THE POLITICS OF  CONVERSATION

Anthony Blake

As finite beings, we are faced with many intangibles such as those that concern the future of an incarnate existence, the sources of truth, love, our interdependence and the meaning of our acts upon this planet. Some of these intangibles became the main content of religions and spiritual paths. To a lesser extent, they have become the provenance of science, philosophy and psychology. We represent ourselves to ourselves in ways that derive from the cultures to which we belong. We want answers, meanings, that satisfy our dual needs for reassurance and creativity. 

Gurdjieff, envisioning a meeting of strangers in some deserted region, said that the first thing they would need to do is to ascertain which of them should be the teacher of the other. Nearly all of his teaching was predicated on the relationship of teacher to student. This supposes that one will know more, see more, or understand more than the other. This point of view is still reflected in spiritual enterprises everywhere. The assumption is that there a relative few who have connection with truth superior to that of the relatively many who fumble in the dark. If we are to find a viable connection with the truth ourselves, it is incumbent upon us to seek and find a teacher who can direct us rightly. 

This is directly contrary to the spirit of science, which advocates reliance on the act of discovery itself and not upon persons. Needless to say, science is in fact governed by authorities – the ‘authors’ or those who have the right to speak. The spirit and the actuality of science are often in conflict. Just as in any human grouping, statements by some people are valued over and above statements by others. 

When, as is often the case, we find ourselves uncertain and in anxiety, it is very tempting to take the path of seeking for an authority, a teacher, guide, hidden masters, etc.  who we presume can see further than we can. In the extreme, this takes the form of seeking for a messiah or saviour, something embodied in both Christianity and Judaism, the dominant religions driving the western world. Certain sects of Judaism are beautiful in their state of constant expectation of the coming of the messiah.  

For groups of people meeting together in fellowship and enquiry, these prevailing trends are not the whole story. There is another way of approach. A completely contrary one. Instead of hoping for, or relying on, a saviour to come who will illuminate the way, the group accepts responsibility for its own truth. Small step by small step, it relies instead on what the people in the group can reveal of this truth. To do this is to suppose that what can be said or brought forth is not already locked into place as part of the mechanisms of their existence, or in their brains, but comes ‘out of the blue’. It is to trust in the capacity of everyone to be as a ‘prophet’ – in their own country. It does not predicate anything about the source of such revelations. Instead of authenticating what is said by reference to a supposed authority or source, the revelation is taken as it comes. 

This is precisely similar to the Goethean approach to science, in which phenomena – or ‘appearances’ – are taken to be what is, and not something to be explained by means of reference to a hidden ‘noumenal’ reality beyond appearances. What you see is what there is. Given this requirement, what the phenomena mean is very different from how they might be viewed if one is seeking explanation (that is, ‘out of the plane of’). In the case of people meeting together, it is that what they say is the whole truth they have, and there is no other to be sought. 

We should remember that, for most of our history, there has been a division of ‘castes’. There has been those who do and those who say. The gaining of ‘free speech’ in the political sense is of supreme importance. The power of revealing truth can now be seen as integral to speech itself, and not attributable to the person speaking. But, this means that a step has to be made away from the view that people speak. In its place, we need some understanding of speech coming ‘before’ people. For this to be intelligible, we first need some concept of their being thoughts before we think them. A further step is to conceive of thoughts as having no origin in authority at all. Thoughts do not need to originate in someone. They do not need a ‘source’ at all. Entertaining this idea is to shatter the myths of thousands of years. All along we have imagined that a true thought must be authenticated by the person thinking it. It is only in recent times that it has become possible to consider the heresy that thought is a perfectly accessible process that requires no author. The trick is to allow this to be true. It is not easy. Nearly all of us have been deeply impressed by the myth of Moses coming down from Mount Sinai bearing the tablets of the commandments: God the author and Moses the publisher! This myth is now being challenged. 

It is not easy on many grounds. Foremost amongst them is the feeling that what we face on this planet with our exploding population, environmental crisis and technology out of control is a dangerous situation requiring help from ‘another level’. We have become – many of us – so anxious that we do not dare to trust ourselves but live in the hope of salvation from beyond us. There is an alternative view: that we do not consider these crises as we tend to imagine them, but as an integral part of our process of ongoing discovery. In our anxiety about realising that we do not understand what is going on, we have created demons and angels in profusion, the whole scale of teacher and taught, but we can begin to reclaim what we ourselves have created – by allowing ourselves to allow revelation to unfold in us. 

This amounts to a radical change we make in our stance towards authority (and hence ‘authorship’ of the word). It can be regarded as akin to a political revolution. Group psychologists associated with the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, particularly Gordon Lawrence and David Armstrong working in the tradition of Bion, have come to distinguish two ‘politics’: the ‘politics of salvation’ and the ‘politics of revelation’. In the former, the group operates in the expectation and hope of salvation or help from outside of itself and sees itself as in a state of privation. In particular, it does not believe that it can be responsible for its own truth. In the latter politics, the group accepts that all the truth it can have will come through its own members. This does not mean that the group works in heedless isolation. It can be open to influences and information coming from other sources, but all of these will be taken as they are processed by the group itself. In other words, ‘the buck stops here’. 

The contrast between the two politics can be extreme. The salvationists will look for a single, complete and authoritative source that will hold ‘for ever’.  The revelationists  will accept a seemingly random, piece-meal emergence of the truth ‘for the moment’. We should realise, however, that the revelationist group may include members who are personally convinced of the reality of higher sources of information and guidance; because the politics of revelation includes and contains diversity while the politics of salvation does not. To illustrate the point: In a dialogue we were part of two years ago a moment came when some members of the group began to talk of the presence in the room, which many felt, as the presence of ‘angels’. Another member of the group suggested instead that this was a manifestation of the ‘unconscious’. Yet another reported that she was not aware of any presence at all but only of the thoughts in her head. There was no resolution of this diversity. Instead, the group began to address this diversity as a reality of the group. As what we are calling in this essay ‘politics of revelation’. 
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Reverting to Gurdjieff’s attitude, which is common amongst ‘spiritual’ or ‘esoteric’ groupings, of their having to be the teacher and the taught relationship for the advancement of truth, we might now say that in the politics of revelation this relationship holds reciprocally between all the members of the group. There is no one special role or person, present or absent. There is no body of truth other than which is constituted in the group itself. We can imagine other groups operating on a higher level if we wish, constituting a higher truth than our own, but the truth of this has to be realised in some way within our own group.  

The Dancers, by Henri Matisse 
This raises an interesting question: Is it possible for a group (or even a single person constituting a group of one) to impart something to another group? According to the politics of salvation, this can only be done by the group being taken over and directed. According to the politics of revelation, this can only be done by the two groups being constituted as one group and subject to the same process of shared revelation. This is hinted at in the Sufi dictum that the ‘teaching’ is co-created by the teacher and the taught. 

We now need to address the question of thought, since we have raised the issue of whether ‘something’ can be imparted. David Armstrong suggests that there are two kinds of thinking that he calls ‘thinking 1’ and ‘thinking 2’. It is worth while summarising some of their properties:

Thinking 1



       

Produced by a thinker and ‘belonging’ to her

They can be true or false



They are capable of being taught

Need to be explained, justified, etc.


Thinking 2

Precede any thinker

They just are

They can be learned from but not taught

Require nothing else but themselves

It is fairly obvious that, once we suspend the properties of ownership, truth, teachability, etc. then the thinking of the group becomes very different. At first, it may be very difficult to operate in a way such that what is said is not taken as one’s personal claim on truth aimed at convincing others that one is right – which, necessarily, will elicit counter moves by others – and, instead, allow things to be said that then stand in their own right. It is highly likely that a group will come to this point only after being thoroughly disillusioned about what can be gained from a system of operation that is centred on authorship, or teaching. As Illich pointed out in his books, such systems as schools, just by having roles called ‘teachers’, actually create ignorance.  The existence of authorities and teachers entails the existence of those who lack ‘true knowledge’. 

We might remark that such considerations were not unknown to some of the greatest spiritual teachers and call to mind Rumi’s famous saying, ‘Don’t look at me. Take what is in my hand.’ But this hardly goes far enough. 

The identification of thoughts with the thinker was a constant object of criticism by Krishnamurti. However, it cuts very deep into questions of personal identity.  One might ask oneself, ‘If these thoughts are not mine, then who am I?’ – a desperate quandary coming after Descartes’ famous declaration of cogito ergo sum.  Attempting a reconciliation, John Bennett proposed that we all share in what he called ‘conscious energy’ – and, indeed, that this is what enables us to share at all. He distinguished this energy of awareness from another he called ‘sensitivity’. In sensitivity, we are attached to what we experience and take it personally. In consciousness, we are not so attached. Bennett however, never made the next step, which is to consider consciousness as implicitly transpersonal, even though he clearly saw that it was this energy that enabled us to understand what each other means. He called consciousness a ‘cosmic’ energy; but it is better expressed as ‘transpersonal’. It belongs with Pensinger’s ‘identity transparency’ (see DuVersity Newsletter issue 1). Part of who we are is to be more than ourselves. 

The ‘transpersonal’ is not something hovering over and above us – as is often depicted in the various models of the ‘true’ or ‘higher’ self – but is integral to our existence. Only, it is often the case that this is hidden in the sense of not being available to us at the sensitive level. Using Bohm’s language, we can say that this transpersonal reality remains for the most part in the implicate order. Only under certain conditions can it become manifest in actual operations. If such conditions obtain, then for example, we can experience thought as belonging to the group rather than to any one person. Here, however, the group is not to be understood as a collection of persons alone. If we think in terms of separate persons, then the process of thinking 2 becomes utterly mysterious and we will be led into adopting various theories or beliefs to explain it away. 

We all know phenomena such as someone saying something that another happens to be thinking at the same time. This is just the tip of the iceberg. The Ur-phenomena (to use Goethe’s approach) is speaking as if someone else. This is not the same as disassociation, because it has to be utterly embodied.  This aspect has not been noticed sufficiently. It corresponds to the therapeutic discovery that movement or development in the person requires an action that can be located in the body – combined with an apposite expression in words. No doubt (though a case for this view has hardly been made) this therapeutic action draws on Bennett’s conscious energy, thinking 2, the transpersonal, etc. We just have to bring to mind the fact that a therapy builds out of a two-person group at least. (With the intriguing proviso that perhaps ‘meditation’ is a one-person therapy!). 

Patrick de Mare’s attitude is that in the Median group, which creates conditions for the transpersonal – that he refers to as koinonia or ‘impersonal fellowship’ – we can see philosophy as therapy, just as Wittgenstein advocated. Instead of philosophy being a matter of authorities and arguments (which can have no end), it becomes a way of meaning. Hence, both philosophy and spirituality take on a very different aspect than how they appear in common discourse. At the very least, they are turned into a process that can honestly address our anxieties and uncertainties – by going into what they are rather than seeking to eliminate them by postulating and believing in the existence of ‘answers’ residing in some higher source. 
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