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ABSTRACT

The thesis develops Gendlin's concept of the felt sense in two directions, and
introduces parallel concepts of self. It starts by examining western and eastern
cultural contexts, neuroscientific conceptualisations and linguistic issues as
they relate to self, using the lens of Gendlin's two ways of relating to the world
— interpreting according to the unit model and thinking beyond patterns, to
point out conceptual confusions. Buddhist philosophy and practice are
discussed as methods of undoing such conceptual confusions in order to
relieve suffering, with self as an independent, stable, substantial entity being
the primary example of such a confusion. Dualism is identified as the basic
misconception from which suffering ensues. Non-duality is investigated as a
spiritual endstate, an integral part of the goals of humanistic therapies and an
intrinsic element in 'carrying forward', then compared with Gendlin's implicit
intricacy, Sartre's Being-in-itself and intersubjective theories. A small
gualitative study investigates what happens when felt senses of self are
intentionally produced or accessed by focusing. A continuum of experiences is
described, ranging from self to no-self, with trauma proving a major block to
both self and no-self experiencings. The felt sense is re-defined in two ways, as
an extending boundary and as a direct referent. A sense of self is also
considered both as a boundary drawing exercise, and a direct referent. Self
may function in either of these forms on a relative level, constructively or
destructively, according to circumstances and conditions, while on an
ontological level no such single entity may be proven to exist. The conclusion
is drawn that self and no-self form a kind of twisting human thread, which
shows, at any one moment, just one side of a duality. These sides are

conceptually, rather than actually, distinct.
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To study the buddha way is to study the self.
To study the self is to forget the self.
To forget the self is to be actualized by myriad things.

When actualized by myriad things, your body and mind as well as the bodies and
minds of others drop away.

No trace of realization remains, and this no-trace continues endlessly.

(Dogen, 1233)



INTRODUCTION

SECTION ONE — PERSPECTIVES AND MOTIVATION

My investigation springs from engagement as a therapist with the problem of
suffering and the search for relief. This search lies at the heart of both therapeutic
and spiritual practices, and in both kinds of practices 'self' is persistently mentioned,
and conceptually central. In western contexts self appears as a bringer of relief and
carrier of existential meaning, while in Buddhist contexts it appears as the very

source of suffering.

My perspective is that of a British counsellor/therapist, trained in the Person
Centred Approach, practicing Gendlin's method of focusing, and also studying and
practicing Mahayanan Buddhism. | have been living and working in Poland, using
the Polish language, since 1997, and working and living in a different language and
culture has added a dimension of fluidity and a strong contextual awareness to my

thinking.

As | engage in both therapy and Buddhist practices, | find the recurring paradoxes
hinging on the goals of 'finding' the self or 'losing' the self, ever more intriguing. This
sense of intrigue led me to investigate the matter more deeply, and Gendlin's
philosophy of the Implicit and practice of felt sensing formed a third thread which
helped me, while examining the various concepts of 'self' and 'no-self', to zig zag
back to intuitions | had about self which did not fit neatly inside any of the concepts,

and to articulate them.

| investigate how the concepts of self and of no-self arise in the interactions of
multiple contexts — cultural, social, linguistic, philosophical, neuroscientific and
spiritual. | take a perspective informed by Buddhist views and infused with insights

from phenomenology, embodied neurophilosophy and intersubjectivity theories,



returning repeatedly to the question of how these conceptual insights/creations
firstly might be causing suffering and secondly, might help to relieve suffering,

through the practices of meditation and therapy.

The thesis should be of interest to therapists, clients or both, who are interested in
Buddhism or other meditation practices and/or focusing. During its attempt to
elucidate the self/no-self issue, the thesis throws light on how Buddhist and
focusing approaches relate to each other, making explicit both often-assumed or
intuited common areas and salient differences. | hope | have provided enough
background information for those who are unfamiliar with Gendlin's philosophy, or

with Buddhism, to be able to follow.

| ask three interlocking questions: How is the concept of self understood in the
theory and practice of therapy? Does the concept of self work to reduce, or to
produce suffering? Is there value in using 'finding', or 'losing' the self, as guiding

principles of therapy?

While brief indications of what the implications of the arguments within the thesis
might be for therapeutic practice are given, | believe that once the concepts of self
and no-self are untangled, the implications can be taken in many directions — | leave

readers to carry forward the ideas presented in their own way.

SECTION TWO - BACKGROUND TO THE QUESTION

'Self' is a nebulous concept which has been defined in myriad ways. Reinforced by a
long tradition of western philosophical, religious and political practices, and backed
up more recently by psychological theories of development (Kohut, 1971), it may
just as easily be deconstructed by philosophical, and/or postmodern analysis
(Derrida, 1974; Giles 1993; Tomhave, 2010; Zweig, 1995), sociology (Goffman,
1956), neuroscientific research (Damasio, 2010; Metzinger, 2003) or the tenets of

Buddhism. All these perspectives consider self not as an essential, stable entity but
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as a construct, maintained in order to enjoy some sense of stability and security.
Notably, when Buddha was asked about the existence of the self, he kept silent. He
could see no way of answering the question without reinforcing a wrong view
(Nanamoli, 1972). This difficulty seems to point to a misconception in the question

itself.

Maybe 'self' is not the kind of thing that can exist or not exist, but rather something
which we make and use. This concept of self, that tends to slip from the grasp of all
definitions, is hard to prove or fix, yet it seems to have a strong and intimate hold
on us — something like the concept of 'love' maybe, which refers, in individual uses,
to an infinitely varied range of experiences, yet is readily used as a universal. As a
prime example of what Gendlin calls 'public language' (Gendlin, 1997c), it never
captures the intricacy of lived experience. In fact we tend to stick it over the top of
multiple different experiences in order to serve various purposes. This may sound a
sloppy or pointless exercise, but there is a very real kind of drive or desire to do this

— it is behaviour that has sense and meaning for us.

So what is the drive towards 'self'? Is it less of a drive and more of a default
assumption? Is it no more than our answer to possibly misconceived questions (e.g.
who am | really? What is there about me that lasts, that makes me who | am?) and
if so, is the misconception behind the question something that people repeatedly
re-create because it has meaning, or is it simply a linguistic misconception which
serves to trap us — in which case, why should the delusion be so very difficult to

remove?

Looking from my experience as a therapist, 'self' is a concept that appears as people
talk about their personal experience, usually to mark a lack. Perhaps it is only when
something is missing, deficient, or not strong enough, that we feel a need for it and
call out for it. And the 'it' which is missing, is what many clients coming to therapy
often explicitly state in terms of self: 'I've come because I've lost myself', 'l don't
feel like myself anymore', 'l just don't like myself', or 'l need to find my real self'.

These experiences, conceptualised as 'lost self,' seem to express fear and anxiety,

11



on an existential level.

Use of the word 'self' may function as a signifier that we are not living fully, that
something feels blocked or has not been taken into account. There may be a sense
that everything is going well, yet there's a lack of meaning. We do not feel as secure
or as happy as we once did, or sense that we might, or that other people do. There's

just something wrong. How has the concept 'self' come to carry so much?

SECTION THREE — CHAPTER OVERVIEWS

Each chapter tackles its subject on two 'levels' (Gendlin's Unit Model/ Implicit
Intricacy; the Buddhist relative/absolute) and the paradox presented by the way in
which two seemingly mutually exclusive conceptual levels are actually ever-present
in each other. Each level may also be conceptually placed, respectively, at the
starting and finishing points of a continuum leading from 'ordinary life' to 'mystical
experience', as we move from units to intricacy, from public language to naked

saying, from the relative to the absolute.

Therapy takes place 'inbetween' — at the places along the continuum where we get
stuck. We may move in either direction — in therapy we tend to move towards

'ordinary life' and in spiritual practice towards 'mystical experience'.

CHAPTER ONE — CULTURAL CONTEXTS

Although often referred to as a concept which is somehow essentially beyond

culture, self is in practice inextricable from cultural contexts.

My aim is not to provide a comprehensive overview of all possible concepts of self
but to clarify western background assumptions, provide examples of different
assumptions/contexts, historically and cross-culturally, and substantiate the point

that there is no 'one' way that a self should be.
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| argue that:

e The western concept of the self is as culturally specific as any other, and to
assume that this is not the case is not only inaccurate but limiting to all and
particularly harmful to people (including those within western culture)
whose experience and values do not fit inside it

e many constructions of 'self' are possible

e thereis no inherent ontological truth in one form or another

e there does seem to be some concept of a personal 'self' in most cultures

e 'self'is a hotly debated field, which is in no sense value free.

INTRODUCTION TO GENDLIN'S PHILOSOPHY OF THE IMPLICIT AND
FOCUSING

At this point, | introduce in more detail the work of Gendlin, and the concepts which
will thread through and support the thesis from then on. If the reader comes across
a term or point from Gendlin later in the text which they find unclear, they will be

able to refer back to this brief guide to the main concepts.

Two crucial concepts for the thesis are the Unit Model and the Implicit Intricacy.
The unit model initially refers to the seventeenth century philosophical model,
which conceptualised the world as a set of inanimate, independent units which
could be combined in various ways by someone from an external position. The
implicit intricacy originates in Gendlin's Process Model, which moves from the
principle 'interaction first' (interaction is always prior to the separate objects
created by the unit model way of conceptualising) and describes our living, thinking
and speaking as a complex, yet naturally and responsively ordered, mass of

processes.

The other important concepts taken from Gendlin come from the practice of

Focusing (Gendlin, 1981). The 'direct referent' (Gendlin, 1997a; Gendlin 1997b) is a

13



directly felt meaning that can be conceptualised as a special kind of object inside,
and it has, | argue, salient similarities with sense of self. 'Carrying forward' (Gendlin,
1981) — what happens when stopped processes resume in a different, more
complex way, often after we have directed attention to the direct referent, has

similarities with senses of 'no-self".

CHAPTER TWO - SELF AS ORGANISM - NEUROSCIENCE AND THERAPY

Neuroscience has become an important context in which to think about self, due to
the predominance of the western scientific model, as a way in which to understand
the world, and how it plugs into the old Cartesian narrative according to which
meaning lies 'inside our heads'. Neuroscientific conceptions of self have become

extremely influential and require critical examination.

Conceptual confusions in these neuroscientific conceptions of self have been
caused by a few persistent assumptions — the main one being that the truth is 'in
here', the real world is 'out there' and the twain shall meet only via various kinds of
representation. This conception is seriously undermined by contemporary currents
in neuroscience itself, such as embodied cognition and neurophilosophy, which

situate us as parts of our environment, seamlessly interacting with it.

Neuroscience's valuable attempts to work out what happens when something 'goes
wrong' (e.g. brain damage) have led to unfortunate attempts to build theories of
how things normally work, based on the abnormal case. These theories have effects
on people as they try to make sense of their lives, and on the way in which therapy
is conducted. The waters are further muddied by the power of the pharmaceutical

industry to influence science, medicine and concepts of ill-health and well-being.

| argue that:
e conceptual confusions are reinforced by neuroscience as it functions
culturally/conceptually today. This causes superfluous suffering for people

as they attempt to fit their experience into schemes which are, at best,
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irrelevant, and at worst actively harmful

e these confusions also structure therapeutic treatments, leading to
conceptions of people as primarily bearers of conditions which may be fixed
by medication rather than humans living in complex situations which
require examination

e embodied neuroscience and research into extreme and/or beneficial states
of functioning, such as those experienced during meditation, can help us
take knowledge forward and relieve suffering rather than trying to track

down 'normality.’

CHAPTER THREE — SELF AS LANGUAGE AND LIFE PROCESS

Chapter Three investigates the word self in the English language. Language is
considered both as a part of the unit model, as 'public language' and as a part of our
natural living process. | compile a list of commonly used expressions in the English
language today referring to self and group them under guiding themes which
emerge in how the concept functions and the constellations of meanings it brings. It
becomes clear that there are fundamental conceptual misunderstandings about self
implicitly active in people's living. | go on to explore both social context and
Gendlin's concept of 'naked saying' (Gendlin, 1991), speaking spontaneously
'beyond' conceptual schemes, using the example of my own therapeutic work in a
second language, Polish. | also consider languages as complex and multiple

phenomena, existing in the context of a non-linguistic dimension.

| argue that:
e self as a concept is inextricable from language, but not dependent on it
e there are processes we could call pre-linguistic, post-linguistic or a-
linguistic that function intricately within normal life
e the word self is sometimes no more than a superfluous linguistic device;
sometimes linguistic uses of self actively mislead us; and sometimes self

functions in language to point to something that cannot be said any other
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way. Various kinds of meaningful experience are pointed at by these uses
the word self is often used to signal morals, meanings and values within
complex situations

language may open up creative ways of living through 'naked saying'

our lives are also inextricable from language but not dependent on it.

CHAPTER FOUR — NO-SELF/SELF AS CARRYING FORWARD -
BUDDHISM AND THE PROCESS MODEL

Early analytical Buddhism dismantles the concept of self as an independent, lasting

identity. The next stage in the development of Buddhism, the Mahayana tradition,

posits an ever-present dimension of absolute reality, beyond concepts, in which we

all share an essentially good Buddhanature. The third stage holds concepts and non-

conceptual realities to be equally true, hence self and no-self co-exist. | liken this

third stage view to Gendlin's Process model (Gendlin, 1997a), in which both the unit

model and implicit intricacy function at the same time.

| argue that:

the self as a permanent, stable, separate entity is effectively dismantled by
early Buddhist analysis

the diagnosis of the 'three poisons', the human tendencies to attachment,
aversion and ignorance, effectively elucidates how people maintain a state
of permanent stress or dissatisfaction. The process of producing stress or
'extra’ suffering begins with attaching to our selves as permanent, separate
entities

Later schools of Buddhism offer a way in which concepts and no-concepts
may be simultaneously held. Gendlin's Process model also offers such a
way, the difference being that it has a sense of forward direction, whereas
the Buddhist schools point out that time itself is just another concept

self and no-self may be seen as two aspects of the same reality, appearing

as called for in specific situations.
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CHAPTER FIVE — COMPARING GOALS - THERAPY AND BUDDHISM

Chapter Five compares the often confused and conflated goals and strategies of

therapy and Buddhism, coming to the conclusion that while the search for an end to

suffering within the minds and lives of the people who are suffering, rather than

outside them, is common to both practices, Buddhism contains a very distinct

dimension that goes beyond the remit of therapy.

| argue that:

significant common ground can be found in the effects of both therapy and
Eastern spiritual practices (Buddhist, Advaita Vedanta, Taoist) in the area
characterised on the western therapy side as flow, and on the eastern side

as wu-weij, i.e. effortless action

in a sense both therapy and spiritual practices aim at a return to a state
conceptualised as natural, and it is only when problems arise that we need

to use them

the aims of therapy and spiritual practice cover similar ground but are
actually distinct, the aims of spiritual practices going beyond those of

therapy

the extra dimension 'beyond therapy' should not be incorporated into
therapy but should remain 'beyond concepts'. Clients looking for wellbeing
in the everyday world have entirely legitimate aims, and those searching for
enlightenment should not be enticed into thinking that it is synonymous

with wellbeing.

CHAPTER SIX — CONCLUSION

Chapter Six brings together the threads of previous contexts and discoveries, and

develops Gendlin's concept of the felt sense.
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| argue that:

® use of the term 'self' is analogous to the use of the term 'felt sense' in two

different ways

® one self/felt sense works 'outwards,' to cover 'all of that'

® the other works 'inwards' and creates a 'direct referent' or 'thing' that | can

relate to, and use in various ways

® the term no-self works in analogous directions, outwards and inwards

® these terms (self and no-self) become useful to conceptualise what we do

in everyday life only when problems, or creative opportunities, arise

® we move through self and no-self conceptualisations in a kind of dynamic

spiral, with each aspect coming to the fore in different conditions

® this movement itself might form some kind of thread we could identify as

self

® jtisimportant not to cling compulsively to any one conceptualisation. |

agree with Buddhist analysis that this is the root cause of suffering

® reality has an ever-present, non-dual aspect, hence self/no-self are only

ever provisional designations, or things that we 'do".

APPENDIX

The appendix contains a list of everyday expressions which include the word self,
elucidates the picture conjured by each expression and interprets it as helpful,

unhelpful or superfluous.
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CHAPTER ONE — CULTURAL CONTEXTS

SECTION ONE — WESTERN CULTURAL CONTEXTS

Contemporary western society is based on an understanding of people as
individual, autonomous agents acting in their own self-interest. Ownership and
possession are fundamental structuring principles of western societies, and there
are few places on earth left untouched by global capitalism and its basic
assumptions — that we are what we own and what we consume, and that our
growth must necessarily be at the expense of others. Not only do we own money
and material goods, but we are the possessors of bodies, rights, personal qualities,
skills, and free choices, which come to define us. We are what we own. We own our

selves, and we have rights and duties to protect and enhance them.

1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The roots of these deep seated assumptions start way back in the western historical
narrative, with what Taylor calls 'the inward turn', a cumulative process the start of
which he pinpoints with Augustine (Taylor, 1989 p.127-143). According to the
narrative identified by Taylor, in the times of antiquity, people acted as parts of a
cosmic order, with roles to play that made sense only as elements in the functioning
of the whole. Deities, standing above and apart from human beings, governed
events. The duty of human beings was to follow fate, destiny or the will of God.
What 'they wanted' as individuals was not a concern that was valued, or even
named, in society, and as introspective thoughts were not written down, we cannot

definitively know whether they existed.

Plato depicts a world in which ideals are the main 'moral goods' (as Taylor names
the fundamental values in a given society), a world in which our physical bodies are

animated by a divine soul, which lives in the body like the captain of a ship and
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survives death. The sense of a split between spirit and matter, now conceptualised
as 'mind and matter,' remains to this day. Aristotle brought a more holistic view,
that soul and body are related as form and matter, making up an indivisible whole,
i.e. the human organism is animated by a psyche or soul — simply, what causes an

organism to be alive — also possessed by plants and animals.

The Epicurean and Stoic traditions in ancient Greece are often overlooked in the
western narrative, but their worldviews seem particularly relevant today, and often
strike common notes with Buddhism (Bowman, 2014; O-Connor, 1993). The
Epicurean notion of ataxaria represents a positive value and means freedom from
disturbance, i.e. from entanglements and desires (“Ataxaria” 2015). The Stoic
'apatheia’ translates as 'without desire', meaning not depression but peace of mind
and equilibrium (“Stoicism,” n.d.). Epicurean philosophy fits well with the modern
assumption that moral goods are intrinsically linked to pleasure, although the
modern version of pleasure is more desire-fuelled. Both views regard the human
organism as a part of the natural world up until the moment of death, which for
Epicureans was the moment of dispersion of the atoms that had come together,
due to a variety of causes and conditions, to temporarily form consciousness
(reminiscent of Buddhist analysis). Hence death is the extinction of consciousness
and with it, the soul. The equation of soul with consciousness is a typical modern

conclusion.

To return to the more conventional main narrative, the inward turn came,
according to Taylor, with Augustine. Augustine communicated with God within his
own soul, and considered the soul to be indivisible from the body (hence the body
would also be resurrected on Judgement Day). Communicating with God within the
soul was the start of introspection as a recorded human activity, and was assigned a

specific spiritual value.

From that moment on moral goods and the source of meaning became, according
to Taylor, located within individuals themselves, in their own personal conscience. A

world view based on various understandings of the social contract, stemming from
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Enlightenment thinkers such as Hobbes ( 1909), Locke (2003; 1690) and Rousseau
(1987), in a sense conflicts with this. According to this contractual view, moral
goods, although based on self-interest, are not considered matters of individual
conscience but defined as questions of rights and duties which must be upheld in
order to maintain a civil society. This view of free and equal individuals making up a
rationally ordered society for the common benefit was presented as the alternative
to blind obedience to those in power (be they Gods or feudal Lords). Civil society,
according to Hobbes, saves the individual from a 'state of Nature' which is brutal,
while according to Rousseau the state of nature, while having positive qualities,
should nonetheless be further developed using an ethical and rational commitment
to the general good of all, with scant reference to any small voice inside. Much as
the value of the 'small voice' might be exalted in art and psychology, the world is in
increasing alignment with the 'contract model', which now feeds neatly into the
capitalist one. One of the problems with this joint model, securely grounded in
global capitalism, is that while it allows you to protect yourself from exploitation by
others, it does not in itself offer any meaningful rewards. The sense of 'common
good' has been eroded. The sphere of meaning has been split off into arts,
psychology, 'personal growth' and religious practices, forming a specialist area
divorced from 'real life'. Does 'self' reside in the specialist area or in 'real life'? Does
it have to be confined to one or the other? It seems vital to expand the concept so it
both encompasses and transgresses these two separate realms, breaking up their

rigid distinctions.

This expansion need not involve only a movement into the future but also a look
back at the past. The western view of history as beginning with a divine order,
according to which people acted in accordance with their assigned roles without
any sense of interiority, does not stretch back to the very start. Studies of hunter-
gatherer (pre-agrarian) societies, both historical and contemporary, show a quite
different picture of the roots of human culture (Lee, 1988; Hill and Hurtado, 1996).
There is a consensus view that hunter-gatherer societies did not/do not live
according to hierarchical roles or obeying the whims of gods but as mobile, co-

operative groups adapting to changing environments along explicit principles of
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non-ownership and a morality based on equality. They are 'fiercely egalitarian' (Lee,
1988) to the extent that anyone who stands out from the group, e.g. hunts more
meat than the others, is 'brought down to earth' as a matter of principle, since pride
or 'self-esteem' as something distinguishing one person from others, is considered
potentially harmful to the whole group. There is no ownership, either of land or of
people, labour is not bought and sold — and there is a great deal of plurality in

sexual practices. (Ryan and Jetha, 2010; Hill and Hurtado, 1996)

The western historical narrative misleads us into thinking that 'primitive people'
were basically warlike, unintelligent and in need of civilising. It is certainly in the
moral interests of colonisers to think so. In fact, extensive research suggests that
the foundations of humanity actually lie in child-rearing practices based on loving
attachment rather than individualism and punishment, in principles of fierce
egalitarianism and playfulness (Gray, 2009). These values and practices seem
specifically designed to undermine any sense of a separate self, needing to exert
control over itself and others. | go on to give a more detailed account of

attachment-based child-rearing practices later in the chapter.

Despite the considerable scope of this research however (Fiske, 1991; Shultziner,
2010), the dominant western narrative remains one of unremitting progress from
dark unformed chaos to bright rationality, as savages are saved from a state of
constant war by the imposition of the nation state (e.g. Pinker, 2011; Diamond,
2012). The story is that we have moved from this realm of chaos within and Gods
above, to take the power of the gods inside, thus becoming like them —
autonomous, all-powerful rational agents, steering our selves and the world around
us. Destroying 'primitive' cultures, according to the 'brutal savage' myth therefore
becomes an integral part of the 'progress' enterprise (Corry, 2013). A rare counter-
example is presented by Daniel Everett, a missionary who was converted to atheism

by contact with the Piraha tribe in the Amazon. (Everett, 2008)

The word 'self' can be traced back to the tenth century when it appeared as a

pronoun that gradually evolved into 'itself', or 'the thing itself'. By the 18th century,
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according to Hacker, 'self started to be used to mean what a person is at a particular
time, extending to cover more than just the 'same as me' and include different and
potentially conflicting elements, such as my 'former self', my 'old self', or 'my true
self' (Hacker, 2010). Nevertheless, all these 'selves' are understood to be in some
important, implicit sense, the same. Locke in 1690 identified self as precisely this —
the unifying aspect of consciousness, linking our memories together as having
happened to the same person (Locke, 1690). This is an example of abstract thought
encroaching on everyday life and reifying certain aspects of it. People were clearly
not unaware that they remained one living person from birth onwards, before the

word 'self' demarcated the fact as worthy of particular note.

Self, understood as what it is that links our memories, carries a clear association
with mental activity. In 1637, Descartes had already associated self not with soul
but with the mind, and the activity of thinking (Descartes, 1637). The soul that had
previously been assumed to animate the person, was personal, individual and
immortal, bestowed by God. This soul became replaced by the mind as the
personal, individual source of worth and meaning, as what makes a person unique
and valuable — and it is no longer necessarily immortal. A more important difference
is that awareness, consciousness itself, becomes the kernel of our worth. It is the
activity of thinking alone that proves the existence of the thinker, and presents him

as the centre of the universe, which he may then think about.

In contrast to Descartes, Hume was strikingly unable to prove the existence of an 'l'
by introspection ('thinking'). In A Treatise of Human Nature (Hume, 1739) he made
the famous statement that it was impossible for him to find any element he could
isolate as a 'self' independently of what was happening at the moment of

introspection:

For my part, when | enter most intimately into what | call myself, |
always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold,
light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. | never can catch myself

at any time without a perception, and never can observe anything but
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the perception.... If anyone, upon serious and unprejudiced reflection,
thinks he has a different notion of himself, | must confess | can reason
no longer with him. All | can allow him is, that he may be in the right as
well as |, and that we are essentially different in this particular. He may,
perhaps, perceive something simple and continued, which he calls
himself; though | am certain there is no such principle in me. (Hume,

1739 Nature, I, IV, sec. 6.)

What we call a self is just a person's identification with their perceptions. This was
the birth of the 'bundle’ theory approach to self, which states that self is what holds
together a collection of phenomena appearing in the same consciousness, or, less

controversially, to one individual person.

It fell to Nietzsche to officially declare not only the death of God but also of the self,
as any kind of substance. He refers to 'the fiction that many similar states in us are
the effect of one substratum: but it is we who first created the 'similarity' of these
states; our adjusting them and making them similar is the fact, not their similarity,|
which ought rather to be denied' (Nietzsche, 1901 p.269). With flourish and
prescience he wrote, at the end of the nineteenth century, about 'the absurd
overestimation of consciousness' which we have made 'into a unity, an entity:
'spirit’, 'soul', something that feels, thinks, wills' (Nietzsche, 1901 p.285). 'One
acquires degrees of being, one loses that which has being' (Nietzsche, 1901 p.268).

At a stroke we have lost substance, subject and object.

Nietzsche's radical view overturned the religious and moral philosophies of his day,
with their foundation in rationality, ordering the world according to what people
have in common, their rights and duties as equal subjects. Kant's moral philosophy,
for example, assumed that each person owned a free self-governing will and the
duty to exercise it, according to the moral law which might well work against an

individual view of self-interest. The self, morally speaking, was a site of conflict.

Kant's view of consciousness, however, allows for a much more fluid
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conceptualisation of self. His transcendental consciousness is one without content,
and he also argues that 'the thinking or the existence of the thought and the
existence of my own self are one and the same' (Kant, 1772 p.75). This argument is
in accordance with the position Strawson later calls 'radically Cartesian' — that there
may be no real distinction to be made between the total experiential field and the

self, only a conceptual one. (Strawson, 2009 p.387)

Freud at the start of the twentieth century, depicted self as an intensified site of
conflict, as if all the previously identified philosophical currents were now held
within the structure of a self which could no longer contain them. Freud identified
within the person three substantial and separable 'essences' — the id (reminiscent of
Hobbes' brute state of nature, and also of Nietzsche's amoral life force), the ego
(which participates in the social contract and in negotiations of self-interest) and
the super-ego (the moral imperative to do one's duty) (Freud, 1923). Later he added
the death drive to the life force (Freud, 1955), forcing a Nietzschean landscape of
powerful, amoral wills and drives deep down inside a psychic container which could
not possibly hold them, the price of this repression being guilt, neurosis and
constant tension. His pushing of all instincts, drives, dreams, sex, creativity, the
irrational and inexplicable into an unspecified location he called the unconscious,
imploded however, with the appearance of deconstructionist, post-colonial and

feminist theories.

2. FOUCAULT

Freud's concept of the person is of a self irrevocably divided against itself, and the
symptoms his psychoanalytic method was designed to partially relieve were caused

by relations of force within the subject.

Foucault in his late essay 'The Subject and Power' (Foucault, 1983) explains the
central aim of his work — to create a history of how the human being came to be

objectified as a subject. This process begins through modes of enquiry that call
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themselves scientific — here Foucault includes grammar, economics and 'the
objectivising of the sheer fact of being alive in natural history or biology' (Foucault,
1983 p.208). Subsequently, humans are objectified into subjects by 'dividing
practices', i.e. the creation of binary oppositions such as mad and sane, criminal and
good, unconscious and ego. Finally, a human being objectivises himself (sic) as a
'subject' in particular areas, according to particular perceived qualities, isolating
himself from the whole field of interaction — e.g. the male considers himself to be

the subject of sexuality and acts accordingly.

Foucault's historical analysis of subjectification in modern western states starts in a
similar place to Taylor's, with the internalisation turn in Christianity. Foucault calls it

the technique of 'pastoral power', which is

salvation oriented (as opposed to political power). It is oblative (as
opposed to the principle of sovereignty); it is individualizing (as
opposed to legal power); it is coextensive and continuous with life; it
is linked with a production of truth — the truth of the individual
himself. (Foucault, 1983 p.214)

This religious technique became a generalised 'individualizing tactic' working
throughout the whole of society, from family life, through education into medicine,
etc. The aim is no longer salvation in the next life but wellbeing, health, security and
happiness in this one. The individual is now held up as 'a truth' in a distracting move
from the state of affairs in which our possibilities are as limited as they ever were by
power structures. This issue comes to the fore when examining everyday uses of
the word 'self' in Chapter Three. Self is clearly involved in questions of meaning and
truth, in a sense which masks the power structures inherent in our situations.

Hence, as Foucault suggests:

Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to refuse what
we are. We have to imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this

kind of political 'double bind' which is the simultaneous individualisation and
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totalisation of modern power structures [...] We have to promote new forms
of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality which has been

imposed on us for several centuries. (Foucault, 1983 p.216)

This imposition is a question of power, which Foucault defines as

follows:

a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions, it
incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult, in the
extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a
way of acting upon an acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of their

acting or being capable of action. (Foucault, 1983 p.220)

Power relations are, then, rooted deep in the social nexus, not reconstituted 'above'
society as a 'supplementary structure whose radical effacement one could perhaps
dream of (Foucault, 1983). They are constantly reproduced by those who are not
well-served by them, in a way which breaks up any simple division into powerful
and powerless, perpetrators and victims. It is within these structures of power
relations, explicitly taking account of them in this way, that feminist,
deconstructionist and narrative analyses take up Foucault's call to 'promote new

forms of subjectivity'.

3. POSTCOLONIAL AND FEMINIST APPROACHES

Said (1978) introduced the term 'othering' to refer to the western strategy of using
people from eastern countries to function as receptacles for everything in human
experience that does not fit into the sphere of the rational, autonomous, all-
controlling free agent. 'The other' performs a similar function to Freud's
unconscious. Feelings, bodies, mortality, uncertainty, pleasure, instinct, all
potentially disturbing factors may be safely placed there. These uncomfortable
elements of life cannot be changed. It is in their nature to be the way they are, and
they fulfill a valuable function for 'us', the default people — 'we' can define ourselves
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against 'them'. 'Their' qualities are, however, clearly threatening, so 'they' need to

be kept in a subservient position.

Women have quite evidently been 'othered' in patriarchal societies (Beauvoir,
1949). Feminist responses to this can be broadly characterised according to a few
trends. First wave feminism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
fought for the rights of women to be respected as autonomous citizens on equal
terms to men, e.g. fighting for the right to vote. Second wave feminism in the 1960-
80's took on the slogan 'the personal is political' and concerned itself with
reproductive rights, domestic labour, etc. Third wave feminism (Walker, 1995) is
partly a reaction to a perceived white middle class predominance in second wave
feminism; Black feminists, among others, use the term intersectionality to elucidate
how sexism, class oppression and racism are inextricably bound together
(Crenshaw, 2014; hooks, 1981). Queer and sex positive theorists stress that
sexuality is another intersection in which 'othering' practices take place, often
within the mainstream feminist movement itself (Butler, 1990). French feminism
has traditionally celebrated 'difference’, claiming the qualities of 'otherness' as
uniquely valuable (Marks, 1980). They lie open, however, to charges of essentialism
by associating transgressive, creative qualities exclusively with a biologically female
body. Transgender theorists challenge such essentialism at every turn. Othering in
practice, and even within one individual, is clearly more complex than a single
binary division, and there is nothing simple or self-evident about identifying with

our body, gender, race, class or any other factor.

A more relational sense of self (Chodorow, 1981) can be construed as an obvious
foundation, rather than a theoretical development, for women across cultures.
Carrying and giving birth to children is an experience which is intrinsically,
intimately relational. In patriarchal cultures, social roles are such that women are
considered responsible for family and relationship matters, leaving men free to
control religious and state institutions, to write philosophy and history. The
relational self can, therefore, be regarded on two levels, the theoretical and the

practical. Women generally do more caring for others (e.g. children, older people),
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and it is arguable that they factor others, e.g. children or partners, into their
identities to a greater extent than men. This, according to the autonomous
independent subject model, is inevitably a threat to their independence, but
according to the relational model, relationships can also be drawn upon as a source

and sign of strength.

However, socialisation of women to care for others and to hang their sense of
worth entirely on this, creates a limited structure of possibilities for their lives, and
so prepares the ground for possible exploitation and abuse. An often-used tactic to
undermine someone's 'sense of self' starts with isolating the person from other
connections and relationships, and ends with the abuser treating the other as if she
were 'nothing' — often literally telling her that she is. By then, the relational self has
been undermined to such an extent that the victim may find it impossible not to

agree.

This is an example, in Foucault's analysis, of power structures working to limit the

possibilities of action. A person acting according to a relational sense of self, hence
not confined to either subject or object position, once isolated from their network
and forced into a binary relation with a person who has decided to be the 'subject’

of the relation, is easily pushed into the position of object.

4. NARRATIVES, DECONSTRUCTIONISM AND THE DIALOGICAL SELF

Lyotard, in The Postmodern Condition (Lyotard, 1979), expressed an 'incredulity’
towards 'metanarratives’, such as those of religion, the Enlightenment, or political
ideologies. The defining characteristic of these metanarratives is the assumption
that one unified truth may be told about the world. Their structures are based on
binary oppositions i.e. opposing concepts coupled together so that each makes
sense only in terms of the other (e.g. darkness and light, good and evil, rational and
emotional). These structures may be deconstructed by their own internal

contradictions.
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Self is a narrative to be deconstructed like any other. The 'grand narrative self' is
characterised by Sampson as a 'centralised, equilibrium structure' (Sampson, 1985,
p.1203) with the ' I' narrating, holding together and interpreting the actions of the
'me’, to use James' distinction (James, 1890). The 'l' is the knower, the thinker, or
'pure ego' and the 'me' is the known. The 'l' is also in a sense the 'haver' and the
'me' is what is 'had'. The 'me' was further split by James into three: the material,
social and spiritual selves, the social self being the most thoroughly investigated in

the western cultural context.

According to Goffman's sociological perspective the self is like an actor on stage, not
in control of the whole narrative, or indeed, of their own script, but putting on
various masks and behaviours in order to maintain a role, fit in with others on the
stage and control the impression that others have of him (Goffman, 1956). People
attempt conscious control of their part of the narrative, but at the same time the
performance depends entirely on social agreement about the rules. All characters
suspend disbelief to a certain extent when regarding others, each presents
themselves according to their own interests and their skills. The actors are always
acting when on stage, but they also make up the audience for others. Interestingly,
there is an offstage place where people can 'be themselves', in which they are not
concerned about how they appear to others, and hence not playing any particular

role.

This theatrical metaphor fits neatly with James' concept. 'Properly speaking, a man
has as many social selves as there are individuals who recognise him and carry an
image of him in their mind' (James, 1890 p.180). These social selves are presented,
in various contexts, in order to impress others, achieve particular personal gains or
simply fit in with the group. The concept of self as performative is also central to
many queer theorists, e.g. Butler. She argues that cultural pressure and power
structures produce the conviction that we have an essential self/identity, linked to
our biology, and this illusive identity needs to be consciously subverted, as a
political act (Butler, 1990). While Goffman's actors do have an offstage place in

which they do not have to be acting, Butler's performing selves do not have a 'real’
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self apart from those they choose to perform as a creative act of resistance. The
roots of these performative accounts may be found at the start of the twentieth
century, in existentialism. Sartre referred to a locus of sheer existence, preceding
any kind of essence, or qualities that might be combined into an 'ego’, i.e. a self
made up of particular qualities or features. In 'La Transcendence de L'Ego’ (Sartre,
1966) he makes a strong case for the primacy of a pre-reflective ego, which has no
possibility of saying 'l'. The moment a person starts to think reflexively, and only at
this moment, the ego appears, as an object. Ego cannot be both subject and object,
it appears only when reflecting back on experience later. From 'ipseity', i.e. the
'selfness' of the being of things, the ego may arise, as an object, a reflective
creation, then dissipate again. 'Ipseity' is what may remain behind the curtain, when

we are not onstage.

The concept of the narrative self, similar to the performative kind, but seemingly
unwilling to entirely let go of the sense of a centre, has been developed extensively
in philosophy by Dennett. He argues that the self is no more nor less than a 'centre
of narrative gravity' (Dennett, 1992 p.103). This form of narrative self is akin to the
'grand narrative' self, but divested of its substance. The metaphor works, Dennett
claims, because a centre of gravity, like a self, is not a material thing or place but a
principle, used to facilitate operations, predictions, or interpretations. It is a perfect
abstraction, a convenient fiction that enables us to interpret our experiences as

cohering around a centre, to characterise ourselves and predict future possibilities.

Is it really the case, however, that these narratives and their abstract centre, on
which we hang our sense of meaning, cover all of our experience? Firstly, it seems
improbable that there is really one single voice able to make sense of everything.
Secondly, it may be precisely the 'more' of our experience, implicit in what there is
now, and surpassing the story, that holds possibilities for creativity and healing. This
'more' is a similar notion to Dennett's 'indeterminacy'. While we may not be aware
of what all our potentialities are until the situation calls for them, they are implicit
in the kind of fiction we are writing. 'In this way matters which are indeterminate at

one time can become determined later by a creative step' (Dennett, 1992 p.5). This
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process is illustrated by Dennett's example of a novelist who can write a sequel in
which he finds out new aspects or features of his characters. It is not that he knew
these details before, or had them all written down somewhere, but within the
world of a different novel, he knows what it is possible for his character to be and
do. It would also be possible for readers to disagree, to say, 'no! He would never do

that!'

Maybe in therapy we can write ourselves different kinds of sequels, and maybe we
also need the input of our readers. Deconstruction of simplified, binary narratives,
and the issue of the insidious nature of power raised by Foucault, meet and
mutually inform each other in the creation of narrative therapy by White and

Epston (White and Epston, 1990). Narrative therapy offers:

opportunities for people to challenge the dominant notions of identity
in Western culture that are associated with the construction of an
encapsulated self, one that emphasizes norms about self-possession,
self-containment, self-reliance, self-actualisation, and self-motivation.
These contemporary Western social and cultural forces that promote
isolated, single-voiced identities actually provide the context that
generates many of the problems for which people seek therapy. (White,

2007 p.137)

The opportunities offered are many different types of conversation, all 'shaped by
the conception that identity is founded upon an 'association of life' rather than on a
core self' (White, 2007 p.129). This core-self would be a 'single-voiced identity', one
of the 'passive recipient' conceptions of identity that cause unnecessary suffering to
people by conceptualising them as separate from the communities and

relationships that are actually constitutive of their lives.

The conversations which undermine, interrogate, or reframe the stories we tell
about ourselves, include 'externalising conversations' between the person and the

problem, or written conversations, e.g. between the client and their problems,
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others in their lives or the therapist. Scenes are also set up to generate new contexts
for direct communication (e.g. witnesses are asked to relate what they saw to the
participants in the scene) in order to break up solid, monolithic narratives — which
are always maintained in the interests of the powerful, be they the state, the
dominant group in society, an abuser, or the phobia, trauma or addiction ruling
someone's life. Once these narratives are broken up, it is not clear whether a new
narrative must necessarily replace them, with the self inhering in this new narrative,
or whether breaking out of the narratives into new possibilities is the whole point,

making the re-creation of self unnecessary, and new stories necessarily multi-linear.

The concept of the dialogical self developed by Hermans (1992; 2001), and
dialogical therapy, which extended it, work along similar lines by encouraging direct
conversations between different 'positions' within the self. The self is
conceptualised as a fluid dynamic balance of voices, speaking from different 'l
positions' and always 'to' someone. The roots of the approach lie in James'
distinction between the 'me' and the 'l' (attributing to 'me' everything which we
consider to be our own), and in Bakhtin, the Russian literary theorist who analysed
Dostoevsky's novels as polyphonic, so each character, like each self in the real
world, is 'unfinalisable', ultimately unknowable, not able to be encompassed by a
definition. In certain threshold situations, conventions and definitions are
overturned and the characters come to dialogue with each other in fresh and new
ways — this Bakhtin called 'carnival' — delightful and meaningful in itself. There is a
sense of monolithic structures being cracked open, and fresh air rushing in. No
narrator can contain or explain events. Life is larger and richer than the apparent
logical meanings in statements, each statement is made by a person in relation, and
is full of implicit meanings that multiply anew in each interaction (Bakhtin, 1981).
The characters lose the control they were endowed with by sociological,
performative concepts of the self. In dialogical therapy, there is a deliberate
invention of such 'meetings' between positions and voices within the self or with
others (e.g. the therapist). The act of breaking through the concept of the self as

isolated monologue is a crucial first step towards any kind of forward movement.
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5. CURRENTS IN THE WESTERN PERSPECTIVE

Historical analysis, particularly of religious narratives, shows how the western sense
of self has developed from the internalisation of powers that used to be
experienced as external. This brings us into a potentially uneasy situation, in which
we look for a locus of meaning, continuity and identity within, while our everyday
lives do not necessarily provide such certainty. Performative accounts of self as a
construct make more sense of our everyday lives; postmodernism questions any
such loci of singular meaning, continuity and identity; and inter-subjective, narrative
and dialogical accounts take full account of the social and cultural contexts of our
everyday lives and how we are not ultimately separable entities from others —an
ultimate conclusion that radically re-defines self. This also takes us out of the realm
of transcendent being and places us firmly within structures of economic and power
relations. These structures, and the self that more or less successfully adapts to
them, may seem inevitable but explorations of pre-agrarian 'primitive’' societies
demonstrate that very different power and economic structures are possible, and
consequently, different structures of self, to which the concept of individual interest

may be alien.

The contemporary tendency to consider self as primarily a question of

consciousness is examined in Chapter Two.

SECTION TWO — NON-WESTERN CONTEXTS

In this section | outline senses of self identified in studies of African, Vietnamese,
Japanese and Chinese cultures. | then investigate the sphere of child rearing, to
illustrate the diversity of implicit understanding of individuals within differing
cultures and to offer an insight into the very beginnings of the different senses of

self on an individual level.
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1. AFRICA

Researchers making comparative studies of senses of self between eastern and
western contexts tend to place significant cross-cultural differences on a spectrum
between collectivist and individualist cultures. Writers in African Studies have
objected to characterizations of an African self that imply 'collectivism', a notion
which sounds suspiciously like a case of othering: more a projection of Western
categories than a reflection of the constructions of self that actually prevail in
African settings (Shaw, 2000). They contend that notions like 'collectivist self' fail to
recognize the individual humanity of African persons, deny agency to African selves,
and perpetuate stereotypes about 'tribal Africa' that justify Western imperialism.

(Adams and Dzokoto, 2003; Appiah, 1992)

Instead, the terms 'relational self' (Piot, 1999) or 'relational individualism' (Shaw,
2000) are used to stress the fact that self and identity in many different African
contexts share the characteristic of being primarily and fundamentally part of a web
of relationships (Piot, 1999; Shaw, 2000; Jackson, 1989). These relationships include
not only the living but also the dead; places; spiritual forces; and an experience of
built-in order (Fiske, 1991; Tengan, 1991). People and events are not connected at
random, but exist in relation to an ordered universe in which hierarchy, place, and
destiny are inherent features (Adams and Dzokoto, 2003). One could say that the
whole environment is taken to be the 'self', as a structuring principle, an enduring

constant.

This sense of the person as inextricable from a web of relationships is not
romanticised (or at least, only by westerners looking at it as an alternative to their
own view based on isolation). Interdependency entails very real risks and dangers,
such as having enemies (Adams and Dzokoto, 2003). While the environment may be
understood in a sense as one big self, which structures experience, within this there

are separate selves, connected so strongly that it is impossible for one not to be
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influenced by others. Hence the enemy can be defined as someone like me yet
against me. The belief in the power of enemies underlies practices of divination
(Jackson, 1989; Tengan, 1991), infant seclusion (the practice of hiding mother and
newborn child for several days to protect against envious observers) and sorcery, an
arsenal of techniques for sending harm to enemies or defending oneself against

such harm. (Evans-Pritchard, 1937)

Interdependency may be fundamentally more a practical reality for the lives of

many than a distinctive value or belief.

People in many African settings share food from a common bowl, rather than
eat from individual plates; share space in a common bed, rather than sleep in
a private room; share transportation in a common vehicle, rather than ride
alone in a private car; and inhabit rooms that are six times more densely
populated than those inhabited by most people in North America. (Ingoldsby
and Smith, 1995 p.417)

These practical factors are clearly constitutive of the ways we think of ourselves,
although we rarely explicitly consider them, unless we have had significant cross-
cultural experiences. | personally confronted many cultural differences while
travelling in North Africa — most people were simply baffled by the fact that | should

choose to travel alone, and the fact elicited a great deal of sympathy.

Much of the cross-cultural work that distinguishes between collectivist and
relational varieties of an interdependent self takes the stance that while western
anthropologists are oriented towards seeing difference, in fact a sense of self is a
human universal, and people in all cultures are active deciders, always juggling a
multiplicity of different perspectives and cultural/personal constraints. Human
struggles that emerge in very different circumstances and settings may be classified
as 'the same' struggles, and while we may be unable to grasp the specific cultural
nuances of the strangers we meet, the same eyes seem to look back at us, people

have a similar sense of being someone responsible for their part in the situations
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they live in. (Brewer and Gardner, 1996; Cross et al., 2000)

2. VIETNAM

Vietnam provides another instance of a culture which does not sign up to the
western model in which self-esteem is achieved by putting one's own interests first
and carving out personal space, in metaphorical and physical senses, from others
(Marr, 2000). The word 'individual' only appeared in the Vietnamese language in the
first decades of the twentieth century, and was considered 'merely an irreducible

human unit belonging to something else more significant.' (Marr, 2000 p.769)

This does not mean, however, that people have no senses of 'self'. Marr points out
that there are two words in Viethamese, than and tam, which derive from classical

Chinese, and refer to two different experiences of the self.

Than can be translated as 'body-person’, the animate, sensual self, often
counterpoised with the, the physical, objective, instrumental body [....] and
with nhan or ngu'o'i meaning the other person or humans in general [...] Tam,
on the other hand can be translated as 'heart-mind’, 'the bearer of inner
awareness, sentiment, knowledge and moral judgement. (Marr, 2000 p.769-

770)

Than is dependent on its environment and physical needs, whereas Tam has an
element of volition, and most crucially of all, 'unlike most other concepts derived
from the Chinese classics, tam is not bound by hierarchy: the heart-mind of even
the lowliest person on the Vietnamese social ladder is able to commune with other
heart-minds, with nature, the spirits, the universe at large' (Marr, 2000 p.770). This
heart-mind has much in common with the African worldview, not being confined by
the physical body, yet co-existing with a system in which people are bound by
relations of power with others (hence 'enemies' in African culture and the strict
hierarchy of Vietnamese culture mentioned by the authors discussed here) to a very
confining extent.
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The body-person and the heart-mind tend to communicate with each other through
poetry. This appears to be the only place in literature in which the tam is let loose.
Marr presents Vietnamese autobiography — the seemingly obvious place (to the
western mind) in which to explore the self — as an arena in which the individual
praises others and delivers wisdom, without mentioning his (sic) inner feelings or

personal, emotional life.

3. CHINA, JAPAN AND KOREA

A relational sense of self is also clearly present in China and Japan, where it is to a
lesser extent connected to material realities and represents more of a cultural
norm. Appropriate behavior in Japanese cultural contexts requires explicitly
referencing the expectations and desires of others, and the recognition of social
responsibilities is likely to play an important role in conceptualizing future
behaviour. Research on the neural correlates of intentional thoughts about self and
mother showed that they are identical for Chinese people, while Westerners use
different neural circuits when thinking about themselves as opposed (sic!) to their
mother. Not only do the thoughts have different neural correlates, but thoughts
about self are better remembered by Westerners than those about the mother (Zhu
et al., 2006). Mother, in the case of the Chinese respondents, seems to be treated

as a part of the self, at least as far as neural activity is concerned.

Japanese conceptions of well-being are distinctive. They are based on a 'minimalist’
sense of self and of virtue, in which reality is understood to be 'fundamentally fluid,
incomprehensible, and transitory' (Kan et al., 2009 p.301). Recognition of these
qualities leads to a sense of gratitude that we are alive at all, and this sense of
gratitude, along with peace and calmness, are understood to emerge from
'immersion in nothingness' rather than expanding or developing our selves. Uchida
and Kitayama argue that should this form of happiness, socially sanctioned in the
Japanese context, be accurately measured, then the usual results obtained by
researchers comparing cross-cultural happiness levels — that Americans are happier —
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could be overturned. Uchida and Kitayama in a study on happiness amongst
American undergraduates, distinguished three main categories, in order of
occurrence: firstly the 'hedonic state'- felt qualities, such as joy and excitement;
secondly, 'independence' — personal achievements, possessions and
accomplishments; and firmly in last place, 'interdependence’- feelings involving
others, empathy, sympathy, etc (Uchida and Kitayama, 2007). These categories

clearly do not map onto Japanese values.

Other studies show that Koreans, in contrast to Americans, do not show any
preference for self-concept consistency. The fact that they may show contradictory
characteristics is not a problem or source of conflict, in fact being able to adapt
flexibly to different contexts, changing 'yourself' in the process, is associated with
wellbeing (Suh, 2002). This is a trait noticeable in cultures with an 'interdependent
self-construal' rather than the western 'independent self-construal' (Markus and
Kitayama, 1991). This immediately removes much of the effort involved, for
westerners, in pretending, paying selective attention, and keeping up appearances,
either internally or for others. Chinese people also tend to be more comfortable
with having both 'positive' and 'negative' traits, and do not consider consistency to

be of utmost importance, as Americans do. (Young-Hoon et al., 2007).

4. CHILD REARING PRACTICES

Looking from a cross-cultural perspective, we might ask how it is possible that so
many people in the USA and many regions of Europe manage to experience
themselves as so separate from the world. Common child-rearing practices there
seem designed to train babies to be separate, independent agents long before they
are equipped to manage — hence early weaning of babies from the breast, if they
are breastfed at all, and a proliferation of strategies to help babies sleep all through
the night in their own cots, which, within the perspective of world history seems to

be something human beings are not used to doing.

Liedloff, from her anthropological studies of Yequana Indians, notes a way of child-
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rearing that she sees as a part of humans' naturally evolving instincts over time
(Liedloff, 1975). It includes much skin to skin contact, carrying, sleeping together,
instant response to distress, long-term breastfeeding, and not focusing attention
particularly on children. She noticed that children brought up in this way showed
absolutely none of the behavioural tendencies we see as 'natural’ in the west —
whining, tantrums, 'terrible twos' etc., no problems with 'getting my own way' (or
not). When western parents take up attachment parenting practices they tend to
leave out the element of 'not paying much specific attention to the child'. This may
lead to children being even more 'self-centred' (Liedloff, 1994) than those brought
up by the 'separation' methods of conventional western culture. Liedloff interprets
the disturbed behaviour of the 'self-centred' child as anxiety about being given
control by the parent, who effectively abdicates their role and does not keep the
child safe. Anxiety and disturbance could also simply be interpreted as the effects of
focusing attention on a separate self as if it were the most important thing in the
world, rather than one element, amongst others, of an interconnected whole, in

which everyone is playing their part.

This over-focus on the individual is far more likely to happen in western culture,
irrespective of the values held by the parents, due to the practicalities of living
arrangements. If the whole culture, on a day to day basis is, effectively, the parent
who stays at home with the child, it is small wonder that they each end up being
'the world' for the other, with the stress that this entails. Studies on multiple
caretaking make this point, e.g. Efe infants, while instantly responded to and carried
at all times, are also cared for by many different people, generally about fourteen,
which makes them not only secure, but socially adept and not 'demanding' (Tronick
et al., 1987). When seen in proper perspective, 'the continuum of an individual is
whole, yet forms part of the continuum of his family, which in turn is part of his
clan's, community's, and species' continua, just as the continuum of the human
species forms part of that of all life' (Liedloff, 1975). When we feel we are part of a

continuum rather than tiny gods, life is easier and we feel more supported.

Small, in an extensive study of parenting studies (Small, 1998), describes an
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astonishing range of practices that people perform in order to meet the needs of
their own practical realities and cultures and bring up children according to the
values of a given society — e.g. in Japan a child is seen as 'a pure spirit, essentially
good by design, and in need of being incorporated into the maternal self [...]
Japanese mothers are not interested in making sure their babies become
independent but rather in making sure they become part of the mother, a
connected social being; she sees the baby as an extension of herself and wants to
intensify and foster the connection' (Shwalb and Shoji, 1996). Understanding of this
kind of language also relies on an understanding of the Japanese sense of self —if an
American mother talked of her baby 'as an extension of herself' it would imply
incorporation of one person into another, and the use of 'self' as a source of pride,
whereas the more minimal take on self in Japan (Kan et al., 2009) allows for the
spirit of the baby to be welcomed into the human world through connection with
the closest human, moving towards a similarly minimal sense of self of its own as it

grows.

In different cultures, children are raised towards different 'possible selves'. In
middle-class America, the smallest train in 'The Little Engine That Could' conquers
the mountain through optimism, determination and industry, while sleepy toddlers
in Chile learn that storybook characters like La Tenquita realize their potential by
accepting and embracing their family responsibilities. In Japan, tales of the struggles
of the one-inch-tall Issunboshi suggest that individual development and strength
arise from knowing and accepting one’s potential weaknesses (Unemori et al.,
2004). These culture-specific images and ideas about the nature and process of
personal development are likely to become threads of the self-concepts that
individuals weave for themselves. In addition to incorporating key cultural ideas and
values, 'selfways' (Markus et al., 1997) represent contextualized senses of how to
be a 'good’, 'mature’, or 'successful' person, as well as ways in which one can be
‘bad’, ‘an outcast’ or ‘a failure.” European American selfways, for example,
emphasize individuality and independence, while in more relational cultures, such
as Japan, a context-sensitive self, as opposed to a context-invariant self is actively

valued. (Kashima et al., 2004)
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The very idea of a context-invariant self seems untenable in a world of constantly
changing contexts. A self which is non-adaptable and inflexible on principle has to
try to change the world around it to suit its own ends. This principle of organising
the world around the self has far-reaching consequences, as pointed out by 'deep
ecology' philosophers. 'Deep ecology' (Naess, 1977), drawing on traditional native
understandings of the world, such as the Native American philosophy of the earth
as an interconnected, interdependent, dynamic system with a wisdom of its own,
critiques the assumption of separate selves, and the placing of living beings in a
hierarchy, and holds this false assumption responsible for the misuse of the
resources on the planet. Eco-feminism, in particular, stresses how these deep
ecological issues are intertwined with mistaken conceptions of the self, and how
this separate self, put in charge of the inchoate forces of nature, is typically

assumed to be male. (Gaard and Gruen, 1993)

5. CURRENTS IN NON-WESTERN PERSPECTIVES

In this sketch of some non-western senses of self, we see a solid context of
interconnection and inter-dependency, within which an individual self is neither
glorified nor held responsible for carrying the meaning which inheres in a whole
system. A system may extend to the social group or as far as to include the spirits of
places and ancestors. Child-rearing practices are crucial factors in the formation of
senses of self that are not founded on isolation and pressures to be self-sufficient.
Happiness tends not to be associated with personal achievements or hedonic
states, but with playing a part in the whole, accepting what happens and, in the
case of Japan, being peacefully disengaged. At the same time, researchers point out
that people all around the world have similar struggles and find themselves in
situations in which they have to actively juggle different roles and cultural
pressures. The default assumptions which may be struggled against, however,

undoubtedly vary widely.
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SECTION THREE — SELF-ESTEEM, INBETWEEN CONTEXTS

In this section | explore senses of self as they arise in my experience as a British
therapist in Poland, and present the case of a society which shares many but by no
means all of the default 'western' assumptions about what a self is like and should

be. The experiences referred to here are mainly from the early 2000s.

In the Polish language the word 'self' does not appear. So actually what | translate
as 'low self-esteem’ is literally 'low sense of own worth', and 'self-esteem’ as a
concept is literally rendered as 'own-worth'. So within the word we have two crucial
aspects: ownership, and isolation. What is lacking in the word is the sense of an
actual entity who 'owns the sense of ownership' of experience. This makes the
translation of my research question problematic. | have to resort to formulations
like 'I" or 'not I'— which seem to imply that, rather than asking whether | possess an
essentially separate existence or not, | am asking whether | could be another

person.

There is no word for 'self' either in French, which like Polish has a reflexive particle
(se in French, sie in Polish) for use when an action refers back to the person doing it.
Polish is an inflected language and the reflexive particle in the genitive and

instrumental cases refers back to the person in question.

The use of the word self seems to point to an underlying need for unity, for a sort of
metaphysical continuity that 'means' something 'more' than the simply the person
in question. In the flux of constant change we try our best to assert that at least one

thing is permanent and reliable — whatever happens | have myself!

While the need to be something permanent, reliable and identifiable may be there
for all humans, there is an element of a new western cultural pressure in my clients'
needs to be assertive, clearly boundaried, separate selves with individual opinions
which mark them out from the crowd, identifying them, and providing security and

admiration. This need is felt, yet it conflicts with other needs.
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While 'being different' is now promoted as a value in Poland, at least in some media
and in urban centres, society as a whole presents few opportunities to cultivate
individuality. For example, personal opinions and creativity are far from encouraged
in the classroom culture, where little interaction during lessons, co-operation or
discussion between pupils is allowed — few activities take place during which
differences in opinion can arise and be honed. There is also (especially in rural
areas) a high level of social dependence on the church, which does not encourage
independence of thought either. Families tend to retain a traditional patriarchal
model while the homogeneous nature of society post WWII, and a history of

oppression, can lead to a fear of difference.

Among the face to face clients who attend my private practice, in a rural, fairly
deprived area of Poland, | notice a lot of clients mention a 'lack of self-esteem’,
which seems to appear largely when in contact with others, and be connected with
not knowing how they 'fit in', or what they think. When alone, unless they are
anxiously ruminating on other situations, they do not have problems with not
knowing who they are, the question does not arise. 'Self-esteem' appears to be a
part of social experience and of public language, pointing to something we only

need to arise in interpersonal situations.

A further layer of the 'lack of self-esteem' problem, e.g. feeling ashamed, unsure of
what to say, anxious about being judged, or inferior to others, comes about when
this social anxiety becomes a part of the person's experience also when alone. So
when safe and comfortable, someone who feels social anxiety (which seems to have
a large cross-over with self-diagnosed 'lack of self-esteem') will re-run
uncomfortable situations in their minds/bodies, perpetuating their experience of
themselves as 'a person with a lack of self-esteem'. This repetition of situations in
the mind in a very partial, specially interpreted way not only leads the body to
behave as if such situations were real, making anxiety a deeply engrained 'body
habit', but also leads the person with 'low self-esteem' to, in a way reminiscent of

those with extra 'high self-esteem’, devote nearly all of their attention to

44



themselves. This is a state which, as well as presenting an obvious paradox, is far
from conducive to well-being. It seems as if the very fact of having one's attention
predominantly skewed towards 'yourself' as an object is a part of the problem,

irrespective of the content of the thoughts about that 'self'.

Self-focused attention, also thought of as self-absorption, has been linked to a
variety of affective states and clinical syndromes, including depression, panic
disorder, social anxiety, schizophrenia, and alcoholism. Ingram (1990b) has
suggested that self-focus may be 'a nonspecific process’ that is common across
psychopathologies (Woodruff-Borden et al., 1999). Diagnoses of personality
disorders, e.g. narcissistic personality disorder or borderline also refer to states of
discomfort and disorder involving paying too much attention to 'oneself'. A lack of
'self-consciousness' is also an integral part of the flow state identified as the peak of
well-being by Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) extensive cross-cultural research on

happiness.

So in cases of both low and high self esteem the self will not 'get out of the way'. In
the case of 'low self-esteem’, the 'self' is conceived of as a deficient object — a 'thing'
which can be teased out of experience and behaviour, a 'thing' which may be
compared to other things. The fact that a self is a thing, is of course in English a
grammatical fact, and 'grammar tells us what kind of object anything is."'

(Wittgenstein, 1953, no.373)

An example of self-preoccupation getting in the way of well-being is when a client
says, 'l tried to talk to her, but she was completely uninterested in what | had to say,
| could tell she thought | was just in her way and what | was saying was stupid,’
without considering the circumstances of the encounter, which might have clearly
pointed to other possible interpretations — say the person who was apparently
uninterested was also in a terrible hurry, or was preoccupied with personal
problems or unwell. All these possibilities might have been picked up had the client
actually listened to the other person! This is a phenomenon referred to by all clients

of mine who have been socially anxious - they feel unable to listen to others except
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to note points of comparison with themselves. Realisation of this tendency in
therapy can lead to more self-condemnation for 'being selfish' (sic), but generally in
my experience tends to lead to some feeling of relief, or even to laughter. This
bodily release of tension is reminiscent of a 'felt shift' in focusing. It seems as if
putting words to this important dimension of the problem, which had gone hitherto
unnoticed, carries the situation forward. There are some very important processes
implicit in the situation of isolating yourself from others, while imagining that it is
they who are abandoning you. Once we really experience the absurdity of our
behaviour we are free to act differently. Laughter may also be a response to the
untying of a tight conceptual knot that had very much been relied on — suddenly

seeing the other side of your own beliefs can feel liberating.

These biased interpretations, bringing complex interactions repeatedly into the
frame of 'self', may lead to what Gendlin calls 'structure bound experiencing'
(Gendlin, 1964). In structure-bound experiencing we are not free to allow things to
happen as they happen and react to them in a flexible way. We react in a prejudiced
way to whatever comes up — structured by our own view of what the possibilities
are —and what, indeed, has to happen in accordance with the structure that
provides some sense and security in our lives. Subsequently, this security never
comes without the tension provoked by the compulsive element that it must be like
this. The 'self' may be the ultimate example of structure-bound experiencing, and
even a temporary let-up in the relentless maintenance of this structure might feel

like a real liberation.

The phrase 'self-esteem' sounds — feels to me as a listener — like an invasion of
general, conceptual public language into direct specific, inter-personal experiences,
or an invasion of a 'solid' concept into the experiential flux, yet it refers to some
common element identified in various experiences that is felt as true. The phrase
also feels like an imposition from an individualistic western culture on a society
which is in the process of rapid change from a traditional, extended-family based,
religious community, politically united in opposition to oppressors, to a more

'psychologised’, individualised, secular, consumerist one. The Dalai Lama when
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asked at the Mind and Life conference in 1997 about the problem of low self-
esteem, was famously unable to understand what the concept meant (Goleman,
2004). It seems not to be necessary in Tibet. The vast majority of my clients who
suffer from 'low self esteem' are of the younger generation. They probably find the
'self-esteem’' language serves a purpose in expressing experiences that are culturally

'new’, that their grandparents would not understand.

Some of the new demands on people which may cause them to feel inadequate,
might be expressed with the metaphor that an individual is now required to act like
a state, in a similar analysis to that of Foucault (Samuels, 2010). The individual may
now feel required to manage all the responsibilities and tensions that used to be
shared amongst family, church and nation, in an isolated individual space, with the
only available 'reward' being the prize of 'high self-esteem'. This may be not only a

feeling, but actually the case.

An example of a new individual requirement, is the requirement to have one's own
opinion. While I, brought up in a western context, might feel that opinions are
natural outgrowths of my individual living experience, my clients have a more
collective historical experience of opinions as almost absorbed from the air around
them, a part of belonging to the group that ensures the individual's survival. This
experience of unquestioned collective values functions implicitly in their experience
now, but often as a lack. Mixed cultural messages (the media sometimes reads
quite indistinguishably from the western media while cultural realities differ) now
imply that any lack of certainty must be the fault of the individual for not fitting in
well enough with either the new ideology, or the traditional group. A young male
client of mine, emerging from paralysing anxiety and lack of self esteem, referred to
the 'social unconscious', made up of bodily-perceived messages (blocks,
heavinesses, tensions) which he articulated as 'individual fulfilment is wrong, happy

people are selfish and stupid, you will only fail if you try too hard'.

Polish culture lies somewhere in the middle ground of the two extremes of

social/cultural self usually studied by social/cultural psychologists and
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neuroscientists. All individuals, wherever they live, are at different points on the
continuum between individual and relational, and as processes of migration and
globalisation intensify, more of us fall somewhere between the cracks of monolithic
cultures than not. Older generations in more individualistic cultures may be likely to
act in accordance with the values of less individualistic cultures, while not
necessarily holding them as explicit values. For example, older Polish generations
might not relate to the association of aesthetic beauty with peaceful
disengagement in Japan, but their historical experience of war and the communist
regime may lead to a fatalistic sense of the world and an attitude of resignation that

resembles peaceful disengagement.

SECTION FOUR — CONCLUSION

While contemporary western theories tend to aim at decentring and breaking up
the confining concept of a unitary self, in practice the assumption of a single,
autonomous agent who is in charge is alive and well. The achievement of a 'real' or
'balanced’ self is a central goal and value in western cultures, and the achievement
of happiness is intimately entwined with it. The experiences of people in different
cultural contexts, from the level of different countries to different social groups and
genders, show that it does not have to be this way — there can be strong senses of

self based on particular group ties, ties to spirits, places, etc.

| think it is the case, both across and within cultures, that 'self' is experienced and
regarded in various ways according to different circumstances. Different 'self'
understandings, e.g. single agent, relational or multiple/more-than selves, may all
co-exist in one person's experience in a kind of dynamic spiral, confronting each
other, flipping around so on some occasions one is dominant, and then as
circumstances change, another takes over. In some cultural conditions, it is very
likely that one specific type of concept will be dominant, because there will not be
many opportunities for the others to emerge. It is hard to feel autonomous when

you are in oppressive circumstances with no control over the physical conditions of
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your life. But, particularly in cultures which are fairly mixed and open, self may
manifest one way or the other, as light photons take the form of waves or particles,

depending on what the experimental conditions evoke. (Peruzzo, 2012)

A kind of intuition often appears, however, leading us to imagine that the question
of 'self' and who | really am, is a deeper question. Issues of the soul, of immortality,
that used to be taken care of by religion, are now open questions to which the issue
of 'self' seems to point. This kind of 'absolute' being (Sartre's 'being-for itself', or the
'absolute’ in Buddhism), if it exists, is by its very nature not culture-specific.
Being-in-itself could not be unified with any context, or even with itself, without
disappearing entirely into 'what is' without trace. It may be the case that this
intuition is mistaken and there is no such thing as a realm 'beyond' the culturally
specific forms which we create and live, or it may be the case that there is a
possibility of escaping all forms and contexts. | go on to investigate this intuition in
Chapters Four and Five, which deal with Buddhism, the Process Model, and various

conceptions of the absolute.

The implications for therapy practice are that a vast range of conceptions of self are
possible, none of them essentially given, but some with more power behind them
than others. For those who have been 'othered' by the dominant narrative, it may
be imperative to reclaim or to create their own narrative. For those who fit into the
dominant narrative, it is | think crucial to remember just how far from inevitable it
really is. Becoming aware and constantly refreshing our awareness of how people in
different cultures and different positions of power within our own cultures
understand and experience the concept of self is a vital part of ethical practice, so
as not to unreflectively add to the pressure already on clients to conform to an

assumed norm, or to judge their experiences in relation to it.
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INTRODUCTION TO GENDLIN

The work of the philosopher and therapist Eugene Gendlin constitutes a pivotal
underlying thread in the thesis. He particularly informs my understanding of the
scientific model and its relationship with everyday life, of the nature and complexity
of this everyday life, and how complex senses that don't fit the categories we
normally use might be conceptualised and used to further understanding and shift

stuck situations.

Here is a short introduction to the main concepts of Gendlin's philosophy that | will

be using in the work.

1. THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE IMPLICIT

The Philosophy of the Implicit, as most fully explicated in the Process Model
(Gendlin, 1997a) works from the principle 'interaction first'. This principle radically
posits that no essentially separate entities exist. There are only interacting
processes. Separate entities, as we know them, are conceptual derivations from
patterns of interaction. These patterns range from basic biological and chemical
processes to complex psychological ones; they meet, interaffect, may partially stop

or continue slightly differently.

Implicit in every process is a direction, if not a specific goal, e.g. food is implicit in
hunger. As therapists know, the answer to a dilemma is implicit in the dilemma
itself. The implicit for Gendlin does not mean something which is hidden, or logically
demanded, but rather the ever-present effects of all the processes which have
interacted with the processes we call 'the situation', continuing to function within
each other, even if they appear to have been stopped, e.g. hunger functions
differently when no food is available, and differently again when only disliked food
is available. Crossing happens when two processes meet, and each one continues
on its trajectory, yet is changed by the encounter, and takes some of the elements
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of the other process with it. Of course 'two processes meeting' is already an

abstraction from the multiple processes always interacting at the same time.

All these crossing, inter-affecting processes make up what Gendlin calls the Implicit
intricacy. It is incredibly complex, but this does not mean we are either helpless or
lost in abstraction. 'The living body always implies its right next step' (Gendlin, 1993
p.32). This is not necessarily a reification of the body. It can also be read as a
statement of the fact that just by being alive, and being the kind of creatures we
are, there is a direction that we are going in, made out of the stuff of our genetics,
biology, history, relationships, culture, dreams, etc., all of these factors intersecting
at a given moment in time in a specific way. Although the factors are uncountable,
this only means that we cannot decide the next step using solely logic (or indeed,
solely emotions, or solely anything). The next step is implied by the whole of our

living.

Living processes work according to the 'ev-eVv' principle — that everything affects
everything. If we consider every process in the universe that has ever taken place,
from the big bang onwards, this makes for an immense complexity. Attempting to
fully explain any one aspect of a given situation would mean separating out every
element of the whole complexity. Hence a multiplicity of processes all function at
the same time, yet are not divided into different strands of cause and effect,
continuities etc., unless we choose to separate some of them out for a specific

purpose. This is what Gendlin calls the unseparated multiplicity.

Out of the unseparated multipicity, situations arise. The notion of a situation, as
opposed to a simple event, is a set of processes meeting and inter-affecting
(‘crossing') in such a way that a change is implied that is relevant to someone or a
group of people. A concept crosses with the intricacy from which it is made, and
each change implies changes in the action possibilities of all the processes involved.
All situations, as networks of processes, necessarily cross with other situations, each
one made up of processes with their own implicit components. Every time

situations cross, new meanings arise. This creates a non-linear sense of time, as the
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new meanings make a new sense of the past (as it functions in the present) as well

as of possible futures.

Life was not always experienced like this. The Process Model is an evolutionary one.
It elucidates how animals use simple behaviour, which evolves into gestures, and
then, in the human case, into symbolic communication. Symbols do not only refer
to the previous 'reality’, but they also refer to themselves. At this point our reality
becomes 'thicker' and living becomes less '‘automatic' and more creative. Symbolic
thinking opens many new possibilities, e.g. mathematical and technological
thinking, and along with these new possibilities comes more complex living;
situations arise in which we don't know what to do next, as conventional

gestures/rituals no longer cover every possibility.

This paying attention to the feel of the whole experiencing process — the previous
ways of experiencing along with the bodily feel of symbolic living and the
interactions between them all — is the mode of being called 'direct reference’.
Experiencing is understood as 'a felt process' (Gendlin, 1964 p.7 online version).
When we are not fully engaged in the felt process of our lives, our experiencing
becomes 'structure-bound' (Gendlin, 1964 p.18, online version). Without direct
reference to our own felt meanings, we may function primarily according to the
symbolic meanings, by which experience might be interpreted and organised,
behaving in accordance with the maintainence of a logically coherent structure.
However, 'at any moment one wishes, one can refer directly to an inwardly felt
datum. Experiencing, in the mode of being directly referred to in this way, | term

the 'direct referent'.'(Gendlin, 1964 p.8 online version)

Direct experiencing as an ongoing interaction process, is what constitutes a full 'self-
process' (Gendlin, 1964,p.26). This is particularly visible in contrast with extreme
structure-bound modes of experiencing, such as dreaming, hypnosis, hallucinations
etc, which share an element of 'loss of self'. 'The self exists to the extent that the
individual can carry his felt process forward by means of his own symbols,

behaviours, or attention' (Gendlin, 1964, p.27 of online version). This felt process is
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an interactive one, and it is the interactional dimension which is noticeably missing

in the vivid, yet not direct, modes of experiencing listed above.

Later, in the Process Model (1997), the term 'direct referent' is not used so much to
indicate a mode of experiencing that can be engaged in at will, but rather as a new
kind of 'something' that drops out of a sequence of experiencing, into a new kind of
space. This space is created by our pausing the sequence of events making up our
situation, and generating a particular kind of attention, within which the referent
may 'form’, or 'come’. The direct referent becomes 'the having and feeling of the
whole situation as a directly felt unclear whole' (Gendlin 1997, VIII-A, b). Contact
with this sense of a 'whole' enables the situation to carry forward freshly. We may
grasp a physical sense of this 'perfect feedback object' (Gendlin, 1997 p.236),
communicate with it, and attempt to make aspects of it explicit, e.g. we can check
various words against it, asking, is this word right? Does it fit? Or maybe this? By
virtue of the things we can do with it — find it, ask it, etc, the direct referent fills the
role of a tangible entity in a newly generated space, which contains interactions

between us and our felt meanings.

The self is seen here, in contrast to the Theory of Personality Change, as what is
aware of and separate from the referent ('self is 'separate’ from the context being
carried forward [...] The direct Referent, the new datum, the new object, is there, |
am here' (Gendlin, 1997 p.254)). | think these distinct versions of the direct referent
and its relationship to the concept of self are both valid, and develop this in Chapter

Six.

The ability to check and interact with a sense of the whole situation, that contains
far more than is immediately obvious or conceptually graspable, is a natural human
one, but some people are better 'direct experiencers' than others. Gendlin and
colleagues' discovery of this ability as the statistically significant factor in producing
positive change in therapy (Gendlin,1968), unfortunately unrelated to the course of
therapy itself, led him to formulate the practice of focusing, to make this ability

teachable.
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2. THE PRACTICE OF FOCUSING

Gendlin formulated the technique of focusing in order to facilitate the process of
checking for rightness and relevancy for those to whom it does not come easily. He
separated out the concept of focusing from the situation of therapy, in which it was
always implicit. In practice and research on therapy effectiveness (Gendlin et al.,
1968) Gendlin and co-researchers noticed that clients who made good use of
therapy and felt better afterwards were naturally slowing down, pausing and
groping for exactly the right way to express something, checking it against a vague
sense they had until they had 'got it'. He formulated exactly what they were doing

and made a separate concept and set of steps for others to follow.

A felt sense is characterised by murkiness and vagueness. It occupies a territory
which is made up of precisely what cannot be identified distinctly as either a
thought, a feeling or a physical sense. It is a complex registering of an entire
situation, of 'all of that' — of more than could possibly be made explicit, due to the
limitations of time and space. We are aware of far more of the implicit intricacy
than we can explicitly handle. Some of it will be relevant to any discomfort we are

experiencing now. The focusing steps are as follows:

Clearing a space — in order to get a clear sense of the felt sense we need to clear
a space, putting aside everything that explicitly arises for us when we place our
attention on our situation, e.g. thoughts, feelings or physical sensations. According
to Gendlin's original focusing instructions, we should place our attention inside our
bodies, but there is a new emphasis emerging in the focusing community on
pausing the situation rather than searching 'inside’. This step, identifying thoughts,
feelings, etc and finding a way to place them on one side for a while, whether
through visualisations such as putting 'things' in boxes, or a more kinaesthetic

process, has elements in common with meditation practices and can often be
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helpful in itself.

Some kind of sense arises in the space. If it can't be clearly identified as a thought,
feeling or simple physical sensation, then we treat it as a felt sense. Interacting with
the felt sense, as if it were an object, yet one characterised by responsiveness,

brings new words, and a new situation.

A handle word is a word which expresses something about 'what it is like' — the
phenomenological feel of the felt sense. It cannot be invented, it has to arise 'by
itself'. Once it has arisen, it can be used to keep us in contact with the felt sense,

expressing something essential about it.

Resonating is the process by which we check whether the word is exactly right.
We check directly with the felt sense, by repeating the word and waiting to see if
there is a sense of response, of rightness, or not. When we have it just right, we do

the next step — asking.

Asking the felt sense a question, such as 'what do you need?' is possible because
the felt sense is responsive. The unknownness, unclearness about the felt sense

may be experienced as a 'wanting to say', and a question brings a form for this.

A felt shift occurs when there is a response which 'works'. It is a 'yes, that's it!'
moment. There is no doubt about it. There is always, however slight, a physiological

sense of relief.

Carrying Forward - this is what happens when a blocked process resumes. It is
not actually the same process starting up again but a new, changed process
emerging, a new way, 'a more intricate continuity' which takes more implicit
crossings into account (Gendlin, 2013). In this new way, the past is retrospectively
changed. For example, we can no longer go on as the person who was a victim of

their childhood, once we have truly experienced that the situation was more

55



complex than we as children could understand. When we look back, the memories
are different, they have a different feel and meaning, even if the events recalled are

the same. We are no longer the person who had that childhood.

3. TWO WAYS OF CONCEPTUALISING

| use this division in my investigations concerning neuroscience (Chapter Two) and
language (Chapter Three), and it forms an interesting counterpart to the absolute
and relative ways of functioning according to Buddhism, investigated in theory and

practice in Chapters Four and Five.

The Unit Model explains the culturally dominant way of thinking in the western
world. Science and technology work according to this model, which pulls out
separate units from the intricate mesh of processes making up our living. These
separate units can be counted, compared, measured, etc. In order for these
operations to take place, the complexity of the rest of the situation, in which
everything affects everything, has to be in a sense bracketed. This is what Gendlin
refers to as the creation of an empty conceptual space, a place intentionally
emptied of the implicit intricacy in order to allow mechanical processes to be
observed or facilitated — units to be described or manipulated as if they were not

connected to implicit meanings. (Gendlin, 2013)

With its roots in seventeenth century science, the unit model remains functional to
this day, although science has been through many paradigm changes. Clearly the
unit model, which carves the world up into discrete concepts or objects, then
manipulates them in an imaginary empty space, does not apply to quantum physics.
However quantum physics applies to one level of reality (that of sub-atomic
particles) leaving the Newtonian laws, to which larger objects are subject, intact.
The Newtonian picture of objects and forces having predictable effects on each
other is not only valuable, but indispensable for many purposes. It would be absurd

not to acknowledge the value of this model; we would not want a surgeon or an
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engineer to work in any other way. As Gendlin remarks, it's hard not to laugh at
those who deride science in papers written on computers and delivered at

conferences to which the authors flew by plane.

Thinking Beyond Patterns - is the way in which we naturally think, talk and
perceive, a way which exceeds the patterns, forms and conceptual distinctions
imposed by the unit model (Gendlin, 1991). Gendlin argues that this way of
thinking, along with the implicit/experiential intricacy, rather than bracketing it
aside as if it did not exist, is our natural way of living. Language, bodies and
situations all already function in a way which far exceeds the forms that
theoretically contain them and divide them from each other. In a further step, we
can consciously and precisely think, speak and live from this excess. It is not a non-
verbal, senseless mass, but brings forth its own intricate and precise order. This is

not an imposed order, but a responsive one, it talks back.

4. LANGUAGE IN THE TWO WAYS

In Chapter Three, on the linguistic functioning of 'self', | use Gendlin's concepts of

public language and naked saying. (Gendlin, 1991)

a. Public Language

This unit model approach to language is present in the western concept of what a
language is — a set of written rules and codified grammar, abstracted out of the
diverse mass of spoken language(s) in a world in which multi-lingualism is the norm.
Good examples of public language words are love, and self. They are common
currency, while covering a huge variety of possible implications and meanings,

which are bracketed and put aside.
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b. Naked Saying

Naked saying happens when we say something which is not covered by public
meanings, and quite possibly unit model grammar does not apply either. Gendlin
stresses the importance, in creative or healing conversations, of finding a way of
saying something which will force others to ask 'what do you mean?' This finding of
a way of saying something which is both exact and slightly strange is a part of the
technique of focusing — finding a handle word which functions to bring the felt
sense sharply into our attention. When we are asked what we mean, we need to
hold to the felt sense, the vague murky edge of the whole meaning-situation, and
keep track of it as we talk to make sure we have not lost that 'meaning', i.e. the
relevancy, the point. When we are in touch with this, all the strands of different
processes implicit in it come alive. It is not a question of expressing something
accurately, but a question of a speaking which is alive in all directions at once, which
could not have been planned in advance, whose newness is very precise, it must be
exactly as it is. Naked saying is not about expressing any single element but is an
expression of the entire implicit context, because it only makes sense precisely in

that context.

When we live 'beyond patterns', dipping into our felt sense of whole situations and
keeping a sense of contact with a direct referent, while, or rather because the
whole of human history is in the implicit intricacy already, what we say will be
something which has never been said before. There has never been a situation
quite like this one, hence the more implicit elements of the situation we bring to
bear on what we say and what we do, the more unique our expression
of/within/from it will be. The more contextual the phrase or action is, the more
unique. It is not a chaotic flow but extremely precisely ordered — more so than the
unit model could ever make it using the principle of logic, which depends on the
prior distinguishing, defining and ordering of things (and the placing aside of many

more things). (Gendlin, 2011)

58



5. IMPLICIT PRECISION

The fact that there is an implicit order in situations is not explicable by some kind of
cause or sense standing behind or prior to situations, it is inseparable from the
workings of the whole. Gendlin's answer to the question of why there should be
order seems to be to point to nature, to the intricate order understood by birds

building nests, innately, just because they do.

Trust in this implicit precision, an underlying faith (from experience) that we are not
destined to live either in a world of fixed, set meanings which do not fit with the
entirety of the situation that we sense and know, or in a chaotic flux of
meaninglessness, seems to me to be crucial to the kind of basic wellbeing we search
for, whether we conceptualise it as trying to be fully ourselves in therapy, or to lose
ourselves in spiritual practice. By explicating the way in which human life carries
forward all by itself in an implicitly precise way, a way that generates logical

precision rather than opposing it, Gendlin provides the missing piece.
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CHAPTER TWO — SELF AS ORGANISM -
NEUROSCIENCE AND THERAPY

You aren't neurology, neurology is graph paper (Gendlin, 2006)

The human body is the best picture of the human soul

(Wittgenstein, 1953, 281)

The scientific method is the dominant method of investigating reality in
contemporary western culture. Not only empirical but ontological and existential
guestions have come to be investigated in this way. These questions go to the heart

of issues central to therapy — the relief of suffering and the search for meaning.

The 'self' has been explicitly and intensively searched for in contemporary
neuroscientific research and philosophy, as the answer to existential dilemmas in
societies in which religious frameworks are no longer dominant. In secular societies,
increasingly, the 'immortal soul' can no longer explain who we are, or supply our
lives with meaning — although a resurgence of religious fundamentalism could also

be understood as a reaction against this overall tendency.

The challenge for those doing, or interpreting neuroscience is to keep these levels —
the unit model and the implicit intricacy, the graph paper and the living body —

clearly distinct.

SECTION ONE — MAIN PROBLEMATIC CONCEPTS

There are a few deeply problematic assumptions, which persistently recur in the
field of doing, thinking and writing about neuroscience and have repercussions for
how people think and feel about themselves. | am going to lay out the most

persistently occurring assumptions briefly here, so we can recognise them when

they occur.
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1. MATTER PLUS MYSTERY

The misleading picture goes like this: human beings are made, like everything else,

out of matter, and can be understood according to the same rules.

It is clearly true that to be alive in the way that we are, we rely on complex physical
processes which can be isolated, observed, measured and represented in various
ways by science. We cannot, however, isolate, observe, measure or represent life
itself, our actual experience at any given moment. It is also clear that no human
situation could ever be exactly replicated. Some scientists might say that we have
simply not yet got to the point at which this is possible, but there would be no
logical problem in doing so. Others would reply that what we need to isolate,
measure, and get a handle on, are the underlying 'rules', from which complex
situations arise. Complexity emerges by itself from the underlying principles

governing living systems.

How experience might 'emerge' from matter is the problem. There seems to be a
missing link that science cannot provide. Hence, due to the assumption that science
must explain everything, the idea of an insoluble, amazing 'mystery' is produced.
Popular science accounts abound with statements about the incredible nature of a
world in which symphonies, the wonders of sunsets, etc., are produced by a kilo or

so of meat (the brain).

Now we no longer understand ourselves as souls travelling in bodies like the
captains of ships, it seems that all we are must ‘come out of' the flesh and bone we
are made of. The mystery is called 'consciousness'. How it is actually different from
the 'soul' (apart from the fact that it is not assumed to survive after death) is
unclear. The next level of mystery is how it is that we can understand everything
that we do, or how we can learn how to do everything that we do — as if there were

no possibility of naturally doing and being.

'‘Consciousness' is then called upon to fill the explanatory gap between mind and
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matter. According to Block, consciousness may be divided into phenomenal
consciousness — what it is like to be me (Nagel, 1974), and access consciousness,
what it is that makes access to an actually existing world possible for us. (Block,

1988; Block, 2007)

Access consciousness refers to our ability to introspect, remember, (Nachev et al.,
2008) and perform other mental acts that do not involve phenomenal
consciousness. This access is changed by degree, e.g. when we are dreaming, or in a
coma. There is nothing that 'it is like' to remember something or decide something,
but these are acts that we perform, and little is gained by implying that they take
place in some kind of fluid medium called 'consciousness'. The concept of 'access’ is
based on the perceptual model — there is an assumption that we are isolated from

the world and require a kind of bridge or translation.

This mistaken stress on perception is what Gendlin refers to as 'the perceptual split'
(Gendlin, 2011) — the division of our living processes into 'inside stuff' which comes
into contact with an external reality only via the medium of perception. Without
perception there can be no contact. Yet 'perception is never first, and never alone.'

(Gendlin, 2011)

The fundamental role played by perception in this model leads phenomenal
consciousness to gain a peculiar importance. A further extraneous layer is created,
composed of 'qualia.' Qualia is a term that identifies the phenomenological qualities
of our experience with things as properties of the things themselves. Qualia are said
to give our experiences of things (seeing, hearing or touching them, etc) their
particular, qualitative, subjective feel, and the fact that an experience possesses
qualia is what makes it a phenomenally conscious experience (Tye, 2015). So the
fact that seeing a table is different to seeing a chair is due to some essence of

tableness emanating from the table, and chairness from the chair.

Yet, as Sartre points out:
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a table is not in consciousness - not even in the capacity of a representation. A
table is in space, beside the window, etc. The existence of the table in fact is a
center of opacity for consciousness; it would require an infinite process to
inventory the total contents of a thing. To introduce this opacity into
consciousness would be to refer to infinity the inventory which it can make of
itself, to make consciousness a thing [...] The first procedure of a philosophy
ought to be to expel things from consciousness and to reestablish its true
connection with the world, to know that consciousness is a positional

consciousness of the world. (Sartre, 1956, p. li)

The table is not inside a realm called our consciousness, our consciousness is not a
place which is full of the contents of the things around us. The table is in the world

and so are we, we are in different positions, we are we and the table is a table.

There is, within our western frame of reference, nothing it is 'like’ for us to be in
deep sleep or a coma, and we are unable to use access consciousness to reflect on
these states. These are crucial states for eastern philosophy, providing proof of an
unbroken stream of being or Self, irrespective of degrees of waking consciousness
(Deutsch and Dalvi, 2004). Noé discusses the dilemma faced by relatives of people
in deep vegetative states, revolving around the impossibility of knowing for sure
what the links between measurable brain activity, consciousness and 'being
yourself'/'really there' are (Nog&, 2009 p. 34-35). Nachev and Hacker examine
conceptual confusions around Persistent Vegetative State, stressing that a
measured equivalence in recorded brain activity in PVS patients and non-brain
damaged people (Owen and Coleman, 2008) has been overstated. Empirically, a
correlation in a measure of brain activity is both over-general — e.g. there is barely
any neural difference between making and witholding a movement (Curtiset.al
2005, p) and 'activation that attends speech is largely indifferent to the content of
what is said or meant and to whether it is spoken or merely mentally rehearsed
(Nachev and Hacker, 2010 p. 70) — and also too specific and limited to be a sign of
'‘consciousness' or intentional activity in a PVS patient. Consciousness is a

continuum of responsiveness and any signs of neural activity in people with brain
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damage must be analysed on a case by case basis. Otherwise we run the risk of
treating correlates of neural activity, at the extent that we are presently able to
measure them, as if they held the 'truth' of the matter of consciousness, and as if

consciousness itself were an all or nothing affair.

Whether it is the case that consciousness is a 'positional consciousness' of an
external world, or that consciousness arises, along with objects, temporarily out of
nothingness (Kurak 2003), or out of an unbroken stream of consciousness which is
the basic substance of the universe (Easwaran 1989) — it is a natural inseparable part
of the living process, rather than a mysterious gift bestowed on a material world,

and it is not reducible to correlations of neural activity with thoughts or actions.

The mystery is pushed further, into what it is that causes someone to be alive, or to
be dead. This question cannot be answered by science. An extension of attention

might yield answers — the entire situation includes all possibilities of being and non-
being. At this point we hit the absolute dimension, within which Buddhist methods

are more appropriate to explore the terrain.

1. MIND/BODY DIVISION

Descartes' statement, 'l think therefore | am', forms the initial philosophical ground
for the entrenched western assumption that thinking is primary. For Descartes, the
mind, which is the only proof of human existence, is not purely cognitive, but
includes emotions and all our experiencing. This experiencing, or subjective
awareness, is placed centre stage, and all other supports are removed. 'Res
cogitans', the realm of the mind, of immaterial thought, is opposed to 'res extensa'
the realm of extension, of matter, of the outer world. This isolation of mind from
matter places us in a position of estrangement from the world, and at the same
time, in a position of complete control over our lives, a position previously reserved

for God.

In later interpretations, the initial mind and matter division becomes a mind/body

64



division, as mind is increasingly identified with rationality, autonomy, will and
control, and the body with matter, replete with physiological sensations, emotions
etc., yet all subordinate to reason. Reason, in Enlightenment times, became
conceived of as an entirely mental process. As Damasio points out in Descartes'
Error (Damasio 1994), we cut off everything associated with 'happening in the body'

as a source of information about our situations.

The assumption of a mind/body division remains basic in everyday life. We are not
exactly mistaken, because living according to this belief has real effects, which may
reinforce an experienced 'separation’' of mind and body. Clients often come to
therapy with a kind of inarticulate emotional tension, pain or sadness, which is
experienced physically, e.g. anxiety, insomnia, panic attacks, inexplicable pains and
fatigue, etc. Very often the ways in which clients have tried to manage emotional
pain or reduce an unbearable level of anxiety are also physical, ranging from eating
disorders and addictions to self harm. This is interpreted, according to the
mind/matter division, as the body showing signs that something is happening which
has not been controlled by the mind. Matter has started to rebel and must be

punished and brought back under control.

Clients may try to gain mastery over the pain and anxiety felt in the body with their
supposedly all-powerful rational minds, but the pain is often overwhelming. The
body seems to function — like the unconscious in Freud's analysis — as the place into
which pain gets pushed. This may be, in a sense, an easier kind of pain to deal with
(as evidenced by self-harm). In various neurotic or delusional patterns, such as
hypochondriac behaviour, people long for there to be something wrong with their
bodies, as that would be a 'real', manageable and/or fixable thing to be wrong.
Things 'only in the head' can't be taken seriously by definition. At the same time,
there is only what happens in our heads. A multitude of conflicting messages

collide.

The division of our being into mind and body is at best unnecessary and at worst an

imposed ideological division that carves people's experience up, creating
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unnecessary conflict.

3. THE BRAIN AS AGENT

The mind and matter division leads us to feel both that we are trapped in our
minds, isolated from others and from an alien world around, and also that we are in

charge. So, who exactly is in charge of what?

The search for a homunculus, a centre of executive control inside us, like a little
man inside our heads, is tempting, yet appears to lead to an infinite regress. How
does he know what to do, who is telling him? Some theorists have seen a way out of
infinite regress by positing the entire brain as controller, stressing how distributed
networks of neural activity create habitual patterns and it is these processes and
patterns that are the 'bottom line' — they constitute a system that gathers
information, creates our perceived world and controls our actions in response to

that creation.

What you see is not what is really there; it is what your brain believes is
there...Your brain makes the best interpretation it can according to its
previous experience and the limited and ambiguous information provided

by your eyes...[...] (Crick, 1995 p.30)

It is hard to see how infinite regress is actually avoided here. An entity, called 'the
brain', is still believing and making an interpretation, hence acting with intention
and control. Where exactly we place the boundaries around the control centre and
whether we conceptualise it as an entity or a set of de-centralised distributed
processes, makes no essential difference to the assumption of an agent behind our
lives. Positing 'the brain' as the creator of reality and initiator of action for the
whole person is a prime example of a mereological fallacy —i.e. the taking of the
actions of a part for the actions of the whole. (Bennet et al. 2007; Bennet and

Hacker, 2003)
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The brain is often talked about in neuroscientific literature as if it were an agent,
directing and organising the actions, thoughts and feelings of the whole person. This
is a compulsive kind of picture, it seems hard for us at this historical moment to

avoid conceptualising matters in these terms. As Blakemore writes:

We seem driven to say that such neurons [as respond in a highly specific
manner to, e.g. line orientation] have knowledge. They have
intelligence, for they are able to estimate the probability of outside
events [..] Neurons present arguments to the brain based on the
specific features that they detect, arguments on which the brain
constructs its hypothesis of perception. (Blakemore, 1977, p. 91, italics

mine)

Why should we be driven to say this? It is obvious that the brain contains physical
mechanisms without which we could not direct or organise anything. But equally
we could not decide to stand up and walk somewhere without legs. Neurons cannot
make arguments. Isolated from the whole they can do nothing at all, and a whole
person without an environment could do nothing either. It is the whole person,

always in a particular situation, who thinks, feels and decides.

Rather than investigating the neural activity that occurs when we do things, which is
a potentially useful source of information, the situation is flipped around and the
guestion becomes how the brain makes us do what we do. This is an extremely
significant flip, with far-reaching consequences. The brain does indeed provide
important causes and conditions which shape and form an integral part of what we
do. But they are by no means even a specially isolated and privileged set of
conditions, let alone an autonomous entity. As noted in Chapter One, we have
come to invest ultimate meaning in the 'self' — so if we go on to locate that 'self' in
the brain, this means that we are placing ultimate meaning into physical matter. It is

little wonder that we feel uncomfortable with this.
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4. INNER/OUTER DIVISION

The appearances which manifest the existent are neither interior nor
exterior; they are all equal, they all refer to other appearances, and none
of them is privileged. Force, for example, is not a metaphysical conatus
of an unknown kind which hides behind its effects (accelerations,
deviations, etc.); it is the totality of these effects. Similarly an electric
current does not have a secret reverse side; it is nothing but the totality
of the physical-chemical actions which manifest it [...]. No one of these
actions alone is sufficient to reveal it. But no action indicates anything
which is behind itself; it indicates only itself and the total series. (Sartre,

1956 p.xIV)

The above quote draws attention to how very entrenched in the western scientific
model of the world is the idea of an inner and outer division and a hidden agent
(e.g. 'forces') inside, working with conscious intention towards a goal. When related
to the self, this inner/outer division is closely linked to the mind/body division, as
the belief that what happens in our heads orchestrates the rest, and hence is what
really matters. Even if we take mind and body as an integral whole, the division

between 'my organism' and 'the rest of the world' remains.

This division may be reinforced by neuroscience, when it isolates, for the purposes
of measurement, certain feedback loops and systems that work to maintain
homeostasis, i.e. keep the body within the narrow set of parameters needed for it
to stay alive. The inner/outer division is particularly pernicious when it comes to the
self — once we place it somewhere inside, and posit that we must have special
access to it, or that it may be blocked or lost or hidden, then we end up trapped in a
picture which leaves us ultimately completely isolated. The picture of an inner self
controlling outer behaviour is neither helpful nor accurate in an intersubjective

world, in which our 'selves' and 'inner experience' are co-constituted with others.
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5. MODELS/REPRESENTATION /PERCEPTION

Neuroscientific research often portrays human functioning as working on the basis
of internal models of the external world, held inside the brain. There can be no
direct contact with the world 'outside’, we interact with it only through the medium
of perception, performed by the brain, like a feat of translation. The convoluted
processes of perception posited by this kind of picture are epitomised by the
example of the analysis of the process of seeing, as first having an upside down
image on the retina that 'we', that is our brains, then turn around. (Noé 2009;
O’Regan and Noé, 2001). The self has also notably been associated with models —
the Personal Self Model is the concept of a model of the whole body stored within
the brain (Metzinger, 2009a). This picture once more serves to mystify the natural
interactive co-existence of ourselves and the world, explained in neuroscientific
terms by the second wave of embodied neuroscience, which | go on to investigate
in Section Four. But the common picture perpetuated by the media presentation of
research, fitting neatly into the mainstream of western culture, is that of an isolated
'someone’ inside having to rely on proper technological equipment in order to have
any chance of making contact with an alien world. No baby actually arrives in the

world in this position.

6. MAPPING

Minds emerge when the activity of small circuits is organized across large
networks so as to compose momentary patterns. The patterns represent
things and events located outside the brain, either in the body or in the
external world, but some patterns also represent the brain's own processing
of other patterns. The term map applies to all those representational
patterns, some of which are coarse, while others are very refined, some
concrete, others abstract. In brief, the brain maps the world around it and

maps its own doings. (Damasio, 2010 p.18)

69



The concept of mapping has two main flaws — firstly, it assumes that the brain is an
agent (see problematic issue no.3), and secondly it assumes a set of conventions
that would give the map meaning. Such conventions would be a matter of social
agreement. The metaphor of mapping arises constantly within neuroscience as a
co-ordination of various processes occurring within the brain. This image of
interconnecting processes with a kind of discernible order is a development from
the idea that what we do depends on 'things' or capacities that exist in particular
areas of the brain, and make other things happen. The map remains however an
abstract pattern of habitual connections between processes. Neural circuits may be
observed in experimental situations, but they are drawn by third-person observers
on the basis of the data elicited, rather than actually existing phenomena inside
which might yield the meaning of situations to us. Whenever patterns are discerned
we tend to assume that they have been authored by somebody, and that somebody
inside is assumed to be the self. The self, however, is unlikely to be either a map-

maker, or a map.

Rather than being a matter of convention created by 'the brain itself' for its own
use, the correlations of neural activities within the brain are causal connections.
'The cells are not arranged in accordance with conventions at all, and the
correlation between their firing and the features of the perceptual field is not a
conventional but a causal one' (Bennet and Hacker, 2003 p.). The brain does not
need to understand the self-invented conventions of its own representation in
order to interpret the world. The brain does not understand anything. Neurons
firing in particular places enable the regulatory processes to happen — no extra

interpretation is required.

All of these problematic concepts share a couple of salient characteristics, the
imposition of divisions and the proliferation of layers. These tendencies towards
'dividing practices', as Foucault calls them, can be seen everywhere — not just in
science but in everyday attempts to understand ourselves, and in the problems

people bring to therapy when those attempts break down.
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SECTION TWO - A SHORT WESTERN PHILOSOPHICAL
BACKGROUND

Before looking at the ways in which neuroscientific and therapeutic communities
have enquired into the nature of the self, | think it is necessary to sketch in a little of
the appropriate western philosophical background to bring into focus exactly the
kind of self which is being searched for (the cultural context was more extensively

discussed in Chapter One).

The target of the search seems well defined by Strawson as 'a single, mental thing'
(Strawson 2009). While postmodernist theories describe us as fractured, multiple
subjects, sites of conflicting narratives and/or identities, it seems that in practice
most of us do feel a certain itch to define, locate or understand 'who we really are'.
What we want to 'find' is not the whole person, the 'thick, whole creature use of
the term subject of experience' (Strawson, 2009) but precisely some thing, a kind of
mental unity, a persisting entity, which would theoretically be capable of existing
independently of experience. The best candidate for this persisting unity, Strawson
argues, is the brain system, but that doesn't make the grade as a real, substantial
and independently existing object. Unwilling to be deterred, Strawson argues that
since we persistently refer to our selves as single, mental things in our everyday and
philosophical discourses, there is a good deal of sense in searching for something
that might fulfil those criteria. After a detailed process of elimination, he comes up
with a 'thin' subject, which cannot be ultimately separated from the whole

experiential field, and yet is distinct from it.

Moving on from Kant's, 'the thinking of the thought and the existence of my own
self are one and the same' (Kant, 1772, p.136), Strawson poses the possibility of a
'radical Cartesian proposal... that there isn't a real distinction between the thin
subject unity and the experiential field unity, only a conceptual distinction'
(Strawson, 2009 p.387). This implies that in the final analysis, following Spinoza,
there is only one subject, the universe itself. This is a far-reaching implication of

Strawson's conclusion that the majority of people would not sign up to, but the
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'single mental thing' seems nonetheless a fair characterisation of what most people
are 'after' and the thin version of it, inextricable, yet different, from the experiential

field, sounds very much like what we call consciousness.

Zahavi points out a basic foundation within the whole phenomenological tradition
stating that there can be no consciousness which is not self-consciousness, from
Husserl ('to be a subject is to be in the mode of being aware of oneself') through
Heidegger (‘every consciousness is also self-consciousness') to Sartre who claimed
that 'the mode of being of intentional consciousness is to be for-itself (pour soi) that
is, self-conscious' (Zahavi, 2005b p.11-12). Is it really necessary for there to be a
'something which it is like to be' me? Issue one, 'Matter plus Mystery', arises here.
We do not usually have a running commentary telling us 'l am walking, | am
drinking'. If asked who is walking or drinking, we will dutifully answer 'l am' — but it

would seem a nonsensical question.

The contemporary phenomenological take on self-awareness is even more
minimalist. Zahavi maintains that self is no more nor less than the first-person
perspective, which is structurally built into experience (Zahavi, 2005b), the first-
person givenness of my experience as mine. It is neither a thing in a location, nor a
process which might be separated in any practical or theoretical sense from the
whole person. It is not a recognisable object to be examined and reflected upon. 'It
is not something added to the experience, an additional mental state, but rather an
intrinsic feature of the experience (Zahavi, 2005b p.20). We can of course consider
ourselves as objects and reflect on ourselves from an external position, but this is
an 'extra’ activity. The intrinsic first-person givenness of our experience already
constitutes 'being someone' in a meaningful way, as underlined in Zahavi's reply to
Metzinger's 'Being No-one' entitled 'Being Someone' (Zahavi, 2005a). While this
'someone’ seems spread out across the entire field of our experience like a drop of
a chemical in a solution, the much sought-after 'single mental thing' is firmly
planted on one side of what is commonly known (perhaps unfairly to Descartes) as
the Cartesian divide between mind (rational, controlling agent) and body (matter,

unruly or inert). The mind, as the seat of thought, reason and will, becomes
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conflated with the brain, and it is the brain that has come to be seen as the
producer of consciousness. Hence the huge impetus and energy behind the

technological development of neuroscience today.

SECTION THREE — THE FIRST WAVE OF NEUROPHILOSOPHY

The discipline of cognitive science was born in 1943, as cybernetics, and its first
phase of intensive development lasted until 1953. The new discipline used
mathematical logic to build information-processing machines and created systems
theory, information theory and the first principles of self-organising systems (Varela
et al., 1991 p.51). This extraordinary rush of new theories was then applied to the
brain, newly conceptualised as an information-processing machine, a computational

system.

The mind/matter division quickly reared its head. It was not at all clear how this
understanding of information-processing possibilities might match our actual
experience. Consciousness remained a mystery — as Jackendoff terms it, 'the mind
mind problem' (Varela et al., 1991 p.52). How could computational systems produce
conscious experience? Concepts such as 'self' or 'consciousness' became strongly
linked with the physical properties or processes most amenable to the form of the
search. Measurable, locatable things were sought after, unsurprisingly, within the

field of possibilities of measurable things and locatable places.

This search continues to the present day. Consciousness is now the primary mystery
to be solved, the 'thing' in which our essence resides, the 'thing' that makes us who
we are, as the underlying assumption persists that some 'thing' must. It does not fit
any of our categories, while making them all possible. 'The mythical image of mind
is one of a quasi-spatial thing that retains an enduring integrity as an absolute
property of its nature' (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992 p.10). This mythical status for
the mind is achieved through 'the reifications of various dimensions of subjectivity...

which confer upon experience one or another of the properties ordinarily attributed
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to things on the plane of material reality, for example, spatial location, extension,
enduring substantiality, and the like. The mind thus takes its place as a thing among

things.' (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992 p.11)

The whole brain is the 'thing' that makes us who we are and makes consciousness
possible. Explicit proponents of this view are eminent philosophers of neuroscience
such as Churchland, who writes, 'The weight of evidence now implies that it is the
brain, rather than some non-physical stuff, that feels, thinks, decides' (Churchland,
2002 p.1). Hood in 'The Self lllusion' writes, 'Every feeling, bit of knowledge and
experience you have or plan to have is possible because of the cascading activation
of neurons. Everything we are, can do or will do is nothing more than this [italics
mine]. Otherwise we would need ghosts in the brain and so far none have been
found' (Hood, 2012 p.8). This latter quote exposes some ungrounded assumptions —
how does it follow from the fact that neural activity is necessary for experience,
that everything we do is reduced to precisely this, and in what sense would the

addition of an extra ghost planning it help?

Here we have a clear case of Issue no.2 — Brain as Agent. To avoid the obvious
crudity of the homunculus concept, 'self' is often more subtly referred to as a set of
co-ordinating functions. The principle and practice of representation is fundamental
to the brain, according to the conventional 'first wave' neuroscientific view stated
clearly by Hood, 'our brain constructs models of the external world. It can weave
experiences into a coherent story that enables us to interpret and predict what we

should do next. Our brain simulates the world in order to survive in it.' (Hood, 2012

p.xi)

The problem, however, persistently reiterates itself — who exactly is doing the
weaving, and where are the models and the simulations? Why is it that actions
cannot take place without being first imagined and theoretically projected, then

repeated according to the previous design?

The brain is a fearsomely complex organ. 'lf you just took 500 neurons all connected
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together so that each neuron could either be in a state of on or off, the total
number of different patterns is 2 so0, a number that exceeds the total number of
atoms in the observable universe' (Hood, 2012, p.10). And there are billions of them
in our brains, creating distributed patterns, indeed parallel patterns, because every
neuron can participate in more than one activity (Hood, 2012). The level of
complexity of the movements of electricity within the brain far surpasses any kind
of simple understanding or two dimensional map. Patterns of neural activity as
measured by fMRI scans have not so far been found to be tied to any site of
occurrence that might qualify as a 'self-site' (Legrand and Ruby, 2009). One problem
is that it is hard to isolate exactly when it is that we are 'doing self stuff'. This points
up the artificial nature of the research question. There are areas, or rather patterns
of activation involving certain areas, which can be observed when we explicitly
consider ourselves, but this is a very particular, not to say peculiar, form of activity.
It is not the case that this area is constantly alive with our 'being ourselves,' but
rather that it activates under specific conditions when we direct our attention in
certain ways. These areas/patterns may also activate when we think of others, as

some cross-cultural studies have found. (Zhu et al., 2006)

This whole direction of enquiry also seems a little strange as we consider that
measuring when 'self sites' or circuits are active, implies that sometimes they are
not — that there are moments when we are not being selves at all — which is a little
outside the conceptual box. The search for the self in the brain is also hampered by
the variety of definitions of self used (Vogeley and Gallagher, 2011). The most basic
division seems to be between the 'mimimal self', a pre-reflective part of our first-
person perspective which we might expect to be 'on' all the time, hence would be
hard to isolate, and the 'narrative self' to which our conscious thinking capacities
are attributed, which is certainly a complex matter involving many different

processes.

The PET scan and fMRI technology used to execute such self-site studies show two-
dimensional colourful pictures that seem easy to grasp, and it is seductive to believe

that they really are maps of processes in the brain. Yet, as neurophilosopher Noé
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reminds us, '‘Brain scans [...] represent the mind at three steps of removal: they
represent physical magnitudes correlated to blood flow; the blood flow in turn is
correlated to neural activity; the neural activity in turn is supposed to correlate to
mental activity' (Noé&, 2009 p.24). And, of course, correlations are notoriously hard
to interpret, being neither causes nor results. As an experiment involving a dead
Atlantic salmon showed, with some flair, an insufficiently complex approach to
statistical analysis can lead to 'proof' of which areas of the brain of a dead salmon

are active while it completes 'an open-ended mentalizing task'! (Bennet et al. 2009

p.2)

In the case of the aforementioned salmon, the conventions of statistical analysis
that would have rendered the 'map' meaningful were not followed thoroughly
enough — leading to a pattern of correlations that was perfectly internally coherent
but which, when applied to reality, had no sense whatsoever. Correlations can show
neither cause and effect nor actual processes, let alone the whole context of the
experiencing body, or any kind of 'self'. If 'self' is defined as the map-maker, the
marker of patterns of correlation, then it becomes precisely what is outside the

system. Yet the observer cannot be separated from the system.

There are patterns of neural activity which recur, neural habits and routines,
neurons, in the words of neurophysiologist Hebb, 'firing together and wiring
together' (Hood, 2012 p.5). But these are impossible to interpret with any real

degree of certainty.

To take a simple example, noticing in the lab that some neurons seem to be
active every time a zebrafish sees a moving pattern, we might conclude
initially that those neurons are encoding something related to visual
processing. But when we take into account that the same stimulus also causes
the animal to swim, it may turn out that some of the 'motion-detection’
neurons are actually 'swimming-induction' neurons. The picture is
complicated further when we realize that the swimming is modulated by

other aspects of the behavioral state of the animal, controlled by still other

76



sets of neurons. (Marcus et al., 2014 p.11)

Neurophilosopher Metzinger, who stridently denies the existence of self as any kind
of thing, nonetheless makes the case that a 'self-model' of our whole bodies is
indispensible, a pattern of neurons which fire and wire together (or rather a set of
habits, which observed from the outside look like a pattern) to make up a
representation of ourselves. Metzinger refers to this model as a 'map' of our
physical bodies 'held' or constantly re-created, by the brain (Metzinger, 2009a). This
is an obvious instance of Issue 5 — Models and Representation. Gendlin's 'graph
paper' analogy — 'you aren't neurology, neurology is graph paper' (Gendlin, 2008) —
moves right inside the body. Issue 6, Mapping, also arises here, with its
connotations of a brain agent 'doing' something and the question of where such a

'thing' might be.

The fact that we can perceive ourselves as a whole, irrespective of physical facts, is
well supported by experiments on phantom limb experiences, out of body states,
etc (Metzinger, 2009b), and the building of robots which can adjust their
movements to compensate for a lost limb possibly supports the idea that such
perceptual maps can function independently of the human organism (Metzinger,
2009a), although this is debatable (it may well be that the robot needs something
like a map, whereas the person does not, because they may use habitual patterns of
interaction with the world, formed when they had a limb). However, despite
Metzinger's intention to dispel the illusion of an essential self, the self-model seems
to fulfil the criteria that Strawson boils the self down to — a 'single mental thing' —
perfectly. Within the whole organism, how could a self-model be anything other

than a single, mental thing?

SECTION FOUR — SECOND WAVE NEUROPHILOSOPHY,
EMBODIMENT AND EXTENDED COGNITION

The entire history of the brain has to do with one simple fundamental
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thing, which is sensory-motor correlation linked to motion. No motion,
no nervous system. No motion, no behaviour. No sensory-motor

correlation, no brain. No brain, no pain. (Hayward and Varela, 1992)

A second wave of neurophilosophers and scientists see no mystery in the lack of an
inner, single, mental thing. They study human life as a set of interactive processes
growing naturally out of survival needs (Damasio 1999; Campbell; and Garcia 1994;
Noé 2009; Sheets-Johnstone, 2009; Varela et al., 1991; Lutz and Thompson, 2003).
It could be argued that they shoot themselves in the foot somewhat,
terminologically, by calling the approach 'embodied’, which implies once more an
ethereal thing inhabiting the body, but the intention is to point out that we are
always-already embodied — hence there could be no such entity as a disembodied

self.

Researchers in the field of embodiment might be placed along a continuum: at one
end those who believe that our being springs from movement and our
embeddedness in the physical environment, with our 'higher functions' growing
seamlessly from this (Sheets-Johnstone, 2009); and at the other end those who
recognise our dependence on bodily survival mechanisms but posit a system of
levels, the upper ones appearing mysteriously in 'mind out of matter' fashion,
although they do work together with the lower levels, which exert a great deal of

influence. (Damasio, 1999)

The field of embodiment stretches into ever new disciplines. In neuroanthropology,
emotional embodiment is studied as a part of the evolution of culture, bringing
anthropology from an antagonistic relationship with 'reductionist' neuroscience into
a holistic, integrated one. Embodiment is considered by Campbell and Garcia as a
'somatic mood', which can be correlated with activity in specific areas of the brain.
They point to 'the integration of somatosensory, homeostatic and emotional
information within the insula' (Campbell and Garcia, 1994). Neural activity in the
insular and anterior cingulate cortex is implicated in ritual spiritual practices, yoga

(Kakigi et al. 2005), shamanic practices (Riba et al. 2006), meditation (Lazar et al.,
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2005; Lutz, 2009)and also in romantic love (Jankowiak and Fischer, 1992; Aron et al.,
2005). All these practices/experiences are in some sense concerned with the
experiential expansion of the boundaries of self, and loosening of rational control.
Hence we can surmise that there are patterns of neural activity correlated with
experiences of being 'more than' the self contained by the boundaries of our
skin/our own life histories, with expansion, or merging (with a loved one, all of
humanity, or God) and with senses of this self just disappearing. It may be easier to
isolate a 'no-self' network, as these experiences are unusual for most people, than a

'self-network' which would be everywhere and nowhere, because 'on' all the time.

Schore posits a 'right brain implicit self' composed precisely from a co-ordination of
'non-rational' processes (Schore, 2010), which tend to be associated with activity in
the right side of the brain. Schore pinpointed a paradigm shift within neuroscience,
a pendulum swing from interest in computational metaphors and rational control,

to interest in how emotions structure our actions and experience.

Contemporary researchers concerned with embodied cognition tend to lay less
stress on the 'left/right' division, and be more concerned with the top/bottom axis,
and the body schema. The 'bottom' of the brain contains the 'reptilian’ areas
activated along with basic instincts, fears etc., the next stage 'up', the limbic system,
is activated when emotions are felt, and the upper regions, which appeared much
later in evolution, such as the pre-frontal cortex, activate during rational thinking.
These researchers reverse the tendency to assume that while we have animal
bodies, everything which is really interesting about us comes from above, from
'elsewhere' — across the mysterious divide. In this traditional model, language, self-
consciousness and all kinds of specifically human intelligence developed at a certain

point in evolution and can be studied only within their own terms.

Embodied cognition researchers investigate how we may trace the natural
evolution of the main capacities associated with concepts of 'self' in humans, the
'higher' capacities e.g. 'consciousness' and language, from survival needs,

movement and relationships. Sheets-Johnstone provides an intricate account of
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how movement is primary in human life — not the word, not thoughts, but the
movements which have constituted our sense of being since we were in the womb
(Sheets-Johnstone, 2009). There is no point at which a mysterious disconnect
occurs, no separate object or process to call 'self' or consciousness. This
evolutionary process can be observed in detail, happening 'live,' during research
studies on babies, who are by no means just inert matter until their brains develop.
From the very start they enter into reciprocal relationships with their caregivers
(Meltzoff, 1998; Meltzoff and Moore, 1977), precisely the kinds of relationships that
are conventionally assumed to necessarily entail selves or 'self-awareness'.
Gallagher argues that this research radically undermines psychoanalytic concepts of
babies living in a state of non-differentiation, merged with the mother, from which
they only emerge once they acquire a body schema, or even later at Lacan's mirror
stage, when they can observe themselves from an 'exterior' perspective as an
object. In fact, Gallagher argues, babies have a proprioceptive awareness, which,
while necessarily based around the perspective of their own bodies, is inherently
responsive to others (Gallagher, 2005). Hence, before there is anything 'it is like' to
be in a relationship, babies are in relationship. Consciousness is as consciousness

does!

For Gallagher, proprioceptive awareness is a part of what he calls prenoetic
structuring, a term for the ways in which sensory-motor processes work together to
give us a sense of our body, both from the inside and in space. A prenoetic sense of
self, the sense of our whole organism, is the foundation not only of who we think
we are, but who we actually are in terms of our physical existence and possibilities.
It involves the issue of a 'body map' but is different from Metzinger's concept of a
self-model, which is a representation 'in the brain'. The map is not stored, but is a
way of conceptualising our ongoing co-ordination of implicit data about our
environment, and what our possibilities are, so we can concentrate on other things,

e.g. what we want to do.

Hence, while we are performing thousands of tiny adjustments and actions, on

many levels, e.g. when we reach out to grasp a glass of water, if asked exactly what
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we are doing, we can't answer. Explicit knowledge is unnecessary, and the question
would be intrusive, bringing in a conceptual level which would obstruct our
seamless doing. In normal life, we would say 'I'm taking the glass'. Without a very
precise sense of where we are in relation to the glass and the possible range of our
fingers' movements, we would not be able to do that — there is implicit knowledge
of our possibilities and position in space, centring us in a first-person perspective
that changes with every movement we make and every change in the things around
us. This is a deeper, more responsive picture than that of a map. We do not perform
actions by making a precise plan and carrying it out — consciously measuring how far

it is to reach the glass would make life very difficult.

Gallagher gives the case example of lan Waterman (Gallagher, 2005 p.43), a man
with acute sensory neuropathy, who had to do just this — learn to move using only
visual perceptions and conscious control. What Gallagher refers to as the body
schema, the interior sense of where our bodies are in space due to systems of
feedback with the environment, totally failed for Waterman. It was possible for him
to work out how to move, but this entailed a great deal of effort. With no
proprioceptive feedback, only visual feedback, he was reliant on volition and control
— which he could keep up as long as conditions were good, although if e.g. he had a
head cold, he was unable to muster the mental energy required for movement at
all. Campbell and Garcia (1994) suggested that lan Waterman was functioning in an
allocentric frame of reference, not on emotional/psychological levels (as Austin
suggests we do during meditation, more on this in Section Eight), but on a basic
physical level. He treated himself as a thing among other things, thereby disproving
the more extreme embodiment theses that we cannot be coherent selves at all
without a continuous kineasthetic sense of bodily agency (Sheets-Johnstone, 2009).
While Waterman shows that it is possible to be a person with a normally
functioning sense of self without such a bodily sense, his case underlines how in
normal life we rely on our experience being structured by bodily/environmental

interactions.

The issues raised by Waterman undermine the concept that we learn about 'other
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minds' as children through inference, an accepted part of development theory until
very recently. There is research showing, once more, that working with conscious
control and effort is what we do when things go wrong — people with autism do
indeed need to construct a theory of other minds (the very thing they are said to
lack!) (Hobson, 2011). But when our bodies (in this term | include the brain, which is
very much a part of the body) are functioning smoothly, we have a way of being in
the world which seamlessly takes into account where we are, how big we are, and
what our capacities are, in strict relation to where others are and what their
capacities are. This is what Neisser calls the 'ecological self' (Neisser, 1993).
According to Gallagher, our prenoetic structuring of consciousness is the primary
shaper of our sense of self. This moving and interacting body, active on all levels,
from the guts to the most sophisticated form of thought, is, fundamentally, who we

mean when we say 'l'.

This research overturns traditional concepts of a purely mental self, which more or
less successfully directs the emotions/the body. In a slightly different vein, research
on the extended mind (Clark and Chalmers, 1998; Clark, 2006) shows our 'mental
activity' to be distributed over many different locations — from the everyday
example of 'thinking on paper' and how our diaries or phones function as parts of
our own brains, to more complex feats of technological processing. Clark's extended
mind theory shows that the feedback loops used as we live our lives are not
enclosed within our heads but dispersed — the theory breaks down the inner/outer
division that we are used to, yet extends the view of brain processes to include
more of the world, not undermining the concept of the brain as an information

processing machine that thinks and decides.

In contrast, Alva Noé argues, from a radically environmentally-based ground, that
you are not inside your mind at all, consciousness is just not produced there,
however many tools may be added on to it (No&, 2009). Brain, body and world are a
constant working together, ultimately your mind and the situation are inextricable.
This does not mean that the situation is made up by the brain, it means that the

habits, constraints and feedback of the actual world are co-constituents of the way
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we think, feel, speak, and do. Consciousness, the fact that, as Noé puts it, 'we think,
feel, and the world shows up for us' (Noé&, 2009 p.10), is not a substance produced
by the brain, so there is no meaningful boundary around it, that might seal off one
kind of 'stuff' — like consciousness or 'me' — from other kind of stuff, e.g. the outside
world. It is not a question of difficulty in drawing the boundary line because of the
extent to which we are dispersed, or mixed up with the environment, but a more
radical question, of whether there is any such thing as an entity that generates any

such thing as consciousness, at all.

SECTION FIVE — HUMANISTIC THERAPY AND THE ORGANISM

Humanistic therapy holds a foundational belief that a person is best understood,
and therefore best helped, as a whole person, and the person is often
conceptualised as an organism, containing various elements/levels/parts which
need to work together holistically in order to meet the individual's needs for
survival and growth. The development of each person fits a particular

environmental niche.

Rogers' 19 propositions outline the ways in which an organism perceives and reacts
to its environment (Rogers, 1951 p.483-523). While the organism cannot exist
independently from its environment, it is still in the final analysis separate from it,
as the environment exists prior to it. In his later theory Rogers describes how what
he calls the 'actualising tendency' strives to achieve fulfilment of the organism's
needs. The actualising tendency originates as a biological need for growth, and in
human organisms develops into more subtle territories of emotional, mental or

spiritual growth.

This model is consistent with embodied neurophilosophy/neuroscience as
previously discussed. It fits particularly closely to Damasio's model, which consists
of three levels, each given the title of self: proto-self, core self and autobiographical

self (Damasio, 1999). The levels range from the physiological to the psychologically
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subtle, and the self does not reside in any one of the levels. The hierarchy works
from the bottom up. When all is functioning well, the selves form a seamless whole

experience.

The proto-self, at the bottom, is the most important, in the sense that without it,
the other two selves cannot survive. This is a version of Gallagher's 'prenoetic self' —

the co-ordination of processes in order to maintain a state of homeostasis.

The next level 'up' in Damasio's system is the core-self. It builds on the proto-self, in
an evolutionary process; hence some living organisms develop it, and some do not.
The marker of the presence of the core self is the 'feeling of what happens'
(Damasio, 1999). There is a distinction made between a sense of the thing that is
happening and its impact on the organism and an additional sense that this is

happening to me.

| have discussed some problems with Nagel's 'what it is like to be' concept at the
start of this chapter. The sense of core self could be simply the illusory creation, or

retrospective inference, of a separate sense of 'what it is like to be me'.

Alternatively, the core-self could be about experiences being 'mine’, subsequently
incorporated into 'me’. In terms of child development, from my personal
observations it would seem that a sense of 'mineness' comes well before a concept
of 'me'. In 2010, | carried out a small informal study on early self-identification by
asking 15 acquaintances with small children, mostly by email, some in person, how
their children initially started to refer to themselves as subjects. Twelve of the
children started to refer to themselves by name, e.g. 'Daisy wants to go to the park'.
Three children correctly used the pronoun 'l' to refer to themselves. Two children
called themselves 'me’, e.g. 'me want to go to the park'. One child referred to
himself in the third person as 'he', and one child referred to herself as 'you'! It
seems that 'l' is not referred to as essentially different from the rest of the world, 'l'
am just different as a person among others, 'Julie wants to go to the park, Mark

wants to stay at home'. Children do, however, very early on, certainly in western
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cultures, show particular attachment to certain people and things and consider

them as 'mine'.

The next level of human 'being' according to Damasio is the autobiographical self,
who 'writes' the story of our lives, looks into the past and future, edits, imagines,
regrets, hides and distorts experience. This self uses language and is capable of

reflexive thought. It can cling, grasp, and create a self-concept. It is 'who we think
we are', but also the set of capacities which allow us to become, in Rogers' terms,

'fully functioning' — hence able to /et go of the self-concept as a defended object.

Damasio's system of levels, like other theories built on a neuroscientific base, is
pertinent and useful in elucidating what happens when capacities are lost, e.g.
through brain damage. The concept of levels clearly helps to elucidate situations,
such as the case of David, cited by Damasio (Damasio, 1999 p. 43-47), who
functions normally, both socially and linguistically, during short windows of time but
has no memory of his past life, or who people are, beyond those short time-frames.
David could be seen to have had his capacity to create an 'autobiographical self'
erased, leaving his core self intact — not as a phenomenological feel but as a set of
abilities enabling him to function in a smooth integrated social way as a person
among others, albeit without 'information' about himself — a first-person
perspective without the contents of the person. In coma states the core self is also
lost, and only the proto-self functions. The theory helps make sense of an intuitive
conviction that people in various reduced states of functioning are still in an

important sense 'selves’.

Neuroscience, like early, analytical Buddhism, seems to work well on a negative
principle. The various phenomena elucidated with these methods can be
understood 'backwards', stripped back layer by layer — e.g. if you take away the
functioning of various brain areas, by cutting off blood supply, for example, certain
skills corresponding to the functioning of those areas will no longer work. In
extreme cases, we may be unable to talk, or no longer know 'who we are'. In

Buddhism too, we experiment with removing various levels of attachment in order
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to see 'who is there' at the root. The conclusions of Buddhist and neuroscientific

routes are identical — no-one.

It is tempting yet misleading to explain how the world works 'forwards' by what
happens when we go 'backwards', e.g. if we need an area to function in order to
speak, we assume that not only is speaking materially dependent on this area, but it
must somehow exist there. Or that this place is what our speaking essentially 'is'.
'Who we are', is, according to this interpretation, a collection of these brain
capacities and what they can do. This is obviously reductive, so the familiar

dimension of mystery is 'added' — as what we can't explain yet.

1. THE INNER/OUTER DIVISION IN THERAPY

Motschnig-Pitrik and Lux compare Rogers' 19 propositions (Rogers, 1951 p.483-524)
with Damasio's theories (Motschnig-Pitrik and Lux, 2008). The comparison throws
some light on similar limitations in approach, e.g. their shared assumption of an
inner-outer division that both neuroscientific and therapeutic inquiries are now in a
strong position to radically undermine. The assumption is not merely theoretical, it

creates a sense of unecessary estrangement and isolation.

The first point of accord between Rogers and Damasio is the starting point — that
‘every individual exists in a continually changing world of experience of which he is
the centre' (Rogers, 1951 p.483). Rogers goes on to posit a private inner world,

unknowable to others:

no matter how we attempt to measure the perceiving organism — whether by
psychometric tests or by physiological calibrations — it is still true that the
individual is the only one who can know how the experience was perceived.

(Rogers, 1951 p.484)

This is true in a narrow sense. Only the individual knows exactly 'how an experience

86



was perceived,' but reflecting on 'how an experience was perceived' is quite a rare
and subtle form of activity. It is rarely necessary to do so. We cannot extrapolate
from the fact that our experience encompasses many implicit elements, unique to
us and which cannot be captured by 'unit model' measures, that we live in isolated
individual bubbles and nobody can possibly truly understand us. This is an extreme
characterisation, which Rogers, with his emphasis on the powers of empathy,
wouldn't sign up to, but it is a logical implication of the common assumption that

we are essentially alone in private worlds.

This concept of a private, invisible, ever-separate mind resonates with Damasio,
who reminds us that correlations between mind and behaviour can be made, but
'mind and behaviour are different. This is why, in all likelihood, | will never know
your thoughts unless you tell me, and you will never know mine until | tell you.'

(Damasio, 1999 p.309)

So if, following Damasio, we ask someone to reveal their inner world to us by asking
them what they think — will the curtain be dropped and their inner world explained
to us? Of course asking someone what they think will, if the person is sincere, lead
them to tell you what it is that they define and explicitly formulate as thoughts, at
least the ones which seem to them appropriate within the possibilities and
constraints of the situation in which they are talking with you. It is not the case,
however, that there is a set of fixed contents which may be expressed, or not. My
'inner world' when | am with you is a different 'inner world' to that which |
experience with someone else. It is also a different one than it was five minutes
ago. | may try to keep track of themes, note what | recognise occurring in patterns,
and | might call these themes and patterns 'self', but this is a specific kind of activity
leading to a specific result, and it takes place within a situation in which there is

always more, and in that more are many things | have not explicitly formulated yet.

What happens in our heads is not private, it is unspoken, that's all. We all
know what it's like to live in the stifling atmosphere of what is unsaid.

(Jeanette Winterson, The Guardian, 23.08.2014)
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Purton, in his discussion of the issue of 'inner/outer' in person centred therapy gives
the example of jealousy, in which someone displaying jealous behaviour is 'not
aware' of it (Purton, 2014). Others have noticed, but the person concerned has not
worked out this meaning explicitly. In interaction with others, he acquires data
which it had been in his interests not to pay attention to. Aspects of the 'more’,
once sensed, are things that | can pay attention to or not, express or not — and
these choices are themselves complicated interactions between explicit, implicit
factors and those on the edge — they are not something ready-made that | can just

look inside and discover.

There is undoubtedly a case in which we have thoughts we do not express, and
which cannot be reliably observed or intuited by others, and a case such as therapy,
when we pay specific attention to what we have not conceptualised, expressed or
said in our lives so far, and 'tell our thoughts' to someone with the purpose of
working something out. This is not, however, the primary case on which all human
functioning is modelled, and insistence on the fundamental nature of this kind of
experience is culturally specific. More importantly, not only is it inaccurate, but this

modelling of human functioning produces a superfluous built-in alienation.

This ostensibly 'ontological’ aloneness (Mijuscovic, 1988), which ignores the
constitutive role of the relationship to the other in a person's having any
experience at all, attributes universality to a quite particular subjective state
characterised by a sense of imprisoning estrangement from others. (Stolorow

and Atwood, 1992 p.9)

SECTION SIX — BEYOND THE INNER/OUTER DIVISION - THE
INTERSUBIJECTIVE FIELD

The concept of intersubjectivity has roots in Husserl (who, relevantly to the

contemporary current, posited that perception of another human body was the
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foundation of empathy, the start of the sense that someone else exists like | do).
According to neurobiological research, (Thompson and Cosmelli, 2010; Meltzoff and
Moore, 1977) this sense is fundamental — someone existing like | do is inextricable
from 'me’ existing like me — as a foundational structure rather than a further

developed reflective thought.

Merleau-Ponty continued this strain of phenomenology with his concentration on
the 'Lebenwelt'. It is senseless to consider an individual in abstraction from their
life-world. The subject-object relation needs to be overcome theoretically — because

practically speaking they are inseparable.

Stolorow and Atwood merge intersubjectivity with dynamic systems theory in their
psychoanalytic work. They define the 'myth of the isolated mind' as a founding
myth of contemporary western society, based on three alienations: from nature,
social life and subjectivity. From the neurobiological perspective, alienation from
nature is the most damaging of the features, as it strikes at our own roots. From a
perspective in which our language, sense of self and other phenomena are natural
outgrowths of our physical being, to deny our bodily experience and mortality is to
deny the basis of everything we are — doing ourselves real violence (Stolorow and
Atwood, 1992). We are co-constructors of the common sense by which we live, and,
one step further, co-constructors of each other. You cannot meaningfully talk of a
single subjective reality which is not already an interaction between other

subjective realities.

Gendlin elucidates how languages, bodies and situations are all, in a sense, made of
the same 'stuff' — they are different crossings of processes (Gendlin, 1991). When
processes cross, words 'come' which were not there before the moment of crossing.
They were not 'in there' waiting to be found, they were created, in action. This
doesn't mean that we are constantly creating novel responses, the game may have
been played many times before (e.g.'how are you?' 'fine thanks'). Still, while not
impossible, it would be decidedly unusual to plan such an utterance in advance,

hold it inside and then express it. This is the problem we have when public speaking,
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or learning a second language as an adult. We are forced into using the unit model
where it does not usually apply. If we are skilled enough, we will reach a level of
proficiency at which we will no longer need to use the unit model — e.g. the new
language will become implicit in what we want to say. If we are native speakers our
words 'just come', unless we are crippled with anxiety, however conventional or
unconventional they may be. Breaking down the inner/outer division in our
experience is like becoming native speakers of ourselves rather than placing the

language 'in here' or 'out there' or as a translation between the two.

In the act of 'telling you', thinking and speaking happen at the same time and are
co-constitutive of each other in implicitly structured patterns of relations, which
Wittgenstein called language games. By 'implicitly structured' | mean structured by
a complex set of rules which we could not explicitly list were we asked to, yet we
take into account as we play. We know them implicitly in the sense that we act
according to their constraints, and are aware of the rules which are most
immediately appropriate to our specific situations. Language games are interactive
in a deep sense, maybe even intersubjective. From the act of 'telling you', could we

remove the thinking from the equation, or the telling, or the you?

Damasio posits that the individual can be removed, and the individual's existence is
primary. He quotes Spinoza, 'The human Mind does not perceive any external body
as actually existing except through the ideas of the modification (affectations) of its

own body.' (Spinoza, 1677 Prop. XXVI)

This seems at best a convoluted way of expressing the fact that we are interactive
beings, whose experience of anything is already an interaction with it, if not an
expression of the obvious fact that were we not alive we could not experience
anything at all (in the way we understand 'experience'). The convolution is due to
the insistence that there must be an internally consistent being and an external
world, in a continuous, compulsive juggling action, trying to match up with each
other. Given that this is a primary assumption, we are then forced to argue that

everything is perceived through 'effects within us'. This insistence is a basic instance
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of 'the idolatry of the autonomous mind'.

SECTION SEVEN - THIRD WAVE OF NEUROSCIENCE

An engaged branch of neuroscience currently brings together eastern and western
methods to investigate ways of loosening the habitual patterns that keep us feeling
estranged and stuck in our 'isolated minds'. Scientific methods prove inadequate, as
do introspective philosophical accounts based on phenomenological 'feels'. The
present Dalai Lama points to the usefulness of co-operation between third-person
perspective science and first-person perspective meditation techniques in order to
get a fuller picture of what consciousness is — always with the aim of reducing
suffering — and supports such collaboration in the bi-annual Mind and Life
conferences (Dalai Lama, 2005). A fast-growing body of research uses advanced
meditators as experts in matters of directing consciousness in order to bring

benefit. This is of direct relevance to therapy, and to our notions of what a self is.

Buddhist meditation practices, practices of directing consciousness, can be grouped
into two general directions. | will investigate them more thoroughly in Chapters

Four and Five; for now this general categorisation will suffice.

Samadhi, or concentration meditation, involves developing the capacity for
calmness and steadying the mind, and the cultivation of particular states of
absorption (jhanas) through concentration on an object, typically the breath
(Khena, 1997). Vipassana, or wisdom meditation, refers to cultivation of awareness
encompassing the movements of thoughts, perceptions, feelings, etc., as they arise
and dissipate. It is a way in which we can experience transience and the lack of a
solid substrate against which thoughts appear, and the aim is to gain insight rather

than to calm the mind. (Goldstein, 1976)

An example of research on the effects of meditation practices is the work of

neuroscientist and Zen practitioner James Austin, who distinguishes allocentric
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(other-directed) from egocentric (self-directed) neural networks, and investigates
ways in which to optimise the use of allocentric processing for the well-being of the

person concerned and others.

Austin conceptualises our normal way of being as follows. We create a 'psychic self’,
which is a product of survival mechanisms such as responses to threat (hard-wired
instinctual drives that work, for obvious reasons, very quickly), emotions that are
experienced using the limbic system (influencing and being influenced by hormonal
and chemical balances), and cognitive dissonances which require activity 'higher up'
in the cortex, such as interpreting events and attaching meanings to them — often in
ever-decreasing circles, e.g. producing more of a sense of threat or more difficult
emotions, thus perpetuating the loop. Oscillations between the thalamus and the
cortex take place through the limbic system, a set up which Austin sees as
correlated with 'the cognitive dissonances, emotional valences and hard-wired
instinctual drives that lend dynamic qualities to our psychic Self.' (Austin, 2011 p.

91)

Austin states that it is possible to deactivate the firing of these habitual circuits
through meditation practice. Physiologically this occurs through GABA nerve cells,
which work to inhibit the thalamus — cortex oscillations and 'shift our usual
physiological bias [...] to keep our two frames of Self/other reference always tilted
towards expressing our most Self-centred functions' (Austin, 2011 p.92). This is
reminiscent of Rogers' picture of the organism as an organised whole around a
centre, in the centre of a perceptual field organised in turn around itself. The
difference is that Austin points out that this is not inevitable, and may even be

dysfunctional.

With the shift that prevents the nuclei of the thalamus overfiring:

the new mental field could open out into a seemingly new dimension of
OTHER-consciousness [...] emptied of all prior maladaptive limbic associations

linked to the old, overconditioned I-Me-Mine. (Austin, 2011 p.93)
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We might then see things as they are, not skewed by our own emotional
propaganda, which impresses upon us repeatedly that whatever happens which

concerns us personally is of incredibly high importance.

Austin notes that egocentric and allocentric networks function simultaneously in
everyday life, we just pay more attention to the self-oriented one. This provides an
interesting angle on 'buddhanature' (the concept of a basically enlightened nature
shared by all, discussed at length in Chapter 4). It seems that the seeing of 'things as
they are' without skewing them towards our personal perspective is a normal
capacity after all, and not even a hidden one, simply not prioritised. Hence we may
possess buddhanature, the capacity to see things as they are, without attachment,

aversion or ignorance, all the time, even while functioning in a self-centred way.

Siegel uses this physiological information with children who experience 'overfiring'
of the limbic system — that is, they have mood swings during which rational
regulation, which requires a freely functioning pre-frontal cortex, is just not
possible. He tells them that they need to make some 'GABA — goo', inhibitory nerve
cells, which calm excitation responses, by using mindfulness and relaxation

techniques. (Siegel, 2010)

Where 'gaba goo' helps people calm down and regain perspective, Austin takes the
view that a total shift into allocentric processing, which is physically possible, may
well be what happens during experiences of the exceptional, 'enlightened' states of
kensho or satori — or 'no-self'. The terms are taken from the Zen tradition. Kensho
translates as 'seeing into one's own nature', it is an initial insight into non-duality,

and satori is a more lasting realisation.

It seems that the shift to allocentric processing noticed in meditators can deactivate
strong emotional reactions such as fear and sadness, with meditators shown to be
less emotionally reactive (Lutz et al. 2008), and there are studies in which

experienced practitioners show an almost total absence of signs of fear, as
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measured by the startle reflex to loud noises (Levenson et al., 2012). Austin argues
that loss of fear and loss of sense of time are correlated with observable changes in
brain function (Austin, 2011 p.195-196). Loss of fear and loss of sense of time are

signs of 'kensho'.

A sense of time is intimately connected to our normal sense of self, which locates us
in both time and space. We define ourselves as what we remember, what we wish
to carry into the future, and what lasts. Experiences of timelessness however are
not associated with any kind of disintegration of the people concerned. They
continue to exist, in the present moment, with working memory intact, but without
the personal attachment to time, the structuring of their experience in terms of

time, which forms such an inextricable part of normal everyday lives.

As well as lessening the grip of fear and time, unity and wholeness are experienced.
Study of the brain activity of Tibetan monks when meditating resulted in the paper
entitled, 'Long-Term Meditators Self-Induce High-Amplitude Gamma Synchrony
during Mental Practice' ' (Lutz, A et al., 2004). This brain activity is characteristically
observed when perceptions of unity and wholeness are experienced. Metzinger
guotes Ulrich Ott, Germany's leading meditation researcher, who asks the question,
'could deep meditation be the process, perhaps the only process, in which human
beings can sometimes turn the global background into the gestalt, the dominating

feature of consciousness itself?' (Metzinger, 2009a p.32)

1. THERAPY IMPLICATIONS

According to Gendlin, the task of the Itherapist is an apparent paradox — to 'get out
of the way' while simultaneously being fully available. By 'getting out of the way,’

the therapist is not becoming absent; they could be, in Austin's terms, shifting their
processing from the egocentric to the allocentric by using some form of attentional

skill such as the 'clearing a space' step in focusing.
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Therapists remove 'themselves' as explicit content, getting out of their own way
before getting out of the client's, in order to be more present with their implicit
intricacy, providing many more possible crossings with the client, in a new and
fertile kind of interaction. David Brazier points out that this state of non-
concentration on self, or rather non-making of self, may be the most healing aspect
of therapy and it seems unfortunate that it is the therapist who learns the healing
skill rather than the client (Brazier, 1993). If we take intersubjectivity seriously,
though, we see that skills are used as we are 'being' together — the client's process
will interact with the way of being of the therapist without need for explicit

instruction.

Explicit information, however, is sometimes helpful. Some knowledge, e.g. about
brain networks which may be 'over-firing' or under-firing in problematic situations,
can give people an 'access point' to the whole intersecting web of processes which
make up their situation, and in a further step, mindfulness skills (e.g. observing
without judgement), as well as new forms of interaction with the therapist, change
habits and loosen constricted ways of being. It makes sense that sometimes the
discomfort or stuckness that spreads through our lives belongs to a process which
we have never named before, and that reinforcing loops of habitual activity, also on
a neural level, e.g. by talking endlessly about problematic feelings, may sometimes

be less helpful than the introduction of a new perspective.

2. ETHICAL ISSUES

It is unrealistic to imagine that therapy takes place in an enclave, or that it works
entirely according to its own model. Powerful interests structure the possibilities
available to us. Rose's 'neurochemical selves' (Rose, 2003) clearly elucidate an
obvious tendency for us to interpret our lives in terms of neurochemical factors.
The prevalence of anti-depressant medication prescription by doctors, for a very
wide range of different complaints, illustrates the conditions for this tendency to
grow. Rose expands on the dangers of how reductionist conceptions of
ourselves/our distress are exploited, reinforced, and exploited some more. If we

95



spend our lives taking various drugs to alter our states of mind in different ways,

obvious questions arise about 'who we are'.

Other short term changes in our states may be effected by direct intervention in
neural processing. There is evidence to suggest that when a transcranial magnetic
stimulation is used on the temporal lobes, the sense of a religious experience, or
'sensed presence' is often produced (Persinger, 2001; Persinger, 1984), and
Persinger designed a helmet which can be purchased and used for this purpose.
Attempts to replicate Persinger's numerous studies have led to the conclusion that
suggestibility amongst the subjects was a salient factor (Granqvist et al., 2005);
however Persinger replies that the major studies showing sensed presence to be
experienced were double blind (Persinger and Kore, 2005). The debate continues.
There is less controversial evidence that out-of-body experiences, amongst other
unusual states of consciousness, can be intentionally, directly, stimulated through
electrical stimulation of the right angular gyrus (Blanke et al., 2002). Our most
intimate experiences of something 'beyond' us may seem reduced to illusions
produced by the matter of our brains, but it seems misguided to draw reductive
conclusions about complex and unquantifiable phenomena on the basis of neural

correlates of experiences we characterise as similar.

The interaction between the unit and process models goes both ways. Not only do
people attempt to reduce their experience to fit what they know of science, but the
technological and scientific world as it develops, takes on many characteristics of
the 'inter-personal’, lived world. The development of artificial intelligence is a prime

example.

We have not, however, suddenly been transported to another planet. We are the
ones who create technology, and as we merge it more and more into human
relationships, communication and our intimate lives, we start to co-constitute with
it in ways which are slightly different from the ways we co-constitute with the
biological world. When we use tools skillfully, they become in a sense a part of what

we are doing, a part of us, and to an even greater extent we cannot 'just use'
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information technology. Our relationships become more disembodied, our
attention spans shorter, our senses of our own limits, boundaries and possibilities
extend to include our phones, the internet, and all the information, places and
people to which they connect. Our selves seem to spread out in space and the
narrative self can be elaborated as never before, as we constantly explicitly create

our stories, e.g. via social media.

These developments are easily observable over generations, with the youngest
generation using technology in an intimate and instinctual way which is quite
foreign to older generations. While older people have to learn how to operate
computers in the way adults learn a second language, children seem born with the
ability to operate an iPhone — they are native speakers. The technologically-based
ecological niche is increasingly the place where relationships are constructed and
maintained, and it can be manipulated (e.g. 'neuromarketing') in a more insidious
and far-reaching way than other ecological niches we have inhabited in the past.
There has been a great deal of scaremongering about 'changes in the brain' due to
technology, for instance Greenfield talks of 're-wiring' in the brain due to
technology being as much of a danger to humanity as climate change (Greenfield,
2014), although her claims have been robustly rebutted by other neuroscientists
who find that she repeatedly conflates correlation and causation (Bell, 2014),
making media-friendly and possibly damaging pronouncements such as a link
between internet use and the rise of autism, which do not appear to have any

proper evidence base. (Bishop, 2014)

Re-wiring does not seem to pose a monolithic danger, as the plasticity of the brain
clearly works both ways — changes are not limitations set in stone, we can always
change again, given different conditions. It seems to me that the danger lies rather
in the construction of tenacious habits concerning our own attention. Metzinger,
among others, argues that directed attention is the prime source of our power and
agency and points out that this attention is 'a finite commodity' and that it is under
attack. 'New medial environments may create a new form of waking consciousness

that resembles weakly subjective states — a mixture of dreaming, dementia,
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intoxication, and infantalisation' (Metzinger, 2009a p.235). This state is the opposite

of being present with mindfulness.

Metzinger's proposal for countering this danger is the teaching of meditation in
schools — not in order to release the grip of illusions of the self, but to empower the
individual with skills to appreciate, enjoy and use their attention to maintain dignity
and autonomy (Metzinger, 2009a p.236-240). He proposes teaching meditation and
relaxation techniques as well as techniques of dream recall and lucidity, and 'media
hygiene'. It seems ever more acutely obvious that attention is now our most

precious human resource, a point also made by Gendlin. (Gendlin, 2006)

When this resource is valued and developed — attention given to attention — we
may not only function better but also discover something about the nature of the
world and our selves which goes beyond the habitual splits we experience. We may
discover that while our 'contents’, features and habits are ever-more open to
change (through medication, or newly expanding technological horizons), there is
something in our ability to direct attention, which you might say is 'ours'. In a sense
we are free to make that first basic decision. Sartre would call it the choice to take
the attitude of engagement rather than disengagement. From this first step of
regaining autonomy through directing our attention, we can move in different
directions. From an intersubjective perspective, the process of correcting
discomfort through emotional regulation and regaining personal balance may
perpetuate the illusory sense of existence of a solid and separate self which was the
source of the fundamental problem in the first place. Ways of regulating the
organism to achieve balance and harmony do not transcend the dualistic ways of
thinking/being which keep us stuck. Alternatively, we might choose to move in the

direction of allocentric processing marked out by Austin.
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SECTION EIGHT — CONCLUSION

The very 'mystery' posed by traditional western conceptions of the self — full of
theories that explain everything except how it is that we explain at all — may cause a
sense of wonder, but may also cause suffering, or at the very least an underlying
disquiet. Defined as 'matter plus mystery', equipped with our special, inexplicable
consciousness, we may feel the tension of not being quite a part of things, of not
being able to understand what we think should be obvious, not quite able to be
how we want to be. In fact, in everyday life we usually do understand what we are
doing, but we are often informed by holders of expert knowledge, e.g. scientists
and psychotherapists, that this cannot really be the case — our everyday experience
is mysterious. This can make us feel inspired or unsafe, depending on our general
level of feeling safe in the world. If we don't feel safe, we might imagine that
security is available through twisting our experience to fit theories. If we do not
succeed, that means there is either something wrong with us, or a fundamental lack
of meaning in the world. Within the conventional conceptual framework, we have
no way of 'getting at' our basic discomfort. We are caught between warring
thoughts, or thoughts warring with feelings, or mind warring with body, all the wars

caused by the assumption and maintenance of imposed divisions.

The interpretations of neuroscientific research presented by popular media are
liable to reinforce this sense of internal division and corresponding sense of
powerlessness. If it is our brains which tell us what to do, then 'we' as whole people
seem to have been officially removed from the equation. If we are split into
measurable, material units that we ourselves do not understand (few of us, for
example, can point to our amygdala), from there it's a short leap to imagining that
we can only be 'fixed' by procedures that we don't understand either. Hence the
proliferation of drugs used in the treatment of anxiety and depression and a general
dependence on professionals. This is of course not only a philosophical matter but

one of power that can easily gather in the hands of 'experts' and those who sell
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their services in an ever more ruthless global market. It is a political issue, e.g. who
gets funding, which results are propagated by the media, in education, etc., how

they are interpreted and to what ends they are used.

| do not believe it is inevitable, however, that neuroscientific research and its
interpretations contribute to internal division, alienation and exploitation. Such
research as that undertaken by Lutz et al is an example of how neuroscientific
investigations can helpfully cross domains —in this case ancient zen wisdom and
present day science, and provide a clear view of the vast range of human potentials,

in the different 'languages' of spiritual practices and of brain functioning.

As long as we do not start to imagine that neural correlates are causative, or can tell
us what is important, or believe that people who can measure them know more
about us we do, then it seems to me that the more processes we pay attention to,
the more creativity there is in finding solutions to distress, and the more insights we

get into what kind of selves we might be.

It seems that the different conceptualisations of self thrown up by neuroscientific
enquiries fit into different levels, physical, phenomenological and narrative
conceptions. They each tend to extend metaphorically to cover territory that is not
their own, and this is where we run into problems. In fact, all levels work at the
same time, in a dynamic process, coming forward as units if needed, in order to be
measured, and also available with all their implicit 'more' should we pay the
appropriate kinds of attention, like light photons appearing as waves or particles
depending on the experiment (Peruzzo et al., 2012). The gift of neuroscience may
well be in the area of making explicitly new concepts for the ways we might pay
attention, concepts that can function more strongly once made explicit, and that
might lead to a reduction in suffering. Maybe one day the underlying paradigm will
be one which undercuts the distinctions that presently slice up our experience and
cause alienation and conflict, and supports actual experience of directing
attention/consciousness in healthy ways. When we routinely experience this, 'self'

as any kind of problematic question may not arise.
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CHAPTER THREE — SELF AS LANGUAGE AND LIFE
PROCESS

The questions, 'What is length?' 'What is meaning?', 'What is the number
one?' etc, produce in us a mental cramp. We feel that we can't point to
anything in reply to them and yet ought to point to something. (We are up
against one of the great sources of philosophical bewilderment: a substant-

ive makes us look for a thing that corresponds to it. (Wittgenstein, 1958

p.1)

Language is implicit in our muscular movements and in every organ. It
is implicit in what rouses or spoils our appetites, and in what disturbs

our sleep. (Gendlin, 2004 p.133)

SECTION ONE — THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE

At the risk of stating the obvious, self is a word. A precise equivalent for it does not
exist in all languages, so it is clearly a particular cultural and linguistic phenomenon,
rather than a universal human 'thing', like a nose, or a smile. The word implicitly
directs us in many different ways, as it connects with a multiplicity of concepts that
may well contradict each other. Still the feeling persists, that there must be 'a thing
that corresponds'. And that feeling is not an abstract one — a 'mental cramp' is also
experienced as implicit in the whole of our lives, 'implicit in what rouses or spoils
our appetites'. When we feel that everything fits into place, we sleep better. When
we are in conflict with concepts, this is a problem that touches every aspect of our

lives.

Studies of the concept of self in various disciplines — psychology, neurology, biology,
sociology, philosophy etc —throw up a whole plethora of different concepts. Apart

from academic/scientific studies of the self, which would be impossible without
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very fine linguistic distinctions, the use of the word in everyday language also
contains many and various dimensions and directions. At the same time, there is
something 'self-evident' about the concept. Here we notice how 'self' expresses

'what is too obvious to need explanation'.

Maybe the knee-jerk reaction of most English-speakers when asked 'what is your
self?' would be 'me, of course!' By 'me' | mean this particular body, history and
perspective, so central to my view of the world it seems almost bizarre to call it
anything. Thoughts of 'what | am like' or 'am | the same person as | was when | was
a baby?' or 'what will survive of me after death?' are secondary to the initial 'it's just
me!' As Gestalt theory reminds us, the human organism starts out as non-verbal
and functions without confusion in its early stages (Perls et al., 1951). When asked
about who we are, what our selves might be, this non-verbal sense may form the

first reference point.

The social, cultural aspects of the word 'self' raise many important issues which
were dealt with in detail in Chapter One. In this chapter | want to consider not how
people might define the word when asked to, but what people do with the word, in
everyday speech. By 'everyday speech' | mean a 'bottom-up’, negotiated,
consensual understanding. There are various overlapping circles of such
understandings, and | am particularly interested in the culture of shared meanings
created in the therapy situation, which spread into a wider 'therapy culture'.
Language has been central to the discipline from its psychoanalytic origins as 'the
talking cure', with its aim of making what is unconscious (and potentially
disruptive), conscious and controllable. Therapy seems inevitably biased towards
narrative conceptions, although it also deals with the non-linguistic, maybe most
strikingly in pre-therapy (Prouty, 2001) and Gestalt. What relationship do the words
we use have to the problems we bring to therapy? Do they express them, explain

them, or to some degree cause them?

| take the inextricability of language and world as the starting point — life games and

language games happen simultaneously, one may be born out of the other and then
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the other may carry on differently and go back to throw a new light on its original
version. Therapy may function in this way, as we use language to throw new light
on what is happening in life situations in which we have become stuck. While we
are not born verbal, language is always implicit in our being, from the start, as we
interact with caregivers who are using language, and as we ourselves move and use
sounds. However languages are different and the forms of written languages, with
codified grammars lifted out of them, are further removed from the roots of spoken
languages which have not been converted into a set of rules to follow. Exactly how
many distinct spoken languages there are in the world is a matter of debate, but
'the most extensive catalog of the world’s languages, generally taken to be as
authoritative as any, is that of Ethnologue (published by SIL International), whose
detailed classified list as of 2009 included 6,909 distinct languages' (Anderson,
2010, Linguistic Society of America Brochure). Within this extraordinary diversity a
comparative handful of languages are dominant in terms of numbers of speakers. It
is important to keep this context in mind when talking about 'language' — to
remember the huge variety of possible ways of conceptualising the world into
words, and the power relations inherent in making some languages more widely
spoken and influential than others. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Unit Model has had
a particularly strong influence on western languages. Fenollosa in his renowned
essay, 'The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry' (Fenollosa, 1920),
contrasts the Chinese language with western languages from a conceptual point of
view, pointing out that the grammar which western native speakers assume to be

inevitable is actually a very specific construction.

The subject is that about which | am going to talk; the predicate is that which |
am going to say about it. The sentence according to this definition is not an
attribute of nature but an accident of man as a conversational animal.

(Fenollosa, 1920 p.274-5)

Of course this view of the grammarians springs from the discredited, or rather
the useless, logic of the middle ages. According to this logic, thought deals

with abstractions, concepts drawn out of things by a sifting process. These
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logicians never inquired how the 'qualities' which they pulled out of things
came to be there. The truth of all their little checker-board juggling depended
upon the natural order by which these powers or properties or qualities were
folded in concrete things, yet they despised the 'thing' as a mere 'particular’,
or pawn. It was as if Botany should reason from the leaf-patterns woven into

our table-cloths. (Fenollosa, 1920 p.275)

Whether or not the logic of the Middle Ages was/is actually 'useless' is a matter of
debate, but Fenollosa is right that it does not correspond to nature, and this leads
to problems in speaking about our everyday living and considering our 'selves' —
because our living, however much conceptual thought we engage in, is a natural
process. And when living unreflectively (when examining the world carefully as
scientists, if we are not blinkered by the unit model) we swiftly come across the

reality that there are no such things as things.

A true noun, an isolated thing, does not exist in nature. Things are only the
terminal points, or rather the meeting points of actions, cross-sections cut
through actions, snap-shots. Neither can a pure verb, an abstract motion, be
possible in nature. The eye sees noun and verb as one: things in motion,

motion in things. (Fenollosa, 1920 p.273)

'‘Farmer pounds rice', the agent and the object are nouns only in so far as they
limit a unit of action. 'Farmer' and 'rice' are mere hard terms which define the
extremes of the pounding. But in themselves, apart from this sentence-

function, they are naturally verbs. The farmer is one who tills the ground, and

the rice is a plant which grows in a special way. (Fenollosa, 1920 p.281)

So maybe | am simply a doing of activities, a feeling of feelings, a thinking of
thoughts, a grower in a particular way? Abstracting out a subject then putting it in
charge of its actions may be a conceptual move that language now forces us to
make, which we sometimes feel uncomfortable with. This tension is not to be

underestimated.
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Words are real, they have real physical effects — we use them to check what is right,
what fits, what brings relief. Words do not create an extra, abstract realm into
which what is 'really happening' is translated. They do not necessarily have an
accompanying inner sensation, but the words we use to live our situations are a
crucial part of the way we live our situations, so a change in words cannot help but

be a change in living, in feeling too.

Language is not placed on top of our ways of thinking, feeling, acting, experiencing.
We are languaged to the root and the life-process that comes up from the root (the
life process we share, as Gendlin reminds us, with plants) moves inseparably within
that language too. Philosophers of embodiment such as Sheets-Johnstone and
Johnson, have produced convincing, detailed accounts of how language arises (in
evolution and in individual development) from corporeal movement (Sheets-
Johnstone 2009; Johnson, 2007). It seems inevitable that some marker of 'my life
process' is a part of the linguistic web of the world. But the kind of marker it is, and
the kind of language that we live, is dependent on many social/conceptual factors
which are brought to bear on language in the same way as they come to bear on
every other aspect of thought. Hence Fenollosa's point about the false picture
created by the separation of subject and object into power relations within a
sentence. Culture and language games maintained by social agreement hold us at

one remove from reality.

It is worth noting that 'really me', or 'my true self', in the 'western' cultures | am
largely speaking of, is often associated with escape from social agreements, which
may come to be experienced as constraints (for a detailed investigation of the
difference between eastern and western concepts of self, see Chapter one). What
do we really want, in attempting to escape cultures and languages which we cannot
extricate ourselves from? Is the attempt somehow connected to the estrangement
from the way things really are, from the processes of nature, that we intuit in the

grammar of every sentence that we speak?
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Escape attempts tend to be motivated by a desire for freedom. Freedom might
come from no longer feeling language and culture to be an imposition, or by
constructing a culture/language which are felt as 'natural’, or in tune rather than in
active discord with nature. There is, along with the need for freedom, a need for
'more'. In this 'more,' implicit in our lives, are things which have not been put
explicitly into words. Maybe some of those 'things' cannot be put into words —
certainly every aspect of a situation and specific relationship between its aspects or
elements could never be made explicit in words, as life is simply too short. Or
maybe we sense that the conventional grammatical forms are not going to fit, they
make us uneasy, and we conclude that we can't use language to express the 'more'
at all, so it must be essentially nonverbal. This nonverbal dimension cannot be a
separate realm — for us to notice it at all it must contain the beginnings of an ability

to say something that has not been said yet.

If we have an awareness of 'too much to be able to say' and a sense that something
needs to happen for us to be able to feel at ease, we may make a 'thing' out of what
is lacking. We may demarcate the 'more of the situation' off, as the