A dialogue on dialogue

Mick Cooper and Ernesto Spinelli

We knew that our chapter could be one of two possibilities.  First, we could write about dialogue.  Second, we could attempt to engage in dialogue by beginning a ’dialogue on dialogue’ and experiencing the uncertainty of that journey, where it would lead us and who we would feel ourselves to be through that journey. We have opted for the second option and can only hope that readers experience something of the exciting sense of dialogue that we each experienced throughout the process.  

From Mick

What is it that allows for a space to be created in which dialogue can happen? What kind of relationship needs to exist, if any, for dialogue to occur? I don't think you need to know someone: dialogue can emerge in a first meeting. But I feel there needs to be some kind of common language  -- and difference, in the sense that there needs to be something 'more than' what either holds already. It seems to me that dialogue is pulled apart when two people are wanting to take it in different directions.  So common purpose seems to be one of the pre-conditions of dialogue: both parties need to want to have a dialogue - blindingly obvious at one level, but also, probably, critically important. So if, in entering this dialogue, I am solely concerned with impressing you, or with proving that I know more about dialogue than you, then dialogue, at that point, isn't going to be possible.

For me, a central element of the nature of dialogue is an interchanging, or an interpenetration, of perspectives or views. It's about me both expressing to you how I see things, and also taking in your views, being able to digest that, and, critically I think, allowing myself to be changed as a result of that; or, at least, being open to being changed. So, for us to have a genuine dialogue, we both have to be open to being changed by the other - or even want it: to learn, but also to be willing to teach.

From Ernesto

Whew!  An awful lot in there and I'm not sure to what to respond.  So I’ll try taking a Gadamerian inspired route through this.  Bear with me.  

Van Deurzen-Smith writes the following: 

The word, dialogue, literally means conversation, or if we go back to the Greek roots of the word, 'verbal consideration' or even 'dispute'. It does not mean a conversation between two partners: that would be duologue.  It is therefore, interestingly, originally not the opposite of monologue. 'Dia' means 'through' and 'logo' means 'to talk'; dialogue is thus about talking through some issue, it is about working one's way across something with words.

(1992:15)
I think that this distinction is obviously relevant to the enterprise of psychotherapy in general and existential therapy in particular.  It acknowledges that dialogue has an intentional focus.  
Gadamer contrasted two types of dialogue: (1) dialogues that have been pre-set in their  intention or direction by at least one of the participants and (2) dialogues whose focus, intent and direction only emerges through the dialogue itself. All dialogues, Gadamer acknowledged, find a direction, but there exists a truthful quality to a dialogue that shapes its own form and focus (i.e. type 2) that cannot be experienced in the dialogue that is being actively directed toward a certain pre-set goal (i.e. type 1).  One consequence of entering the second form of dialogue is that the way one word follows another, with the conversation taking its own twists and reaching its own conclusion, may well be conducted in some way, but the partners conversing are far less the leaders than the led. No one knows in advance what will ‘come out’ of such a conversation’
(Gadamer 2004 : 383)
So, in responding to your initial points, I'm trying to remain open to the possibilities of this second type of dialogue.  In part because it interests me, in part because I think that this is the dialogue that existential therapy claims to offer. Although I'm not sure how many existential therapists truly do offer it: it requires of the participants a receptive stance toward any unforeseen possibilities that may arise, and hence the abdication of the security that comes with the sense of directing change, ‘doing it right’, or of ‘the expert’s’ superiority of knowledge and status. 

Gadamer points out that we in the West have placed substantially more significant value upon the first type of dialogue, which dominates our understanding of how to go about discerning truth. It underpins the dominant mode of conducting research and lies at the heart of our methodological assumptions . However..... Gadamer then throws down the experiential gauntlet and says, in effect, 'Ok. You claim to favour the first over the second type of dialogue, but look at your own life experience.  Consider those dialogues that have truly impacted upon and shaped your life, that you return to as being meaningful, unforgettable and life-changing.  Now what do you see?  Isn't it far more likely that these dialogues are more akin to type 2 than to type 1?  But if so, why are we - and especially those ‘we's’ who claim to be interested in understanding, meaning and truth, so dismissive of any investigation that is steeped in this type of dialogue?  I suspect that, once again, an answer might lie in the implications of attempting to adopt type 2: insecurity, loss of expertise status, uncertainty of the impact of the investigation on the investigator. I think this parallels exactly your statement about dialogue as both being prepared to being changed by the other and wanting ‘to learn, but also to be willing to teach.’ 

The other day, I was reading a fascinating paper by Max Velmans which looks at how we have attempted to define consciousness.  He argues that what he terms 'materialist theory' (exemplified by people like Daniel Dennett) presupposes that 

information about brain and behaviour obtained from a third-person perspective is scientific and reliable, while first-person data about conscious experience tells us nothing about its ontology at all.  European phenomenology and classical Indian philosophy assume the opposite to be true.  Accordingly, their investigations of consciousness have been primarily phenomenological. Within modern consciousness studies there are also many intermediate theoretical positions with associated research paradigms that take both the existence of the material world and the existence of consciousness seriously, for example viewing first- and third-person investigations of the mind/brain as complementary sources of information about its nature 16.5??: 
(Velmans, 2009: 141)

When I read this, it seemed to me that Gadamer's distinction on dialogue was being expressed yet again, but that a third position was emerging that both acknowledged that distinction and valued what each approach has to offer. If we look at the state of psychotherapy research, we can see that the dilemma posed by Velmans in the quote above is also valid but that, as yet, no significant ‘intermediate theoretical position’ has been postulated, let alone attained a substantial degree of acknowledgement and respect. In theory at least, existential therapy stands as an exemplar of first-person inquiry. Indeed I've long argued that doing existential therapy is in many ways the equivalent of conducting structured phenomenological enquiry and in this sense the therapy (and/or the dialogue) is the methodology (Spinelli  2005; 2007).

Thinking about dialogue, I went back to a talk that Szasz gave to the SEA and I found this quote from Freud:

.....words are the essential tool of mental treatment. A layman will no doubt find it hard to understand how pathological disorders of the body and mind can be eliminated by 'mere' words. He will feel that he is being asked to believe in magic. And he will not be so very wrong, for the words which we use in our everyday speech are nothing other than watered-down magic 
(Freud, cited Szasz 1992: 2)

Thinking about our discussion has, I think, helped me focus and clarify thoughts around the distinction between relatedness and relationship. For me, relatedness (the being/world matrix that existential theory claims underpins all possibility of reflective thought and experience) is the foundational grounding upon which the whole of existential theory rests. It is, for me, what makes it such a radical Western theory (though to people from non-Western traditions it seems a bit simplistic and simple-minded!) It's also what makes it such a damnably difficult theory to talk about - because our very language contradicts its ideas. So, for me, relationships are one form or manifestation of relatedness. I can disavow all relationships and still be expressing relatedness (in fact, it's only through relatedness that I can make such disavowals).  

Now, therapists - or most therapists - keep banging on about the importance of the relationship itself.  But for me, the dilemma is that there are so many different expressions of relationship - from relatively egalitarian to autocratic - and not only between different therapists, the same therapist experiences being in quite different relationships with different clients, or even at different times with the same client. Now, I've read, and you know better than me about this, that there is no evidence to suggest that any particular kind of relationship provokes any better outcome than any other - yet the relationship is critical to beneficial outcomes. How do we make sense of this?

We can begin by considering relatedness from another angle: relatedness, being-in-the-world, worlding (my own limited contribution (Spinelli 2007)) all serve to place our reflective experience of being within a set of inescapable contextual conditions. These contextual conditions provide the structure to all our reflections. But they are also under constant flux and in this sense each being’s experience of being is constantly novel and unrepeatable.
So, with therapy, every therapeutic relationship is created within a context (relatedness) in that we say 'now we are doing therapy; now I am a therapist; now I am a client'.  The context itself shapes the way of being of the participants. For all we know, the context has already in and of itself provoked many of those beneficial outcomes attributed to the 'doing' of therapy (Spinelli 2007; 2009).  

My interest in recent research on the placebo, or 'contextual healing' as it is beginning to be called, arose because the distinction that medical researchers were making between 'instrumental healing' and 'contextual healing' seemed to be exactly pinpointing the dilemma that therapists face.  We have, like most MDsdoctors? and surgeons, assumed that only skills-based interventions  serve as the indicators of outcome.  Placebo-research contradicts this and proposes that contextual factors are as significant - if not more significant, in that they set the magical context for effective interventions  (Spinelli 2009).

If we think of Freud's quote above, we can see that he was getting at something like this.  Words are magical within a set context that we call therapy.  The words in and of themselves don't hold any magic to them.  It is only when the words are expressed and considered within a particular set of contextual conditions, by the contextualized beings in dialogue that they act as agents of healing - whether for the client or the therapist or both. 
For existential therapy, this raises questions about the therapist's dialogical attitude or disposition.  Martin Buber's notion of inclusion (Friedman, 1964) addresses significant aspects of this attitude. Leslie Farber's dialogical concerns centred on a way of talking that led both therapist and client toward a ‘truthful dialogue’ with themselves and one another, the ‘what-ness’ of therapeutic dialogue could ‘be about’ anything – i.e. the content of the discussion did not truly matter.  (Farber 1967; 2000). This way of talking is addressed by Gadamer's type-2 dialogue.  This is not unstructured, non-directional dialogue, but it provokes a different sense of structure and direction which is not open to enquiry along the lines associated with 'evidence-based therapy'. What do you get from all this?

From Mick: 

Ernesto - thank you for your wonderfully erudite and stimulating correspondence. I have to confess that this is the fifth or sixth time I have tried to  reply, each time deleting my response because it felt inadequate. It made me think immediately about some of the potential barriers to dialogue. First, a fear of not being ‘good enough’, and how this led me to focus on the judgments of our imaginary audience rather than on what you were actually saying. Second, a sense of being overwhelmed by the sheer number of things I wanted to respond to, which instilled in me almost a total paralysis. Third, just a struggle to get into ‘flow’ in answering you: every answer felt contrived and jarring. Before I could respond in dialogue, I needed to find my voice. 

So where to start? First, I think the distinction that you make between ‘relationship’ and ‘relatedness’ is a very valuable one. I think it  highlights the basic distinction between intersubjectivity as an ontological premise, and intersubjectivity as a concrete, interpersonal activity. These, as you say, are often very confused: it reminds me of some of the confusions that I have experienced in the world of dialogical psychology (e.g. Hermans et al 2004) where ‘dialogical’ is sometimes used to refer to an ontological condition of human being  -  that we are always-in-relationship; and sometimes to a form of interpersonal communication - contrasted with the act of monologue. So in discussing dialogue and relationality, I think we both agree that it is really important to pull apart the different levels of dialogicity.

I’m also left with a sense that we need to do more unpacking. Let’s start by saying that there is an intersubjectivity at the ontological level of human experiencing what, I think, you call ‘relatedness.’ I think of this particularly in terms of language: that our being is infused with the being of others by virtue of the fact that our very thinking is based upon a socially constructed medium.

Where, I think, this starts to get tricky, though, is if we try and apply this ontological relatedness to actual human relationships, as in the therapeutic relationship. If this is an ontological level of relatedness, it is obviously not something that we can create or not create in the therapeutic relationship. It is simply there by virtue of our human Being. So when you talk about the power of the therapeutic context and relatedness this, I think, must be a different level to the ontological level. However, it is also not so concrete as the level of interpersonal dialogical communication. So already we have three levels of dialogue: 1. an ontological relatedness; 2. the inter-human context; and, 3. immediate dialogical encounters with another.  Distinguishing between these planes seems useful to me because it means that we can talk about a fundamental intersubjectivity of human being (level #1), even if, as I am increasingly wondering, ontical dialogicity (level #3) may be absent in many circumstances. Do real, concrete people truly meet in dialogue? I think this question deeply haunts me. Is ‘relational depth’ (Mearns and Cooper 2005) something that is fundamentally shared, or are the moments of experiencing deep connection with an other really moments of fantasized connection, where the self never breaks out into the Other, but remains cocooned in its own being? I think, if I am honest, I am expressing here something of a deep disappointment with dialogue. For me in dialogue, there is a yearning for connection, for touching. Yet, as Buber (1947) writes, there are so many ‘faceless spectres of dialogue’. 

What does it mean to say that we have truly touched in dialogue?  I think, for me, it  means that something you said truly impacts on me and changes me: it doesn’t just act as an opening for me to say what I was always planning to say - it doesn’t simply alter my trajectory; it becomes part of my being. Then we might say that concrete dialogue is the crucible in which sustained human inter-subjectivity is formed. 

So, for me, dialogue requires me totake towards you some kind of genuinely unfinished opennesses, where you may be able to step in and provide some answers:, thoughts, concerns and worries, where the answer lies, not within me, but within you. If I share those unfinished opennesses – and they must be genuinely unfinished – then maybe there is the possibility of you becoming part of me. 

That takes me back to therapy. Therapy works, perhaps, to the extent that the client reaches out to the therapist with something that is genuinely unfinished: something that the therapist can imprint upon and engage into. I am sure that you have had the experience of working with clients and supervisees where all seems wrapped up and complete, and where there is no real sense of contact. But, perhaps, a client can take from therapy to the extent that he or she can reveal to the therapist some unfinished openness. At an ontological level, that unfinishedness exists as an integral part of being; but whether or not it is communicated is a matter of choice. 

As I write this, I come back to the sense of there being so much I want to say to you: I can’t hold it all. So here is a question that, for me, is genuinely unfinished: ‘What do you do to me that makes this dialogue, and what do I do to you?’ ‘What are we to each other if we are in genuine dialogue?’ 

From Ernesto

Your question has so many implications!

The shortest answer I can give is: in dialogue we re-create one another, be it temporarily or in some more lasting fundamental way. In dialogue neither one of the participants emerges from the encounter without some sense of change - personal and interpersonal - and perhaps also a sense of possibility - who I and you and we  can be.

Now let me focus this on therapy:

If there is to be dialogue in therapy, then it can’t just be the client who is open to the possibilities you describe.  The therapist must be as well, otherwise it will be an ‘I-It’ meeting. In a therapeutic encounter that is dialogically-focused, the encounter is steeped in the uncertain, the 'genuinely unfinished openness’ (great phrase!) that you write of. This is risky stuff for both and, as such, it may be that therapy itself is not always the best place for such dialogical encounters. Perhaps a lot of therapy might have to settle for duologues?

What I think can happen in therapy is that the context permits the experience of a differently felt sense of ontic being. Our way of thinking and relating has already shifted just by ‘magically’ doing therapy and being therapist/client. 

 However, in every dialogue there is always the sense of possibility and failure. Beckett's: 'Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try  again. Fail again. Fail better.' (Beckett 1983: 7).Why therapy is rarely dialogical is because such attempts require a mutual openness to the uncertain possibility. And therapists are not so likely to readily open themselves to the insecurity that this attempt provokes.  Seeking directly to change, educate, improve or cure the client prevents the dialogue to which you refer.  This is not to say that these enterprises have no impact, nor that the therapist might not be touched and moved and broadly affected (even in a personal way) by the client's responses to these endeavours.  But, in adopting them, the therapist avoids what you term 'the genuine'. The ‘I’ and the ‘you’ may be affected, but also remain separate.  The ‘we’ that is the sense of relatedness is beyond their grasp.

The current thrust of therapy, it seems to me, is deeply antagonistic to this 'genuineness'.  What is being promoted is something else entirely.  But, as I mentioned above, perhaps 'genuine dialogue' is just too plain disturbing for therapy to embrace (willingly).  Or, rather, for what has become understood as therapy to experience willingly.....

I have a suggestion here: could we focus on concrete examples from our practice that seem to us to get closest to dialogue?

From Mick
That sounds good, but first I want to share with you where I am at, re-reading this dialogue so far. I had a sense of sadness, and I think it relates to the Beckett quote above. I read again your previous email and realized how much of it I missed, or failed to capture. Actually, there are large chunks of it that I didn’t really understand, particularly the issue of contextualisation – I don’t have a strong felt sense of that, or a visual image, and I think that makes it difficult for me to really know what you are trying to convey here. I wish I could have stopped you and said, ‘Ernesto, can you explain that to me?’ Maybe one of the barriers to dialogue is not really understanding the other, and feeling too shameful to ask. I lose you, and return back to my own unfinished opennesses. 

Maybe, though, the sadness is more about what really happens in dialogue: two men meet in words, each with a passion to share with the other, each immersed and driven by their ideas, each loving and passionate about ‘ex-telling’ their ideas – not to convince the other, but for the sheer beauty of expansion and elaboration and reaching out through their own truths to an-Other. 

I am thinking about a client who comes to see me and who shared about his life. There are unanswered questions – unfinished opennessses – throughout his self-understanding. He wants to understand: why he gets so depressed, why he can’t get on with his life, why his relationships consistently break down – will he ever find love again? Mainly, I listen to the dialogue and allow it to unfurl. I can see parallels with my own life, there are personal things that I want to share with him, but that is my story, not his. Sometimes, as I try and understand his experiencing of his world, I get a sense of what might be going on, and share it with the client. Sometimes, it helps him, sometimes, it’s wide of the mark: ‘mmm… no, it’s not quite like that.’ The work is helpful for him: he realises that he needs to end a relationship that is making him feel worse, he starts to consider that maybe the end of other relationships wasn’t his fault. He talks through, and stops trying to avoid some painful early experiences. 

Now, 1. Is this dialogue (or duologue)? 2. Does that matter?

On reflection, I think it is dialogue. Why? Because I am taking his discourse into myself, digesting it, feeling my way into his world – and, critically, my response to him emanates from this immersion (indwelling?). Is this a good definition of dialogue: that one’s response emerges from one’s immersion in the other’s world? But then, his response does not necessarily emerge from an immersion in my world, and I am not sure it needs to – he is learning, developing: I am facilitating that process. Yet for me to be of any value, by definition, he must be digesting something of what I am sharing – so something dialogical is also happening that way around.  

You say that the therapeutic encounter is steeped in uncertainty and risky. Am I taking the risk in that example? And what does it really mean? Is it even helpful? I do share my honest sense with this client – I don’t lie to him – but I don’t share everything I honestly feel. Sometimes I take a bit more of a risk: my sense is, sometimes he appreciates those responses, sometimes they don’t seem to be particularly helpful. But I am definitely, in the main, constrained – and I am also focused, in the sense that my responses are orientated towards what I believe will be helpful to the client. So this is not the Gadamer type 2 dialogue that you mentioned. There are elements of it, in the sense that the client has space to share whatever, however, but we are orientated towards a particular goal – improvements in the client’s wellbeing. Actually, it’s ironic that, at the present time, I’m working on a pluralistic framework for counselling and psychotherapy with John McLeod (2007, in press) which is orientated very much towards specific goals – what clients want from therapy – and sees this as the focal point of the therapeutic dialogue – very much Gadamer type 1!

Another part of our pluralistic approach is that different clients want, and benefit from, very different things, and that there is no one ‘healing element’ for all clients. And I do believe in that very passionately. So, for the client above, I think what has helped him most is being able to develop a greater understanding of himself, so that he feels more in control of his life, and has the capacity to make different choices that don’t reinforce the same patterns of behaviour. I think the dialogue here has been helpful: it’s meant I’ve got a good understanding of his world and helped to clarify it? to the best of my ability; and I also think a sense of connection between us has been important to him.

Reflecting on my own experience as a client: the last time I went to therapy, I was struggling with some god-awful anxieties, and I just, mainly, wanted a space to talk everything out in a way that was as incoherent as it felt. I didn’t want to have to make sense, I didn’t particularly want any answers, any reasons: just incoherence, blurting, connecting with the actuality of my fragmentary lived-experience. Essentially, space not to be a professor but a complete mess, so that I could be a half-decent teacher and dad in the rest of my life. She was a new (for me), person-centered, therapist, and I really loved working with her. She was warm and friendly, very genuine, but basically got out of the way and helped me feel that it was ok just to incoherently splurge things out – it was an ‘enormous psychological space,’ as my colleague Dave Mearns (Mearns & Cooper, 2005) would say, where I could do whatever I needed to. That was until the last session: when we talked about how it had been for me, I shared all this positive feedback. The therapist acknowledged that, and said she was surprised because she felt I had never really allowed myself to connect, deeply, with her – we’d never explored our relationship. I was, mainly, hurt – but also a bit disappointed and angry that it felt she had not really understood what I wanted (or who I was). I don’t think I wanted dialogue, certainly not mutuality, just space to connect with myself.

But, of course, it wasn’t just connecting with myself that was important, but communicating that to an other, and feeling that it was deeply received and accepted. Maybe what was most healing at that time was a sense of being radically myself in all that awfulness and extremity, and having it quietly witnessed (no, more, imbibed). It was not that I wanted to inflict this awfulness on my therapist, or even to feel that I wasn’t alone with it: I think it was the process of the deep and consistent sense of being taken in, in all my incoherence and fragmentation, that meant that, after each session, I came away feeling a bit more ok about myself and able to cope with life. 

From Ernesto

I share your sense of sadness. I suspect that the sadness is an expression of connection that appears and disappears so seemingly haphazardly but which, nonetheless, serves to remind us of what we can experience 'in the between'.  

I also want to suggest that  'not understanding' is not the problem or the obstacle.  Rather, it is what we associate with not understanding - self-criticism, shame, punitive thoughts, etc - that leads us away from that connection or openness.  I can think of times in my life where  not-understanding felt glorious and awakening because I didn’t judge myself for not having understood, and embraced this non-understanding being that I was being.

To me, these moments of accepting embrace, whether with an external other or with that other (or others) who provide my internal dialogues, is the great promise of therapy.  And, here, I think, we may have reached a point where there exist some possibly significant disagreements between us regarding therapy.

More and more, I've come to a way of practising therapy as a therapist that is, quite simply, a conversation.  I've actively pursued a process of divesting my self as therapist of as much of the mystique we therapists give ourselves.  I remain scrupulously professional, I think, but I also have come to reject many of the barriers we seem to think are so important - the anonymity, the silence, the focus on certain topics as opposed to others, etc.  I try to speak openly and clearly with my clients so that a process of clarity, of digging into what one 'means' in an embodied way rather than just a verbal or cognitive way becomes more possible.  I feel that, in many ways, my attempts to simplify the process of therapy have served to simplify me as well.  More and more I feel like the Peter Sellers character in ‘Being There’ who basically can only make simple superficial statements which are then read into by those around him so that they become ‘deep thoughts’.  This, for me, is the biggest difficulty I am facing in my work with clients - because they are clients in therapy they persist in assuming that the simple things I might be saying are full of deep, hidden meanings.  I don't blame them for this, of course.  In their position, I would be doing, and have done, the same. I can see how this frustrates, upsets and at times can discourage clients, how they can and do impose misunderstandings.  Some have even felt hurt and angered.  Knowing this, why do I then persist with this?  In general, I think clients look for answers to their life problems from another.  This search leads them to assume that the statements that the other makes must contain an implicit instruction, demand, or critique.  I think that most of the time, in most dealings with others, this view is absolutely correct; hence I can see that their expectation in sitting down with a therapist is that they will get more of the same. My attempts at simplicity and demystification serve as means for me to stop trying to provide and receive what is expected. I used to think that the main purpose of such an enterprise was that it would clarify the other's world and provide a means to that immersion that you write about.  While I agree that it can do, I have stopped thinking that it is this immersion-into-the-other's-world that is of critical value within therapy. I want to propose, instead, that it is a much more foundational, fully-embodied experience: the accepting embrace of self and other as each is being in that moment of being. In other words: the very focus of our discussion - dialogue.  

So, for me, the indwelling is an outcome rather than an aim. I see it more as accepting/embracing/being with whatever is occurring without defence or pretence.  This stance seems to me to provoke a shared sense of being that can at times border on the uncanny.  It's a sort of merging and in those moments of merging, the experience not only of indwelling but, perhaps as importantly, dwelling in one's own embodied being is shared.

As I write this, I am aware that it sounds like I've gone off the rails and am spouting some new age rubbish. For me, these moments are not at all ‘soft and sweet’, they are hard: tough truths come to light - not always easy or pleasant to retain.  But I do believe that it is in and through these moments that clients grasp a sense of themselves in a far more honest and truthful manner and, through this, become open to [the]? new possibilities of being. So for me it’s maybe paradoxically about abdicating all attempts at immersion.

I agree entirely that ‘different clients want, and benefit from, very different things’ but also remain of the view that what underpins the different wants, and the possibility of their fulfillment through therapy, is this dialogical experience.  I guess that I'm taking dialogue as a sort of portal for a way of being with one's self and with another that permits a shift away from how one most typically is, or always is, or must be with, one's self and with another. This is where the ‘context’ comes in; perhaps your sense of missing what I'm saying occurs because you suppose that there is more to what I'm saying than I intend.  

 It's back to what I wrote earlier about placebo effects, I'm afraid. To some extent, psychotherapy has addressed these factors by referring to non-specific factors, or embedded shared factors that appear throughout all forms of therapy. I also think that when therapists speak of the power of the relationship itself they are acknowledging the contextual features inherent in any act of therapy. But some critical points are still being missed.

I want to suggest that from the very moment of acknowledgment of this new relational context,  before anything is done, a lot has already occurred that provides the possibility of therapeutic change.  What is it that has happened so mysteriously?  I think it is precisely the accepting embrace of self and other as each is being in that moment of being.  I experience being ‘me’ differently through the unusual context I find my self in.  My self is shaken and stirred by this context and so I can explore, re-consider - and reconfigure - this self within this context which challenges the assumptions about being that I may have previously maintained.  How much of that reconfiguration is lasting or can be ‘exported’ to my more typical contexts remains open-ended; though the way I am experiencing myself now may well shake my previous stance at least to the extent that I can no longer believe in it as the only stance available to me.

My words seem inadequate and more likely to confound rather than illuminate.  At the same time, though, I am also aware that as I was writing them, I was writing them with you and me in mind, that I was not immersed in you or in me but that it was more like being immersed in the experience of the possibility of a mutual immersion. It felt like what we are calling 'dialogue'.

From Mick:
Dialogue seems to need digestion, consideration and response. It is amazing that there is so much here, like an enormous tangled ball of string: different leads, different ends, different strands and possibilities. I feel that if I pull on one and keep going with it I can write something: if I try and untangle the whole ball, I never get going. 

I love what you say about ‘accepting embrace’ although, of course, it takes me straight back to Rogers (1957) and his ‘core conditions’ for therapeutic change. What’s new here, though, is the idea that accepting embrace and dialogue are, essentially, synonymous. Is that true? I think I agree with you that a deep sense of acceptance is a precondition for dialogue to occur: I can’t think of a time when I’ve felt in dialogue with another where I haven’t felt a deep sense of acceptance. For me, subjectively, the experience of dialogue is this one of articulating – and connecting through -- that which is at the edges of awareness: the unspoken, the implicit, the semi-conscious. And it is only with the expectation of accepting embrace from the Other that I can feel safe enough to draw out these threads. The more I feel deeply and fully accepted, the more I can pull out that which is unspoken: and also that which inspires, interests, excites and intrigues me. I guess we become habituated to the things that we are used to saying or communicating; that which is at the edge is novel, and calls forth a novel response from the Other – it makes dialogue come alive. Also, without that Other accepting me, it seems unlikely that they are going to engage with what I am actually communicating to them. Their acceptance allows them to engage and empathize deeply with me: to pull out further my own strands of thought, and to help me develop and evolve my ideas.

Is the experience of dialogue the same as the experience of accepting embrace? I’m not so sure about this. I am thinking about times when I can feel deeply accepted, but also not particularly stimulated or interactive. For dialogue, it feels to me like something more is needed - is it risk, challenge, input from the Other? Maybe the key here is something about difference? I need both accepting embrace, but also some kind of difference to engage with.  I guess another way to put this would be that ‘Dialogue emerges when there is an expression/exploration of difference within an accepting embrace?’ I think there is something key for me about the necessity of both these things existing, and that the greater the acceptance (across difference), or the greater the difference (within a context of acceptance), the greater the dialogue. 

At the same timesome of the times in my life that I would most emphatically characterize as dialogue have been ones in which there has been a core recognition of similarities - though with the central difference, that the other person and myself are different people, and we are not merging into one. I always remember the point made by Buber (1947) that, to have dialogue, you cannot be the same as the Other, for to bridge to another you need to have difference. So thinking about this, it seems to me that one of the key qualities of dialogue is this experience of ‘bridging’: whether across ideas or across people. And the accepting embrace that you describe seems a key precondition to that: providing us with the safety to move backwards and forwards without worrying about getting hurt.

The image that comes to my mind is of those lovely little (iron?) bridges in Venice, and of people walking, excitedly, with passion and purpose, backwards and forwards over them. Words that come to mind are ‘exchange,’ ‘excitement,’ ‘movement,’ ‘play,’ ‘journey,’ ‘aliveness.’ And I have a sense of standing at one edge of the bridge and looking down at the canal from one perspective; and then crossing over and looking at it from another perspective. And then chatting to someone. And then going to another bridge to have another look; and chatting more, and coming back; and moving on. (This probably sounds inane, but that is what comes from an expectation of being acceptingly embraced!).  

An interesting question for you: What would your image for dialogue be?

To take it back to therapy, I think our similarities here are much greater than our differences. Like you, I feel that I have moved further and further away from trying to conform to established therapeutic conventions and rituals. I just see myself as me, Mick, trying to help someone as best I can get what they want. Nothing cleverer than that. So that image of crossing bridges, and chatting with someone, and looking at things from different perspectives, and having a relatively informal dialogue(?) is exactly what I see therapy as being about – and I hear the same from you. Core to it is that willingness to go wherever with someone, and to hear – and respond to – whatever they are saying. But also, when I think of how this compares to my nondirective colleagues, I think there is something a bit more. Is it a playfulness? A willingness to take a bit more of a lead. It is something about being willing to say to a client, ‘Wow, have you seen what is down there,’ or, ‘I’m just not getting what you are describing there,’ or ‘Shall we go over here for a bit?’ Of course, having said that, it seems to me so important that this is in response to what the client seems to want and need. I have experienced clients who, I think, feel much more stimulated and engaged when I am joining in with the discovery, while others just want me  to shut up, so that they can get on with their own processing. 
I’m feeling a sense that we are moving towards a natural ending, though I’m not sure we have reached any definitive conclusions. I do feel like we’ve crossed some bridges together, come to some shared understandings, seen things in different ways, and I’ve found it a very stimulating experience. Hopefully, readers who have accompanied us on this journey will continue in whatever direction is of interest to them. For me, some of the key questions remain the issue of whether dialogue is a subjective experience or an intersubjective phenomenon: Is the dualness of it an illusion, or is it a genuine meeting and encounter that transcends individual entities? I think you generally see it in intersubjective terms, I think I struggle with this question more. In terms of therapy, I think we both feel that dialogue and good therapy are synonymous, but both are struggling to quite find the words for what this really means. It seems to me that that is still the great unanswered question: What is dialogue? Where we both agree is that acceptance is fundamental, but I think I am emphasizing difference a bit more. 

From Ernesto

Like you, I realize that a great deal that has been raised and argued will be left to ‘dangle’ – and perhaps stimulate readers to pursue themselves.

So...First, because it was such fun to conjure up, my image of dialogue:

Projecting a scene out of an imaginary film directed by Francois Truffaut, my mind visualizes a typical French cafe somewhere in the back-streets of Paris around Clichy. At the table of a seedy bar, sits the young hero, writing distractedly into his notebook. He is a poet and he's in agony because once more the world has rejected him. Suddenly, the whistled tune we are hearing in the background filters through to him and, in spite of himself, he pauses, looks up from his writing, and observes the characters in the café and so many small vignettes of human life: Autumn leaves falling and whirling; an accordion-player, on his way to earn his living along the cafe-lined  Champs Elysees, limps by; people pass by in groups, couples, or quite alone, hurrying, dawdling, happy, miserable - each and every one of them so singularly, so totally, alive.  

And, at last, we begin to see a smile cracking upon the face of the sad poet because he has just discovered the answer to the greatest of mysteries: he realizes that, regardless of his personal despair, the world chooses to go on, it still welcomes him, provides him with scenes of  everyday existence, which he is free to enter. And in this moment of acceptance, he rips up the poem and acknowledges his  power, to make and unmake and re-make every aspect of his life. 

The whistling becomes overpowering and, as the scene fades out, we see the poet attempt to catch hold of the drift to the tune and begin to hum along to it...

OK, done! Now, one thing you said regarding the Other set off a sudden sense of ‘A-ha!’ that really felt exciting for me: you asked whether embrace and dialogue are one and the same. What came up for me was what, for me, is one of Heidegger’s greatest insights  - that ‘by ‘others’ we do not mean everyone else apart from me – those against whom the ‘I’ stands out.  They are rather…. those among whom one is too’ (Heidegger 154; ??). As I understand it, Heidegger is proposing that one’s very sense of ‘I’  - or more generally speaking, one’s sense of self  –  is also an expression of ‘other-ness’.  
So, here's what I'd like to propose: when there is that sense of ‘meeting the other’ which we've suggested lies at the heart of dialogue, the ‘other’ who is met is not only the external other but also ‘the other that I am’.  It is an embrace of all (my) being.  And in adopting such an embrace, each experiences a ‘subjective’ acceptance whose ‘open subjectivity’ is such that it can't be confined to the usual limits of subjective experience but which,  rather, reveals the inter-relational foundation to the experience of subjectivity.

More prosaically, and specifically related to therapy, it seems to me that the experience of dialogue in therapy permits both client and therapist to experience the acceptance of their own ‘otherness’ as well as the ‘otherness of the other’.  In this way, either or both participants may have that felt sense of already being different or changed simply through their engagement  with the relational dialogue.

How this occurs, as well as its frequency, seems to me to still remain largely a mystery. Our focus on relatedness, relationship, ‘core conditions’, ‘attending skills’  etc. are all like the Taoist ‘finger pointing to the moon’, in that they direct our attention toward that to which we yearn (the moon) but cannot/should not be mistaken - even if they often are - for the focus of our yearning.  Personally, I've grown not to mind this mystery at all - but then, I'm still that hippie who, 40 years ago, refused to watch the moon landings because, for him, they ravaged for evermore the mystique that marked humankind's relationship with the moon. Whereas you, more wisely, still have the desire, I feel, to ‘know about’ - and not just ‘know’ -, so that the pointing finger and pointed-to moon cease to be so clearly demarcated. 

From Mick
Although we are coming to an end here, in some ways it feels like we are/I am just beginning to sense what it means, and how to dialogue with each other. For instance, I read your image of dialogue, which I just loved, but I also thought: 'actually, I don't really understand it, and I need to ask Ernesto what he means by that.'  So I think I am beginning to learn that, for me, to engage with you in dialogue means being a bit more 'upfront' and not standing back out of a fear of looking stupid. Also, I really like what you said about the difference between us being around structure vs laidbackness, and I think that is a interesting one as far as dialogue is concerned. I was thinking it probably needs both: some kind of orientation, but then, within that orientation, an openness to whatever. I have a bit more of a ‘structured’ and focused perspective on what constitutes dialogue, whereas I think yours is more orientated around spontaneity and flow. 

I think we will both agree that it feels fine to leave this dialogue relatively unfinished, with no neat bows tying it up; maybe one day we could carry it further.  But for now, lots of questions, lots of threads, lots of uncertainties – a very existential place to stop! 
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