Can We Talk Our Way Back To Sanity?

About half a vear ago California State Representative John Vasconcellos

started to do some thinking about what he called a humanistic approach to
politics.-This was—a rather vague but ambitious hope—that the human elements

of individual needs, ovpinions, desires could somehow be organized to play

am—tmoortant—rote—tmpoltiticatmatterss For—somemonths—he—wernt—around—the
state meeting with little croups of people to stir un interest in this ap-

Proache. 1n Juné of thls vear an organlzZ-tional meeting was held 1n BerKeley
attended by some 40 people most of whom had had some evperience with the

encounter movement and human potential movement. The general level of en=-
_thusiasm_seemed high and yet there was a widespread sense of uneasiness .. ..
which seemed to say4 "This idea feels e701t1ng but just exactly what is 1it?
-How-do-we-go-about—doing—thistt — — —

—*-—ﬂhmrﬁzﬁey@stinz1y~enUugh*%“had—had*a—sfwikinqiy—stmiiar*exnerTence*‘—‘f"——"*—-——“—
during the summer of 1974. Under the aegis of the San Francisco Gestalt

Therapy Institute, of which I am a mkmbgr, I had offered a seminar --
oven to the public -- entitled "Explorations in Psvcho-nolitical #ction¥.

This was co-led by myself, a psychotherapist, and three colleacues, a
L sociologistk a-historian and a whikzmxharx vhilosopher.

Twgs—frank—to—say—imourbrochure—that—the purpose—of—the—seminar——— ——
was to try to find out what the séminar was all about, i.e., what micht

psychopolitical action be? lThe main question I put To my fellow~-seminarians
was: Can the mthods of the growth movement and humanistic psvchology, i.e.,

oven communication, attention to process, emphasis on one's personal growth,
and in general trying to he a=z real as one knew how, can these methods be

in some way interrated with reformist or radical nolitics?

For a good many weeks we also stumbled around sometimes having fun,

sometimes perisirive T rom boredonm, Our eXPeriences ad Sone of the Same

frustrating qualities as the ones I ewperienced in the Vasconcellos Zroup.

There was the powerful, intuitfive feeling that we were on the edge of some-
thine big but the thing felt slinmerv and we could get no satisfyine handle

on it.

A few weeks ago I got the the first bit of (hopefully) creative

Imrsoirationramd-Twant—to-mut—it—out—and—seewhetheranyonsout—there
thinks that it could have the ghost of a chance. The idea is simply for

people to gel together to talk and get to know each other.

Where and how would the groups be formed? Evervone_has neighbors of
—some—sort. You get ten of your neighbors tocather fo rtwo--hours—every

two weeks or so and just get more and moreequalnted with each other.

Cmr—the JUU, moffice—or lacbury, the—same Lnlng, JUSL gat LogeLner arnd
learn a bout eachother. In work sithations, I would suggest two different

kinds of group compnosition. One would be with people at your level, 1:.0a,
clerks meet with clerks, teachers meet with teachers. This might alternate

with meetings across levels so that bank nresidents and clerks and guards

spend—time—getting auainted.

Whrat—wouldt—be—thevurpose t3imoly to—attemptwhat—T feel—to—be—the T

heroic task of genuinely beineg with and communicating with each othep




i
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How do you do this? What is the form? From the growth movement,

the encounter movement and group theravy grouns we already have con-

sk rable—lknow-how—sbout—irmeckmaaaakmrk—learnine to-be—real-with each
other. Couldn®t these not-so-difficult skills be auickly learned by

great nuambers of peoole if tne?‘wé?é“mﬁttvgfgd“fv—db'sU4*Wrth—soma—————————~*——————————
practice, motivati-n and effort couldn't they learn to recognize each

other's games, avoid the usual ohoniness and hiding, take the risks o1
trulv being with each other?

On—the—-one—hand-the idea-fesels-foolish, naive, simplistic, zanya.

And at the same time it seems to have a powerful appeal. A number of
—fyiends to whom I've mentioned it have-commented—on—itsrevolutionary—
possibilities. What better way to deal with the well-nigh universal

feeling of aliernkation in all of us than to Truly meet with the people
whose faces you see daily?

Another thoucht I had some years ago may _serve to throw 1icht on

this approach. I came across a little squib on the front page of my local
—rewspaver whithdescribed—an—intrisguing—tradition—vpresumably—followed——
by the Chinese Red Army. According to this tradition, every vear for

about a week all officers leave their nosts and £o0 back Lnto tHE Tanks
as privates. Thevy learn all over again to stand insmection, do KP and

)

shine their rifles. During this week, they re-establish a kind of con-
tact with the ordinary snldier which they have necessarily lost in

their usual routines.

At the time I was working as a nsychologist on the staff of a

Mental nospitals. L thought:r would  ttt—heexcitingtotry something—tike
that on our hosnital wards? Every two or three weeks for an 8-hour stint,

all staff members from the Director on down shoudd go back on the wards
and do the actual work for which the hospital exists, ile., snend time

with the patlents, “bathe and feed them, play ving-pong with them, meet
their relatives. Then vou o back to your desk and vhone and resume

the shuffling of papers. But I susoect you'd go back with a different splrlt.
—Patientsamtother staffmembers—would—exist—for—you-inmr—a-—more—3-di -
wayo

That, is what I would hore wonld come from the talk method I've

described here. I make the assumption that as you let yourself be known
to others and let others be knoun to you that powerful humanizing forces

are set in motion which can deeply affect neoples' thinking and action.

RGP e —are—willine—to—take—the—veryereatrisk ef lespn—m ——
ing nlain #3%t ruthful talk, verhaps we can take a few steps forwards towards

sanltye.




I wonder whether any people out there will think this idea makes

sense. I hope so because I think it makes alot of sense. The idea

is that if many, many people get together in groups and learn to

talk very openly and freely to each other that this very act can

be—a—powerul—and-cleansing-political—forces




