes of the ancient philosophical schools.
Their similarities and differences are summarized as below:
Similarities: (a) Displacement of the actors’ attention from the actual to
the purely contemplative realm. This displacement does not mean the
forgetting of the actual, but a transition of thought to pure contemplative
forms, of which the object is exactly the actual. In short, both consider
contemplative realm as a time of suspension in the course of everyday
business. (b) Installation through dialogue of a permanent learning process. (c)
Constitution of a shared understanding. d) Investigation of alternative
solutions. (e) Implementation of a generative and strategic dialogue.
Differences: (a) The purposes of dialogue–Ancient schools aimed at the
creation of a spiritual community and the reaching of well-being. Design
methodologies do not include any concrete aim, but they embrace the
purposes of the participants. (b) The form of dialogue–In the ancient schools
dialogue is unstructured, while in systems methodologies dialogue is
structured in order to be grasped by systems models. (c) The duration of
dialogue–In ancient schools dialogue was continuously repeated, while in
modern firms it is usually a short-term event. (d) The kind of
commitment–Systems methodologies promote the commitment to an action,
while the ancient dialogue tried to build new self-identities through wisdom
and ethics. (e) The role of the teacher versus the role of the facilitator–In
ancient schools, the teacher conducted the process of teaching and he was
competent to deal with the said or the uttered propositions. In methodologies
there is no teacher, but only a facilitator or director of the process. The
jurisdiction of methodologies does not belong to any expert, but only to the
group of participants. (f) The sense of time–Ancient schools of thought run
their activities at the same time with the rest of the political activities. The
society as totality had a unified sense of cyclic time. Today we have the same
phenomenon. Design follows the time of social systems but, as already noted,
our era has a linear conceptualization of time, leading to infinity.
The above differences are mainly differences of culture and it is obvious
that their cancellation, even if it would be desirable, would be difficult to be
obtained. However their suggestion is useful, because it shows the conditions
under which communities of ideas could be developed within social systems.
The difference teaches us that an attempt for bridging the two discursive
domains obliges systems methodologies to investigate the presumptions of
constructing through a methodological process a teleological social system,
that is, a community out of the ordinary stream of business. An ethical or
healthy community as Nelson (1989) names it, should not be the locus of
purposeful activities motivated by instrumental rationality, but a locus of
common self-understanding. Moreover, it should be a place where time will
lose its linear direction.
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The building of a similar community presupposes the clarification of the
notion of good because only a shared understanding of good leads to feelings
of caring and proximity. Making participants aware of the common good,
methodology pulls them out of “fragmentation”. The latter emerges in an
individualist society, “when people come to see themselves more and more
individualistically or, otherwise put, as less and less bound to their fellow
citizens in common projects and allegiances” (Taylor, 1996, p. 211).
Seeing good as “a fuzzy situation”, participants will approach it without
oversimplifications. Guided by reason, and using simultaneously their
creativity and empathy, participants will be encouraged to articulate their
deepest experiences, to devise alternatives of good and well-being, to form
patterns, to synthesize their opinions, and finally to model their desired, ideal
situation. This last prerequisite differentiates design activity from a therapy
group process, which addresses only new ways of understanding.
Nevertheless, ancient communities, such as those of the ancient schools,
while instructing us the appropriate telos, they cannot do the same to the
methodological process. This is due to the fact that the process is the
materialization of time and time is the main cause of difference between the
two cultures. How the two flows of time, the one of communities and the
other of social systems, could coexist? If both times are real, how could they
cooperate and work in parallel without social disturbances?
There is a form of discourse able to change the historical time, and this is
narration. The narrative time is the only one that establishes a sense of the
present; let’s say of a narrative Now (Chatman, 1978). If design
institutionalizes in the social systems an anti-structure that recalls Now, then
the linearity of time is canceled and with it instrumentality; consciousness,
beyond the anxiety of time, reintegrates life with the whole world.

5.3

Design and Narrative Time

Narration always evolves in the present. The narrated events are developing
now, despite the fact that their history concerns the past or the future. Namely,
the historical time, that is, the time in which the story happens, is annulled and
the narrated action, through selected narrative forms, is concentrated on the
present; thus, a closed circuit of time is created.
On the contrary, in design designers and participants conceptualize time
linearly, because the beginning of time is in the past and its end in the future.
As it is already commented, this is the time of instrumentality. Nevertheless,
an alternative solution could be found. Thus, the atemporalization of design
process, otherwise, the transformation of the linear direction of time to a
cyclic one would be fulfilled.
If we view design process as a narration, according to which conceptual
models will be regarded as events of the story’s composition, then, following
Ricoeur (1990), we could say that the alternative solution is the act of
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repetition. By repetition, we mean the existential probing deeply into plot, in a
way that human consciousness is situated in an atemporal or ahistorical time,
that is, into remembrance. Remembrance, as Ricoeur (1990) claims, is not the
evolving of the episodic time, but the movement that brings us back to the
horizon of the potentialities that narration recollects.
In design narration has a dialogic form. Using all linguistic games,10 the
participants of dialogue could have the opportunity to deconstruct or to
proceed to a genealogical inquiry of their everyday work and life experience,
to recollect by narrating the instants of their life, and thus, to recycle time. In
so doing, a genuine hearing and talking are created and thus, participants,
sharing their vision of good, proceed to a self-reflecting on their proper
working conditions and life styles.
In sum, design process, before reaching expectations, should help
participants, on the one hand, to traverse all the phases of reflection regarding
goodness and, on the other hand, to reveal their personal stance in front of the
world. By returning to the past through the narrating of their experiences and
through the hearing of the others’ experiences, the participants of a design
methodology maybe comprehend “what Ithaca means” as the Greek poet
Kavafis suggests writing about the return of Ulysses.

NOTES
1

The term «grand narratives», according to the meaning that Lyotard attributed to it, contains
on the one hand, the big theories, which deal with the development of the human spirit, and on
the other hand, the practical or political discourse referred on human emancipation (J. F.
Lyotard, 1988).
2
The distinguishing of two kinds of emancipation–objective and subjective–derives from the
writings of Karl Marx. According to Marx, “objective” emancipation is referred to the capitalist
conditions of production, in which labor is objectified in merchandises exchanged in the
market. The result is that labor, as it is embodied in material goods, stands in front of the
worker as something adversary, not belonging to him. In “subjective” alienation the impact of
the work under capitalism on the psychological situation of the worker is analyzed (T. B.
Bottomore and M. Rubel, 1961, p. 169).
3

As Weber (1964, p. 115) describes it, this is a type of action which is oriented to “a system of
discrete individual ends (zweckrational), that is, through expectations as to the behavior of the
objects in the external situation and of other human individuals, making use of these
expectations as “conditions” or “means” for the successful attainment of the actor’s own
rationality chosen ends”.
4
“Poiesis” is a word derived from the Greek verb poiein that means constructing or producing.
“Praxis” is similar to the notion of practice, as Alasdair MacIntyre interprets it. The latter
understands practice as “any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative
human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course
of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially
definitive of, that form of activity... ” (MacIntyre, 1984, P. 187).
5
These symbolic categories of meaning have first been analyzed by Parsons (Parsons and Shils,
1951) as meaningful categories for the steering of the subsystems of society. Later, Habermas
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(1984) uses the same media, called steering media, such as money and power, in order to
explain the social differentiation and function between systemic and life world. Finally,
Luhmann (1989, 1995) applies the same media, called symbolically generalized communication
media, not only as means for promoting or for explaining the differentiation of society in social
systems. He also considers them as means of conditioning a system’s selection of
communication, that is, as a code for the self-reference of the social system.
6
Here“discourse” is used to refer to human interaction; that is, to production and interpretation
of dialogic forms between speaker and addressee.
7
I mention the works of C.W. Churchman (1971, 1982), G. Vickers (1981), I. Mitroff and H.
Linstone (1993), W. Ulrich (1983), B. H. Banathy (1996), and others.
8
This division of good between moral/generalized and ethical/particularized has been inspired
by the Habermas (1994) distinction between moral and ethical discourses. According to
Habermas, ethical discourse is referred to the norms of actions, which contribute to our selfunderstanding, while moral discourse submits our norms of action to a univcrsalization test in
which the results of our actions are judged according to the degree of their generalization. A
generalized conceptualization of good, that is, good in its abstractedness, is usually
conceptualized either as happiness or pleasure (see utilitarian good), either as an achievement of
humans’ inherent mental potentialities (see Aristotelian well-being), or as love for the other (see
Christian good).
9
According to MacIntyre, external goods are those “that when achieved they are always some
individuals’ property and possession.”. On the contrary, internal goods are those “that their
achievement is a good for the whole community who participate in the practice” (1984, p. 190191).
10
Wittgenstein in Philosophical Investigation used the term “linguistic games” firstly. This
term has been again used by Lyotard in Post-modern Condition. Here, it is used according to
the meaning given to it by Lyotard.
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Chapter 5
DIALOGUE AND SPIRITUALITY
The Art of Being Human in a Changing World

DANNY MARTIN
Cross River Connections, Cross River, New York

1.

INTRODUCTION

The revival of spirituality suggests that something essential is not being
addressed adequately in our society today. The roots of this revival are twofold: One concerns our unprecedented situation of human capacity and impact
(technology, resources) and the (related) problems (environmental
degradation, social inequity) that it brings in its wake. The other concerns our
lack of a foundational story–a functional cosmology–that would enable us to
understand what is happening: who we are and where we fit in the grand
scheme of things. Spirituality has to do with making sense of our world and
knowing how to live creatively in it.
A related aspect of our situation is that the institutions that direct and
express our lives–politics, health, law, education, and religion–are no longer
adequate to the challenges we face in modern society. They are no longer able
to help us sufficiently in the various aspects of living that they represent.
These institutions require radical redesign in order to fulfill their stated
purposes in a world that has changed enormously since the time they were
first developed. Spirituality also has to do with institutions and structures in
that it inspires them with vision and purpose.
Dialogue is not only a technology for redesign or for organizational
change management, though it is that too. It is however more fundamentally a
way of relating to the world that has implications for human society at all
levels. Dialogue, therefore, may be seen as related to spirituality, perhaps even
a form of spirituality.
The intention here is to explore aspects of dialogue and relate them to
spirituality and spiritual practices. For example, the attitude of openness and
the skill of listening constitute the kind of attention that prayer speaks of. In
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005
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this way it is hoped to show how dialogue can enrich spirituality with its
disciplines for living more creatively, while spirituality can offer a context and
vision to dialogue that enables it to come to full maturity as a continuous
encounter with reality (God) however understood and defined.

2.

THE POWER OF CONVERSATION

Both dialogue and spirituality are kinds of conversations. The former is
generally understood as happening with others (people, animals, things), while
the latter is normally viewed as an encounter with the deeper aspects of life–
with God, however defined. The two are related, perhaps as levels of the same
conversation.
Conversation is about connecting with life through others. The word has
its roots in the Latin word ‘con-vertere’ which means to ‘turn with.’ It has the
sense of working with life: with other human beings, certainly, but also with
other things.
To work with things in the indescribable
relationship is not too hard for us...
– Rilke
The word ‘conversion’ which has the same root adds a dimension of
change or development. When we work with life, things change: we see things
differently, we understand better what is going on; we co-create as we
participate in the emergence of new meaning. When we converse, life
happens, the world unfolds.
My experience of good conversation has included moments of
breakthrough, sometimes out of painful impasses. At such times only the
skillful reflection of a friend or counselor could enable me to see things in a
new way that allowed for unanticipated resolution. More often this
conversation has involved a gradual building of relationship over time, with
now and then a glimpse of the unexpected. Always, however, at its best,
conversation like this is about discovery and becoming, a creative process,
even in its more casual forms. Interestingly, the word ‘gossip’ is a shortened
form of ‘God speaks.’
There has been also the sometimes heady experience of working with a
partner or on a great team. In this case, it is as if the intensity of the interaction
is heightened by the focus, allowing insights to flow more steadily. Athletes
speak of being in the ‘zone’ to describe something that can happen whenever
two or more are gathered for a common purpose. Skill added to this intention
can bring the collaboration to ever-new heights.
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Of course, there were the conversations around the fire or in the pub
which have a measure of both of the above. Here casual conversation is taken
to new places. In some cultures, like my own Irish world, it is a true process
of re-creation to spend a couple of hours in what can only be described as an
art form where normal exchange is enriched with story and sometimes spiced
with song. Conversation, at its best, is often experienced as something quite
playful.
May what I do flow from me like a river,
No forcing and no holding back,
The way it is with children...
– Rilke
Finally, there has been what at first glance appears to be the direct
opposite: the silent, in the sense of wordless, conversation of meditation. To
sit with others (whether distant or immediately present) in silence with the
intention and focus that meditation requires is to participate in the unfolding
of life in a way that is perhaps even richer than the exchange of words. Here,
the flow is less cluttered with the baggage that talk can bring and the exchange
less contrived because one is deliberately focused on making space for truth.
Conversation like this is joining forces to allow life to happen, to enable the
unknown, the not-yet, to find form.
I believe in all that has never yet been spoken;
I want to free what waits within me,
So that what no one has dared to dream of
May for once spring clear without my contrivance...
– Rilke
When we add to this exchange the challenge of diversity–cultural,
religious, gender, age, etc.–the possibilities are even greater. The insight that it
is important to love our enemies comes not from a moralizing place but from
the awareness that it is the holding together of differences that creates new
possibilities, whether in human intercourse or the symbiosis of less complex
organisms.
In all of these conversation experiences it has struck me that I was
participating in something more than the sharing of information. In time I
came to realize that I found–discovered, experienced, realized–my truest self
in good conversation. In fact even my private reflections were related to these
conversations, either as preface or postscript. In meditation I might distill the
insight but the work had been done in earlier conversation. I concluded that
good–in the sense of skilled–conversation could be a tool of the spiritual
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process. On further reflection it seemed that every personal
encounter/conversation (with nature, for example) was actually a potential
spiritual experience, especially if the encounter was enhanced with skills and
other supports. When I began to work in a formal way with dialogue as a tool
for fostering creative interaction in groups and organizations it became clear
to me that here was a body of knowledge and practices that could actually
make conversation a spiritual tool. The conclusion appeared to be that
dialogue and spirituality are deeply connected; that dialogue is a practice or
discipline (perhaps even the essential practice) of spirituality while spirituality
offers a context or at least a vision for any true dialogue.
The purpose of these reflections is to explore the connections between
dialogue and spirituality. I will do this by defining the two terms and then
making what I see are the connections. I will conclude by exploring some
aspects of a Dialogue-Spirituality and its applications. But, before that, let me
offer a context for these reflections.

3.

A CONTEXT

The following attempt at describing a context uses what I trust is a helpful mix
of philosophy, theology and science. I offer it with the ‘caveat’ that, while it is
clearly not possible to describe reality, this realization has never stopped us
from trying. It would seem that the desire to have meaning, even if it is the
meaning we ourselves create, is essential to the human condition.

3.1

Levels of Reality

I propose three levels of reality: the Virtual, the Quantum, and the Material.
By the Virtual I refer to the world of mystery, the unknown or perhaps, more
accurately, the not-yet. It is the source of life where all potential lies and all
possibility exists. It might be defined as a reservoir of energy that feeds all
things, the ground of being itself, the life force that drives the universe.
The Quantum level of reality is the world of relationships: patterns of
interaction beneath the surface of things that suggest probability, which is how
physicists would define objects–“patterns of probability.” One example of
these patterns of probability is the relationship of electrons that circle a
nucleus and which constitute–are the foundation for–an atom. Atoms, which
we tend to think of as the building blocks of things, are, in fact, mostly space
(possibility) where particles relate in patterns (probability) that allow the
atoms to exist.
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The Material, finally, is the world of things that are, therefore, the
manifestations of invisible energy–the Virtual–which are born out of multiple,
changing relationships–the Quantum. The word ‘exist’ comes from the Latin
‘ex-stare’ which means to stand out. Existence is the web of relationships that
allows the Virtual to stand out in the form of things. It is the continuous
change going on in these relationships that constitutes growth and
development, and life and death thereby.
At the heart of the Virtual is the impulse of differentiation. This creative
force that has been described more poetically as (holy) longing, pervades all
relationships and all things. It is the underpinning ‘isness’ of life that makes
each thing unique–different. It is the energy of life that impels the process of
unfolding, evolving, becoming.
At the heart of the Quantum is the capacity to relate that comes from an
essential ‘interiority’ or intelligibility. This interiority is the foundation of the
autonomy and dignity of all forms of life. The capacity to relate constitutes
all things. We speak of the soul of a person or a place or an object when we
want to articulate its essence which lies beneath appearances. All things are
energized by the creative force of the universe and shaped by relationships.
All forms of life, in other words, serve the unfolding of the Virtual by giving
expression to it through the relationships that constitute their existence:
bodies, the world of plants and animals, the things we construct, etc. In human
beings this process has produced not only our particular physical form but also
our self-reflective consciousness. Human beings are holy longing come to
consciousness. Human beings serve the unfolding of life by bringing the
Virtual to self awareness through our relationships.
At the heart of the Material–the world of objects–is ‘communion’: all
things are drawn toward everything else. This applies at every level of
existence, from stars to flowers, and from gravity to sex. Things grow and
develop through the impulse to relate. The unfolding of the universe takes
place through the coming together of (different) things in a communion that
does not deny the interiority of any individual. This is how life in all its forms
is born.
In a sense, the myriad forms of life ‘celebrate,’ just by being alive, the
source that enlivens them and the quantum relationships that shapes them in
their unfolding. In doing so, they call the Virtual into being. This is the
purpose of all things. It is why birds sing and plants bloom, it is why the
mountains tower and the waters flow, and it is why human beings are aware of
what’s going on around them.
All things together in the web of existence manifest the mystery of the
Virtual more completely than any single form of life. While it is tempting to
think of ourselves as the peak of the evolutionary process and the ultimate
refinement of the unfolding energy of life, it is more accurate to see ourselves
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as the bearers of a great gift that everything has conspired to create and that
therefore belongs to all things. Self-reflective consciousness is not simply the
possession of human beings, but is, more accurately, the consciousness of all
life–all things, all souls, all relationships–because all things have contributed
to its development. We come from the stardust that formed the earth and
created the plants and the animals. Through my eyes the stars now look back
at themselves in wonder. The stars come to themselves in a new way in my
self-reflective relationships. Where two or three are gathered in loving
relationship, the stars shine more brightly in the communion that also enriches
the lives of the participants in the relationship:
You filled him as he called you into being....
– Rilke
These ideas are shaped by the findings of modern science which describe
reality to us as vast space filled with potential (the Virtual): a Quantum world
of relationships that underpins all things. Life emerges, the scientists tell us, as
a chord that explodes out of separate notes held together into something that
had no reality before the relationship, and has no reality when the relationship
ceases. All things are like chords in the music of the spheres:
inspired/moved/initiated by the infinite potential of the Virtual, shaped,
formed and held in being by the underpinning relationships of the Quantum,
and returning to the Virtual whence they came to become part of yet other
chords–the material process of life and death. The universe unfolds through
relationships–multiple, messy relationships–that bring together all things in
creative symbiosis. Life is less the survival of the fittest than the flourishing
of those that fit together. The basic impulses of cosmogenesis–differentiation,
interiority and communion–together constitute the unfolding of life.
To participate creatively with life means then to understand how things
are related. If we are to impact anything we will only do so by focusing on the
quantum level of relationships that hold the thing in existence. In this sense,
all true encounters happen at the quantum level, just as all true change
happens when the underpinning relationships that determine a situation are
explored.

3.2

A New Story

There is a second aspect of our context that impacts in more immediate ways
and that is the times we live in. These are times of unprecedented problems as
well as great potential, times when old forms–ideas, institutions, and
structures–have become inadequate to the new challenges we face. The
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challenges catalyze us into action, but how we act is related to how we
understand reality. Cultural historian and environmentalist, Thomas Berry
(1999) speaks of the Story that makes sense of the world for us. He is
referring to a ‘functional cosmology.’ Cosmology is our founding story, our
story of origins and our source of intelligibility and value. Cosmology is what
enables us to make sense of things, of change and challenges, of sickness and
death. The fundamental problem, says Berry (1999), is that our old cosmology
is no longer adequate to the world we find ourselves in today. Our old
assumptions about the origins and directions of life have been discarded. The
findings of science have caused us to dismiss many beliefs about how the
world works, and with them the systems we have built around these beliefs.
Religion can no longer speak of a God in a physical heaven. Jurisprudence can
no longer claim inalienable rights for humans only. Education cannot simply
teach children to exploit the earth. And business can no longer think only in
terms of a material ‘bottom line.’ The Old Story of life is finished. The soul of
human society–the web of our relationships–has been changed.
The problem is that a New Story has not yet been fully developed in the
sense that the findings of science which do indeed offer a framework for a
functional cosmology have not yet been adequately translated into mythical or
theological or ethical or educational or commercial terms. Efforts have
certainly been made in this direction in all of these areas, including, for
example, the development of an Earth Charter that articulates foundational
principles for a New Story, but much more has to be done to draw out the
implications. For this we will need what British social historian, Theodore
Zeldin, calls ‘a new conversation’ (2000). The New Story has to be told at
every level. We need the poets and artists to capture its spirit and develop the
mythical dimension. The various institutions will then redefine themselves
accordingly. The religions will recreate their symbology, education will
prepare our children for a different world, and so on. For this, however, we
need multiple, cross-sectoral conversations. We need, in fact, a
comprehensive approach that can inspire and direct our efforts which are
nothing less than redefining what it means to be human in a new world.

4.

DEFINING SPIRITUALITY

These concepts reflect the wisdom of the great spiritual traditions that predate
religion, which is only one of the mediators of spirituality. In fact, religion,
which has contributed substantially to the spiritual journey, has often also
undermined spirituality for reasons that had more to do with fear and control
which are the roots of the patriarchal impulse that has dominated religion for
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5000 years. Spirituality, on the other hand, has much deeper roots, stretching
back 70,000 years to the first glimmers of consciousness.
Spirituality would describe the three levels of reality as God/Mystery, the
Soul, and the World. Most of the major religions (with the exception of Islam)
describe the mystery of cosmogenesis in similar trinitarian forms such as
Father, Son and Spirit, or Creator, Destroyer, and Redeemer.
We suggested that poets and artists must capture the spirit of the New
Story of the unfolding universe and develop the foundational myth needed to
underpin our thinking and actions. The implication is that spirituality is not
confined to human beings but more accurately describes the process of life
itself: the journey of the Virtual into existence through relationship.
Spirituality is the story of God-becoming-world through the soul. We might
define spirituality, therefore, as the journey of life as it unfolds into and out of
form after form, becoming itself through multiple, messy relationships.
Spirituality is the process of all things which instinctively follow the impulses
that drive them.
For most things this happens naturally–spontaneously, as it were–only in
human beings does a complication arise:
Each thing --each stone, blossom, child -is held in place.
Only we, in our arrogance,
push out beyond what we each belong to
for some empty freedom...
– Rilke
In human beings who are blessed (and cursed) with self-awareness, there
is a certain deliberateness or choice about this process and the possibility,
therefore, of confusion and distortion. The self-awareness which adds infinite
potential to the unfolding of the world also presents what one might call the
‘challenge of separateness’ to the bearers of this ambivalent gift. I am not
referring here to the fact of difference and uniqueness that is ideally the cause
of richer possibility, but the illusion of ‘apart-ness’ (what Rilke describes as
‘empty freedom’) that is born out of the distortions of self-reflection. It is this
illusion of separateness that is fear’s first cause and is at the root of the power
struggles, exploitation and destruction that create suffering as the attempt to
protect ourselves against the infinite spaces that threaten, it would appear, to
annihilate us.
If we surrendered
to earth’s intelligence
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we would rise uprooted, like trees.
Instead we entangle ourselves
in knots of our own making
and struggle, lonely and confused.
–Rilke
In the face of this challenge we need help to enable us to participate
creatively in the unfolding world, for it does not come easily to us to
‘surrender to earth’s intelligence.’
I would suggest then that spirituality for us is essentially the art of being
truly human and the practice of living creatively in the world. As we noted,
while other creatures are programmed genetically to know how to live in the
world, we have to figure it out for ourselves in a sense, throughout the course
of our lives. We are genetically programmed to adapt, to learn, and to act
accordingly. This is the source of our cultures–our many ways of being in the
world. These cultures have been responses to particular circumstances that
have now changed: from the local to the global, for example, and from the
simple to the more complex. We need a new culture that addresses these
changed circumstances. What that means effectively is the application of
spirituality as the art of being human in the world today to the redefinition of
our role in the web of life and the redesign of our institutions to reflect this
understanding.
One way of approaching this task might be to ask, when am I most truly
myself? The implication is that we already know who we are and what it
means to be human, though the distractions and cares of everyday life, and by
extension the values and attitudes of our modern culture, cause us to forget or
ignore this. The reason we know is that we are indeed woven into the fabric of
life and are shaped by ‘earth’s intelligence.’ Being human then means living as
a part of the web of life. It means recognizing, for example, that our
aspirations are essentially to be in harmony with the mystery (the
Virtual/God) that underpins our existence. It involves seeing that our purpose
is to live in interdependent communion with all things (the Quantum/Soul).
And it includes appreciating that our particular contribution (the Material) to
the world is the gift of awareness that we bring to the process. However, in
the face of the distortions that dog us–the ‘knots of our own making’–
spirituality first has to do with liberating ourselves from the illusion of being
separate and fostering a deeper awareness of how we are in fact connected to
the world.
This awareness includes the fundamental intuition that life is ultimately
meaningful and good. The intuition is universal; it is confined neither to
religion nor to any one culture. It is a knowledge imprinted on every human
heart as it were. This intuition is the foundation of the spiritual journey which
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at its most basic is the intention to live deliberately, as Thoreau put it: to
cooperate with life and to participate in its unfolding. It is articulated
variously in the world of religion as the desire to have meaning in one’s life, to
experience the presence of God, however named or not named, and to have
the support of God in our quest for peace and creativity. It is to become one
with the mystery of life.
For this intention to be realized, however, certain basic conditions must be
created and fostered. These include an essential openness to life, both the
people we meet and the things we encounter (‘surrendering to earth’s
intelligence..’). Such conditions do not occur automatically, of course, but
require the application of disciplines to reinforce intention. The disciplines are
intended to foster the ability to be truly present in a way that would allow us
to experience the depths of the things we encounter. They include also study
to deepen our understanding of this experience within the larger context of the
world we inhabit, reflection to draw out the (moral) implications for us as part
of this web of life, and decision and action to complete (and continue) the
process. These disciplines constitute nothing less than continuous personal
(and public) transformation at the most fundamental level.
From this we might extrapolate a method for the spiritual journey: Level
one is experience, the immediate encounter with life in whatever form that
reveals a glimpse of the Virtual–the god, the energy, the beauty that is the
source of its being–and of the quantum relationships–the souls–that underpin
its material forms. Level two is understanding what this experience means
in the larger context of existing knowledge. Others have experienced life at
this level and they have much to teach us. Level three involves reflection on
the (moral) implications of this experience-now-understood for my life. Level
four, finally, is decision that leads to action that is based on the conclusions
of the previous levels. This method is how human beings participate in the
unfolding of life. It is how the Virtual becomes incarnate through us and how
morality translates into justice in the worlds we create. It is, moreover, a
continuous process whereby each decision/action leads to a new experience
that starts a new cycle toward deeper understanding and more creative
reflection.
Prayer, which perhaps more than anything else characterizes the spiritual
process, is really the application of Thoreau’s ‘deliberateness.’ It implies a
quality of presence that can heighten experience, deepen our understanding,
refine our reflections and enrich our actions. In the Christian world, there is
the axiom: ‘age quod agis’ (‘do what you are doing’) that reflects the better
known concept of ‘mindfulness’ of the Buddhist experience. Prayer as this
quality of presence is the essential discipline of spirituality. From this
perspective we can understand how spirituality and life can be the same thing
as indigenous cultures believe and how some traditions can teach that ‘to
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work–to do anything in fact–is to pray.’ The difference is in the quality of
presence and attention. Prayer reflects a spirituality that is understood as being
deeply and creatively present in the world.
Ritual, another essentially spiritual activity, is a way of celebrating the
meaning of life: not in the sense that life is thereby understood, rather in the
sense that this is a way of deliberately joining with a mystery that we are part
of. Human beings, the ultimate symbolic creatures, have always celebrated
the larger realities within which they exist: Like the rhythms of the seasons or
the return of the sun after winter. Ritual, in the context we have described,
would celebrate the New Story with its particular canon of saints and martyrs:
the supernova who sacrificed themselves to become the building blocks of the
planets; the oceans that provided our first home; the bacteria who took up
residence in the new hosts that evolved into our bodies, etc.
All of these are ways in which we can learn to participate in the great
spiritual unfolding of life. In us, the stages of the process begin with simple
survival. This is the case in both personal development and human evolution.
A second stage is when we experience a sense of some control over life. In
time this translates into an experience of peace with the world I share. Later
stages include the development of intuitive wisdom and a more conscious cocreative relationship with things. The highest stages of our spiritual journey
take us to the awareness of unity with God. One can see these stages not only
in individuals but also in cultures. The stages of the journey have determined
the kind of god worshipped and the kind of society created. For example, a
person or people at the stage of survival will worship a distant, fearful god and
create a hierarchical society with one or a very few powerful figures holding
control over the masses who are without power. The stages represent the
spiritual journey of the human form of the universe. The journey is our own
personal process but it is also our way of participating in and contributing to
the work of life: what Thomas Berry (1999) calls ‘the Great Work.’ What is
implied in the process is the ongoing transformation of human and planetary
life
This work, however, cannot be done in a vacuum or without support,
whether in the vast reaches of the galaxies or in the more humble
surroundings of a human life. Change (transformation) is enabled by
appropriate parallel changes in one’s environment: changes that will support
the new understanding and convictions. The various methods of recovery and
healing–12 Step programs, etc. –all highlight the same conclusion: we cannot
change alone. Nothing happens in isolation, rather relationship is the
fundamental component of all growth and development.
Spirituality then is nothing less than the ongoing process of universal
unfolding through the awakening, understanding, reflecting, deciding, and
acting that happens in our relationships. In concrete terms it is the continuous

Danny Martin

82

process of redesign of all forms of life–planets, mountains, organisms, human
lives, social structures, institutions–to reflect and support these changing
relationships.
Modern science describes the world as a seamless web that holds all life
in a common process of interacting forms, all of them different, and all of
them reflecting in their unique way the energy that created them: A unity-indiversity. The uniqueness of human life is its self-reflective capacity. In
human beings the unfolding universe becomes self-aware. Being truly human,
therefore, means being aware on behalf of the world that shapes us and gives
us life. It is co-creating with the universe, the way all things do. It means
interacting with others–people and things–in an increasingly conscious/aware
way: being present to them, understanding them, holding their uniqueness,
and allowing life to unfold through this interaction. In practical terms, this
might translate into the protection of the environment, or the preservation of
cultures, or the promotion of justice.
Spirituality is the art of interacting with the world in a way that is
conscious, intentional, and skillfully creative. It is Zeldin’s (2000) ‘new
conversation’ for redesigning our world and redefining our place in it.

5.

DEFINING DIALOGUE

The word dialogue comes from two Greek words: ‘logos’ which refers to
‘meaning,’ ‘knowledge,’ ‘word’; and ‘dia’ which means ‘through.’ Dialogue is
essentially participating in the unfolding of meaning. It is a creative
interaction that allows–enables–new insights and unexpected ideas to emerge
from the encounter. When we say that a relationship or a team is more than
the sum of its parts we are referring to dialogue.
Today dialogue has lost this richer sense and is understood (or
misunderstood) to mean simply talk of any kind. However, for many societies
in the past, dialogue was regarded as a special form of exchange. For the
Greeks, the word ‘logos’ actually referred to ultimate meaning. The early
Christians, writing their gospels in Greek, used the word ‘logos’ to define the
creative word of God: ‘In the beginning was the Word (logos) and the Word
was God.’ is the opening phrase in the Gospel of John. Dialogue was
understood, therefore, to be a sacred act, a co-creative process with God. In
fact, most early societies used dialogue as the means to define themselves.
Indigenous peoples in North America sat in a ‘talking circle’ to make
important decisions about the tribe. In tribal society in general, the individual
is defined by the group. In this sense a person comes to know him/herself
through dialogue.
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Dialogue has actually taken many creative forms in order to achieve a
variety of goals. The Salons of the Renaissance brought dialogue to new
levels of elegance. The Quakers used ‘silent’ dialogue as a form of prayer.
The ‘12 Step’ movement of sharing and support has proved effective as a way
of recovery from addiction. Today, the emphasis in many of our institutions is
on collaboration and partnership as the most effective way of addressing
complex issues. Social commentator, Daniel Yankelovich (1999), says that as
the world becomes increasingly complex, and the potential for
misunderstanding each other even more than we already do increases with this
complexity, we will need something more than ordinary conversation if we
are to live in harmony with each other. Thomas Berry (1999) would add that
this harmony would have to include not only the human but also the natural
world in what he calls ‘mutually enhancing human-earth relations, if we are
actually to survive in the future. It is time now for a new conversation that is
deliberate, intentional, and skillful; that will take place between individuals
and among communities, across sectors, across gender, race and creed; and
even across species. I suggest we use the word ‘Dialogue’ for this
conversation, that we capitalize it as a proper noun to emphasize the
deliberateness implied and the skills that must be (re)learned.
David Bohm, the English scientist who was known as the Father of
Quantum Physics,’ brought his interest in the interaction of quantum particles
to the way people interact. In conversational experiments with Indian
philosopher Krishnamurti, Bohm concluded that it is possible to foster
collective thinking by which he meant, individuals thinking together without
losing their individuality. The image of a flock of birds in flight, moving as
one without destroying the reality of the individual birds, captures the idea.
The poet Rilke describes the process as holding differences together in a
creative tension:
I am the rest between two notes
Which are somehow always in discord
Because death’s note wants to climb over.
But in the dark interval, reconciled,
The stay there trembling and the song goes on, beautiful.
– Rilke
Dialogue uses the differences between things to create something new.
After Bohm’s death the organizational development world became
interested in Dialogue as a way of addressing the challenges of organizations
in a more creative way. In recent years, we at Cross River Connections have
attempted to apply Dialogue to community health through partnership
building.
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Dialogue, we are suggesting then, is not simply discussion, which focuses
on analysis, reduction, comparison, contrast, and conclusions based on already
existing criteria. The word ‘discussion’ has its roots in the word to ‘cut in two.’
It is of course a very useful process for measuring and comparing and
concluding. But Dialogue is about getting beyond differences to something
new.
Nor is Dialogue the same as debate which comes from the Latin to ‘beat
down’ (de-battere). Debate, we might argue, is appropriate in certain
circumstances but it tends to produce winners and losers with little new
knowledge produced from the process. Dialogue offers a way in which every
participant wins because every participant is creating the outcome.
The story of the five blind men who are asked to describe an elephant has
become something of a classic example of Dialogue in action. One man ‘sees’
the elephant as a tree, another as a wall, a third as a rope, etc. When you ask
the question, which of the blind men is right, the first answer tends to be, ‘all
of them are right.’ But then immediately comes the realization that, of course,
none of them is right in the sense of having a complete picture of the elephant.
How the blind men need to interact in order for the elephant to emerge is a
description of the skills and values of Dialogue. As Rilke highlighted in his
poem, it is, in fact, the differences between the perspectives that will allow a
more complete picture to emerge. Provided, that is, that the differences are
held in a creative tension, that each opinion is understood and honored
without necessarily being agreed to. I deliberately said ‘a more complete
picture’ to emphasize that the unfolding of meaning is never finished, that the
process is infinite, that truth is a proleptic concept.
Dialogue consists of a combination of attitudes and skills that will allow
this to happen: attitudes like a willingness to be influenced, and skills like the
capacity to listen deeply. Underpinning both attitudes and skills, however, is
intention. The intention in Dialogue is not to win or force a position but to
work toward greater truth through deepened understanding. Yankelovich
(1999) speaks of three essential conditions that enable Dialogue to happen:
these are openness, empathy, and equality. When these are in operation,
Dialogue is happening. We have all known this experience in various ways,
whether on a good team or in a great exchange. We know when Dialogue is
happening, for we feel enriched, even energized, by the encounter. By the
same token we also know when it is not happening for we feel enervated, even
abused by the exchange.
Dialogue focuses on the underpinning and usually unconscious (tacit)
assumptions that shape our thinking and behavior. To change a situation we
need to change the thinking that created it. In order to change what we think
we need to change how we think. Dialogue is about thinking together;
thinking with others in order to come to shared understanding. When this

Dialogue and Spirituality

85

occurs all sorts of things can happen: people see things in new ways; they
relate to the world differently; they participate in the emergence of new
insights that are owned by all the participants in the conversation.

5.1

The Prison of Perception

We live in a world of constant interaction. The encounters we have with
others–people, things, places, ideas–are the foundation of our lives. They are
the means of our survival: the things we eat and wear, the fundamental tasks
we perform. They are the way we learn: the information we take in, the ideas
we generate. They are the food of our soul: the love we receive, the meaning
we discover, the hope that arises in us. Through our exchanges we co-create
with the forces that energize and ground all things. This theory is more often
honored in the breach. Our interactions are seldom ideal and they are often
less than creative.
The basic reason for this is that many of our interactions are what we
might call “petrified relationships.” By this I mean that the way we interact
with others becomes stuck in a groove, the way the gramophone needle used
to get stuck in the grooves of the old records, continuing to play the same tune
over and over until something nudged the needle forward. In other words, we
tend to develop habits of interaction–ways of relating–that produce the same
kind of results over and over. In time, we come to assume that this is the way
of things: this is how life is, this is what relationships are like, this is what you
can expect from people, and so on. If nothing ever nudges us forward, we will
continue to relate to life in this way, deepening the groove we are in with
every encounter, and reinforcing thereby our convictions about reality.
One definition of madness is ‘doing the same thing over and over and
expecting different results.’ It is clear that we are all touched by this madness.
Could it be otherwise? Could things be different? Better? Lots of things–the
advertising world, the ideas we read about, the memories of childhood, the
hopes that lie deep in the heart, the promises of religion–suggest to us that
they could. So we tell ourselves, ‘tomorrow will be better,’ and we make
promises. But. like the New Year resolutions that don’t last beyond January 3,
we soon break our promises and find ourselves back in the same old place.
Only this time, our expectations have been lessened, our hopes somewhat
dimmed; we have become a little more skeptical, a little less trusting. Of
course, we can see quite clearly why this happens: we have not nudged the
needle forward. Which means that we have not broken the habit, not managed
to break out of the groove. We see that this is because the groove has come to
feel like the right way, the natural thing to do. It is certainly the way of least
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resistance, whereas attempting to do things differently creates real challenges.
So how to move forward effectively?
The first step is to understand what is happening: what is preventing us
from moving forward and doing things in a way that would produce new and
better results. The first thing we notice when we begin this process is that it is
hard–perhaps impossible–to do this alone. It’s as if we were trapped in a cage
without knowing where the bars were. Or it is like looking out at the world
through glass walls and not realizing that the glass is actually there; not
knowing, in other words, that we are actually behind such a wall. We might
call this state of things, “a prison of perception” which suggests a situation or
condition perhaps that is made up biases, prejudices, attitudes, etc. that shapes
the way we even experience things in the first place: the data we select, for
example, or the meaning we add to that data, and so on. It also begins to
sound like an impossible task to break out of this prison. After all there is no
one without biases or attitudes, while it is impossible to have ‘immaculate
perception’ since we are all blessed with a certain ‘givenness’ that inevitably
shapes our perspective: our gender, race, age, health, etc.
However, it is possible to break out of this prison in a way that will allow
us to interact with the world in more creative ways. But to do this we have to
understand what we are dealing with: what is this prison made of?
We spoke earlier of how scientists describe objects–like atoms–as
“patterns of probability.” In the case of atoms they are referring specifically to
the relationships of the electrons that whiz around the central nucleus. It is the
patterns of these relationships that constitute the material atoms. In our case,
our essential identity is like the nucleus while the assumptions (values, beliefs,
etc.) that we have inherited and ratified for ourselves, are like the electrons. It
is the patterns of the relationships (between the assumptions) that constitute
our identity and our sense of reality at any given moment or in any given
encounter with the world. The problem is that our assumptions get frozen into
particular patterns, either because these patterns have been handed down to us
by our parents and/or because further experience has reinforced this particular
form or bias. With our assumptions thus frozen, the “patterns of probability”
become “patterns of certainty” and these patterns becomes then the lens
through which we look out at the world. In time, we forget that there is a lens
between us and the world, in much the same way as we forget we are wearing
contact lenses (until they begin to cause us problems, which is another part of
the story).
So, this prison of perception consists of frozen assumptions–deeply
rooted, often inherited values and beliefs that shape attitudes and are defended
with emotion (our famous ‘buttons’ that people push)–that constitute the
pattern of probability which is our sense of identity and our perspective. The
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prison determines how I encounter the world. American poet, William
Stafford (1993) captures the idea:
If you don’t know the kind of person I am
and I don’t know the kind of person you are
a pattern that others made may prevail in the
world
and following the wrong god home we may miss
our star.
The poem, however, also suggests a way out of the prison: understanding
one another. This actually means much more than it at first seems for how will
I ever be able to understand you except from my perspective and through the
lens of my prison? And how will you ever be able to get what I’m about?
Unless, that is, I am able to tell you; which means, unless we can create the
conditions whereby we can begin an exchange that will allow us to get beyond
the normal reactions that constitute most exchanges. Stafford (1993)
underlines this aspect of the challenge:
For there is many a small betrayal in the mind,
a shrug that let the fragile sequence break
sending with shouts the horrible errors of
childhood
storming out to play through the broken dike.
How often have we found ourselves in this situation? We are moving
along quite well in a conversation when something gets triggered and there is
a change: a reaction, followed by a counter-reaction, and the exchange
escalates until we find ourselves arguing with more emotion than we can
understand. It’s as if we were re-living old exchanges, with parents or
teachers.
So, how can this new kind of exchange begin? To return for a moment to
the analogy of the needle stuck in the groove of the record, the process is
begun with a nudge, in this case what I have called a “cosmic nudge” when
life breaks in as it were. We have all experienced this in many forms: A friend
dies, a job is lost, a diagnosis of illness comes, and we feel like our world is
falling apart. What is falling apart, in fact, is the world we have participated in
creating: the prison of perception that constitutes our identity. When this
happens we find ourselves saying things like, ‘now I know what’s important,’
or ‘from now on I will...’ It’s as if the light of truth had shone for a brief
moment into our prison and we realized what was going on. This ‘cosmic
nudge’ is the first step toward breaking out of our prison and learning how to
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relate differently with life. Dialogue begins with a gift. In fact, the gift is
available all the time, in any moment. However, it takes the nudge of a special
moment to wake us up. It would seem that life conspires to make this happen,
breaking down the walls of the prison we insist on shoring up again and again.
Life itself, then is the essential Dialogue; we participate in its mysterious
process. The more consciously we can do so, the richer our lives will be.
The purpose of the ‘cosmic nudge’ is to unsettle us long enough to ask
ourselves fundamental questions about the reality we clearly create, at least
partly, for ourselves. The opportunity does not last that long and the crack will
quickly mend itself unless we force it a little wider with some gentle probing.
Dialogue is about such probing. In theory it is something we can do alone but
it is clearly more effective to do it with others who are also, like you, looking
for a little more truth.
It starts by creating a safe space that consists of good intentions, positive
attitudes, appropriate skills, and, over time and experience, a certain facility.
Such a space provides a ‘container’ that can hold the many differences
together. Can allow them to interact, even get quite heated, until something
new begins to be born of the exchange.

5.2

Dialogue and the New Story

Dialogue is a form of storytelling that allows a collective story (the New
Story?) to emerge. Stories are the way we imagine who we want to be. It is the
form people have used for discovering how to live in new circumstances. If
we can imagine something it becomes possible to create it. The loss of
imagination is one of the signs of chronic depression. Sometimes a culture can
be depressed. If we are to redesign our society to address the new challenges
we face the ‘new conversation’ that Zeldin (2000) spoke of will be a form of
storytelling. The disciplines of Dialogue release the individual and the
collective imagination by making space for what wants to happen, for the
story that wants to be told. Often when we are in conversation or at a serious
meeting we can feel as if there is something trying to find expression. Usually,
however, the many blocks that prevent us hearing or even being open to each
other prevent this from happening. Dialogue frees the collective imagination.
Dialogue, of course, is not confined to words but can happen through
many non-verbal forms. We mentioned earlier the ‘silent Dialogues’ of the
Quakers. Theater can be Dialogue, as can music or dance. All of these are the
ways we tell our stories. Ritual from the perspective of Dialogue is
storytelling acted out. It has been the glue that binds cultures together. In the
Dialogue of ritual, a group imagines together who it is; it comes to shared
agreement out of a process of open, empathic interaction.
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Like spirituality, Dialogue has its own stages of development. Most often
we interact in ways that reflect the fragmentation that characterizes the world
we have helped create. In this world where the individual is dominant and
competition is the driving force, there is little collaboration. People tend not to
listen to one another so there is not a lot of mutual understanding. Instead we
act out of the mental models we have developed out of our inherited
assumptions and values: models of what things mean and how people are
supposed to be. At this level there is little creativity. However, once the
intention to act differently is engaged, a process is begun that can lead to the
building of trust and the development of new attitudes and values that can be
the foundation for a different way of being together. When we do this we
create a ‘container’ from these new attitudes and values within which we can
begin to interact more positively. When we add skills like listening and
inquiry, the dynamic can change almost immediately. As we stay with the
disciplines of these practices, we can reach deeper and richer stages of
encounter. In time, we learn to build together out of a shared consciousness,
transcending our differences however wide to participate in the emergence of
new meaning that belongs to all of us. Finally, we reach a place where we
become totally present to each other in an experience of unity that continues
to allow–even enrich–our differences.
In terms of the ‘field of activity’ within which Dialogue operates we can
see parallels with the levels of reality we described earlier. For David Bohm
(1995), the collective intelligence fostered by Dialogue was the way we give
form to the Implicate Order, which was his term for the Virtual or the driving
force of the universe. Dialogue is how we interact with the ‘unknown’. True
creativity is always working with the unknown to draw new forms of life from
its infinite source. This happens when usually tacit assumptions are revealed
and explored to allow a deeper understanding of each other’s perspectives.
When these perspectives are able to be held together in a tension that does not
lessen the value of any one, something happens that can be described, as
Yankelovich (1999) does, as ‘magic.’ Like the miracle of a mind awakened to
a new awareness, there is the sense of surprise; even delight at something that
feels like it was there all the time, simply waiting to be noticed. All ‘eureka
moments’ are like that. When they happen through Dialogue (sometimes the
Dialogue is with something non-human but the same process applies) the
insight is collectively owned. Agreement is spontaneous, therefore, and
genuine, unlike the agreements of compromise or manipulation. These levels
of activity parallel the dynamics of cosmogenesis whereby the Virtual
becomes material through the quantum/soul level relationships that hold it in
existence. When Dialogue explores a person or a thing at the level of the
relationships that underpin its existence (soul) and holds this soul together
with the soul of another a new relationship (soul) happens that is the essence
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of a new reality–an idea, a symbol. Sometimes, there are no words to express
the new reality, and silence is the only possible response. But it is a silence
full of life and meaning.
Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,
there is a field. I’ll meet you there.
When the soul lies down in that grass,
the world is too full to talk about.
Ideas, language, even the phrase each other
doesn’t make any sense.
– Rumi
Dialogue, at its best, therefore, is deliberate, creative, skillful interaction
in the ‘field’ of the unknown, at the level of assumptions that are usually
unconscious, or at least seldom adverted to. As we come to understand each
other at this level (it is clearly a process with levels of capacity and stages of
realization) new things happen: insights, agreements; new kinds of awareness
and connection.
Finally, when Dialogue happens, the participants themselves are also
transformed. This happens because one’s opinion or position has been laid
open and explored at the underpinning level that constitutes its existence and
juxtaposed with another that has is similarly open. When this happens–insofar
as this happens–these foundational, inner relationships are also transformed by
the attention thus brought to bear on them. In Dialogue things happen at all
the levels of reality: First, something new is born as an idea, a relationship or
a song out of the interaction of different things (positions, opinions, sounds)
held together without judgment. Secondly the things themselves that have
been opened for examination at the level of the relationships that constitute
their existence are also thereby changed. And thirdly, the Virtual that is the
source of all–the things, the relationships and the interaction between them–is
changed in the sense of being made manifest as a new material form. This is
why a good conversation is so energizing: life has unfolded into existence,
touching all in its becoming.

6.

A DIALOGUE SPIRITUALITY

As I mentioned above, for earlier peoples, Dialogue was a sacred act whereby
human beings deliberately work with life to create new forms. In fact, most
indigenous peoples did not distinguish between the spiritual and the material
as our modern culture tends to do. Many had no name for religion but instead
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saw their essential purpose as a dialogue with life. For them Dialogue was
their Spirituality.
My words are tied in one
With the great mountains,
With the great rocks,
With the great trees
In one with my body
And my heart.
– Yokuts Indian Prayer
Here, then, we are resurrecting an ancient awareness, an innate knowledge
that has been lost, a victim of our struggle to integrate the consciousness that
has caused us to ‘push out beyond what we each belong to.’ The advent of
Dialogue in its new form offers us the opportunity to recover an ancient truth
about living in the world. The art of Dialogue can enable us to practice our
Spirituality in practical and relevant ways and to address the challenges that
face us today with new skills and resources.
It is in this sense I believe that Dialogue offers a new perspective on
Spirituality as a co-creative way of being in the world, while Spirituality
highlights the larger vision and goals of the art of Dialogue. Once again, the
poet Rilke:
Take your practiced powers and stretch them out
Until they span the chasm between two
Contradictions – for the god
Wants to know himself in you.
The purpose of Dialogue, like the purpose of Spirituality, is to enable new
life to emerge in the form of understanding, insight, and action. The ability,
implies the poet, is innate but needs expanding in order to be able to hold
together differences–‘contradictions’–that we have made ourselves and
enshrined in our cultures (rich and poor, black and white, male and female).
The process is a divine work of creativity that brings the unknown–the
Virtual, ‘the god’–into being.
Let me reflect on what I will call a Dialogue-Spirituality by bringing
together some suggested conclusions from the two fields that I have paralleled
here. First, some conceptual notions and then some thoughts on practice.
1. Dialogue-Spirituality is a way of being in the world that is aware of
the larger context (an interconnected web of life). This awareness includes
an understanding of the purpose of human existence as serving the whole
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(rather than simply the species). Life, as Vietnamese writer Thich Nhat
Hanh says is ‘inter-being’ and not separate individual existences. We are
each other in an essential way. Such a conviction gives new meaning to
the ‘golden rule that characterizes many religions: love your neighbor as
yourself. It now appears that my neighbor actually is myself.
2. Dialogue-Spirituality is committed to the purposes implied here: the
benefit of all life. The intention of this spirituality, therefore, is the good
of the whole through the release, as it were, of more (deeper) truth, more
creative outcomes.
In terms of practice:
Dialogue-Spirituality fosters an openness to life. It promotes values of
respect, curiosity, and patience. It encourages the suspension of
judgment and it strives for justice which it understands as right
relations.
Dialogue-Spirituality focuses on the development of attention and
presence through the practice of (all the levels of) listening, and the
skill of balancing inquiry and advocacy for the deeper exploration of
assumptions.
Dialogue-Spirituality directs its attention toward deepened
understanding of the beliefs and assumptions behind positions and
opinions. Dialogue begins with mutual understanding and continues
through the holding of differences together in a creative tension. This
‘allows’ shared understanding to emerge in the form of insights,
agreements: glimpses of the deeper dimensions of truth, reflections of
the unknown foundations of life. It is in this way that growth occurs,
development happens, truth emerges, and meaning unfolds.
Dialogue-Spirituality reframes challenges and problems in a way that
allows them to be resolved more creatively with outcomes that are
rich and sustainable. (Because relationships are enhanced in the
process as well as results being achieved.)
In summary, Dialogue-Spirituality offers an enhanced way of being in the
world today that, enables humans to play their appropriate role as co-creators,
fosters the enhancement of all forms of life, and participates in the emergence
of meaning and the unfolding of truth.
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FIGURES

Figure 1. Basic Elements of a Dialogue-Spirituality that reflect the Principles of the New Story

Figure 2. The Fields of Activity

Figure 3. Stages of Development
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8.

DIALOGUE-SPIRITUALITY IN ACTION

Dialogue-Spirituality is a liberation movement that goes to the deepest roots
of systems and structures and actions by addressing the thinking that creates
them. It provides a method that is equally applicable to an individual and a
culture.
In this process of liberation the universe offers us the initiating grace. Step
one of a Dialogue-Spirituality is this gift of life. Spirituality, we said, is not
just about humans but is more accurately the unfolding of life itself. A
Dialogue-Spirituality begins with the impulse of the universe toward new
possibility. It is the universe-in-us that is continuously talking the first step. It
is not we who have to make it up or start the process. In fact, our first
responsibility is to notice. And when we do so it is because life has finally
caught our attention. Dialogue-Spirituality begins (and ends) with the Virtual.
Our role is always to respond. What is asked of us initially is intention: what
do you want? How do you want your world to be?
However, when this finally happens–when we take notice of the ‘cosmic
nudge’ and respond with intention–it is not a permanent state that is thereby
achieved. Again, as we noted earlier, even when the gramophone needle has
been nudged forward, it can easily slip back into the familiar groove. In the
same way, we too fall back so easily on old habits, even when we have had
the light of a ‘cosmic nudge’ shine on our situation. So intention has to be
reinforced with new, positive attitudes, like openness–a willingness to be
influenced–and empathy–I have compassion for you and your situation–and
equality–I respect who you are as well as the validity of your position. These
are, as we noted earlier, the basic conditions for Dialogue, that allow a new
kind of exchange to occur. The second response in this Dialogue-Spirituality,
therefore, is to foster the attitudes that will allow these essential conditions to
occur.
It becomes clear that the Dialogue is working in two ways: the more
obvious way concerns how we relate in a proactive way with the things we
encounter. The less obvious but perhaps more important way concerns how
we respond to the ways that life addresses us. To repeat, Dialogue-Spirituality
is what is happening in the unfolding of the universe. In us this involves a
breaking open and a freeing from the ‘knots of our own making’ that prevent
us from participating in this process and the development of forgotten or
unlearned capacities to relate creatively with life.
Attitudes, however, need to be nurtured or they will change into
something else as the old habits kick in again. Attitudes are nurtured by skills,
such as listening and inquiry that can help us explore each other’s
assumptions. In this way we can come to understand each other. Then follows
the skill of building together whereby shared understanding can grow and
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shared agreements emerge. It is these agreements that are the foundation of a
new relationship where all kinds of things are possible. Welsh poet, D.H.
Lawrence’s poem Escape describes the experience of new possibility:
When we get out of the glass bottles of our ego,
and when we escape like squirrels turning in the
cages of our personality
and get into the forests again,
we shall shiver with cold and fright
but things will happen to us
so that we don’t know ourselves.
Cool, unlying life will rush in,
and passion will make our bodies taut with power...
What he is describing is the flow of life happening whereby the Virtual
comes into existence through relationships that are open and fluid. In spiritual
terms, God is born in the world through the creative interactions of souls. In
this kind of relationship, we hardly know ourselves because we have dropped
the old identities and now stand naked, as it were, before life (shivering with
cold and fright). But things happen because we are not blocking the flow of
‘cool, unlying life.’ When we relate to the world like this, everything is
possible.

8.1

The Stages of the Process

This is the fundamental spiritual practice: to participate in the unfolding of
life/meaning; to give birth to God by relating creatively. This applies to every
encounter, and at every stage of the process. Earlier we described the spiritual
method as one that begins with experience and moves through
understanding and reflection to decision and action in a continuous,
deepening way. At each of these stages the emphasis is somewhat different in
terms of Dialogue-Spirituality practices.
At the stage of experience, the emphasis is on presence, whereby the
soul–the essential identity of the person–relates to life through
prayer/meditation. Prayer as this quality of presence is the essential discipline
of spirituality. In prayer, soul speaks to soul–deep speaks to deep–as one
meets another at a level beneath normal (prejudiced, polite) exchange. A
Spirituality, enriched by Dialogue, enables a person to be more fully present
because intention is clear, attitudes of openness and empathy and respect are
brought to the encounter, and skills of listening heighten the experience.
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These practices clearly enrich this aspect of spirituality that focuses on
connecting with God in the things of one’s life. The capacity to be present in
this way removes the obstacles that normally block or obscure any true
meeting. It enables one to get beyond the usual (learned) reaction to situations
which is one of screening data and allowing in only that which reinforces
already existing assumptions and beliefs. The simple practices of Dialogue
can bring this aspect of Spirituality to new depths.
Ritual which we have described as a way of deliberately joining with the
mystery that we are part of is another aspect of this level of experience. When
we connect with the movements of life we remember in a sense who we are.
This fundamental spiritual activity is also enhanced by Dialogue which
enables us to connect with another (person, place, time) at ever-deepening
levels. The new rituals we suggested earlier–to celebrate our connections to
the stars and the oceans, etc. –require the skills of Dialogue to help us get past
our learned manipulations and our jaded materialism to a playfulness and a
lightness of spirit that our world sorely needs. Ritual is sacred/serious play for
there is nothing more serious or sacred than play. It is how our children learn
how to be in the world.
May what I do flow from me like a river,
No forcing and no holding back,
The way it is with children...
Experience is soul-level work. Experience is where I encounter the world
in my own unique way. It is this experience that catalyzes the human process
and impels it forward. It is experience that is the ground of learning. Without
this fundamental dimension, the process of development is incomplete: one
receives information on the word of another; one borrows someone else’s
concepts; experience in this case is second-hand and therefore cannot have the
same force as one’s own first-hand encounter. While it is true that one can
never encounter the world in a vacuum (there is no ‘immaculate perception’)
and while it is always the case that every experience comes in forms that we
have inherited from others (words, concepts, at least), nonetheless, through the
practices suggested by a Dialogue-Spirituality, we are able to be more aware
of the forms that carry our experience in a way that allows the uniqueness of
our own encounter to come through. By realizing that I carry within me a
certain structure or hardware with which I encounter the world–a certain
‘givenness’–I can create a space for the uniqueness of my particular experience
to exist. The more aware I am of the many levels of my encounter, the more
space there can be for what is mine to stand out (‘exist’).
In terms of growth, experience is comparable to religious conversion
where one meets life/god in an immediate or unmediated way. However,
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experience does not remain simply at the level of the unmediated. Perhaps, as
we are saying, it never was truly unmediated. In any case, in the process of
encountering life, experience continues as it were into a second stage of
understanding whereby we attempt to make sense of what has just occurred.
Understanding is mind-level work. At this level we explore our experience
and search among the ‘givenness’ for ways to make sense of it. In formal
spirituality we study the experiences of others, for example, in order to situate
our own experience: to measure and compare it, to analyze and evaluate. The
practices of a Dialogue-Spirituality would also enrich this stage of the
process: the attitude of openness, certainly, would be important, but also the
skill of inquiry that is heightened by awareness of one’s internal reactions.
One might suggest that such awareness allows for deeper perception, and may
even be an essential tool for any comprehensive understanding. True
understanding happens when assumptions are encountered, explored and
loosened, as it were. When I am reading a book and find myself reacting to an
idea it is because my assumptions have been triggered. The capacity to pursue
this reaction, to follow it to its assumption-roots, allows something new to
enter the mix of underpinning relationships and thereby reshape the
understanding I hold.
In terms of human transformation, understanding of this kind relates to
intellectual conversion. However, the process does not stop here either but
continues into the realm of reflection which is a kind of inner Dialogue
whereby I make sense of this experience-now-understood in terms of what it
means for me and my life. Reflection of this sort is heart-level work for there
is an emotional quality to this stage of the process where I am drawing
conclusions and forming beliefs that will become values which I will hold and
defend in the future. We realize just how much emotion gets attached to the
conclusions of this stage when someone questions our values or beliefs,
however indirectly. Then we find ourselves bristling with defensiveness: ‘our
buttons (of belief/value) have been pushed,’ we say. Dialogue-Spirituality
practices, like the capacity to hold the tension of differences or listen to what
is trying to be said (a sensitivity we all have to greater and lesser extents) can
enable us to reach richer conclusions about what is right and wrong, or what is
appropriate in a particular situation. In terms of transformation, reflection of
this kind relates to moral conversion.
The final stage of the process is the stage of decision and action. Here
we translate what we have concluded to be right into appropriate decisions for
action. Action is clearly body-level work in the sense that it is in concrete
form that this process of life-encountered is incarnated in new ways. Dialogue
brings participants to shared agreements through shared understanding that is
born out of the explorations we have described. The decisions made are really
affirmations of this shared understanding. From this rich collective field new,
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often unexpected things emerge as ideas for action. Dialogue does not directly
address a problem but creates the shared understanding about an issue that
allows it to be reframed, seen differently, and perhaps, thereby, to be resolved
in ways not anticipated.
In terms of a Dialogue-Spirituality, it is here that moral conversion
becomes justice, that intellectual conversion impacts the structures of our
lives, and that religious conversion changes the world. The Virtual, met in the
soul (received through experience, situated through understanding, and
integrated through reflection), is finally manifested in the material through
decision and action. It is the energy of the experience that carries the process
through to concrete resolution; the more powerful the encounter, the stronger
the impulse to manifestation. A Dialogue-Spirituality allows more life to
unfold in the world, more god to be born in the world, by enriching each stage
of the human process. A Dialogue-Spirituality increases the possibilities of
justice in the world by deepening each stage of the human process that
translates the love of God into life.
Finally, the process is continuous and epigenetic, one level building
on the previous. And, the process is endless, we can say, in a universe whose
unfolding exceeds the parameters of any understanding. If Spirituality is the
miracle of this unfolding in all its forms, then Dialogue-Spirituality can be
understood as the ‘deliberate’ participation in the process that humans have the
privilege to choose.

8.2

Redesigning Society

The first level of a Dialogue-Spirituality is personal transformation that allows
life to flow through us or, as we have described it above, to allow the
Virtual/God to be born in the world. The second level flows from the first as
the redesign of the structures we create as extensions of our intentions in the
various aspects of our lives: commerce, education, health, religion, etc. The
context of this work is a society where institutions are no longer adequate to
the challenges that change has brought and require redesign in order to fulfill
their original and essential purpose.
One example I am involved in is the redesign of Public Health to reflect
more accurately the shift in understanding that has taken place in that field.
The emphasis here has moved from a service-delivery approach to a
convening-enabling one that requires new skills, new policies and new
structures: a radical redesign process. Essential to this process are not only
the skills of Dialogue but the more radical method of a Dialogue-Spirituality.
In the conversations that are the foundation of this process people are learning
to meet each other at new levels of understanding that go beyond the
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functional. This is because of the growing realization that something more
than simply changing policies or structures from above is required. More
important has been the genuine interaction of all the participants–the
traditional recipients as well as the traditional deliverers–to address problems
that neither group can address by itself. This level of interaction goes to places
not normally associated with organizational redesign: the exploration of old
mental models that groups and individuals hold about each other, the
development of a sense of interconnectedness, the building of shared vision,
and the emergence of collectively owned outcomes. While there is no explicit
reference to spirituality in the process, it is clear that what is happening is
indeed a Dialogue-Spirituality process. Participants will often comment on the
unanticipated results of transformed relationships and personal renewal that
appear to have come directly from the functional activity of redesign.
A Dialogue-Spirituality enables us to reach deeper and more creative
places together. When the work of ‘unblocking’ the flow of creative energy
has been done, the work of directing this flow toward our institutions is
enriched a hundred fold. The ‘new conversation’ that Theodore Zeldin (2000)
spoke of can happen behind the scenes and beneath the surface of any of the
places where we interact. A specific form of a Dialogue-Spirituality might be
open conversations among the members of whatever institution about the
things that impel them, the values they hold, the hopes they cherish. It was
often these very things that brought them to their work/profession in the first
place but are now never mentioned. Creative conversations like these can reinspire an organization simply by allowing the latent energy, long-suppressed,
to come through and find new form. Similar conversations might take place
across professions and sectors of society since the challenges that we face are
generally not resolvable by any one perspective alone.
Yankelovich (1999) advocates for such Dialogues as a way of also
developing new forms of governance. He speaks of the ‘magic of Dialogue’
that can advance our civility and our civilization. Perhaps, it might be
suggested that this aspect of a Dialogue-Spirituality is the foundation for the
true renewal of our institutions since true renewal requires changing the
underpinning relationships. When this happens, we participate in the renewing
power of life which is continuously making new relationships and creating
new collaborations; constantly breaking down old forms that have become
inadequate and replacing them with new ones that enable richer outcomes. D.
H. Lawrence’s poem captures the spirit of institutional redesign:
..we shall stamp our feet with new power
and old things will fall down,
we shall laugh, and institutions will curl up like
burnt paper....
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A Dialogue-Spirituality begins its redesign process with the players in the
exchange. It focuses on the relationship–soul–level rather than on the material,
structural forms. It is based on the realization that all life comes from one
source–the Virtual–and that we can co-create by participating. This is not to
devalue our contribution, but simply to put it in perspective. We are indeed
co-creators of the world. All things exist in their own way. In our conscious,
deliberate way we join with the energy of life through our relationships.
Thomas Berry (1999), reflecting on the implications of the New Story, says
that the universe is not a collection of objects but a ‘communion of subjects.’
There are, in fact, no objects ‘out there’; rather there are the manifestations of
relationships. We do not see the world as it is. We see it as we are. And our
seeing calls it into being. What we see is what we get, in a sense. When we
change the world changes. We control nothing in the sense that we are not the
source of anything. But we do control in the sense that we have the power to
bring our attention to bear in a way that calls things into existence. The real
for us is truly where we bring our attention. The poem hints at this paradox
and the only attitude that can make sense of it: letting go, entrusting, holding
things lightly (playfully). Laughter. How many of our well-intentioned efforts
founder on the hard rocks of seriousness:
Nearby is the country they call life.
You will recognize it by its seriousness.
– Rilke
A Dialogue-Spirituality enables us to participate in the renewal of our
institutions by getting out of our own way.

8.3

A Purpose

In a world that is increasingly materialistic, something is needed to restore
balance, we say. What we mean, I believe, is that we realize that we are only
partly living when we give our attention to just one level of reality. We know,
both through the wisdom of our various traditions and our own experience,
however rare, that there are indeed other levels of reality. And we know
intuitively that we ignore these levels at our peril. No life is complete without
meaning and a sense of purpose. What purpose might a Dialogue-Spirituality
offer us?
In Buddhist terms, the suffering of life is caused by ignorance of reality how things are. This ignorance is created by the ego which is imprisoned in its
illusions of ‘apartness’, and that pushes out “..beyond what we each belong to
for some empty freedom”. It is the ego, thus imprisoned and thereby fearful,
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that creates the suffering that suppresses the unfolding of life and oppresses
anything that threatens its prison. Out of fear, we attempt to preserve our
world (of illusions) through defensiveness and aggression which shapes both
our personal and public relationships and the structures that manifest these
relationships. Perhaps a Dialogue-Spirituality might echo the purpose
suggested by the Buddhist tradition: to end the cause of suffering in the world.
While it seems rather grandiose to think such terms, we might keep in mind
that we do indeed create our own world from the illusions of our prison of
perception. To end suffering would be to transform the underpinning
assumptions–the illusions–that create the relationships that constitute this
world. And that clearly is the work of a Dialogue-Spirituality.
When ignorance about how life happens is lessened, and when life is
experienced also at its more basic levels-the Quantum and the Virtual–
suffering is decreased by this awareness. When this awareness is brought to
other encounters, the work of removing suffering can continue at its most
fundamental level.
To remove suffering is to free the world to participate creatively in the
unfolding of the universe. To free ourselves from the symptoms of suffering
that drag us into meaninglessness, is to rediscover how we belong to life and
participate in its process:
Consider that, all hatred driven hence,
The soul discovers radical innocence
And learns at last that it is self-delighting,
Self-appeasing, self-affrighting,
And that its own sweet will is Heaven’s will.
– W.B. Yeats
To live out of that place is to work creatively on behalf of the unfolding
universe. In concrete terms it is to bring right relations to the world. Right
relations are the foundation of true justice and wisdom. A DialogueSpirituality is participation in the work of life. It begins with liberation from
the prison of a distorted and thereby distorting ego and ends with the
liberation of the world from the creations of this distortion. DialogueSpirituality offers a rich program for the individual journey and a blueprint for
the continuing renewal of human society.

9.

COMMENTS AND CONCLUSIONS

The hunger for spirituality experienced in a world that would seem to
have everything suggests that something fundamental is missing in modern
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society. This has been described variously a loss of meaning and purpose in
individual lives, a sense of fragmentation in our society, and an absence of
justice in our world. We don’t feel at home in this world. This is not meant in
the sense that we would like to leave it for another heavenly home but more
accurately in the sense that we don’t feel as if we belong where we are, here
on earth. To belong in the world is perhaps the most essential condition for a
contented life. We interface with the world–we belong–through the
institutions of society which are simply extensions of ourselves. However,
something fundamental has shifted in our times that has rendered these
extensions lifeless and ineffective so that they no longer connect us to the
essential processes that underpin our lives. The emergence of a New Story of
life is challenging us to redefine our very identity–who we are in this world–
and to redesign our institutions–how we live in this world.
If we are to respond to this challenge–if we are in fact to survive the
inexorable processes of change–we will need a new understanding of how
things are and where we fit in the process. We will also need tools for
reshaping our lives in response to this understanding. These reflections have
suggested that a Dialogue-Spirituality can assist us in this critical task. This is
because a Dialogue-Spirituality not only reflects the perspective of the New
Story by defining itself in terms of the all embracing context of cosmogenesis
but also offers practices and disciplines that both sharpen the tools of older
spiritualities and build on the growing wisdom of modern theories of human
behavior and interaction. In this way Dialogue-Spirituality is perhaps more
accurately a ‘trans-spirituality’ in the sense that it transcends the limitations of
any and all traditions as it enables and directs us (and life through us) to
continue our mysterious journey of becoming.
A Dialogue-Spirituality can help free us from the illusions that bind us to
old dysfunctional habits and the structures they create. A Dialogue-Spirituality
can enable us to become a more creative society like a flock of birds in flight
that is able to think and move together, and like a good jazz band in full
swing, that is able to allow new music to flow through its interactions.
In more concrete terms, a Dialogue-Spirituality can help us address the
increasingly complex problems we face in the only way that will work: a
collaborative way. In this process each individual is also enriched.
Dialogue-Spirituality is ultimately the mystery of life’s process. It was
present before we came on the scene and will continue its journey long after
we have gone. In the meantime....
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Chapter 6
TRANSFORMING COMMUNITIES
Person-centered Encounters and the Creation of Integral
Conscious Groups

MAUREEN O’HARA* AND JOHN K. WOOD**
Saybrook Graduate School and Research Center*, San Francisc,and Estância Jatobá**,
Jaquariúna, Brazil

1.

PROLOGUE-THE PROBLEMATIQUE

We are living in times of unprecedented change, affecting profoundly and
permanently the way we live, the environment we live in, who we are and
above all, how we must relate to each other. Changes that used to occur
over several generations now occur within decades. People everywhere are
called upon to manage the intended and unintended consequences of not
just one revolution, but hundreds occurring at the same time.
Globalization and the explosive rise of information technology means
that, like it or not, we must all now deal with unrelenting information
overload, trying to force coherence and meaning from the dizzying
complexity and diversity. In our local neighborhoods, in the oceans and
forests, and from satellite views from space, we can see around us the signs
of environmental degradation, climate change and massive species loss.
Biotechnology and nano-technology are changing what it will mean to say
one is a “person” or that one has an “identity.” The consensual status of
traditional authority structures (religion, tribal and political leaders,
science, parents etc) are breaking down; there is massive relocation of
migrants, refugees and workers; and there is experienced in almost every
community, a pervasive breakdown in established communal values
destabilizing many of the psychological givens of life. In the last decade we
have witnessed the triumph of American-style capitalism and consumerism
over Marxism, bringing its neo-liberal democratic rationalism along with it,
more often than not challenging local spiritual meaning systems with a
new global myth–the “wisdom of the marketplace.” Most recently we have
seen the emergence of no holds barred terrorism by small groups as an
overt policy of international power relations against the superpowers.
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005

105

106

Maureen O ’Hara and John K. Wood

Whatever will be the long-range effects of such profound and pervasive
change, the immediate effects have been radically destabilizing. We must
now all deal with rising levels of uncertainty and ambiguity generated when
the old rules fail to serve but before new rules have been established. There
is a pervasive sense that things are coming apart. In Yeats’ words, “the
centre does not hold,” and there is a generalized uneasiness about it. We are
bombarded by more information than we can possibly use–most of which is
bewildering and even terrifying–and all of it is undermining familiar
certainties. The old institutions, social compacts and community structures
that have historically organized civilized life no longer serve the modern
context and many are unravelling altogether. In the United States, the
sense of instability intensified in the wake of a 2000 presidential election
in which the loser was appointed by the Supreme Court. In September
2001, four hi-jacked aircraft and several packets of anthrax spores
exploded the American sense of safety and invulnerability forever.
There is also great promise in such turbulent times (Rosenau 1990). On
the upside, as our new technologies change every aspect of our lives,
exciting new possibilities are emerging that promise to provide humanity
with benefits that surpass our grandparents’ wildest dreams.
Despite the current pall that hangs over us in the wake of the terrorist
attacks on the American homeland, there are also indications (admittedly
less robust) that the turmoil itself may provide humanity with
opportunities for evolutionary progress that are also unparalleled in human
history (Tarnas 1991; Schwartz, Levden et al. 1999; Laszlo 2001)
In the historical past, whenever the life-world of a culture or group has
unravelled to any great degree, if they have survived the ensuing
turmoil–and often they do not–people and cultures may emerge
transformed–with more complex skills and greater capacity with which to
adapt and thrive in the new times. It is as if by being thrown into situations
in which old habits, certainties, social conventions, mental maps and
behavioral routines are obsolete and no longer serve, consciousness is able
to respond by learning new ways of being that result in the ability to
experience self and the world with greater depth of understanding, mastery
and wonder. When a society changes so profoundly that its entire
cosmology, political alignments, epistemology, socializing institutions,
sense of self, relationship to others and sense of ultimate meaning, all
change then we may justifiably refer to such a transition as epochal
change.
From many quarters come signs that people alive today whether in the
caves of Afghanistan or the wired skyscrapers of the developed world, are
participants in such an epochal change. If that is true, then how humanity
learns to face the immense challenges of our times may determine the
future of humankind.
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2.
TRANSFORMATIVE DIALOGUE IN PERSONCENTERED LARGE GROUPS
For close to three decades, the authors have been exploring the delicate
relationship between individual consciousness and group consciousness in
large group gatherings. Along with a global network of colleagues, we have
been particularly interested in understanding the conditions that facilitate
within a group of relative strangers, not previously bound together by
cohesive forces such as family, tribe, or neighborhood community, the
emergence of a synergistic process such that the collective efforts of the
group as a whole exceed that which might be predicted by looking at the
capacities of the individuals within it. We have been trying to understand
how the values of a society that prizes the right of individuals to realize
themselves as unique and free subjects can be reconciled with the urgent
need for people to work together for the common good.
Our study focused on a series of temporary learning communities of
between 60 and 1800 people that we have personally convened or in which
we have participated. These events have been held in the United States,
Russia, Poland, Lithuania, Austria, Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland,
Germany, Hungary, Uruguay, Czechoslovakia, Brazil, Mexico, South
Africa, United Kingdom, Ireland, France, and Japan. Greece the
Philippines, and Italy. Although widely different in size of group, duration,
formats, locations, populations, facilitation styles, and languages spoken, a
common element in all the events was the work of American psychologist
Carl R. Rogers. All the organizers–or convenors as they were called–(but
not necessarily all the participants) shared a mental model of interpersonal
relationships and personal change based in Rogers’ client-centered therapy
(later termed the “person-centered approach”).

3.

PERSON-CENTERED APPROACHES

The person-centered approach is at its core a sophisticated form of deep
multiple-view point dialogue. Through his and his colleagues’ research from
the 1940s to the 1980s, in counseling, psychotherapy and later in
education and group encounters, Rogers discovered that when people are
met by another in a relationship that is characterized by what he termed
the “necessary and sufficient conditions for effective change” people will
naturally move towards psychological wholeness, growth and selfactualization. At first called “non-directive” approaches, and mainly
applied in the arenas of psychotherapy, counseling and teaching, the key
relational conditions were identified as interpersonal warmth, genuineness,
acceptance, empathy and positive regard or respect (Rogers 1946, 1947,
1951, 1957, 1969,1979,1980; Rogers and Sanford 1989). Over the
subsequent decades Rogers’ core conditions of person-centered interactions
have been shown to be the essential ingredients of all relationships in
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which individual growth and consciousness development occurs (Bohart and
Tallman 1999).
Rogers describes person-centered encounters as “I-Thou” dialogues (in
the Buberian sense) and he believed that it was possible for I-Thou dialogue
to occur in all kinds of relationships. In a conversation between them in
1957, Buber challenged Rogers’ assertion that it was possible to establish a
mutual I-Thou dialogue where a power or status differential exists such as
that which exists between a counseling client and therapist (Kirschenbaum
and Henderson 1989). We should bear in mind that Buber’s view of
psychiatry and psychotherapy was limited to the authoritarian Freudian
model (which assumed a paternalistic, and markedly “top down” power
relationship) that dominated European psychiatry at the time. Had Buber
understood how radically client-empowering Rogers’ view of counseling
really was he might well have come to a different conclusion. For Rogers
the person-centered meeting was a person-to-person, soul-to-soul
encounter. As Rogers describes, “At these moments it seems that my inner
spirit has reached out and touched the inner spirit of the other. Our
relationship transcends itself and has become something larger” (Rogers
1986).
When our work on large group processes began, we already had
extensive experience of the small group encounter process described by
Rogers’ in Carl Rogers on Encounter Groups (Rogers 1970), but we had
little experience with person-centered processes in larger groups. So in
1974, Rogers, his daughter Natalie Rogers, and John K. Wood initiated an
action research project to find out if the consciousness expansion that
occurred in one-on-one psychotherapy or groups of ten to twelve people,
might occur in groups as large as 200 or more.
Over a 16-year period our observations lead us to the conclusion that
the large group process was potentially even more powerful in providing
paths to growth and consciousness development than either the small
group or individual therapy. In gatherings as large as 1800 people, as brief
as one day in duration, participants reported, (with self-reports confirmed
by family members and colleagues) significant learning and personal
transformation. They found themselves reaching and maintaining higher
levels of mental capacity and becoming more capable of wise and mature
action and decision making. These findings were reported in earlier works (
Bowen, O’Hara et al. 1979; O’Hara and Wood 1983; Rogers 1977; Rogers
1977, 1980; Rogers and Rosenberg, 1977; Wood 1984, 1988, 1994, 1996,
1999). The experiences provided new evidence of the generalizability of
Rogers’ “core conditions” for transformative dialogue beyond the
therapeutic situation into a far wider range of potential use. We were
excited by the potential of these large group events and we proposed that
large person-centered groups might provide educational laboratories in
which large numbers of individuals could develop the higher order
capacities that are becoming increasingly necessary (Bowen, O’Hara et al.
1979).
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What surprised us, however, was the observation (made often though
not always) that there are moments in a group’s life when a state is reached
that goes beyond individual psychology. In these extraordinary states,
individual participants can be deeply attuned to themselves as individual
centers of consciousness, also interpersonally attuned to each other in an
“I-Thou” relationship, and at the same time, everyone be attuned to the
group as a whole entity. In such situations, the group as another higher
order entity increases its capacity for self-organizing and becomes capable
of exquisitely wise collective action that goes well beyond than any of the
individual participants within the group. Even more exciting to us was the
observation that in such conscious groups, individuals seem to be pulled
beyond their own personal best–as if by participating in such collectivities,
they are helped to enter a state of “flow” as individuals (Csikszentmihalyi
1990).
We observed people, including ourselves as convenors, gain access to
deeper levels of empathy and intuition, extraordinary perception–even
psychic and paranormal states of consciousness–that went beyond ordinary
Western ways of knowing. People dreamed the same dreams, had
premonitions of future events, read each others’ minds, achieved startling
levels of empathy and alignment, found innovative solutions to problems
that appeared unsolvable, were able to play off each other with awesome
improvisation and synergy and frequently attained spiritual trance states
usually achieved only after decades of meditative practice. They also
gained an extraordinary capacity to sense the community’s movement and
direction.
We came to refer to groups in which individual consciousness becomes
expanded beyond individual ego-boundaries and voluntarily aligned with an
expanded collective consciousness as conscious communities or integral
groups.
After observing conscious communities develop in widely different
settings and under a range of conditions, we began to suspect that if we
could understand the dynamical interplay between individual and collective
consciousness and learn how to create the conditions under which integral
groups were likely to emerge, we might gain access to new human
capacities with which to address the pressing systemic problems. We
wondered if such capacities might represent a further stage in the evolution
of collective consciousness.

4.

MULTIPLE FRAMES

In order to discuss the results of our learning from large group events, a
word needs to be said about the frames we have chosen to use. The
Western psychological worldview, including its language, imagery, and
epistemology, when compared to other cultures, is atomistic or “egocentric”(Shweder and Bourne 1982). This is to say, attention ordinarily
privileges either the actions of individual autonomous agents or the
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dynamics of clearly delineated social systems. Furthermore, in most
Western discussions of about psychological processes, a simple linear causal
relationship is generally assumed to exist between the actions of agents and
their effects. This modernist frame of reference takes for granted a
rational universe, and our sense of how things happen is instrumentalist.
Such a frame, in our experience, is generally inadequate to describe some of
the relational phenomena we have experienced in groups.
We have searched for different ways of framing our understanding and for
language more adequate for encompassing the actual lived experience of
participants. We are not unaware of how limited we both are, having been
raised as modernists. But we hope that our repeated and sustained
experience of being stretched by non-western contexts has provided us
with at least a glimmer of hope that it might be possible to acquire new
ways of knowing even while still inhabiting the old. Although limited by
the constraints of English as a linear language, we will attempt to hold
both the individual and collective levels in view at the same time and to
avoid suggesting a simplistic causal relationship between particular actions
and ultimate occurrences. To express this more effectively (we hope) we
will be forced to shift across multiple frames of reference and language and
to draw heavily on story, metaphor and analogy.

5.
CONSCIOUSNESS DEVELOPMENT IN PERSONCENTERED LEARNING COMMUNITIES

5.1

From the Possible to the Actual

Although each group is unique, after observing many diverse gatherings, it
is possible to sketch a familiar pattern to the life cycle of a personcentered group.
There is a time before the community has any being–conscious or nonconscious. There is only random, incoherent individual consciousness, in
no way aligned. This is the time before anyone has even entertained any
serious intention of holding a workshop and before any decision has been
made by anyone. The “spirit” of the group is first evoked or called into
being, and the spark of its ultimate consciousness kindled at the instant the
idea of holding such an event occurs to any one individual. In its first
existence, then, the community exists as a mental representation.
For a group to begin well, and for the chances of achieving higher
states of consciousness to be enhanced, careful attention to initial
conditions are essential. The “birth parents” of the eventual community
are the convening team as it begins to imagine the upcoming gathering and
the “gestation” process is their collective imagining and planning. As they
design the event, as a mental phenomenon, the group already has real
existence–if only in loose, inchoate form. As the weeks of planning
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proceed and the site is chosen, brochures produced and distributed,
registrations received and all the myriad details that go into execution of a
learning community are executed, the group begins to emerge and take
shape at least as a meme. Convenors, potential attendees and even the
staff of the facilities at which the event is to be held, begin to create
mental constructs of the coming group. In a myriad conscious and
unconscious ways these representations gradually establish the framing
givens that the group will confront throughout its life.
The evolving group meme begins to affect its members from the
outset. For example, members of the group-to-be begin to make contact
with the convenors that might in turn have emotional responses to the
contact. A celebrity has signed on, an entire family is coming together,
there are many attendees from other countries, there are more vegetarians
than usual, there are many attendees from other countries, several disabled
people needing accommodation, there is a person coming who was a
problem last year and so on. Each piece of mail that arrives engenders its
own responses and expectations For the present geographically separated
from other potential participants and still embedded in their other lives,
attendees nevertheless begin to spend time imagining themselves at the
workshop. They may be apprehensive about sharing a room with a room
mate; they may be happy to be getting away; they may be calling other
potential attendees looking to share transportation; they may dream about
the group and so on. Family members sometimes report that as their loved
ones anticipate the event they seem distant and withdrawn. The site staff
begins to order meals, plan room arrangements and hold in their minds the
logistical demands of this particular soon-to-be-real community. At one
site, for instance, each year the kitchen staff received special instructions
and the dining room staff made special arrangements for the PCA groups
because their dietary needs were so different from their usual guests.
In the weeks and days leading up to each of these events the emerging
group makes increasing demands on the mental life of everyone involved.
The imagined group that until now was only the “possible group” gradually
takes form and becomes the actual community, with concrete and
knowable existence. Several hundred widely separated individuals are going
about their lives carrying mental images of this actual group and although
still existing for them only as a mental reality, in countless ways the
group’s imaginal “presence” is already influencing their lives.

5.2

Self-organization–From Imaginal to Concrete Being

As people arrive at the site the group’s embodied presence consolidates. In
the flesh interaction among members occurs and rapidly intensifies. No
longer restricted by distance, people make contact with each other through
the full array of senses. As embodied existence makes itself felt by the
others through the multiple ways we have of affecting each other’s
being–scent, touch, sight, kinesthetic awareness–inevitably people begin to
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attune to each other. The consciousness or state of mind of everyone
becomes somewhat altered. People are more aroused than usual, more
aware of their environment, more sensitive to disturbance, more extreme
in their responses. An ordinarily minor disappointment such as not having
the first choice of main dish at dinner may become a major existential
crisis; a friendly casual interaction with someone may become a defining
moment. Everything seems larger and more vivid than usual.
By the time the first on-site meeting occurs, the group is already
beginning to act as a self-organizing collective organism–with its own
norms, language, rituals, expectations, opinion leaders, desires and agendas,
and relational dynamics. Active facilitation by the convening group is
minimal. In most groups it is limited to bidding the assembly welcome,
providing information about the facilities, making the basic assumptions of
the person-centered approach explicit. Typically the convenors express
their faith in the capacity of groups to self-organize and create an agenda
that will meet more of their individual and collective needs than any prearranged agenda the convenors could have devised in advance. The first
group task is simply to begin.
Although free to begin in any way–to not meet, to meet in small
groups, to appoint a committee, have someone take charge–even with no
direction from a facilitator, the first meeting is usually a long meeting of
the whole group. A group will usually address the most urgent issue it faces.
Starting out, the most urgent issue is “who’s here?” It is as if the most
pressing concern is for the group to see itself fully incarnated. In a room
large enough to hold everyone, people choose their own positions–usually
something close to a single circle. In a recent workshop in Glasgow the
shape of the room made a single circle impossible. The group spent its first
three hours together wrestling with the shape of the room. They discussed
at great length, how to arrange the chairs, whether to move the meeting,
how decisions such as these should be made and by whom, and how to
decide who would decide. In that first, seemingly chaotic, session the group
confronted many of the perennial problems of community life–adequate
communication, norms of behavior, power, decision making processes, the
shared values that would guide the community’s life, and the equitable
distribution of resources–in this case space and air-time. By the time the
session concluded people were emotionally and intellectually charged, and
fully engaged with the existential drama of collective life.
Usually, the opening has a ritual quality, in which people share
something about who they are, why they came and what they expect. Even
in such simple opening sessions people nevertheless become very moved,
aroused and alert, as patterns of thoughts and feelings are jostled in the
diversity and newness. They become awakened and often somewhat offbalance as gradually familiar expectations and boundaries are challenged. As
the process moves forward, people engage a variety of never-beforeencountered experiences. There is a continuously varied assault on
emotions, familiar concepts, interpretative frames of references, and
patterns of behavior.
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Without any techniques, group exercises, simulations or other
structured interventions, self-expression and disclosure nevertheless
become deepened. Without prompting people speak more intimately about
core issues confronting them at home and here and now in the community.
A state not unlike that which occurs in psychotherapy may occur with
people speaking about deep inner symbolic and psycho-dramatic
worlds–all, we emphasize, without direct intervention beyond the simple
Rogerian dialogical basics. What takes many by surprise is the ease with
which ordinarily matter-of-fact people with no real experience of symbolic
communication, psychotherapy or even of art, understand and draw insight
from symbolic content introduced by group members with more facility
with imagery, symbolism and poetry. In one group, for instance, Charlie an
engineer, who had initially described himself as “nuts and bolts kind o’ guy,”
and “not into all this touchy-feely stuff,” was drawn unselfconsciously into
a dramatic re-enactment of a dream by a young literature student. He was
willing to collaborate in Sarah’s intrapsychic journey not because he was
directed to by a facilitator, but simply because she asked him to and he
liked her. To his surprise, while entering the flow of Sarah’s dream he came
up with an idea to solve a problem he was having back home with a coworker. Although an utterly foreign experience to him prior to his
participation in the group, playing a role in someone’s psychodrama
seemed natural while part of the group.

5.3

Tapping the Tacit Treasure House

As the group deepens and more profound experiences are shared, the hearts
and minds of every member gradually become provoked by everyone else.
In a process of mutual resonance, speakers tell their stories and express
their truth and listeners open themselves and are moved. When Emily
tearfully describes her dilemma about caring for her disabled infant and not
neglecting her other children, for instance, she evokes the mental routines,
emotional responses, memories, associations, cognitive schemas and
images pertaining to infants, disability, mothering in everyone listening.
As she speaks and connects with her listeners, the previously tacit
collective wisdom becomes available to the rest of the group on conscious
and unconscious levels. In any large group there will be an almost infinite
storehouse of potentially relevant wisdom actually present in the room.
The deeper the dialogue goes and the more associations this generates, the
full synergistic potential of this vast human resource becomes available to
those present.
As the hours or days together unfold this mutual awakening process is
repeated many times, resonance among members deepening as it does so.
Some encounters are tender, others hostile and angry, others hilarious,
others tragic or hopeless, as the rich range of private human experience is
brought into the public light of day. As individuals speak those listening are
moved and respond, previously rigidified boundaries, frozen mental maps
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drawn prior to the workshop, gradually loosen and yield. New
configurations of information and knowledge become possible and
significant consciousness expansion occurs.
We repeatedly observed individuals who in a very short time,
underwent degrees of transformation in the level of their mental maturity
that are usually achieved only after extended psychotherapy, or
consciousness practice. As one participant describes her experience,
“When each of you spoke up I felt I reclaimed a forgotten piece of myself.
I identified, I empathized and I changed because of it. I could feel the warm
blood flowing back into my own life.” Another person commented, “Now I
can see myself as part of the big picture. I got new ideas, I could see how
things all fit together, and made new connections with what I already knew
and I had more to offer you in return.” This is learning at its deepest and
most transformative levels. It represents a gain in the capacity for
systemic awareness that involves a change in epistemology–changing not
only what is known, but the ways in which that knowledge can be processed
and lived (Ivey 1985).
Watching this kind of experience repeatedly, we began to have faith
that despite the apparently robustness or even rigidity of a person’s
identity and world view, transformational change in adults was possible.
People have remarkable capacity to grow and to change. It is possible in
these kinds of settings–though admittedly difficult and often
frightening–for adults well along in years to undergo a level of
psychological reorganization as to qualify as a worldview transformation.

5.4

Community Consciousness Takes Form

In the process of individual mental development it is through expanded
awareness and elaboration of increasingly structured and integral
cognitions, symbol and language, that higher levels of consciousness
develops (Ivey 1985). So it is with collectives. As the free-flowing process
in the person-centered group continues, each statement provokes another
statement, a feeling or an image, gradually the group’s awareness expands.
As the proceedings unfold, member after member recaptures the
immediacy and vibrancy of his or her unique voice and perspective and by
sharing it, makes it public. The parts of the whole communicate to the
others through the physicality and the utterances of its members. Through
these acts of individual participation the latent potential of the
ensemble–as a collectivity–becomes realized. A symphony comes into
being through the combined vibrations of the instruments employed in its
rendering and an individual mind becomes realized through the
participation of the myriad connections among neurons. Likewise, the
“group mind” begins to know itself through the interplay of the individual
voices of its members.
Under the right conditions, sometimes after only hours among what
were recently strangers, a new and knowable collective entity becomes
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manifest. Participants begin to sense the presence of this larger conscious
entity and recognize that they are being influenced by it. Until this point
in the process “the community” had existed only as a tacit, inchoate
ground of action, but now out of the dialogical encounter itself a
community emerges and becomes real to its members. The community to
which people feel that they “belong” comes into focus as a conscious being
with its own direction, and potential for learning, growth and
transcendence.
Usually, the presence of an emergent and coherent group consciousness
first becomes visible to group members when some individual member
draws attention to it. This may happen by someone describing a sense of
“community” or “universality” in what is occurring. For people with a
religious frame of reference the presence of God or the existence of
spiritual realities beyond the individual realm may be invoked. Language
shifts subtly, with emphasis moving from “I” to “we,” with many now
referring to “our community.” Scientists in the group might speak of
“systems” and artists use collectivity metaphors and images such as
“collage” or “quilt”, psychologists frequently invoke the metaphor of the
“group mind,” as people try to put into their own familiar words a growing
sense of some ineffable consciousness that seems to exist beyond any one
of them as an individual yet that emerges from among them, nevertheless.
It seems awkward at first for people in North American and European
groups to acknowledge these trans-individual realities and they do so only
timidly. In international groups, the emergence of a clear and knowable
collective “we consciousness” is often first noted by non-Europeans. In our
experience within groups of Euro-Americans it is religious people, artists
and women who appear to have more ease expressing such collective
awareness.1
Once acknowledged, even if only by a minority of its members at first,
the group’s concrete being and its effects as a collective entity upon the
individuals within it, become increasingly discernible to its members.
Boundaries between the group and the world sharpen. As if still too fragile
to survive assaults upon its being, at this point groups can become suddenly
quite xenophobic and exclusive. As a clear sense of “we” emerges, sharp
and sometimes hostile distinctions are often made between “us” and
“them.” Not uncommonly, people from the outside world–even visiting
family members or invited guests and other groups sharing the site–are
somehow alien. A high degree of sensitivity to themes of harmony and
disharmony among members and with the surroundings all point to the
process in which consciousness of individual members is attuning to a
larger collective reality. People report acting in ways that are unfamiliar
even to themselves. Their sense of empathy deepens to a startling degree.
They have similar dreams and “read each others’ minds.” They find
themselves having visions, premonitions, déjà vu experiences, anticipating
what will happen at subsequent meetings, and other non-rational
experiences.
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At an international gathering in Brazil, for instance, an emphatically
rational biologist reported hearing the weeping sounds of suffering
“presences” while housed in the former slave quarters of an old coffee
plantation-turned-conference-center and asked to move to another room.
In a workshop in Italy a delicate-looking ballerina found herself behaving
with uncharacteristic fury to protect an older woman accused by a young
feminist of “wasting her life cooking for her husband and raising children.”
People often report sensing that, oracle-like, their words seem to belong
more to the group than to themselves. In some cases people report feeling
taken over or “possessed” by the group process.
At this stage, there is more interest in ritual, symbol and other nonrational forms knowing and being, as people become more open to nonverbal communication, dance, music and play. Spontaneously, routines
change. People might suddenly rearrange furniture or change meeting
rooms. Sessions may begin with someone reading a poem, sharing a dream,
an artwork, piece of music or image, as everyone becomes attuned to this
new entity–the community. Consensus decisions are sought. There is
strong pressure for the entire group to meet as a whole group sometimes
well into the night. There is great emphasis on what people share in
common and at the same time as statements that appear to draw
boundaries between “them” and “us” within the group are resisted.
Although sometimes complaining that “all we do is sit and talk and
talk,” groups will nevertheless resist any suggestions for activities that
involve differentiation into sub-groups. Sometimes a community may
discuss such a suggestion for hours and even days before a consensus is
finally reached about whether the group will stay together or divide.
Premature decisions imposed by fiat can be catastrophically disruptive. In
one group, where a sub-group managed to precipitate a division before
consensus had been achieved, the separation resulted in a violent outburst
from which the disoriented community never completely recovered
(O’Hara and Wood 1984; O’Hara 1997).

5.5

From “I-Thou” to “We-I-Thou”

As the sense of community deepens and members begin to pay more
attention to the collective dynamics, a noticeable change occurs in the
interests of the group as a whole. The deep personal sharing by individuals
that is the routine early on is no longer the main focus–it may even
provoke impatience and anger. Some group members will begin to question
the amount of energy and time spent on individual issues, and urge the
group to explore its reality as a collective.
In a recent European community a young woman had first delighted
the group with her funny stories, deep personal sharing and single-minded
dedication to authentic self-expression. In the opening stages she was a
hero of sorts–a role model of self-expression authenticity and autonomy.
After the group consciousness began to emerge, however, the same
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behaviors that had been approved of while the group was still in a stage of
individual expression, now began to draw criticism as “individualistic” and
“disruptive of group cohesiveness.” As she held on doggedly to her
individual style, the young woman became increasingly isolated and
eventually rejected. She felt hurt, betrayed and was bewildered the group’s
reactions.
This sea-change in ones own or a group’s preoccupations takes many
by surprise. To find oneself inexplicably annoyed by stories that in other
circumstances would move one deeply can be disorienting. In a group in
Portugal, Sinead a rape counselor from Ireland, expressed one such
moment to a fellow group member as follows:
Nelson, until today I have been with you and very involved with
your struggle, but–and I can’t believe I am saying this–somehow I
can’t stand to listen anymore. There are so many other people I
want to hear from and other deeper ways of being together I hoped
we can get into, that I am pulling away from you. I am irritated by
you and I feel badly about it, but I would feel worse if I sat here and
did not tell you.
Earlier in the process such non-accepting, confrontational words most
likely would have raised protests among the Rogerians, for whom
unconditional acceptance and empathy are among the highest values. But
once a palpable group consciousness has asserted itself, such an
intervention might be experienced with relief–even, we might add–by
Nelson, who in this event was himself growing anxious about his selfabsorbed routine and was needing some help in breaking out of his
isolation.
There is real vulnerability in such moments. Sinead was deeply
embarrassed by her apparent lapse in empathy–a personal quality she much
prized. Gradually, however, she came to realize that her considerable
empathic abilities had not deserted her but had switched their focus. In
place of empathic attunement to Nelson as an individual, she was attuning
to the emergent consciousness of the group. Nelson’s behavior, so selfassertive and unconcerned for collective needs had a relational dimension,
and was potentially hurtful to those like Sinead who had made the shift to
embrace the group as a whole system. By drawing attention to the threat
posed to Nelson and to the group by his separateness, Sinead had acted to
make the group safer for everyone. Paradoxically, breaking the empathic
connection with Nelson as an individual in favor of her attunement to the
whole group of which he was a member, was in actuality more in line with
Nelson’s deeper needs within the group. Often, an individual expresses
empathy for a group through daring to be congruent and honest. After
Sinead had spoken up, other members who had been unable to speak up
until then, found a safe space created by Sinead’s words.
The group consciousness, having become aware of itself through the
sensitivity of an individual member, now becomes eager, it seems, to learn
more about itself and to discover more of its potential. In order to do so it
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must give up its exclusive focus on individuals. Those members like Sinead,
with what in some cultures would be regarded as shamanistic or mediumistic
skills, who empathize easily with individuals and are especially open to
attuning to the consciousness of the whole, frequently become the human
means by which awareness of the group as a conscious entity occurs within
a community.

6.

THE PARADOX OF RESISTANCE

Some people–notably highly educated Europeans and North Americans–re
uncomfortable with this stage of the group process and may be actively
resist it. There are good reasons to be cautious. Most are all familiar with
science-fiction images of robotic “Borg-like” collectives made through
assimilating the consciousness of autonomous and free individuals, and we
have seen news reports of doomsday cults following leader into mass
psychosis or suicide. More mundanely, “group think” is a well-known black
to creative action in work teams and other groups.
Group consciousness can be primitive and can even sweep individuals
away into mob behaviors. An inheritance from our mammalian ancestry,
humans have built-in capacities for group life and it seems likely that group
consciousness is older than individual consciousness on the evolutionary
time scale. The limbic brain system makes all mammals acutely aware of
others and we easily attune to the rhythms and moods of others–seeking
one another in deeply resonant limbic partnerships that over our
evolutionary history have been essential for our survival. The ability to
exquisitely sense the presence, mood, desires, emotions of another, enables
us to know instantly, without any need for cognitive processing, who is
family or friend and who stranger or foe. The limbic system provides
mammals, including humans, with the basic group-coordinating routines
that in the face of either threats or opportunities enable concerted and
cohesive group actions to occur automatically–and mindlessly. Throughout
most of human evolution group consciousness has been a higher priority
than individual autonomy.
Over the past hundred thousand years human cognition and culture
have gradually emerged to buffer the effects of the automatic biological
routines and to provide complex webs of tacit agreements among
individuals to augment the emotional substrate. The last four hundred or so
years of the history of human consciousness can be read as a journey of
liberation from conformity to the demands and rewards of the tribe,
family, or other collective, towards differentiation, individual freedom and
individuation. Modern people are rightly ambivalent about surrendering
their hard won individual identity and consciousness to the group. Drawn to
the experience of unity or “oneness” because it is comforting, exhilarating
and potentially ecstatic, we nevertheless fear such surrender. Most of us are
well aware that if not accompanied by individual freedom and heightened
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awareness, such states can be fanatical, regressive, intoxicating, and when
manipulated by unscrupulous or autocratic leaders, they are also enslaving.

7.

CONSCIOUS STATES

Untangling the relationship between individual consciousness and group
consciousness and to draw important, and frequently neglected distinctions
between different states of group consciousness, needs new language. We
have found the language of holism helpful. Arthur Koestler differentiates
between those behaviors of entities (which he calls holons) that are
expressive of their particularity, integrity and uniqueness–in other words of
their existence as separate and whole entities–and those associated with
“partness” or participation and integration into some yet larger entity
(Koestler 1987). Behaviors that express wholeness are termed selfassertive, and those that express relationality and part-ness, integrative or
self-transcendent. In human systems, including systems of consciousness,
self-assertive behaviors are those which highlight individuality and
uniqueness and emphasize “I” as distinct from either “Thou” or “It.” In
self-assertive consciousness, attention is focused on clear self-expression,
well-delineated boundaries, sharp distinctions and it emphasizes separation,
integrity and diversity. Self-transcendent behaviors are those, which
emphasize “I” only as a participant of “I-Thou”, in an entity referred to as
“We.” Self-transcendent consciousness emphasizes pattern, connection,
relationship, and belonging. For example, a person is stating an individual
opinion or taking a position would be considered to be in a self-assertive
mode. When listening empathetically to another and being changed by
what is heard a person is probably in a self-transcendent mode.
Consciousness has both self-assertive and self-transcendent modes
always co-existing in figure-ground relationships to each other. Whenever
people are fully aware of themselves as unique voices and experience the
ways in which they are separate and unique, they are in a self-assertive
state. When they focus beyond themselves to the realities in which they
are participating–such as singing in a choir or working in a team–they are
in self-transcendent consciousness. When self is foreground, our
relationships with others and with the universe are usually background.
When our awareness is extended out beyond our own skin and embraces the
wider reality of which we are part, then awareness of our individual identity
usually fades into the background. In the self-assertive mode, consciousness
is sharp, bounded, detailed and exclusive; transcendent consciousness at the
other end of the spectrum, is fluid, impressionistic, boundary-less and
inclusive.
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8. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL AND
GROUP CONSCIOUSNESS
Over the course of a group’s life the individual members will naturally
move in and out of different consciousness states and so will the group.
The stages of a group’s life are well known, and need not be repeated here.
Our focus has been on the way consciousness states of individuals interact
and co-construct the consciousness of community.
In a young group, self-assertive consciousness is most salient. The
focus is on individual initiative, autonomy, and the individual stories of
participants. People go to great lengths to be seen as individuals, to clearly
articulate their opinions and unique perspectives on every issue and to
ensure that they are accurately heard by others. Collaboration, if it occurs
at all is formal and transactional–give and take, tit-for-tat, debate,
reciprocal negotiation, clear expectations and articulated contracts,
majority rule and so on. When the group consciousness emerges, it may
also be self-assertive. This can show up as intense discussions about group
norms, concerns about membership, the unique identity of “our group”,
voting, leadership elections, and efforts to craft codes of conduct,
manifestos, mission statements, and unifying values.
Groups in self-assertive mode may be highly cohesive but be
xenophobic, unable to deal with newcomers, and may be aggressive towards
others, especially outsiders. Dissenting initiatives by members are often
rebuffed at least until the group as a whole is sure the initiative presents no
threat to the group’s power to control its members. In a Brazilian group,
for example, a renowned filmmaker requested the group’s permission to
film the process. It was at a time when Brazil was emerging from two
decades of repressive dictatorship and feelings ran high about such issues as
privacy, surveillance and openness. The group could not come to an
agreement about the filmmaker’s request. Some people wanted the group
filmed, others threatened to leave if it was, and the split threatened the
group’s existence as an entity. To protect itself, the group at first refused
the request and embarked on a process of intense consideration of the
question. The dialogue lasted several days of heated meetings. In order not
to lose precious time while the group was discussing the issue, the
filmmaker asked if he could audiotape. Despite the fact that the same
objections and concerns about confidentiality and manipulation existed,
the group nevertheless permitted the audiotaping. In their view, by
delaying his film-making and accepting the will of the group, the filmmaker, as an individual, had made a concession to the whole, and in doing
so had demonstrated that he too was part of and loyal to the group. The
group reciprocated by allowing him his self-assertiveness in the execution
of his individual project.
The first awareness that group consciousness is something beyond the
sum of the individual consciousness is usually accompanied by a
corresponding shift towards self-transcendence in the consciousness of the
individual group members. People speak far less of “I” and more of “we.”
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They spend more time listening, deeply empathizing, opening themselves
up to be touched, moved and provoked by others. They are also more
willing to accept the suggestions of others and to surrender to the group’s
rhythms and flow. Gradually this process seems to open people up to more
self-transcendent states of consciousness.
Group consciousness also can exist in a self-transcendent state. If it
does, vigilant attention to boundaries loosens and xenophobia disappears.
Compromises come more easily and what might be taken as dissent in a
self-assertive group is welcomed as creative input by the self-transcendent
group. Whereas in self-assertive mode a group is likely to resist or reject
change that comes in the form of a newcomer or an innovation, in selftranscendent mode novelty and “otherness” is likely be embraced as an
opportunity for growth and renewal. The shift from self-assertive to selftranscendent can be gradual–occurring person by person–and it can be
rapid–occurring almost instantaneously in response to a particular event.
Phase-shifts are readily noticeable and have a “melting” feel.2 Hardened
positions soften, peoples’ body postures relax, voice tones change, there
are more comfortable spaces between statements, more physical
expressions, more laughter, more tears, less anger, less competition and
more collaboration, more dialogue, more metaphor, more graceful flow
among people and topic, more nuance and ambiguity but less anxiety about
it. Although less familiar in everyday life, participants often experience
this state as feeling “at home.”

9.

STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS IN GROUPS

From our observations of such groups, there appear to be four more or less
distinct relationships between group consciousness and the consciousness of
its individual members. These are self-assertive individuals participating in
an integrative group; self-assertive individuals participating in a selfassertive group; self-transcendent individuals participating in a selfassertive group and self-transcendent individuals participating in a selftranscendent group.
Two of these are isomorphic–i.e. both individuals and the collective
are in the same consciousness state, and two are heteromorphic where
group and individuals are in different states.3 Each configuration has its
own characteristic behaviors with distinct consequences for individual and
group behavior. Each state might be appropriate in some situations but not
others.

9.1

Self-assertive Individuals and Integrative Group

A common individual-group relationship within groups in the United States
is the “libertarian” position, where individuals are self-assertive and the
group is integrative. In this configuration there may be outstanding
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individual achievements, a strong sense of freedom of choice, a high degree
of self-awareness, autonomy and personal power, yet the group is only
loosely defined and is easily entered. Individual freedom is a higher value
than group loyalty and there is little common ground. In this state, the
group is easily penetrated and disrupted, internal rivalry saps vitality and
the group may eventually dissolve.

9.2

Self assertive Individual in a Self Assertive Group

In times of group crisis or celebration groups may be isomorphic for selfassertion. Emphasis is on individual freedom and creativity, individual and
group identity and sovereignty. This is the “Superbowl” phenomenon,
where individuals are highly individualistic in their expression of support
for their team and the sum of these individual expressions adds up to the
“team spirit”. In this state even the most individualistic artistic expression
refers to the identity of the group. This is the predominant situation early
on in the process of American person-centered groups. It is also, not
surprisingly the commonest state for the American culture in general,
particularly in these days of when sub-groups such as ethnic, sexual or
cultural minorities are eager to define, assert and protect their specialized
identities. Americans are a self-assertive society made up of self-assertive
individuals. In the aftermath of the terrorist attack on New York City and
Washington D.C., we saw a myriad unique and individual expressions of
grief outrage, all consolidated into a clear, unified American expression of
solidarity against the “other.”
As savvy political strategists and advertisers know, appeals to
Americans to act collectively are most successful when made in the name
of self-interest.

9.3 Self-transcendent Individuals in Self-assertive
Collectives
The collectivist and militarist positions are represented by self-assertive
collectives of self-transcendent individuals. Such groups have commonly
provided the contexts in which individuals have achieved extraordinary
performances–both constructive and destructive. These are the groups in
which individuals willingly or through coercion, align their own individual
consciousness to the group’s purposes. Such groups produce disciplined
armies, political movements, revolutions, fanatics and martyrs. There is
great solidarity within and exclusivity with outsiders. In our groups, visiting
family members often remark about the apparent contradiction of a
community in which members speak freely to each other about
“unconditional acceptance” and “openness” within the group, yet seem
closed to them and fearful of strangers.
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The best sports and work teams aim for this state, and their
participants commonly report being aided by such groups to reach
performance levels beyond their own previous best. Religious groups
encourage this state as a path to their own particular version of spiritual
fulfillment.
At their democratic best, such groups encourage their individual
members to voluntarily offer their best efforts to the group. In exchange,
the synergistic possibilities inherent in collaboration can lift individuals to
new heights. Individuals seem to be able to access the permutations and
possibilities of the capacities contained within their group and can be lifted
to greater heights of personal development and creativity.
Such groups can be immensely powerful, as political and military
leaders know, achieving feats well beyond what might be expected from a
simple head count. At their worst, these groups can be extremely
aggressive and violent, taking the form of warrior cultures, fanatical
religious groups, cults, gangs, and sectarian or political terrorist
movements. They can be self-destructive and violent as was seen in the
terrorist suicide attacks on the World Trade Centers and the Jonestown
mass suicide and murder.

9.4

Integrative Individuals in Integrative Collectives

The most constructive and in our experience the least frequently attained
state is where the individuals are experiencing integrative, inclusive
consciousness and so is the group. We refer to this state as the conscious
community or integral group.
In our study, it is this state that has intrigued us the most because we
believe that if we could harness its power, it provides the greatest potential
as a context for higher order learning, developing collaborative wisdom
and for addressing the complex challenges ahead within a global, pluralistic
society.
In the integral group, individual members are in a state of integration
as Subjects, i.e. they fully awake as unique centers of consciousness and are
capable of processing experience at the higher levels of mental complexity
and integration (Ivey 1985; Kegan 1994). In Eastern consciousness
systems such as Zen or Yoga, this state might be referred to as an
awakened or post-ego state. Individual awareness no longer stops at the
skin, but extends beyond to embrace relationships and the broader social
and environmental contexts of existence. Others entities–human beings,
animals, elements of the natural world–are seen and experienced not as
objects but as unique Subjects in their own right who in direct and indirect
ways are co-creators of the relational dance of being. At the same time,
members of integral groups are attuned to the whole larger collective–the
community–which in turn exists as a conscious entity with its own
Subjectivity and own participation in yet larger wholes.
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In such integral groups there is a powerful sense of oneness and of
enlightened collaboration that occurs voluntarily as a spontaneous selforganizing process. Furthermore, and we believe most significantly for
consciousness evolution, this occurs without the loss of individual
Subjectivity or self. On the contrary, participants usually describe feeling
more empowered and cherished as unique choice-making and meaningmaking individuals. In contrast to a self-assertive group of integrative
individuals, here the collective is also in an integrative state; open to its
constitutive parts–the individual members–accepting them, embracing each
person’s point of view and finding a place for everyone, and open to the
wider world to which the group belongs.
We have only observed this special state at times when the group
collectively aligns itself with some activity, context or cause, which
requires it to act as a part of some larger whole. The community achieves
self-transcendence through opening itself to its constituent parts and
simultaneously surrendering its own self-assertive identity to the larger
contexts in which it participates. Examples of this state include those
occasions when a spiritual community dedicated to individual
transcendence becomes active in an ecumenical cause, or when a nonprofit organization forms a consortium with other groups and at least
temporarily gives up its sovereignty to serve a greater whole. In our studies
it seems that when groups composed of open and self-transcending
individuals voluntarily and authentically align themselves as communities
to larger systems, that the potential creativity, wisdom or higher states of
consciousness accessible surpasses that achievable in all other states.

10. CULTIVATING GROUP LEARNING AND
TRANSFORMATION

10.1

Facilitating Consciousness Shifts

Sometimes events occur in integral groups that have an extraordinary or
paranormal feel. Despite this, we are not ascribing any supernatural
capacity to these states. We are describing what we believe are latent
capacities that exist widely among all human communities, but that in
modern egocentric societies like North America, frequently go untapped in
everyday circumstances. As William James observed, altered states are
available to us at an instant’s notice. “Our normal waking consciousness ...
is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it
by the filmiest screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely
different...apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are all there in
all their completeness” (James, 1902, p. 388).
Through our work, we have been able to identify some of the “requisite
stimuli” or conditions that make it more likely that groups can access
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these levels of consciousness. We do not propose the following as a
“manual” for creating integral groups, but rather as some “best practices”
for those who wish to experiment with nurturing integral group
consciousness.
Much of this we have described earlier and our observations parallel
those of many other writers about the facilitation of group process. (Bohm
and Edwards 1991; Gibbs 1991; Isaacs 1999; Rogers 1970; Senge 1990;
Yalom 1975).

10.2 Set and Setting
Contemplatives throughout history have known that set and physical
setting are vitally important in the growth of consciousness in individuals
and communities. They place their monasteries in special places, bring
together groups of people willing to be aligned, and cultivate symbols,
rituals, music, images that provide the containers for consciousness to
develop. One does not have to be a Christian to be expanded by a Gothic
cathedral and one does not have to be Buddhist to be healed by the
chanting of Tibetan monks. Person-centered groups housed in bucolic
retreat centers respond more quickly than those crammed into urban
spaces with their many distractions and less comfort. Sunshine, healthy
food, the excitement of beginnings, challenge, novelty, even hardship and
anxiety, and many other non-specific factors may play a role. Whatever
the choice, however, it seems important that the place gives the
participants a sense of location and containment. Settings shared with
other groups, where it is difficult to provide safety and seclusion make it
more difficult. Also, when comfortable space is not available to meet as a
whole community, in small self-selected groups, and in solitude, it becomes
much more difficult for an effective rhythm to be established between the
development of individual and group levels of awareness.

10.3

Convening, Planning and Facilitation

Despite a large literature on facilitator training, we came to the conclusion
that the important variable in the success of a convening team was not
their theoretical knowledge, techniques or interventions, but who they are
as persons. We mean this at the deepest level. Key dimensions of the
capacity to be facilitative include the convenor’s overall level of
psychological maturity (consciousness) and how they are seen and
experienced by other group members. Their cultural background, values,
aesthetics, experience, level of anxiety or ease, imagination, physical
capacities, intellectual knowledge, unconscious processes, unresolved
psychological conflicts or potential and so on, all contribute to establishing
the initial conditions around which all else forms. These multiple aspects
of the convenors’ being play out and become expressed in unpredictable but
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relevant ways when selecting the site, choosing participants, setting
expectations and providing the initial language, frames and starting
assumptions.
Every decision, phrase in a brochure, administrative choice, and the
overall sense of vision and mission, is worked over endlessly and mindfully
by the convening group. No detail is too small to be considered and
reconsidered. Words are particularly powerful in shaping expectations and
it is not unusual for a statement in a brochure to become a touchstone for
discussions once the group gathers. The over-riding value in this process is
the creation of conditions in which every single person present may have
maximum freedom and support to be exactly what and who they are, and
to be able to extend to others the same space and freedom.
The convenors are most important before the event during the
planning phase of the group’s life. At the start of the project, the staff of
a workshop met regularly for almost a year, coming together onsite for an
entire week prior to the event in order to further align and attune to each
other and to become personally ready for the gathering. To become, in
fact, an integral group itself. During the pre-workshop week, we meditated
together, shared personal lives at deep levels, expressed feelings, hopes and
dreams–even romantic attractions and spiritual and psychic experiences.
Most importantly, we cleared up interpersonal misunderstandings, and hurt
feelings and we finished the operational work of preparing the site.
Through the course of this preparation process, the goal is to become as
aligned as possible.
Such painstaking preparation is rarely an option in these hurried times,
but we believe that there is a direct correlation between the amount of
working together to creating an integral group of convenors and the
likelihood that integral consciousness will be achieved by the entire
community, once assembled.
Once the gathering starts, the convenor role shifts, becoming less
concrete and symbolic. As time passes, it becomes clear to participants
that despite their expectations, convenors are not functioning as directors,
managers, therapists or teachers, but as empathic resonators tuned to the
deeper flows of the group dynamics and as “keepers of the process.” They
have the effect of a tuning fork or “strange attractor,” evoking empathic
resonance or reverberation among those group members who may share
their consciousness state. Convenors who are outspoken and
confrontational are more likely to evoke similar behavior in others in the
group. If they use metaphors from art, dance, science or psychology in
their own communications these modes are likely to become significant to
the group, if they are analytical they will evoke intellectual discussion, if
they are erotically alive, eroticism will surface, an highly emotional leaders
tune into emotionalism.
The empathic resonance can be extraordinarily perspicacious at times,
and can have startling affects on a group. In one program, while sitting in a
community group, a convenor visualized a powerful image of a child being
beaten by a parent. When she described the image to the whole group, two
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members shared the fact that in a small breakout group earlier that
morning, the self-appointed leader had bullied a member into participating
in risky group project. In being so directive and leader-centered she
violated basic person-centered principles. The subsequent discussion in the
large group about the relationship between individual sovereignty and group
participation was a turning point in the community process. After that the
creative and conscious use of spontaneous imagery became a new capacity
available to the group as a whole.
Another facilitative role played by the convenors is caring for the
vulnerable outlyers, ensuring that space for each person to be heard is kept
open.
Convenors also tune into the seen and unseen ebb and flow in group
attention, focus and energy. They make sure that as the process unfolds,
the Rogerian assumptions about empathy, listening, authenticity, respect,
and faith in the self-organizing potential of individuals and collectives, are
brought forward to be either affirmed or questioned. The convenors are not
alone in this role, however. Almost from the outset participants assume
their own authority and the leadership function becomes quickly distributed
among those present. A successful group has not one set of leaders but is
made up entirely of leaders. Even those who choose to remain silent, lead
by demonstrating the importance of following.

10.4 Facilitative Attitudes
As the research on effective counseling and psychotherapy with individuals
has repeatedly shown, there are certain attitudes, ways of being, and ways
of being with others that seem to reliably result in personal growth, and
occasionally in remarkable transformational breakthroughs (Bohart and
Tallman 1999). There is, in our experience, no one overriding facilitative
attitude that seems to be crucial in nurturing the emergence of
consciousness in a group, but rather there are several key attitudes all
interacting at the same time. It is not necessary that everyone arrive at
the event with these attitudes already developed, but it does seem
important that at some times during their time together they become
manifest by a significant number of the group members.
In Rogers’ original work a key component of the core facilitative
conditions for individual growth is empathy. Empathy has since been
shown to be the gold standard for effective facilitation in any growthfocused relationship (Bohart and Tallman 1999). Empathy is commonly
regarded as an individual-to-individual phenomenon in which one person
senses the unspoken or inchoate thoughts or feelings of another. Our
observations show that group or relational empathy may be even more
important that individual empathy in the formation of conscious
communities. (O’Hara 1997)
O’Hara describes relational empathy as that process wherein one
attunes to the whole entity–the group. Relational empathy makes it
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possible to sense the interpersonal dynamics, knowledge, unconscious
processes, dreams, images, narratives, concerns, feelings, sensitivities,
priorities, fears–in other words the tacit and explicit consciousness–of
collectives.
In one Brazilian group, for instance, an impasse developed over a
decision facing the community. The impasse was finally overcome through
the performance of a “psychic readings” by one or two of the “sensitives”
in the group. Less exotically, but just as significant, in North American or
European groups the same function is often filled by artists or participants
with organization or systems intervention capacities. The presence of
individuals with well-developed capacities for relational forms of empathy,
as we stated earlier, greatly improves the chances that a group will
experience the more extraordinary levels of consciousness.
Another key attitude in facilitators is humility. It is also one that
presents a significant challenge to self-assertive professionals, most of
whom value their competence and technical knowledge. By humility we
refer to the willingness to suspend assumptions, to open oneself up to see
things afresh, to be touched by others, and learn from them, to
acknowledge crystallized routines and patterns, to embrace errors and
blind-spots, be open to feedback from individuals and the group as a whole,
and to be willing to risk learning in public. It is also important to be open
to the possibility that one can be moved by forces beyond one’s
ken–whether framed as a spiritual reality or scientific.
Also essential is a willingness to surrender and let go of ones
certainties. We have witnessed time and time again, that at moments of
anger between group members, or hostile polarization between groups for
instance, that when one side is willing to yield, to accept that they may be
mistaken, to apologize or accept a suggestion of another–in other words
when they are willing to openly surrender a previous certainty–that a shift
in consciousness occurs and the whole group moves forward.4 It is
particularly powerful when a convenor or some other kind of leader
undergoes such visible shift and is seen by others in the group to be willing
to learn in public.
Although we describe this as a process of surrender it is important to
note that is not surrender to another individual. Among people who
cherish their autonomy this might be experienced as defeat. Neither does it
represent a giving up of self, or abdication of individual sovereignty. If it
did, other members of the group who share the position being challenged
would most certainly resist it. Instead, we are describing surrender to the
larger system or community to which they all belong.
An existential, here and now focus seems to be highly facilitative. By
following the moment by moment experiential references in the context
of life in a particular community members seem more able to let go of
previous mental maps By abandoning the world of abstraction and engaging
directly with the concrete existential predicament of the group in the
company of diverse others, the customary abstractions that frame
expectations can be softened, if not entirely left behind.. In experiencing
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the present, with relatively few pre-conceptions, people are forced to learn
in new and unexpected ways. When boundaries are softened in this way,
new configurations of conscious become available to the individuals and to
the group.
A certain amount of respectful impertinence, or iconoclasm seems
necessary if the group is to tap the more creative aspects of its potential..
Unless there are group members who are willing to challenge the obvious,
little of novelty or creativity is likely. In the most successful group there is
continuous challenge to the obvious. The constant deconstruction and
reframing, usually from several ideologies and epistemologies
simultaneously, gradually undermines all past certainties and brings
everyone into the experienced present. This process may have a decidedly
playful quality where every fixed meaning can be put into play with
hilarious or moving consequences. At other times, the battle over meaning
can be conducted with the deadly earnestness of a political re-education
camp. In either case, fixed understandings are overthrown and space is
opened for creativity and novel solutions. Humor and irreverence are also
very effective.
Everything we have been describing here represents some dimension of
what we mean by deep dialogue–the mutual and reciprocal engagement of
people in an open-ended encounter with Being. In the ways a dance is
irreducible to the separate steps and a poem cannot be found in the
sequence of words, dialogue resides in all of what we have discussed, and is
more than any of it. Isaacs distinguishes between dialogue, discussion, and
debate, and like Bohm makes the case that dialogue builds meaning while
the others proceed by cutting meaning away(Isaacs 1999). For Isaacs,
dialogue is a way of thinking together that can bring the tacit knowledge
explicit, or as Bohm would say, explicate as yet implicate order (Bohm and
Edwards 1991).
Person-centered dialogue is much more than merely thinking together.
It is a way of feeling, living, experiencing and being together in ways that
provide a context for consciousness advancement. The fully embodied,
person-centered encounter creates the space for creative meaning making,
and also provides access to seen and unseen collective knowledge or
wisdom already present within the group. Some of this knowledge is in the
form of thinking, but much of it is social, kinesthetic, holistic, and
imaginal. It is through this open-hearted and authentic process of
surrender to others that people gain access not only to the lived world of
another, but they also gain access to the complex interpenetrated whole
that is the emergent creation they make together. In our experience, being
truly open to dialogical encounter is to participate in the mystery that
rises up before us when thinking ends. Such transformative dialogue risks
psychological death. To surrender ones certainties to a group of people we
barely know and allow ones being to be altered in the meeting, is in a
psychological sense to die and be reborn transformed in the meeting. This
is an immense challenge.
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Usually, risks to ones identity and psychological coherence are taken
only when there is no alternative and when there is faith that something
better exists at the other side. Faith comes in many forms. Whether it
resides in God, Nature, “selfish genes”, evolution, immutable laws of
physical or biological reality, self-organizing systems, human creativity,
implicate order, or all of them combined, it is faith that enables human
beings to let go, move beyond themselves and risk being transformed. It is
through faith rather than thought or logic that people come to believe that
individuals, groups, and communities have intrinsic tendencies to selforganize and to move from disorder towards ever more complex ordered
wholes (O’Hara and Wood 1984). On the individual level this faith may
manifest as a confidence that people or Nature can be trusted or that
shared commitments are worthwhile. On a group or organizational level it
may appear as a dogged refusal of a small group to give up on a shared task,
despite overwhelming odds, or perhaps a willingness to make great
sacrifices in the present for the promise of a better future. Faith, like hope,
is the conviction that the future is radically open and that despite
turbulence and suffering in the present there are real possibilities for
betterment latent in the struggle.
Faith is a powerful orienting force in a person-centered community,
alerting people to the presence, perhaps as yet hidden, of an evolutionary
directionality to existence that may be trusted. It is faith in the possibility
of transformation that keeps eyes and hearts open even in the face of
adversity. For Rogers, the object of his faith was the “actualizing
tendency” which he believed was part of the intrinsic vector in all living
organisms and in the universe. For others it might be faith the “God does
not play dice with the Universe,” as Einstein believed, and for some faith
in the democratic process.
Rogers was known for his frequent assertion that he trusted the
“wisdom of the group.” For him this was not mystical trust, but based on
personal and scientific experience, rational trust, when confronted with
challenge, groups usually find their way out. Despite this trust, however,
when the going got tough, Rogers himself could become as anxious as the
next person about the outcome. There are times during workshops or
community processes that are very difficult and painful and faith falters.
Tempers flare, impasses occur, certainties dissolve, chaos reigns, anxiety
spirals out of control, nothing interesting happens for hours or days,
vitality ebbs and people get bored, hurt or upset. In times like these, the
whole may be a good deal less than the sum of its parts. The temptation is
high for individuals to withdraw from the group efforts and look out for
themselves. It is the presence of people–particularly convenors–who have
confidence in the group’s capacity to transcend its difficulties, who have
faith in human beings and in the “Rogerian story” who can convince
individuals not to depart or withdraw into self-assertive individualism.
They can provide the necessary encouragement to “keep the faith,” stay
involved and to press on.
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THE DIALOGICAL CHALLENGE

It seems clear to us that the threats and opportunities facing humanity
(and that our presence poses for our biosphere co-habitants) at this point
in evolutionary history are so vast, complex and interpenetrated that it is
simply beyond the capacity of individuals working alone to make much
difference to collective outcomes. Although, individual creativity will
always play an important role, and innovators, artists and scientists will
continue to bring important breakthroughs that are the products of their
individual minds, for any new ideas, new social programs, ways of
organizing civic life, or adoption of new technologies on a scale broad
enough to make a difference, social, political and economic systems must
also be involved. Traditional patterns of life, routine behaviors, basic
psychology and values of whole communities will have to change.
Furthermore if resistance and backlash is to be avoided in democratic open
societies, the coordination of group behavior must be achieved through
voluntary agreements and mutual consent.
We have few models for generative dialogue among empowered people
with diverse interests. As recently as the early twentieth century, most
people lived in relatively homogeneous societies in which individual voices
were largely subordinated to group survival. The person as Subject–a center
of individual consciousness, agentic author and interpreter of his or her
life–was unimportant. People lived out their entire lives constrained by
definitions of them given by their community and bound by the multiple
obligations of community life. Utterly dependent upon the community for
survival, independent action was not an option. The feudal, caste-based
societies of our ancestors, some tribal societies that persist today, and the
totalitarian systems of the twentieth century, were built upon the backs of
powerless, faceless (and expendable) masses whose individual Subjectivity
and collective efforts were subordinated to the ends of leaders and elites. In
such social systems, collective efforts are not coordinated by voluntary
collaboration based in equality, shared values and mutual interest, but
through compliance to authority and social conventions enforced by
means of social coercion, violence and fear. Although still a common
social form in much of the developing world, such an oppressive option is
not viable in today’s open and diverse societies.,
Democracy also emerged in relatively homogeneous societies. The
liberal democracies of the nineteenth century, in which emancipation and
individual rights provided the architecture of social progress, were highly
coherent and homogeneous, with deeply embedded shared world-views and
very little diversity. In 19th century Britain, for instance, John Stuart Mill
could take for granted a shared cultural vision among his audience. He could
not have even imagined, that by the late twentieth century, the guarantees
of individual liberty he so vigorously promoted would be the basis of
protection of the rights of immigrant communities from cultures that are
worlds and centuries apart from industrial Britain, to establish schools, the
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curriculum of which sometimes challenge the very emancipatory values
that made their existence possible.
In these days of high social mobility, mass migrations and expanded
claims for individual and ethnic sovereignty, collaboration must occur
among people who differ enormously and profoundly, and may have
otherwise competing interests. The challenge for today’s diverse
democratic societies is to learn how to pool the efforts of their diverse
citizenry and achieve voluntary collaboration on common goals while at
the same time, safeguarding individual sovereignty, creativity and rights to
self-determination. On a planetary scale the same challenge of human
diversity faces the whole human species. Such a task requires new social
learning that goes beyond any society’s existing socialization processes.
Because such a challenge has never been faced on such a scale before, it
requires us to invent new institutions and contexts in which this social
learning can occur. As evidenced by recent events, the need for contexts
for dialogue and learning through dialogue is reaching crisis proportions.

12.

FINAL NOTES

We have come to see person-centered communities as pedagogy for
transformational learning. These events appear to provide opportunities
for people to develop the expanded capacities for individual and collective
consciousness that will be crucial for human survival through the turbulent
times ahead. When convened in situations where conflict exists, such as in
South Africa between blacks and white, in Israel between Arabs and Jews or
in Northern Ireland between Catholics and Protestants, these gatherings
provide a means where people can work through their previously fixed
positions and mutual estrangement, to touch their shared humanity.
In the 1960s and 1970s in the United States and beyond, large numbers
of people participated in human potential group encounters with the
express intentions of developing themselves as individuals and learning
how to communicate better. They were eager to experience themselves
and their relationships more authentically, and to develop greater levels of
empathy and relational competence. For a decade or more, in church
groups, classrooms, yoga centers, workplaces, growth centers, self-help
groups and support groups, a whole society was engaged in a broad cultural
experiment in psychologically sophisticated transformational learning.
In our view, the experiment was a great but partial success–it changed
the culture but left off too soon. People certainly became more
psychologically minded, more self-sufficient, learned how to be better
parents, managers, and friends, and they came to enjoy deeper and more
satisfying relationships with themselves and each other. People developed
to greater levels of psychological capacity and reached higher levels of
consciousness. But the full potential of the conscious group as greenhouses
for learning in which new and more advanced relational consciousness
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could by cultivated, was never fully recognized by their practitioners and to
this day remains largely unrealized.
In the future, as the global turbulence intensifies and staying afloat in
white water becomes business as usual, there is bound to be dire need for
leaders and citizens who can cope with the never-before-experienced
challenges and opportunities of the sort outlined in our introduction. As we
write, New Yorkers and Americans in general are attempting to process the
catastrophic assault on the American psyche inflicted by terrorists on
September 11, 2001. They are turning to whatever institutions exist to
process their pain. Principally residents of the United States are turning to
counseling, psychotherapy, spiritual traditions, talk radio, the internet chat
rooms and, of course, to intimates. We are convinced that the strong
emphasis on self-assertive consciousness that such services ordinarily
favor, though necessary for comfort in the short term, will not be
sufficient in the long run.
The level of consciousness demanded in this moment of our
evolutionary history goes beyond that which we have inherited. In our
view, new institutional forms for accelerated social learning are needed that
can simultaneously increase group and societal consciousness at the same
time as it cultivates expanded individual consciousness. We have seen such
social learning and consciousness transformation occur in person-centered
groups.
We end with a statement by our friend, colleague and pioneering
fellow-traveler in the mysterious waters of consciousness, American
psychologist Carl R. Rogers, whose revolutionary work has been translated
into 20 languages and has found ready readers for over 60 years. He
reflects:
If the time comes when our culture tires of endless homicidal feuds,
despairs of the use of force and war as a means of bringing peace,
becomes discontent with the half lives that its members are
living–only then will our culture seriously look for
alternatives... .When that time comes they will not find a void.
They will discover that there are ways of facilitating the resolution
of feuds. They will find there are ways of building communities
without sacrificing the potential creativity of the person. They will
realize that there are ways, already tried out on a small scale, of
enhancing learning, of moving towards new values, of raising
consciousness to new levels.. They will find that there are ways of
being that do not involve power over persons and groups. They will
discover that harmonious community can be built on the basis of
mutual respect and enhanced personal growth....As humanistic
psychologists with a person-centered philosophy–we have created
working models on a small scale which our culture can use when it is
ready. (Rogers, 1980, p. 205)
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This was written two decades ago. The recent intensification in the
level of ethnic warfare shows that the need for such thinking and praxis is
urgent. Perhaps the recent renewed interest in-group dialogue suggests that
the culture is now ready. We hope that our contribution to this volume can
suggest some simple ways to facilitate the creation of powerful contexts
for rapid group learning in which the skills required to mobilize the
collective wisdom of diverse groups can be cultivated and nurtured. Finally
we hope that we have helped remind those interested in group learning of
the pioneering work of Rogers and his colleagues and help put it to the
service of a culture once again in the throes of reinventing itself.

NOTES
1
We acknowledge that in this post-modern world, it would be quite possible, and
plausible to frame this process in social-constructivist terms and to understand the
emerging sense of collective consciousness as the result of a gradual internalization and
reification of the meme for “community” or “group consciousness.” Our reluctance to do so
comes from our attempt to be faithful to the language of our group co-participants, for whom
this emergent reality seems more mysterious, luminous and even sacred.
2
Conversely, a shift to a more self-assertive configuration feels like a chilly tightening or
hardening.
3
We do not mean to imply that all the i n d i v i d u a l s in a group will be in the same state of
consciousness at any one time. Nor is it the case that once arrived at, a state is necessarily
stable and durable. No-one ever becomes so self-transcendent, for instance, that a growling
stomach will not demand someone’s attention, and only serious psychopathology would
prevent someone in the most self-assertive states impervious to the grief of another. What
we mean is that at any one time the modal state of consciousness of i n d i v i d u a l s and
collectives can often be identified as either self-assertive or self-transcendent.
4
For a detailed description of such a shift see O’Hara 1983.
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Chapter 7
MY DIALOGUE WITH DIALOGUE
MAURICE FRIEDMAN
Professor Emeritus, San Diego State University

1.

INTRODUCTION

The works of Martin Buber, on dialogue, have an important part of my
studies on dialogue, in particular in examining the ontology of the
“between” or relationship that Buber articulated in his writings on I-Thou
and I-It. Concepts such as confirmation, individuation, image, wholeness,
free person, otherness, imagining the self, monologue versus dialogue,
“sphere of between,” unification, and genuine dialogue, to name those
more important in my study, are addressed in this chapter as I examine my
own “dialogue with dialogue.”

2.

MY MEETING WITH MARTIN BUBER

My dialogue with dialogue probably began in 1944 or 1945 when I returned
to Martin Buber’s I and Thou and read it not for its resemblance to
non-dualistic Hinduism but for what it said in itself: “All real living is
meeting.” My 600 page doctoral dissertation on the whole of Buber’s
thought that I had access to was certainly another step along the way, and
equally important was my dialogue with Buber himself-first by letter and
later in person. Even before he had read my dissertation Buber wrote me
saying he would like to help me and asked me to write him about myself
without holding back but “please, no analyses.” He liked my way of
recounting myself but complained that I communicated how I felt about
others but did not enable him to see the persons themselves. “I was not
trying to write a novel,” I somewhat petulantly replied.
When I first met him in person in September 1951, Buber told me that
he was not mainly interested in me because I was writing a book on him but
as a person. “My books are snake skins that I throw off,” he said. “They
are not what is important to me.” He told me he had met T.S. Eliot five
days before in London, that he was a shy person but one who was really
Dialogue as a Means of Collective Communication, Edited by Banathy and Jenlink
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York 2005
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frank. When I asked him if he did not find important differences between
Eliot’s thought and his own, Buber replied, “When I meet a person, I am
not interested in his opinions but in the person.”

2.1

The Ontology of the Between

The fundamental fact of human existence, according to Martin Buber’s
philosophical anthropology is person with person. But the sphere in which
person meets person has been ignored because it possesses no smooth
continuity. Its experience has been annexed to the soul and to the world so
that what happens to an individual can be distributed between outer and
inner impressions. But when two persons “happen” to each other, then
there is an essential remainder which is common to them, but which
reaches out beyond the special sphere of each. That remainder is the basic
reality, the “sphere of the between.” The participation of both partners is
in principle indispensable to this sphere. The unfolding of this sphere
Buber calls “the dialogical.” The psychological, what happens within the
souls of each, is only the secret accompaniment to the dialogue. The
meaning of this dialogue is found in neither one nor the other of the
partners, nor in both taken together, but in their interchange.

2.2

As I Say Thou I Become I

In the dialogical view we become persons in what Buber calls the “I-Thou”
relationship–the direct, reciprocal, present relation between the person
and what comes to meet him or her as opposed to the indirect, nonmutual
relation of “I-It.” I-Thou is a dialogue in which the other is accepted in his
or her unique otherness and not reduced to a content of my experience.
I-It is a monologue, the subject-object relation of knowing and using that
does not allow the other to exist as a whole and unique persons but
abstracts, reduces, and categorizes. In I-It, only a part of one’s
being–rational, emotional, intuitive, and sensory–enters into the relation;
in I-Thou, the whole being enters in.

2.3

The Free Person versus the Unfree Individual

In contrast to the free person stands the individual who is characterized by
arbitrary self-will, or willfulness, who continually intervenes in order to use
the outside world for his or her purposes. This does not mean that the free
person acts only from within him or herself. On the contrary, it is only
he or she who sees what is new and unique in each situation, whereas the
unfree person sees only its resemblance to other things. But what comes
to the free person from without is only the precondition for his or her
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action; it does not determine its nature. The unfree person makes will to
power a value in itself divorced from the will to enter into dialogue, with
the inevitable result that he or she tends to use others as means to his or
her ends.
Arbitrariness is a form of decisionlessness, of failure to make a decision
with one’s whole person. Decisionlessness makes a person divided and
unfree, conditioned and acted upon. It is failure to direct one’s inner
power. Decision, in contrast, means transforming one’s passion so that it
enters with its whole power into the single deed. It is not a psychological
event that takes place within the person but the turning of the whole being
through which one enters once again into dialogue. Such decision means
the transformation of the urges, of the “alien thoughts,” of fantasy. We
must not reject the abundance of this fantasy but transform it in our
imaginative faculty and turn it into actuality. “We must convert the
element that seeks to take possession of us into the substance of real life.”
The contradictions that distress us exist only that we may discover their
intrinsic significance. There can be no wholeness “where down-trodden
appetites lurk in the corners” or where the soul’s highest forces watch the
action, “pressed back and powerless, but shining in the protest of the
spirit.

2.4

Wholeness, Decision, and Dialogue

True decision can be made only with the whole being, and it is decision in
turn that brings the person to wholeness. Yet this wholeness is never a goal
in itself but only the indispensable base for going out to meet the Thou.
Decision is made with the whole being, but it takes place in dialogue. The
person who decides continually leaves the world of It for the world of
dialogue in which I and Thou freely confront each other in mutual effect,
unconnected with causality. It is in dialogue, therefore, that true decision
takes place. Decision within dialogue is a corollary of personal unification;
for it means giving direction to one’s passion.
In their dialogue with others and in their life with the community it is
possible for persons to divert fear, anger, love, and sexual desire from the
casual to the essential by responding to what comes to meet them, to what
they become aware of as addressing them and demanding from them an
answer.

2.5

Being and Seeming

The essential problematic of the sphere of the between, writes Buber, is
the duality of being and seeming. The being person looks at the other as
one to whom one gives oneself. Her glance is spontaneous and unaffected.
She is not uninfluenced by the desire to make herself understood, but she
has no thought for the conception of herself that she might awaken in the
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beholder. The seeming person, in contrast, is primarily concerned with
what the other thinks of her. With the help of the human ability to allow
a certain element of one’s being to appear in one’s glance one produces a
look that is meant to affect the other as a spontaneous expression
reflecting a personal being.
Whatever the word “truth” may mean in other spheres, in the realm
between person and person it means that one imparts oneself to the other
as what one is. This is not a question of saying to the other everything
that occurs to one, but of allowing the person with whom one
communicates to partake of one’s being. It is a question of the
authenticity of what is between persons, without which there can be no
authentic human existence. The origin of the tendency toward seeming is
found in the human need for confirmation. It is no easy thing to be
confirmed by the other in one’s being; therefore, one looks to appearance
for aid. To give in to this tendency is our real cowardice, to withstand it is
our real courage. One must pay dearly at times for essential life, but never
too dearly. “I have never met any young person who seemed to me
hopelessly bad,” writes Buber. It is only the successive layers of deception
that give the illusion of individuals who are “seeming” persons by their
very nature. The human being is as human being redeemable.

2.6

Confirmation

True confirmation means that one confirms one’s partner as this existing
being even while one opposes her. I legitimize her over against me as the
one with whom I have to do in real dialogue, and I may then trust her also
to act toward me as a partner. To confirm her in this way I need the aid of
what Buber calls “imagining the real.” This imagining is no intuitive
perception but a bold swinging into the other which demands the most
intense action of my being, even as does all genuine imagining, only here
the realm of my act is not the all-possible but the particular, real person
who steps up to meet me, the person whom I seek to make present as just
so and not otherwise in all her wholeness, unity, and uniqueness. I can
only do this as a partner, standing in a common situation with the other,
and even then my address to the other may remain unanswered and the
dialogue may die in seed.

2.7

Individuation

If it is the interaction between person and person which makes possible
authentic human existence, it follows that the precondition of such
authentic existence is that each overcomes the tendency toward
appearance, that each means the other in her personal existence and
makes her present as such, and that neither attempts to impose her own
truth or view on the other. It would be mistaken to speak here of
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individuation alone. Individuation is only the indispensable personal stamp
of all realization of human being. The self as such is not ultimately
essential but the created meaning of human existence again and again
fulfills itself as self. The help that persons give each other in becoming a
self leads the life between persons to its height. The dynamic glory of
human being is first bodily present in the relation between two persons
each of whom in meaning the other also means the highest to which this
person is called and serves the fulfillment of this created destiny without
wishing to impose anything of her own realization on the other.

3.

GENUINE DIALOGUE

In genuine dialogue the experiencing senses and imagining the real work
together to make the other present as whole and one. For this dialogue to
be real, one must not only mean the other, but also bring oneself, and that
means saying at times what one really thinks about the matter in question.
One must make the contribution of one’s spirit without abbreviation and
distortion: everything depends here upon the legitimacy of what one has
to say. Not holding back is the opposite of letting oneself go, for true
speech involves thought as to the way in which one brings to words what
one has in mind. A further condition of genuine dialogue is the overcoming
of seeming. Because genuine dialogue is an ontological sphere, which
constitutes itself through the authenticity of being, every intrusion of
seeming can injure it.
Genuine dialogue can be either spoken or silent. Its essence lies in the
fact that “each of the participants really has in mind the other or others
in their present and particular being and turns to them with the intention
of establishing a living mutual relation between himself and them.” The
essential element of genuine dialogue, therefore, is “seeing the other” or
“experiencing the other side.”

3.1

The Meeting with Otherness and Imagining the Real

There is no human situation that is so rotten and God-forsaken that the
meeting with otherness cannot take place within it. The ordinary person
can, and at times does, break through “from the status of the
dully-tempered disagreeableness, obstinacy, and contrariness” in which she
lives into an effective reality. This reality is the simple quantum satis, or
sufficient amount, of what this person in this hour of her life is able to
fulfill and to receive–if she gives herself. In order to be responsible, it is
essential that we make use of that imagining the real that enables us to
experience the other person’s side of the relationship. Only through a
quite concrete imagining of what the other is thinking, feeling, and willing
can I make the other present to myself in his or her wholeness, unity, and
uniqueness.
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This “imagining the real” is not “empathy”, as it is commonly
understood, for it does not mean giving up one’s own standpoint in order
to enter that of the other. Rather it is a living partnership in which I stand
in a common situation with the other and expose myself vitally to her
share in the situation as really her share. Without forfeiting anything of
the felt reality of my own activity, I at the same time live through the
common event from the standpoint of the other. This “inclusion” of the
other takes place most deeply and fully in marriage, the “exemplary
bond,” which, if it is real, leads to a “vital acknowledgement of
many-faced otherness–even in the contradiction and conflict with it.” In
all human relations, in fact, the responsible quality of one’s decision will be
determined by the degree to which one really experiences the side of the
other and makes the other present to one.

3.2

Monologue versus Dialogue

“Love without dialogic, without real outgoing to the other, reaching to the
other, and companying with the other, the lover remaining with itself–this
is called Lucifer.” This “love” is evil because it is monological. The
monological individual is not aware of the “otherness” of the other, but
instead tries to incorporate the other into oneself. The basic movement of
the life of monologue is not turning away from the other but “”reflexion”
(Rueckbiegung), bending back on oneself. “Reflexion” is not egotism but
the withdrawal from accepting the other person in his or her particularity
in favor of letting the other exist only as one’s own experience, only as a
part of oneself. Through this withdrawal, as Buber says, “the essence of all
reality begins to disintegrate.”
The soul does not have its object in itself, nor is its knowing,
purifying, and perfecting itself for its own sake “but for the sake of the
work which it is destined to perform upon the world.” One must distinguish
here between that awareness which turns one in oneself and that which
enables one to turn to the other. The latter is not only essential to the life
of dialogue, but is dialogical in its very nature: it is the awareness of “the
signs” that continually address us in everything that happens. These signs
are simply what happens when we enter into relation with occurrences as
really having meaning for us. “Each of us is encased in an armour whose
task is to ward off signs,” for we are afraid that to open ourselves to them
means annihilation. We perfect this defense apparatus from generation to
generation until we can assure ourselves that the world is there to be
experienced and used as we like but that nothing is directed at us, nothing
required of us.

3.3

The Signs of Address

In shutting off our awareness of “the signs” we are shutting off our
awareness of the address of God, for the One who speaks in these signs is
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the “Lord of the Voice,” the eternal Thou. Every person hides, like Adam,
to avoid rendering accounts. “To escape responsibility for his life, he turns
existence into a system of hideouts” and “enmeshes himself more and
more deeply in perversity.” The lie displaces “the undivided seriousness of
the human with himself and all his manifestations” and destroys the good
will and reliability on which our life in common rests. The external
conflict between person and person has its roots in the inner contradiction
between thought, speech, and action. One’s failure to say what one means
and do what one says “confuses and poisons, again and again and in
increasing measure,” the situation between oneself and the other person.
Unaware that the roots of the conflict are in our inner contradiction, we
resist beginning with ourselves and demand that the other change at the
same time. But just this perspective in which one sees oneself only as an
individual contrasted with other individuals, and not as a genuine person
whose transformation helps toward the transformation of the world,
contains the fundamental error.

3.4

The Unification of the Soul

The individual with the divided, complicated, contradictory soul is not
helpless: the core of one’s soul, the divine force in its depths, is capable of
binding the conflicting forces together, amalgamating the diverging
elements. The unification of the soul is never final. Again and again
temptation overcomes the soul, and again and again innate grace arises
from out of its depths and promises the utterly incredible: you can become
whole and one.” This is no easy promise, however, but one demanding a
total effort of the soul for its realization:
It is a cruelly hazardous enterprise, this becoming a
whole... Everything in the nature of inclinations, of indolence, of
habits, of fondness for possibilities which has been swashbuckling
within us, must be overcome, and overcome, not by elimination, by
suppression.... Rather must all these mobile or static forces, seized
by the soul’s rapture, plunge of their own accord, as it were, into the
mightiness of decision and dissolve within it. (Buber, 1954, p. 127
f.)
It is no wonder, writes Buber, that these situations frequently terminate
in a persistent state of indecision. Yet even if the effort of unification is
not entirely successful, it may still lay the groundwork for future success.
The unification must be accomplished before a person undertakes some
unusual work, but any ordinary work that a person does with a united soul
acts in the direction of new and greater unification and leads her, even if
by many detours, to a steadier unity than she had before. Thus one
ultimately reaches a point where one cal rely upon one’s soul because its
unity is now so great that it overcomes contradiction with effortless ease.
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In place of one’s former great efforts all that is now necessary is a relaxed
vigilance.

3.5

Spirit as the Response to the Thou

In Hasidism the holiest teaching is rejected if it is found in someone only
as a content of that person’s thinking. This must not be understood as a
contrast between feeling and thought. It is not the dominance of any one
faculty but the unity of all faculties within the personality that constitutes
the wholeness of the person, and it is this that Buber calls “spirit.” “Spirit
is...the totality which comprises and integrates all man’s capacities,
powers, qualities, and urges.”
But human wholeness does not exist apart from real relationship to
other beings. In I and Thou Buber defines spirit in its human manifestation
as “a response of man to his Thou. ” These two elements are invariably
linked together in the life of dialogue. Trust is a contact of the entire
beings with the one in whom one trusts. True freedom comes only from
personal wholeness, but it is only of value as a springboard for
responsibility and communion. The true person is again and again required
to detach and shut herself off from others, but this attitude is alien to her
innermost being: one wants openness to and the company of others.
Through relation the whole person shares in an absolute meaning which
one cannot know in one’s life by oneself.
Human life touches on absoluteness in virtue of its dialogical
character, for in spite of his uniqueness man can never find, when
he plunges to the depth of his life, a being that is whole in itself and
as such touches on the absolute....This other self may be just as
limited and conditioned as he is; in being together the unlimited is
experienced. (Buber, 1985, p. 176)

3.6

The “Single One” and the Thou

The child knows the Thou before it knows the separated I. But on the
height of personal existence one must truly be able to say I in order to
know the mystery of the Thou in its whole truth. Thus partial dialogue
precedes inner wholeness but full dialogue follows it. Only one who has
become a real person is able to have a complete life relation to the other
that is above not beneath the problematic of interhuman relations and
withstands and overcomes it. “A great relation exists only between real
persons. It can be strong as death, because it is stronger than solitude,
because it... throws a bridge from self-being to self-being across the abyss of
dread of the universe” (Buber, 1985, p. 116).
This also applies to the person’s relation to God. We cannot say Thou
to God before we are able to say I in the fullness of our being, and this
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saying of Thou must include our Thou to our fellow human beings. “The
real God lets no shorter line reach him than each man’s longest, which is
the line embracing the world that is accessible to this man.” One takes up
into one’s life the otherness, which enshrouds one, but one takes it up only
in the form of the other, the other who meets one, the companion. The
Single One passes life in the body politic as “the reservoir of
otherness”–“the basic structure of otherness, in many ways uncanny but
never quite unholy or incapable of being hallowed, in which I and the
others who meet me in my life are inwoven” (Buber, 1985, p. 65).

3.7

Personal Direction

It is thus that one finds one’s personal direction, one’s direction to God.
To the extent that the soul achieves unification, it becomes aware of
“direction” and of itself as sent in quest of it. This awareness of direction
is ultimately identical with the awareness of one’s created uniqueness, the
special way to God that is realized in one’s relation with the world and
one’s fellows. The humanly right is ever the service of the single person
who realizes the right uniqueness purposed for her in her creation.
“Decision” is here both the current decision about the immediate situation
which confronts one and through this the decision with the whole being for
God. Direction is apprehended through one’s inner awareness of what one
is meant to be, for it is this that enables one to make a genuine decision.
This is a reciprocal process, however, for in transforming and directing
one’s undirected energies, one comes to recognize ever more clearly what
one is meant to be.
One experiences one’s uniqueness as a designed or preformed one,
entrusted to one for execution, yet everything that affects one
participates in this execution. The person who knows direction responds
with the whole of one’s being to each new situation with no other
preparation than one’s presence and one’s readiness to respond. Direction
is not meeting but going out to meet. It is not identical with dialogue, but
it is, along with personal wholeness, a prerequisite of any genuine dialogue.
It is also a product of dialogue in the sense that the awareness of direction
comes into being only in the dialogue itself. One discovers the mystery
waiting for one not in oneself but in the encounter with what one meets.
Although “the one direction of the hour towards God...changes time and
again by concretion,” each moment’s new direction is the direction if
reality is met in lived concreteness.

3.8

Emunah or Trust

Closely related to Buber’s concept of direction is the biblical concept of
emunah or trust. Emunah is perseverance “in a hidden but self-revealing
guidance.” This guidance does not relieve us of taking and directing our
own steps, for it is nothing other than God’s making known that He is

Maurice Friedman

146

present. Emunah is the realization of one’s faith in the actual totality of
one’s relationships to God, to one’s appointed sphere in the world, and to
oneself. “By its very nature trust is substantiation of trust in the fullness of
life in spite of the course of the world which is experienced.”
He who lives the life of dialogue knows a lived unity: the unity of
life, as that which once truly won is no more torn by any changes,
not ripped asunder into the everyday creaturely life and the
“deified” exalted hours; the unity of unbroken, raptureless
perseverance in concreteness, in which the word is heard and a
stammering answer dared. (Buber, 1985, p. 85)
The lived unity of the life of dialogue, born out of response to the
essential mystery of the world, makes this response ever more possible.

4.

The Life of Dialogue

The “sphere of the between,” mutual confirmation, making the other
present, overcoming seeming, genuine dialogue, inclusion, or imagining the
real, a personal wholeness, a responsibility, decision, direction, trust–these
are all aspects of the life of dialogue. This life is a part of our birthright as
human beings, for only through it can we attain authentic human
existence. But this birthright cannot be simply inherited, it must be earned.
We must follow Buber in not underestimating the obstacles to the life of
dialogue, but we must also follow him in refusing to magnify them into an
inexorable fate.
The tendency toward seeming which mars the life of dialogue has its
origin not only in the interdependence and need for confirmation that
Buber has indicated, but also in the specific social structures that have
arisen on this anthropological base: in the ordinary amenities of civilized
life which make us habitually pretend toward others what we do not feel; in
the institutionalization of social life which makes us tend to relate to
others on the basis of our relative positions in these institutions; in the
emphasis on prestige and authority which grows out of our social
differentiations; in our inner divisions which make us unable to relate to
others honesty because we cannot relate as whole persons; in our
unawareness of the extent to which our values and attitudes arise, not from
a genuine relation to truth, but from the social attitudes of the groups to
which we belong.
To emphasize the hold of seeming on our lives is to point out how
difficult and also how important it is to become a “Single One.” This is
especially so if one understands by the Single One not Kierkegaard’s person
who finds truth by separating oneself from the crowd, but Buber’s person of
the narrow ridge, who lives with others yet never gives up one’s personal
responsibility nor allows one’s commitment to the group to stand in the
way of one’s direct relationship to the Thou. Another product of the
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narrow ridge, one equally essential to the life of dialogue, is the realistic
trust which recognizes the strength of the tendency toward seeming yet
stands ready to deal with the other as a partner and to confirm her in
becoming her real self. This open-eyed trust is at base a trust in existence
itself despite the difficulties we encounter in making our human share of it
authentic. It is the trust, in Buber’s words, that the human being as human
being is redeemable.

4.1

Touchstones of Reality

Two essentially dialogical approaches to human existence and meaning
that I have developed on my own apart from Buber and the life of dialogue
are “touchstones of reality” and the “image of the human.” “Touchstones
of reality,” as I use that phrase in my book of that title, is not a definition:
it is a metaphor. I use this metaphor in conscious contrast to all those
ways of thinking that try to deal with reality in objective terms:
metaphysics, philosophy of religion, theology. But I also use it in contrast
to the subjective approaches that explain “reality” away, whether in terms
of Freudian psychology, or Sartrian existentialism of choice–the invention
of values–or the linguistic analyst who says this is what you prefer or
postulate and the rest is just an unwarranted inference from your emotions,
the deconstructionist or constructivist reduction of everything to social
context, or any of the other cultural relativizing or subjectivizing
approaches.
In contrast to both the objective and the subjective, I claim that in our
lives we do have certain events that become for us touchstones of reality.
We bring them with us into other life events so that they affect the way
we enter these life events, and they are themselves modified in the
process. While I cannot define what reality is apart from our touching, in
touching we do come in contact with something really “other” than
ourselves, with some otherness that has its unique impact upon us. I do not
mean by touchstones of reality merely subjective experience, therefore,
but what transcends our subjective experience even though we are fully
part of it.

4.2

The Image of the Human

To use one obvious connecting point between my two metaphors, if
religion derives from and rests upon our touchstones of reality, it also
embodies and expresses our image of the human, our image not only of
what human life is but also of what it can and ought to be. The image of
the human means a meaningful personal and social direction that gives us
some guidance in choosing between our potentialities and finding a way
forward in the present that leads organically into the future.
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The image of the human and personal wholeness are mutually entailed
if we understand the image of the human aright–not as some universal
model or ideal that we all can or ought to adopt but as a highly personal
unique life-stance that every one of us chooses again and again as our
personal way of being human. It is the expression of what we are in our
uniqueness and in our humanity. The universality that is talked of here is
one that exists only in and through the concrete, the particular, the
unique.
I cannot reproduce here all the nuances of the image of the human
that I depict in the first chapter of my book To Deny Our Nothingness, but
I can give some hint of why the image of the human means both the
universally human and the unique at once:
The pole of the unique and the pole of the human stand in fruitful
tension with each other: in each situation I must be concerned with
what is authentic human existence and what is authentic existence
for me in particular. These two can never be divided from each
other, nor can they be identified. What we mean by...“human” is at
once something we take for granted and something we do not know
and must constantly discover and rediscover. That we are all
“human” is the commonest presupposition of social intercourse.
What the human is, can be, and ought to become is continually
changing, however, not only with each new culture and period of
history, but also with each new individual. It is precisely in one’s
uniqueness, and not in what one has in common with others, that
each person realizes what the human can become in one.... The
image of the human is an embodiment of an attitude and a response.
Whether it is an image shared by only one person or by a society as
a whole, the individual stands in a unique personal relation to it.
One’s image of the human is not some objective, universal Saint
Francis, but the Saint Francis who emerges from one’s own meeting
with this historical and legendary figure.1
Our image of the human and our personal wholeness go together not
only because each person’s image of the human is unique but also because
our wholeness as persons is inseparable from the unique direction that we
take, the attitude and life-stance that we bring to our response to the
demand placed on us by the persons and world with which we stand in
dialogue. Thus our individuation and our integration cannot be an end in
itself, divorced from the unique direction that our image of the human and
our touchstones of reality embody. These images and touchstones are our
way of going out to meet what comes to meet us. We cannot use
everything else merely as a means to the end of our personal integration,
as sometimes seems to be the goal of Jungian therapy, or “follow our bliss”
without concern for the partnership of existence.
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A Dialogical Theory of Knowledge

Underlying both touchstones of reality and the image of the human, as I
use these terms, is a dialogical approach to knowledge that holds that it is
in the immediacy of contact that we know and that our objective
knowledge is derived from this I-Thou knowing. This means that in our
approach to the human sciences as a whole we must be concerned with the
dialectical alternation between I-Thou knowing and I-It knowledge or, to
put it another way, between dialogue and dialectic.

5.1

Dialogue and Dialectic in the Human Sciences

For some time I have had the notion of writing a book on dialogue and
dialectic in the human sciences in which I would like to show this
dialectical alternation in such fields as psychology and psychotherapy,
sociology and anthropology, literature and religion. Human existence
necessarily and properly alternates between the immediate and the
mediate, the direct and the indirect. As the prefix ‘dia’ suggests, both
dialogue and dialect imply the alternation between two different points of
view. In the case of dialogue, this also means real meeting with the unique
otherness of an other, whereas in the case of dialectic the alternation may
take place within the head of a single thinker, and the points of view may
remain disembodied and hypothetical.
The tendency of by far the largest and most dominant methodology in
most human sciences today is to begin with dialectic and to examine
dialogue as a part of that dialectic. Putting this in Buber’s terminology, it
means that the mutual knowing of the I-Thou relationship is subsumed
under the subject-object knowledge of the I-It relation. A radical reversal
of this perspective would not mean any rejection of dialectic, which
remains essential to the whole human enterprise of connected thought
from one generation to another. What it does mean is a shift in emphasis
toward understanding dialogue as the source of knowing and dialectic as an
elaboration of that source. “The corrective office of reason is
incontestable,” wrote Martin Buber. It can be summoned at any moment
to adjust the incongruity between my sense perception and what is
common to my neighbors. In the I-It relation what is received in the IThou is elaborated and broken up. Here errors are possible which can be
corrected through directly establishing and comparing what is past and
passive in the minds of others. But reason, with its gigantic structure of
general concepts, cannot replace the smallest perception of something
particular and unique, cannot by means of it take part in the grasping of
what here and now confronts me.
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5.2

Dialogue and Dialectic in Philosophy

Starting with the philosophy of dialogue, we can say that the I-Thou
relationship is a direct knowing which gives one neither knowledge about
the Thou over against the I nor about oneself as an objective entity apart
from that relationship. It is, in Buber’s words, “the genuine reciprocal
meeting in the fullness of life between one active existence and another.”
Although this dialogical knowing is direct, it is not entirely unmediated.
The directness of the relationship is established not only through the
mediation of the senses in the concrete meeting of real living persons, but
also through mediation of the world. That means the mediation of those
fields of symbolic communication, such as language, music, art, and ritual,
which enable human beings ever again to enter into relation with what
comes to meet them. The word may be identified with subject-object or IIt knowledge while it remains indirect and symbolic. However, it is itself
the channel of expression of I-Thou knowing when it is taken up into real
dialogue.
Subject-object or I-It knowledge is ultimately nothing other than the
socially objectified and elaborated product of the meeting that takes place
between the person and her Thou in the realms of nature, social relations,
and art. As such, it provides those ordered categories of thought, which
are, together with dialogue, primal necessities of human existence. But as
such, also, it may be, like the indirect and objective word, the symbol of
true dialogue. It is only when the full meaning of the symbolic character of
subject-object knowledge is forgotten, or remains undiscovered, as is often
the case, that this knowledge ceases to point back toward the reality of
direct dialogical knowing and becomes instead an obstruction to it.
In his classic work I and Thou Martin Buber used Socrates as an
illustration of the I that is made real by virtue of sharing in the dialogue
between person and person. Yet Socrates is not, for all that, an adequate
image of the life of dialogue. Socrates went forth to people, trusted them,
met them, never suspended dialogue with them. Yet his emphasis upon
dialectic thought often put him in the position of the essentially
monological thinker whose dialectic, even when it brings in other people,
is little more than a moving forward through the opposition and
interaction of different points of view, rather than an interaction between
really other persons.
Martin Buber’s friend, the Jewish existentialist philosopher Franz
Rosenzweig, said that the reason why most philosophical dialogues,
including those of Plato, are so tedious is that there is no real other
speaker. In a real dialogue the other person has not only ears but also a
mouth and can say something that will surprise you. That is why real
dialogue takes place in time. You cannot know the answer in advance the
way Socrates teases the geometrical proposition out of the slave boy in the
Meno.
In his reply to Robert Maynard Hutchins in the Buber section of
Philosophical Interrogations, Martin Buber wrote:
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I know of very few men in history to whom I stand in such a
relation of both trust and veneration as Socrates. But when it is a
matter of using “Socratic questions” as an educational method, I am
against it.... Socrates overvalued the significance of abstract general
concepts in comparison with concrete individual experiences.
General concepts are the most important stays and supports, but
Socrates treated them as if they were more important than
bones–that they are not....
Socrates conducts his dialogue by posing questions and proving
the answers that he received untenable; these are not real questions;
they are moves in a sublime dialectical game that has a goal, the
goal of revealing a not-knowing. But when the teacher whom I
mean...enters into a dialogue with his pupil and in this connection
directs a question to him, he asks, as the simple man who is not
inclined to dialectic asks, because he wants to know something: that,
namely, which this young person before him, and precisely he,
knows to report on the subject under discussion–a small individual
experience, a nuance of experience that is perhaps barely
conceptually comprehensible, nothing further, and that is enough.
The teacher will awaken in the pupil the need to communicate of
himself and the capacity thereto and in this way bring him to
greater clarity of existence. But he also learns, himself, through
teaching thus; he learns, ever anew, to know concretely the
becoming of the human creature that takes place in experiences; he
learns what no one ever learns completely, the particular, the
individual, the unique. (Rome & Rome, 1964, p. 67)

5.3

The Spokenness of Speech

This contrast between dialogue and dialectic has much to do with the
importance of the spokenness of speech in which the between becomes
real in the relationship of two persons or more. When the word really
becomes speech, when it is really spoken, it is spoken in the context of
relationship, of the meeting with what is other than us, of mutuality. It
takes its very meaning from the fact that it is said by one person and heard
by another. The hearer adds a different dimension and relationship to the
word that is spoken, even as he or she stands on a different ground from
the speaker. One must keep in mind, therefore, the genuinely two-sided
and dialogical character of the word as the embodiment of the between
when it is spoken.
The mystery of word and answer that moves between human beings is
not one of union, harmony, or even complementarity, but of tension, for
two persons never mean the same thing by the words that they use, and no
answer is ever fully satisfactory. The result is that at each point of the
dialogue understanding and misunderstanding are interwoven. From this
tension of understanding and misunderstanding comes the interplay of

152

Maurice Friedman

openness and closedness and expression and reserve that mark every
genuine dialogue between person and person. Thus the mere fact of the
difference between persons already implies a basic dramatic situation as an
inherent component of human existence as such which drama only
reproduces in clearer and heightened form.
It is this recognition of difference that explains the polarity, the vis-avis and the tragic conflict that may arise because “each is as he is.”
But this is also at the heart of the distinction between dialogue and
dialectic, even Socratic dialectic. Dialogue recognizes differences and
never seeks for simple agreement or unanimity. Dialectic, in contrast,
begins with the categories of “the same” and “the other,” but excludes the
reality of “the between” and with it the recognition of real otherness as
that which can be affirmed even in opposing it. Thus both the original
assumption and the goal of dialectic is a unified point of view. The
dialectician’s faith in logic as the arbitrator and common denominator not
only of his inner reflections but also of the dialogue between person and
person is essentially single-voiced, monological, and pseudo-universal.
I like to think (and I admit that this is sheer speculation, since aside
from Plato’s Dialogues we have only Aristophanes’ Clouds and
Xenophon’s mention of Socrates to go on) that Socrates himself was a
very dialogical person but that Plato, who bewailed in his epistles that he
had to write down Socrates’ dialogues, was already moving over to dialectic.
Aristotle took over from Plato the categories of same and other on which
he built his logic and on which most of the logic that has followed in the
Western world was built. Plato cherished the form of dialogue enough to
reproduce it in literary form, albeit replete with characters who seemed to
be there mostly to say, “Yes, Socrates,” and “No, Socrates.” But for
Aristotle even the form of dialogue was no longer important!

5.4 Dialogue and Dialectic in Social Psychology and
Sociology
The alternation between dialectic also applies to social psychology and
sociology, as I shall illustrate with some thoughts from my book The
Confirmation of Otherness: In Family, Community, and Society
(Friedman, 1983).
We need to be confirmed by others. They make us present, and this,
as Martin Buber points out, induces our inmost self-becoming. One of he
paradoxes of confirmation that I elaborate is that we are all too often
confirmed with strings attached. Another is that we do and must live in a
world in which we have both personal uniqueness and social role.
Everyone has to play a social role as a basic prerequisite not only to
economic livelihood, but also to relations to other people and families in
society. Yet we cannot resolve this tension between personal uniqueness
and social role by sacrificing personal confirmation; for that results in an
anxiety that can only become greater and greater. To stand in this tension
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is to insist that one’s confirmation in society also be in some significant
sense a confirmation of oneself as a unique person who does not fit into a
social category.
To be confirmed in personal uniqueness is to be confirmed directly.
That is dialogue. To be confirmed only as a certain social role is to be
confirmed indirectly. That is dialectic. Both are necessary. We cannot
altogether dispense with the idea of social role, though we can guard
ourselves against taking it as a reality in itself. We must see it, instead,
within the interaction between more or less static conceptions of roles and
the actual dynamic of our relationship to them. We cannot deny the
specialization of labor. Neither can we deny the continual rationalization
of that specialization in terms of job descriptions and problems of
decision-making and authority. This includes the obvious need to call for
people not as the unique persons that they are but as abstractions, such as
professor, secretary, machinist, crane operator, doctor, or bank clerk.
What we need not accept is that the convenient label and the social
role exhaust the reality of the person for the hours during which she
works. On the contrary, her own unique relationship to her work is of
crucial importance not only for the success or the meaning of the work but
for the human reality that here becomes manifest as event. What is more,
we can recognize the necessity for a continual critique of abstractions, to
make them more and more flexible and more and more in line with the
actual situation at any one time.
In terms of this critique, it is a part of the task of man and woman
alike to reject the unfair burden of always responding to a situation in a
catalogued way. This means rejecting the life in which the human has been
all but smothered under the weight of technical, social, and bureaucratic
abstractions.

5.5

Dialogue and Dialectic in Psychology and Psychotherapy

Dialogue and dialectic are also central to psychology and psychotherapy.
Even the patients’ sicknesses are part of their uniqueness, for even their
sicknesses tell us of the unique life directions to which they are called. If,
instead, therapists make patients into objects to themselves, the therapists
will have robbed the patients of part of their human potentiality and
growth.
This is not a question of choice between scientific generalization and
the concrete individual, but of which direction is the primary one. Is the
individual regarded as a collection of symptoms to be registered in the
categories of a particular school, or are the theories of the school regarded
as primarily a means of returning again and again to the understanding of
the unique person and his or her relationship with his or her therapist?
An increasingly important trend in psychotherapy suggests that the
basic direction of movement should be toward the concrete person and her
uniqueness, and not toward subsuming the patients’ symptoms under
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theoretical categories or adjusting them to some socially derived view of
the ideal. This trend emphasizes the image of he human as opposed to the
construct of the human. The image of the human retains the understanding
of human beings in their concrete uniqueness: it retains the wholeness of
the person. Only a psychotherapy that begins with the concrete existence
of persons in their wholeness and uniqueness and with the healing that
takes place in the meeting between therapist and client will point us toward
the image of the human. In the last analysis, the issue that faces all the
schools of psychotherapy is whether the starting point of therapy is to be
found in the analytical category or the unique person, in the construct or
the image of the human.
The former Jungian therapist Hans Trueb contrasts the dialectical
psychological approach with a dialogical anthropological one. He does not
ask us to choose between them, but he wants to enclose he dialectical
within the dialogical. The dialectical approach of the psychologist entails a
methodological and systematic focus on the contradictory multiplicity of
the psyche. This approach has to be coordinated with and subordinated to
the dialogical attitude of the partner in relationship that rejects both
method and system in favor of the person-to-person meeting, each and
every time unique, each and every time demanding a decision.
No matter how significant and reliable the self-illuminating insights
achieved by the analyst through depth psychology may be in any given
case, they demonstrate their curative force decisively only when the
patient abandons the stand he took during the analysis and throws himself
as himself into the world of real objects and real meetings. The uncovering
of these inner psychic defense mechanisms by means of depth psychology
can succeed only if it recognizes that they are based in the self’s personally
executed flight from meeting. The reconstruction of the capacity for
dialogue must go hand in hand, writes Trueb, with the methodical attempt
to loosen and dismantle the complex defense mechanisms in the psychic
realm of expression as fast as the recuperating self permits. When the
psychological cooperation and dialectical interaction of patient and
therapist is conducted dialogically with mutual personal trust between
therapist and patient, then there gradually awakens and grows in the
patient a new confidence in himself and in the other.
There are two kinds of therapists, Martin Buber asserted at the
seminars he gave in 1957 for the Washington (D.C.) School of Psychiatry.
One knows more or less consciously the kind of interpretation of dreams
she will give to the patient. The other is the psychologist who does not
know, who does not want something precise, who is ready to receive what
she will receive. She cannot know what method she will use beforehand; for
she is, so to speak, in the hands of the patient. “The real master responds
to uniqueness,” says Buber.
Such a master uses that type of intuition which Buber calls imagining
the real, or “inclusion.” Inclusion, as we have seen, does not mean
empathy but experiencing the other side of the relationship–concretely
imagining what the other is thinking, feeling, and willing, while at the same
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time remaining on your own side of the relationship. Imagining the real is
the very stuff of betweenness because it is, in the first instance, the stuff of
immediacy that only later becomes something that one reflects upon and
thinks about. It is dialogue that only later becomes dialectic.
The therapist with years of experience and the knowledge of the many
case histories that are recorded in the literature will naturally think of
resemblances when a client tells her something. But if she is a good
therapist, she must discover the right movement back and forth between
her patient as the unique person he is and the categories and cases that
come to her mind. She cannot know through scientific method when a
particular example from case histories, her earlier clients, or even her own
experience applies. This is where true intuition, where imagining the real,
or “inclusion,” comes in.

5.6

Dialogue and Dialectic in Anthropology

Let us look at one brief example of dialogue and dialectic from
anthropology. Kurt Wolff, a distinguished American sociologist and
anthropologist, lived among the Loma Indians for three years after which
he wrote an essay and later a book entitled Surrender and Catch. Instead
of coming with his questions and categories already formed, he lived with
the Loma Indians long enough to understand from their side what was
unique to them. The “surrender” was the surrender to their uniqueness.
The “catch” was his response.
The contrasting and much more usual approach of imposing one’s
categories on what one is studying is illustrated in extreme form by a
distinguished psychoanalyst and direct disciple of Freud. In the late 1950s
this man gave a talk about a society where children were raised differently
from those of any other society, pointing out all the nefarious effects of
such child rearing. Since he was unmistakably talking about the kibbutzim
in Israel, I asked him after the lecture about his stay in Israel. “I’ve never
been to Israel,” he replied. “I am a Park Avenue anthropologist. I send my
students to Israel, and they bring back to me the results of the T.A.T.
[Thematic Apperception Tests] that they administer.”

5.7

Dialogue and Dialectic in Phenomenology

The concern for both the typical and the unique in phenomenology may
serve as our final example of the necessary interaction of dialogue and
dialectic. In true phenomenological research there must be a constant
movement between dialogue and dialectic so that the ideal types that
evolve can continually be corrected by the particulars and so that there is
room for the unique. In contrast to the scientist who is only interested in
particulars insofar as they yield generalizations, we can derive valid
insights from the unique situations in which we find ourselves without
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having to claim that they apply to all situations. We take these insights
with us into other situations and test the limits of their validity.
Sometimes we find that these insights do hold for a particular situation and
sometimes that they do not or that they have to be modified. Yet that
does not mean that they cannot be valid insights for other situations.
I chaired for five years a phenomenological dissertation in psychology
studying Jews who had gone to Oriental religions. Midway through the
process the acting dean of the college insisted that the student deal with
thirty cases on the ground that this would help her in her future career.
The result was that she could not do an in-depth study but had to limit
herself to two out of the ten categories that she had developed in the
course of her work. At her doctoral oral I pointed out the loss and with it
the fallacy in the notion that thirty would give her more valid “evidence”
than six would. Precisely because in good phenomenological research the
researcher is a part of the knowing involved, real evidence is not a matter
of a statistical population and of generalization but of valid insight based
upon an in-depth dialogue with each subject and the interplay between ideal
types that develop and the uniqueness and particularity of each case.
A number of years ago I taught a contract course on Philosophy and
Psychology in a professional school of psychology where I had once been
on the core faculty and where I had introduced and directed a nonstatistical dissertation track, including theory, case history, and
phenomenology. This track was continued by a former student of mine for
a few years until it was abolished on the grounds that that might make it
easier to get postdoctoral fellowships from the American Psychological
Association. At the first session of the course I asked the question, “What
is the philosophical assumption underlying the notion that the only proper
way to train clinical psychologists is through a statistical dissertation. The
answer, of course, was the assumption that the so-called “scientific
method” of generalizing from data (induction) and then applying that
generalization to individual cases (deduction) best enables the psychologist
to work with his patients. This is far from what Amedeo Giorgi has called
“psychology as a human science,” and it is equally far from the recognition
that the most important source of knowledge for the therapist is the
dialogue with the unique patient and only after that the dialectic of
diagnoses and cases.

NOTES
1

Maurice Friedman, To Deny Our Nothingness: Contemporary Images of Man,3rd rev. ed
with a new Preface and Appendix (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, Phoenix
Books, 1978), p. 18. I have amended the text s l i g h t l y to remove what today would be
considered sexist language.
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