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The “I” That Does Not See

March 4, 2008

Perhaps the most overused word, at least in American culture, is the word ‘I’ along with its related pronoun forms ‘me’, ‘mine’, and ‘myself’.  It’s a fascinating exercise to hear the self-referential verbiage of the first-person pronouns consistently come out of people’s mouths in almost every type of conversation they engage in.

It’s not a bad thing that people refer to themselves as much as they do.  It’s very common and very human behavior, at least here in the United States.  The tendency to self-refer seems to be an automatic mechanism where people constantly live from their personal perspective in dealing with other people and the larger world.  While each person’s viewpoint helps clarify and accomplish our unique, personal goals, there may be larger costs that hurt all of us

First, the direct cost of the ongoing inability to see the world from another person’s eyes leads to conflicts large and small.  Spousal relationships are a very common example where one partner engages in some behavior that drives the other person nuts simply because the first partner does not see how much his or her actions affects the second.  Sometimes, the offending mate does not realize the ramifications of his or her actions until something drastic or tragic happens. These situations are usually manageable, but they can escalate all the way up to divorce, physical violence, and even murder.

Similarly, different societies, nations, and cultures often end up battling each other because of cross-eyed viewpoints about their home communities relative to their beliefs and perspectives about the world and other groups of people.  ‘We’ and ‘Ours’ against ‘Them” and “Those” stems again from the first person (now plural) reference that crowds out the possibility of seeing another view.  Again, the differences can be relatively minimal with low-grade political and cultural conflicts but as with individuals, these situations can and do sometimes lead to war.

The second cost of the hyper-emphasis on the ‘I’ is the missed opportunities for individuals and societies to see that many of the life challenges people face personally and collectively can be understood and addressed quickly and easily together.  If people could learn to see the world from the eyes of one another, we would recognize that many areas of conflict are rooted in the same issues, fears, and questions regarding survival, money, food, safety, love, existence, God, and the purpose of life.

On a certain level, the ability to look at life and each other clearly and consciously would require setting aside our attachments to our petty, individualized perspectives.  To put away our own perspective on may require a major transformation of the human soul.  This evolution may not be possibly but it may be a necessity.  Given the number and magnitude of the conflicts and upheavals yet to come, we not only have the opportunity, we may not have a choice.

An experiment you might want to try is to listen to people’s conversations and note how often the word ‘I’ and the related, first-person pronouns pop up in any discussion.  It may be even better to note how much you use these words in your own language.  What you may see is not only the extent to which people talk about themselves but also how little we actually do listen to each other.
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