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“Human language is like a cracked kettle on which we beat out tunes for bears to dance to, when all the time we are longing to move the stars to pity” 






- Flaubert

“If I see someone writhing in pain with obvious cause I do not think: all the same his feelings are hidden from me” 






- Wittgenstein
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1.
ABSTRACT

This paper attempts to struggle with the apparent boundary between the limits of language and the raw phenomena of experience that cannot be ‘said’. It draws primarily, though not exclusively, from the work of Wittgenstein and Gestalt therapy to explore whether there is ‘anything else’ than what we say, narrate or write to which we can have access without falling into metaphysical traps.

Are we reduced to and created only by the narratives, discourses and languages, historically developed, contingent upon time, place and culture?

By taking  Martin Buber’s concept of  ‘I-Thou’  and treating it as a language game, it is hoped that some insight will be gained into whether narrative and extended, if not infinite, description in dialogue between self and other can give us  interpersonal knowledge.

Following Brill [1995], it will employ the concept of Wittgensteinian ‘descriptive investigations’ in an attempt to avoid the modernist/postmodernist debate and show how meaning might be rescued from idealism and  deconstructive solipsism.

While appealing to such Wittgensteinian concepts as “language game” and “family resemblances” , his interest in gestalt psychology  and ‘aspect seeing’ will be linked with Gestalt therapy theory of ‘contact’ and how grasping patterns, wholes and configurations might give meaning to the concept, ‘I-Thou’.

By examining the limits of language, tentative conclusions will be drawn regarding whether there is more to Buber’s ‘I-Thou’ than its language game. Is the ‘I-Thou’ just a language game?

2.
INTRODUCTION

I want to take Martin Buber’s distinction between the ‘I-Thou’ and the ‘I-It’, employ Wittgenstein’s concept of ‘language games’ to suggest how a ‘descriptive investigation’ [Brill, 1995] can distinguish between them and shed some light on the meaning of self and other.

I will appeal to the Gestalt therapy notion of ‘contactful communication’ as a possible instantiation of the ‘I-Thou’  language game...

Finally I want to suggest that narratives undertaken in dialogue within the rules of relevant language games ultimately ‘show’ the meaning of the ‘I-Thou’. This meaning is not given by analysis or further discussion; it must be grasped as a whole.

The implications for whether there is anything else than the language games will be addressed. Are the phenomena of a priori experience anything other than the narratives of self and other we use in the forms of  life of this historic moment?

3.
BUBER’S ‘‘I-THOU’’ & ‘‘I-IT’’

Martin Buber [1958, p 15] postulates two “primary words”, ‘I-Thou’ and ‘I-It’, in accordance with our “twofold attitude” to the world. The former can only “be spoken with the whole being”; the latter can only be spoken with part of the being.

The ‘I-Thou’ expresses a relation with nature, persons and spiritual beings [p 18-19]. The ‘I-It’ expresses all other relations of  “I” to material objects or depersonalised human beings. The ‘I-It’ necessarily reifies, making people a “thing among things” [p 21]. This is useful in relating to the material world but may be destructive of or place limitations upon relationships with people.

“Thus human being is not He or She...nor is he a nature able to be experienced and described, a loose bundle of named qualities. But with no neighbour, and whole in himself, he is Thou and fills the heavens.” [ibid] 

Thus a therapist in any use of technique to attempt to produce the ‘I-Thou’ may be seen to reify the patient [Beaumont, p 93] since to use such technique is to objectify. 

“No therapist can make ‘I-Thou’  happen. To attempt to apply it as a therapeutic technique makes it into an instrument and negates the very nature of the moment. Psychotherapeutic interaction must be conceptualised without the ‘I-Thou’  as the agent of healing....Nevertheless, when it does happen,  it IS very healing.” [ibid]

In the belief that the state of ‘I-Thou’ is likely to be most helpful to people involved in therapy, Beaumont recognises that to attempt to speak the ‘I-Thou’ as technique is to automatically instrumentalise it, becoming ‘I-It’. When in role qua therapist, the best she can hope for is that moments of ‘I-Thou’ may emerge spontaneously with positive effects for both; but when they do occur, the people are present as human beings, whole in themselves, without any vestigial remains of role.

“I do not experience the man to whom I say Thou. But I take my stand in relation to him, in the sanctity of the primary word. Only when I step out of it do I experience him once more. In the experience Thou is far away.

“Even if the man to whom I say Thou is not aware of it in the midst of his experience, yet relation may exist. For Thou is more than It realises. No deception penetrates here; here is the cradle of the Real Life.” [Buber, p 22]

In the ‘I-Thou’, both must be present at least in part as persons rather than merely as roles, which belong to ‘I-It’ . It expresses the deepest form of human relations, however unconscious, and the relationship with God [Buber, p 167-171]. Beaumont [p 89] claims that “Speaking the sentence ‘I-Thou’  is the act of highest order self-organisation. Certainly it is the act of love.”

Existential therapist, Irvin Yalom emphasises that it is the relationship that heals.

“...a therapist helps a patient not by sifting through the past but by being lovingly present with that person; by being trustworthy, interested; and by believing that their joint activity will ultimately be redemptive and healing. The drama of ...[any therapeutic or intellectual project] is healing only because it provides therapist and patient with some interesting shared activity while the real therapeutic force - the relationship - is ripening on the tree.”  [Yalom, p 227]. 

Existential therapy respects both parties’ experiencing and engaging as persons in ‘I-Thou’ relation, thus being oneself while supporting the being and becoming of the other; to ‘in Martin Buber’s term, guide or help the other to “unfold” ’ [ibid, p 197].

This begs the question of what it is to “be myself”. The private domain seems to be a complex of  “vehement forces”
, feelings, thoughts and processes. No one self seems to stand out. Indeed paradoxes, contradictions, barely glimpsed gestalts, feelings and thoughts abound. 

Beaumont [p89-90] postulates a self organising self and further suggests that the ‘I-Thou’ relation exists when two self-organising selves are in contact.

The problem with this proposal is that it seems to make the quest for discovering a “ghost in the machine” one step removed. It postulates a self behind the self. There still seems to be a metaphysical appeal to an ideal form or essence, ‘The Self’, which, in principle, can be discovered.

The move towards suggesting that we are many selves does not help clarify the ‘I-Thou’  concept either, for none of these seems to be able to be clearly identified nor labelled.

The problematic nature of the self would seem to make the concept, ‘I-Thou’, even more problematic. How can this human relation be meaningful if there is ‘no-thing’ to which to refer?

4.
‘I-THOU’ IS A LANGUAGE GAME

‘I-Thou’ refers to nothing at all and yet is meaningful. It is a language game that we have learned or are able to learn to use in the culture we experience at this moment in history.

For Wittgenstein the meaning of a word lies in its use. Since there may be many uses in a variety of contexts, there must be many senses in which a word can be meaningful. He says,

“...what is important is that we ask ourselves ‘in what special circumstances this sentence is actually used. There does it make sense’ [PI, I, #117
]” [Brill, p 2]

There is no essential meaning common to all valid uses of the word but there are uses that are invalid, that is outside the rules.

When playing chess, if I attempt to turn my pawn into a Queen by moving it one square from the seventh to the eighth rank you would say this is within the rules of chess [meaningful]. If I attempt to move it from the sixth to the eighth rank you might say, “That move is not allowed” or think, “Does he not understand the game?” or “Is he joking?”

Of course, over a long period of time the rules of the game can change and such a move might come to be called legitimate.
 Therefore as history carries us forward it is possible that a given language game might change and the concept it expresses with it.

Language games are learned within the forms of life in which the individual grows. Thousands of practices teach the game and a concept “forces itself” on you.

“Here it is difficult to see that what is at issue is the fixing of concepts. A concept 
forces itself  on one [PI, #204] ” [Brill p 21]

The rules of a language game permit many meaningful uses of a word, some senses of which are as alike as chalk and cheese. For example, the word “stake” has quite different senses in:

· “A stake in the ground”

· “He has a stake in this project”

· “What’s at stake here?”

· “Stake your claim!”

· “Place your stake on Phar Lap”

All of these uses are legitimate in our culture yet are more or less alike and different. There is no need for some common or essential element to make them meaningful.

If someone were to say [or write]:

· “I want to eat a stake”

· “A stake is an animal”

we would want to say, “She does not know how to use the term” or “Is this a spelling error?” or “Surely this is a mistake; this is not within the rules of the language game”.

Wittgenstein proposes the metaphor, “family resemblances” [PI, I, #77, p 36], to contain the many and varied legitimate uses of a word however mutually exclusive they might seem. The following metaphor may shed light on what he means:

When five generations of a family have a reunion and the photo of 155 O’Sullivans is published, it is noticeable that blue-eyed ectomorphic fair haired Tommy can be linked with brown-eyed black haired endomorphic Susan by looking for the family resemblances among the generations.

It is also noticeable by inspection that mesomorphic, blue eyed, Lebanese-Irish Johnny Batros does not belong to this family.

So it is with the concepts,  ‘I-Thou’ and ‘I-It’. Their language games are different. They belong to different families. They have different exclusive realms of meaning, of discourse.

‘I-Thou’  and ‘I-It’  may be compared with chess and drafts. They are different games governed by different sets of rules, although they are played in similar contexts.

The ‘I-Thou’ language game entails the concept of ‘person’; the ‘I-It’ language game does not.
5.
DESCRIPTIVE INVESTIGATIONS

Brill wants to avoid the current modern/postmodern debate by adopting ‘descriptive criticism’ [p5].

“...the philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein offers a powerful means of navigating our way beyond the seemingly stagnant pool of traditionalist criticism and the directionless chasm of postmodern literary theory in which all interpretations of texts are considered equally valid” [p9]

To understand a word’s meaning we must see how it is used in practice. By closely observing the many practices within a form of life which give a word meaning, a description can be given or a narrative or story can be told of its legitimate and illegitimate uses.

“look and see...To repeat, don’t think but look! [PI, #66] ” [p21]

In social, psychological and philosophical inquiry, there is no place for theory in discovering the meaning of words. Theory limits and shapes the meaning to be derived. Description does not. As alluded to above, Wittgenstein says that ultimately a concept forces itself on one.

“And we may not advance any kind of theory. There must not be anything hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away with all explanation and description alone must take its place. [PI, #109]”  [ibid]

Undertaking a descriptive investigation of the ‘I-Thou’  language game through which the concept is expressed, requires a detailed observation of the practices in the community from which it derives. Describing the actual cases in which the ‘primary word’ is legitimately used will yield the many senses that fall within the family, ‘I-Thou’ .

The  ‘I-It’  language game will be constituted by another family of uses or senses mutually exclusive from ‘I-Thou’ .

From these descriptive investigations, meaningful narratives can be constructed. Common senses can be made. Dialogue is possible.

Description must stop somewhere. But where?

6.
CONTACT

In Gestalt therapy, the slogan, “I and Thou, Here and Now” has derived from Buber’s concept. The ‘I-Thou’ is used to express a humane contact between persons rather than with or between roles or objects.

Since Gestalt therapy  holistically theorises about  the individual in relation to her environment and the relation between them in a ‘whole’ field, only some of which is available to awareness [figure] and the rest unavailable at a given moment [ground], the idea of ‘contact’ arises.

“Contact” has its own language game. It can be used to mean:

· “the meeting between one person and another

· the meeting between a person and his environment

· the point at which I experience ‘me’ in relation to what is ‘not me’

· when I experience ‘me’ as different from ‘you’

· what happens between us 

· involves not only a sense of one’s self  but also a sense of the other person or thing

· what can only take place between two separate beings

· the involvement of  some kind of exchange across the self’s boundary

· the creative adjustment between the organism and the environment

· every kind of living relation that occurs in the interaction between the person and his 
surroundings

· the means by which people grow and change

‘Instead of living in oscillation between a jelly-like confluence with, and complete isolation from, his environment, he knows now that ‘contact’ means acknowledgment of differences’ [Perls]”  [Clarkson & Mackewn, p 55]

It would seem that the concept overlaps with both ‘I-It’ and ‘I-Thou’ language-games.

Beaumont [1993] suggests that when two self-organising selves, free of the problems of transference, projection, projective identification [etc], are in contact with themselves and with the other a state of ‘I-Thou’ obtains.

Contactful communication is likely to be healthy growthful communication critically important to the gestalt therapeutic task.

“After each contactful experience a person has a new, enlarged or different sense of himself. The individual is necessarily active and creative in this process: he



‘does not remember himself, merely reshuffling the cards, but ‘finds and 


makes’ himself’ [ibid, p 281]” [Clarkson & Mackewn, p55]

 However, if I can only be aware of parts of myself [figure] at any time and parts of the other [figure], how can I be said to be in contact with the whole person? This would seem impossible.

Therefore for the conditions of contact to occur or for the proposition that a state of  ‘I-Thou’ obtains, it might only  be necessary that parts of self and other are available to one another at a given time.

Yontef [1994] and Beaumont [1994] have locked horns in the debate whether good contactful communication is identical or compatible with the ‘I-Thou’ . The former claims it is:

“Yontef has defined an ‘I-Thou’ relationship as person-to person contact - or the contact of the core of one person  to the core of another person: ‘Such a healing relationship develops when two people, each with his separate existence and personal needs, contact each other recognising and allowing the differences between them...two people in meaningful exchange” [Clarkson & Mackewn, p 167]

 The latter disagrees arguing that contact in therapy can only be achieved as a function of instrumental technique [‘I-It’ ] and that although ‘I-Thou’  moments may arise serendipitously and are no doubt healing, they cannot be pre-planned. Therefore contact cannot be ‘I-Thou’ .

It is not the purpose of this paper to resolve this debate but merely to note it. A descriptive investigation might dissolve the problem. 

Two non-defensive non-narcissistic lovers in a moment of aware bliss, their darker polarities in the ground, unselfconsciously aware of their delight in self and other might be said to be in contact although a third party might say, “Only parts of them are available to the other. Wait until the dark sides emerge!”

A passing observer might say, ‘Aha! That is ‘I-Thou’ ’, and not be mistaken.

This sort of description of an actual practice from which the concept ‘I-Thou’ derives, shows how the word is to be used. It will not do however for there to be only one practice that is descriptively investigated. Many practices must have been observed, pointed out or experienced; it is from these that the meaning of a word is learned. The practice comes first.

Later, to understand the meaning of a word, through descriptive investigations, the learning process is reversed. It entails an investigation of the multitudinous examples of what is done in deed from which the concept is learned. Then the ways the word is used will show themselves.

Contact is therefore the aware contact of ‘figures’, not the whole field. Grounds cannot be said to be in contact. It is sufficient for contact for the persons, I and Thou, to be aware of parts of themselves and the other. This seems to fall short of ‘I-Thou’ for Thou cannot be ‘nature able to be experienced and described, a loose bundle of named qualities’ . [Buber, loc. cit. {above}]

The ‘I-Thou’ accepts the whole being of the other without awareness of the parts. It is unconditionally being there and being with the other. The “I” who speaks “Thou” takes a non-reductionist, unanalysed, inchoate, unconditional, unified, unselfconscious relation to the whole being of the other. This could be called a ‘stance’, an ‘attitude’, an ‘orientation’.

It is not required for the ‘I-Thou’ relation that the whole person be available to the other but that “I” accept “Thou” in the completeness of her being. Above, Buber makes clear that the other is not experienced in the ‘I-Thou’ moment.

Great writers show what is meant:

“So now she waited for Frank to speak.

‘You know, Theo,’ Frank said, I find I like to talk to you’.

‘Why?’ asked Theo dully.

She had begun to suffocate.

‘Because you are all right. Because, I suppose, you are honest’, he said.

His voice groped. It had great difficulty in choosing words to express what, anyway, had no shape.

‘I never thought about being honest or dishonest’, said Theodora. ‘I never thought about being anything in particular. One lives, and that is all’.

She said all this stiffly enough, because that was her way, but inside her she was touched. She unbent inside and stroked him as if he had been a dog’s head offering itself out of the darkness. Her hand passed again and again over the coat of the red dog. And altogether Frank was not unlike a dog, animal and unconscious, with bursts of nice affection.” [White,The Aunt’s Story, p 81] 

Though seemingly incomplete, both parties are somehow sentient and, in the moment, accepting the wholeness of the other and of self... An example of the ‘I-Thou’ in practice.

6.
ON GRASPING

While modernist appeals to idealism and metaphysics seem to be avoided by descriptive investigations, a problem remains. What prevents the descriptions from being infinite? How can closure occur?

... “seemingly incomplete”.

Wittgenstein’s remark is evoked, 

“Mere description is so difficult because one believes that one needs to fill out the facts in order to understand them. It is as if one saw a screen with scattered colour-patches, and said: the way they are here, they are unintelligible; they only make sense when one completes them into a shape.__Whereas, I want to say: Here is the whole. (If you complete it, you falsify it.) [RPPI, #257]” [Brill, p 37]

Descriptive investigations can be expressed in narratives which express stories of particular cases in a language shared  in a community. Neither essences nor metaphysical ideals are revealed nor able to be expressed in these stories because there are no language games for them. 

The narratives however are not meaning less because the very language in which they are couched is derived from multiple practices within the communal culture or form of life. What is problematical is that many language games are employed simultaneously and within each many senses are valid. There is nothing to stop our seeing this sense rather than that one. 

This is a bit like the “Old-lady/Young-lady” picture or the “Duck/rabbit” picture that Wittgenstein’s discussion of aspect seeing turns on.
 [Budd, p 77;  Monk, p488-519; PI IIxi, 

p 193 et seq.]

It is human to ‘see’ the same thing in different ways.

Since there are no ‘private languages’ [PI, #169-275, p 94-96], it is possible to make ourselves understood grounded in language even when we see different aspects of the same situation [ as far as our current language games allow ].
However, in dialogue with the other, where narratives can be expressed and heard, meanings, common senses may be grasped. The ‘Aha!’ insightful experience can occur, “Now, I see what you mean!”

In narrative, meanings show themselves. They are recognised, not analysed; nor do they have to be completed...they are already whole!

Now the problem of the ‘in-between’ or ‘boundary’ seems to dissolve. The ‘I-Thou’ relation does not need completion. It is seen as a whole. There is no ‘in between’ in the primary word, ‘I-Thou’ .

The ‘I-Thou’ requires no third intermediary: “Here is the whole. [If you complete it, you falsify it]” [RPPI, #257, loc cit]. Its meaning is grasped!

7.
IS BUBER’S ‘‘I-THOU’’ ONLY A LANGUAGE GAME?

The ‘I-Thou’ is a language game. The problem now turns to the language game, “only”.

Wittgenstein’s person who is writhing in pain with obvious cause is experiencing a phenomenon, let us say mental state, of some kind.

Questions that arise therefore may be:

1. Is his pain of the same kind as mine would be if I was experiencing that cause?

2. To use the concept, “pain”, is it necessary for the word to refer to some-thing?

3. To say, “I am in pain”, do I need to introspect to see whether I am using the word correctly?

4. To say, “He is in pain”, am I making an inference about some-thing inside him?

These are difficult questions which it is not the purpose of this paper to explore in-depth. However they do bear upon the hard postmodern view that we are entirely constructed by our narratives of which we are authors or authored.

To question 1, I believe I cannot know whether the quality of my pain experience [qua ‘phenomenon’] is the same as another’s. I do however understand him when he expresses, “I am in pain!!”, “Help me!!”, “Ouch” or screams. 

I do not have to know the nature or essence of an electron to meaningfully use the language games of science. No more do I need know the other’s experience of pain to use the proposition, “She is in pain”, meaningfully.

Secondly and thirdly, it is clear that though one use of language is referring, it is only one of many. Language games are still meaningful when they do not refer to any-thing. Wittgenstein and others resist introspection as a means of knowing that ‘I am in pain’. I do not need to look inside to check before I express my feeling. What is it after all to which I refer?

Finally, I use the sentence, “He is in pain”, meaningfully because the language game has been learned from instances such as this. My proposition may be true or false in a particular case [eg if he was acting and I mistook the tomato sauce for blood] but is not nonsensical.

There are cases in which doubt has no place. In language, in this form of life I can occasionally say, “If I am mistaken about this then I must give up everything”. Philosophic doubt [of the sceptic] is often more doubtful than the propositions of common sense[s] expressed in the language games we ‘play’. [Batros, 1992]

As we would not want to claim that a man’s obvious writhing in pain could be reduced to the pain behaviour, nor would we want to assert that a valid description of an ‘I-Thou’  practice was not attended by mental or other phenomenological states.

‘ “ But you would surely admit that there is a difference between pain-behaviour accompanied by pain and pain-behaviour without any pain?” - Admit it? - What greater difference could there be? - “And yet you again and again reach the conclusion that the sensation itself is a nothing.” - Not at all. It is not a something, but not a nothing either! The conclusion was only that a nothing would do as well as a something about which nothing could be said. We have only rejected the grammar which tries to force itself on us here.’ [PI I, #304, p 102]
8.
CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the following propositions seem warranted:

· The ‘I-Thou’ is meaningful in the language of our community

· Physiological and mental states are likely to accompany experience of the ‘I-Thou’

· These are not criteria for the meaningfulness of the concept, ‘I-Thou’.

· The ‘I-Thou’  may be a particular form of existential ‘contact’, a sort of unselfconscious acceptance of the whole beings, ‘self’ and ‘other’

· Narrative is a means of knowing what we mean by ‘I-Thou’ and therefore of  furthering our understanding  of ‘self’ and ‘other’

· To understand the meaning of ‘I-Thou’ is to describe its language game by appealing to descriptive investigations of particular cases until the meaning is grasped

Buber’s transcendental dimension of  ‘I-Thou’  which connects “I” and “Thou” with God is a metaphysical claim with which language cannot and may never be able to deal. This does not entail the rejection of mysticism, but agnosticism, since no sense can be made of it in language.

Descriptive investigations take us to the boundary of what can be discussed. As new language games evolve, the concept ‘I-Thou’ will make sense in different ways; it will evolve.

The raw phenomena of experience are not themselves able to be expressed in language games; they are not metaphysical but beyond the scope of our current language games.

# Human beings though created and recreated in language cannot be reduced to it.

# Buber’s ‘I-Thou’ is not  only a language game.

9.
EPILOGUE

I feel quite inadequate at the end of these thoughts. Have I made any sense at all? Have I made non-sense? I think I have run up against the boundary of language and really do not know what is on the other side. Words fail me...JGB

“Whereof one cannot speak thereof one must remain silent”

Wittgenstein, Tractatus, Proposition 7

10.
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� Presented at the 5th World Congress on Narrative, University of Kentucky, Lexington on 20 October, 1996


� Saul Bellow , primary source unknown, quoted in Polster, E. & M.[1974] Gestalt Therapy Integrated Vintage Books:NY. p51


� References to Wittgensein’s major works are shown as abbreviations; the “#” indicates the number given to his particular remark or paragraph in the original text


� Bobby Fisher is reported to have suggested that players be permitted to set up their pieces in any order on the first rank before play commences. Overheard on radio, 1996


� Wittgenstein wanted to do away with theorising in philosophy which he would consider ‘non-sense’, therefore impossible in language. It is unclear to me how  much of this attitude carries over into science and social sciences. He saw the usefulness of the theory and practice of psychoanalysis for particular situations, but not all.


� Note that no search need be made for ‘definitions’ nor of ‘necessary and sufficient conditions’ for ‘I-Thou’ to be meaningful. This throws doubt on the necessity of the exclusion of the concept ‘person’ from ‘I-It’. Surely the therapist in playing her role to create contact is not excluded from considering her patient as a person? If peronhood is admitted while therapist/patient are in role, then is it possible for the ‘I-Thou’ to be simultaneously spoken? This difficulty requires further investigation and might shed light upon the Yontef/Beaumont debate.


� A fuller discussion is beyond the scope of this paper, but a detailed employment of Wittgenstein’s On Certainty would be useful. Descriptions of situations where doubt has no place would perhaps leave incorrigible belief and only ‘philosophical doubt’ thus transferring the burden of proof to the sceptic and saving us from solipsism.





