DRAFT

Review and Revaluation of my Paper on Phenomenological Causality 

§1. Background

In 1997 I began to write a paper about the significance of Julian Jaynes, and his theory of the emergence of consciousness from the bicameral (hallucinatory) mind
, for the International Journal of Psychotherapy.  In my very first editorial in the Journal at its launch in 1996 I had mentioned Jaynes’s book The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind as having an epoch-making significance which makes it comparable to The Interpretation of Dreams.  I was at that time a member of a group of four of us, senior psychotherapists or university lecturers, which we called the ‘consciousness seminar’, which was organised around considering the nature and function of consciousness and related matters – usually in the genial context of good food and drink at the Royal Society of Arts, of which two of our group were members. The discussions ranged, impishly, from the sublime to the ridiculous, but some real thinking and wrestling was done, and this, along with conversations with one or two other friends, for me became a major catalyst for the explorations I am now considering.  

In the process of preparation for the writing of that paper on Jaynes, and making clearer what Jaynes was about and why he is important, I found myself, in preliminary fashion, formulating a conception of psychic change. Jaynes entitles one of his chapters, ‘A change of mind in Mesopotamia’; he meant it literally, and I wanted to conceptualise the implications, as a matter of routine exposition of him, as it were.

I first casually labelled it, merely in passing, with the label which eventually became part of the title of the paper:  ‘Phenomenological Causality’
.  But I soon realised that it was not something I could take as read, by any means, and eventually it demanded a whole paper in its own right (the beginning of an unfolding which is not yet finished), and I set about presenting the whole thing in two parts, which were published in successive years in International Journal of Psychotherapy.  

In the background of this, leading up to it, lay years of work, and fermentation of thought, in the United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy (‘UKCP’, for short) and its predecessor forms of organisation (‘The Rugby Conference’ – ‘Rugby’, for short, ‘United Kingdom Standing Conference for Psychotherapy’ – ‘UKSCP’, for short), from 1987 onwards, (running between 1989-1992 alongside a university psychoanalytic psychotherapy training, though I learned much more, psychoanalytically, in the course of developing the understanding I needed to cope with the full spectrum of the British Psychoanalytic community as represented, though with difficulty, in Rugby, then UKSCP, and then UKCP, until 1993, when the BCP seceded). 

This had been preceded by: 

Many years of development work, in a nurse teaching context, on conceptualising a possible psychotherapy curriculum. 

Five years working in a child psychiatric unit, where I thoroughly gained for myself the concept of the systemic multi-interdependence of personal causality in a psychodynamic therapeutic milieu.

And before that years of thought, at University, and then running alongside my work as a psychiatric nurse, steeped in literature, music, philosophy, theology and depth psychology, from which I derived notions of the primacy of the symbolic and the phenomenological, and of the non-reductible significance of human meanings
.

I became Senior Editor of the International Journal of Psychotherapy, the Journal of the European Association for Psychotherapy, in 1996.  I published full papers in it from 1998, before that only writing editorials and book reviews in my own right, from within the pluralistic perspective which I had developed through my time in UKCP and which was the natural development likely from the multiplex path I had followed. The Phenomenological Causality paper was thus my first full paper in my own right in the Journal. 

In it I laid down the template which was to govern my subsequent thought, albeit in an extremely compressed way whose full significance is still unfolding for me.  But this turned out to be, almost accidentally, my groundbreaking pioneer paper, the most important thing (though not the best thing) I have written, since I wrote my MA Dissertation on the Religious Studies MA Course at Lancaster University, in 1969, on ‘Kant’s Doctrine of Time’.  Philosophically and psychotherapeutically it created the template for my thinking at an Advanced Research level. But it is phenomenological, not empirical, research.

In what follows I am reconstructing what I was after in the Phenomenological Causality paper then, not always what I actually said, because I do not think I had by any means got it clear then.  

I also overloaded my exposition of it with such a multitude of inferences and linkages, which I did not explain from the ground up, that it was no wonder that virtually no one made anything of it at the time. (Except that James Grotstein appreciated it, felt I was on to something important, mentioned it in his next book, and dubbed it my ‘93 theses’!). My colleagues in the consciousness seminar were amusedly baffled by it. This overloading, with a second or third inference before the previous step has been assimilated, makes my writing in this paper very condensed and indigestible, except for anyone who has already been round these tracks many times.

But, even if expounded step by step (as far as that is possible with a conception offered as an analysis of a situation which is an ‘organic whole’), I still believe it is a difficult conception to grasp, because it is counter to Western/Anglo-Saxon canonical assumptions. My own difficulty lay first in the illusion which arose from the fact that the first steps seemed very obvious and evident.

§2. What is implied in the assumption of psychic change/intentional causality?

I first took the following as more or less axiomatic, and what I gradually realised was that, whilst these first recognitions may be almost tautologies or platitudes, which everyone but a hardline behaviourist would accept, the implications of what is axiomatic may nevertheless be disconcerting, and therefore avoided.  

Because I had the illusion that everything in it was obvious, it was hard for me to come to grips with what would be opposed to what I was trying to say, and indeed why it would hardly be understood at all.  And, as I also dimly recognised it would be hard to grasp, there was a gap in my imagination and anticipation of what the possible difficulties would be for people.

To begin with what seemed to me obvious:

§3. Psychic change is real

I considered, then: 

Firstly, that psychic change is real. 

Secondly, that psychic change really does take place, within the experiential, that is the phenomenological realm, as such (i.e., that such causality is psychic, and not an epiphenomen of something taking place in the neural realm, though change in the neural realm is associated).  

Thirdly, that neither is it a mere alteration at the level of meaning such as in terms of purposes and intentions, the intentionality of action and experience (there is no such either/or between intention, or intention determined by reasons, and cause, as Ryle argued for in ‘Dilemmas’).  

Summing up, it is a total mode of causality which embraces intentionality within it.  I dubbed it ‘phenomenological causality’, a cumbersome coinage but I wanted to emphasise the connection with phenomenology, the most developed conceptualisation of conscious intentional experience considered as reflexively self-aware.

Therefore, it implies the causal reality of the mind and the psyche.  

All these seemed to me almost axiomatically obvious, if one was not a pure behaviourist (not a logical behaviourist) of some kind about experience.  And that seemed to me an impossible position.  How we get from the causal reality of the psyche to that of the world is at first left open, but that does not mean we deny the obvious realities.

§4. The circularity of psychotherapeutic theories of change

I next considered psychotherapeutic theories of change from the persepctive of this conception (I actually began with them in the paper, trying to point the contrast):  

I held that the normal model of causality is linear causality – billiard ball causality, to take the familiar metaphor! - on a physical paradigm. (So, the contrast, which we are concerned with, inadvertantly completely embraces the very Cartesian dualism psychotherapists commonly unreflectingly think themselves free of!).

Most alternatives to it (field theory and systems theory, I thought, may be exceptions) consider themselves to be effecting causal change either in the physical realm, indirectly, or at the level of intentions as reasons, not causes (which I labelled hermeneutic accounts of causality). 

It seemed to follow that the psychotherapeutic theories of change are not genuine causal theories, but rather that they are simply redescriptions of change within the particular language or dialect of the therapy in question – the genuine character of the causal change involved being left hanging.  This seemed to me to tally, though not be identical with, the oft observed experience that Jungian patients dream Jungian dreams, Freudian patients Freudian dreams, and so on.  

It also related to the fact that there seemed to be available very little psychotherapy-dialect-free description of the phenomena of psychic change. 

Here there lay a dilemma, since phenomenological or intentional causality does imply that change is influenced by the meaning patterns which are irreducible, and indeed ‘sui generis’, so that the dialects may be irreducible, in a way.  (This is only to be solved by making our primary metaphors themselves constitutive of our reality.)

But it seemed to me startling that these ‘theories of change’ were not, metapsychologically, any such thing;  this was to be accounted for in a threefold way (somewhat analogous to Freud’s ‘kettle logic’
!):  

In the first place, that a theory of causation is involved is simply taken for granted, but it is never articulated;  

In the second place it is referred to linear causality in the neural-physical realm;  

In the third place it is accounted for as reasons and not causes.  

I gave six or seven major and influential examples, from within and without psychotherapy (Samuels, Mansfield and Spiegelmann, Kenneth Wright, Lynne Jacobs, Jacques Derrida, John Lukacs, Gilbert Ryle); though hardly exhaustive they were certainly suggestive.  

So at any rate there seemed to be some real anomalies in our understanding here, and so work to be done, and I set about doing it. That was where, only half realising it, I took a flying leap from the possibly platitudinous to the disconcertingly mystical sounding!

§5. The non-obvious implications

The problem was, that the implications which might have seemed mystical to other people, since they seemed to overturn ostensibly basic scientific assumptions and models, still seemed obvious to me.

The primary thesis, I am now clear, centred around time and time-consciousness, and the other aspects, which, to be sure, formed a very complex network, were the outworks of that thesis.  

The negative recognition I want to start out with here, is that we are so dominated by the model of a physical thing or entity, the concept of objecthood, Descartes’ ‘res extensa’, that we actually cannot conceive of the transmomentary nature of time – and its implications.  Our linear conception of causality, to which I appealed as the counterpart opposite of the conception I was adumbrating, is the parallel in the realm of causality to the conception of time modelled in terms of an object.  To reconceive the nature of time is simultaneously to reconceive the nature of causality.  

Aristotle, Augustine, Kant, Husserl, Heidegger, Freud, and Derrida are the (though sometimes groping and perplexed) pioneers of another conception, such as I was putting forward in a very simplistic way, and Kant in particular ties together the questions of temporality and causality most profoundly.  But, apart from their efforts, particularly in the Anglo-Saxon world, everything went on as if nothing had happened.  Time and temporal causation remained objectivised.

Consequently, things which seem to me very obvious, have the consequences which are so disconcerting, if one views temporality and time on the model of objecthood. One very subtle, intriguing, and also very positively illuminating, recent psychotherapeutic expression of those disconcerting consequences, where the objectivising split is very clear, in someone who nevertheless goes a long way to overcoming them, is Daniel Stern’s, in The Present Moment: In Psychotherapy and Everyday Life, subject of my most recent published paper (one of many in the wake of this inaugural paper of mine) and its follow-ups
. 

In re-visiting this thesis, I here take up again the examples I took in the Phenomenological Causality paper. 

Let us consider a musical phrase, or a sentence spoken or written - such as the one I am writing. (This last is of course a self-referential sentence.) Obviously, in that, the previous sentence, the dash ‘-’ signifies the self-referentiality of the sentence as it is being written (and, in parallel, being read, for, despite the ‘type’ paradoxes of reference, ‘we’ can all follow this perfectly well!), and what we are concerned with is not (and never can merely be, c.f., Derrida, Limited Inc) that actual moment of recapitulation in reflexivity which I invoked, but with it as a live sample of a familiar type of process. 

So, then, as I begin the sentence, I have in mind the ending.  This is even more vivid when it is one of those sentences, as that one was, and this one is, which are being improvised in the light of a theme or claim in discourse, which is pre-set in general terms, but is unfolding in its unexpectedness, creatively supplied as we go along by our knowledge of language and meaning.  

So my unfolding of the sentence is driven by my awareness of its general intentionality, and its transmomentary referencing and meanings, within the framework of my inhabiting of temporality in general (and there are many background frameworks its not relevant to turn to, but which are presupposed).  

Then, to come to the point, the crucial recognition is expressed, in reality as simply as it actually can be, in the following complex, rather offensively Hegelian sounding, sentence: 

As determined by its intentionality, the present of the sentence is determined by its future, and, as dependent on its background, equally by its past, and so, consequently, the future of the sentence is also determined by its past, and likewise its past is determined by its future, since, the presupposed past I embrace in taking up the meaning of the sentence in the present, was, and so also is, already determined by its reach into, and its being reached by, its, semi-specific, future, and therefore the full meaning of the sentence, included in its past, is determined equally by its future.

I am writing this to the accompaniment of Bach’s Goldberg Variations, and precisely the same considerations apply even more primordially, and non/pre-verbally, to music, as Stern (following Schopenhauer even more deeply than he follows Husserl) recognises.  

It is also clear that the scope of these insights involves infinite cross-referencing, and cross-referencing to other persons in relationship, illimitably.  But it is all already there in the understanding of the sentence as I am constructing it, and as my hearer or reader is reconstructing it in the process of unnderstanding it.  The disconcerting complexity of analysis I embedded in the sentence I just wrote above, is the least necessary to expound what we all take for granted all the time, as we speak and write and hear music and indeed perceive the world in all the familiar ways we do – unless we have a disorder like Visual Agnosia, or any other of those disorders of memory and meaning which rightly preoccupy Dr Oliver Sacks.    But the implications of this recognition – an everyday obviousness, whose implications would also seem obvious to anyone from any of the mystical traditions
 – are enormous. 

Hence I wrote in the original paper:

‘The causality involved in psychotherapeutic process, like that involved in music, overturns the whole conventional concept of time and the present, because it affirms that every moment of such experience embraces the whole of a span of time and implicitly the whole of time, so that each moment of experience is causally related to all the others, but forwards, backwards, and sideways!  In other words, it abolishes linear time concepts and linear concepts of causality.’

Am I right to think these concepts are disconcerting?  That most Western status quo thinking people recoil from the idea that the future determines the present, because they have a conception of each moment of time as ‘existing in its own right’, like a thing or object, without being, as it were, shaped in advance by what has not yet come? (And, therefore, apparently, ‘happening’ twice over – with many other potential paradoxes, if conceived upon the objecthood model; but I do not think it is the paradoxes that people find ultimately disconcerting?)   In general in the West people have the concept of everything, including time, ‘existing in its own right’.  But, as Augustine showed so poignantly, in Confessions Book 11, on such a model, the moment vanishes, time vanishes.  Stern (op cit) is but the latest to show that the temporal moment has to be conceived of as having a three-modality temporal ‘width’ if it is to correspond to our experience (but Stern then proceeds to put a clock time figure on that width – c.f., e.g., op. cit. p33 - something only dubiously compatible with his phenomenological analysis).

I cannot pursue this further here. What I now think, on reviewing it all, is that the temporality concepts: 

a. are obvious, in themselves (i.e., it is conceptual blocks which prevent them being seen – this is of course an interpretation); 

b. open the way for a whole rich mass of recognitions, and creative forms of conceptualising activity, which dissolve false antitheses in psychotherapy and elsewhere (expressed in many of my writings since, as summarised below); 

c. that the overdensity of my paper then was due to undercertainty, and to inclarity about this status of the insight which I am now re-addressing;

d. that the recognition of the difficulty of ‘guilt by association’ with religion was also valid, though much remains to be done in demonstrating that one, and that the affinity of these theses to insights long accepted in the East is just a fact (c.f., Varela et al The Embodies Mind, referenced in 7. endnote 12 below).  If this blocks their recognition I am stuck with that.

From this recognition all the rest of the themes, I have pursued since, followed [I add the links to the relevant papers I wrote later];

1. That, in the complex totality of temporality thus displayed in the simplest mental acts, our intentionality is implicitly revealed as reaching out and connected with all that is (relationality, see 4. endnote note 10 below);

2. That this psychic causality encompasses the whole world, as something like a subset, or superset, of itself (
, ‘Kant’s Lineage and Buddhism’);

3. That the world is continually created through the interactions of everything in it, including in this our own creativity which is new in every moment, yet encompasses all of our past (recapitulation, in the musical sense)
;

4. That many psychotherapeutic polarities, in particular, are to be deconstructed in terms of this paradigm, such as the reality of transference in relation to real encounter, past interacting with the present, meaning versus energy, and many others, neither polarity, in each case, necessarily dominant (only in context), but unfolding the truth of our being in its full context;  [this, in conjunction with 7. below was explored in several papers on Pluralism and Pluralistic Integration, which however I focused more widely than just psychotherapy, also
, and also links with the ‘grounding causation’ recognition, 7. endnote 12, below, and it also led to sustained and on-going endeavours to re-map the Freudian field
]

5. That implicit in the previous two recognitions is that transpersonal religious dimension of psychic reality is the background of psychotherapy, and that the ‘accusation’ of the religious character of psychotherapy is accurate – in a sense
;

6. That, since all this is caught up in meaning and symbol, our reality is shaped by primary metaphors which constitute us as the beings we are (see e.g., 5. endnote 11, 7. endnote 12);

7. That the background underpinning of this time concept, is presupposed in our conceptualising, and so is not touched by it;  I called this ‘grounding causation’, and it became of great significance in the consideration of the basis of psychosis in the second paper on Julian Jaynes
.

I think I am now in a position, as I was not in 1998, to, so to say, ‘make this stick’.  As the cornerstone of a book the whole thing would need to be rewritten.  But I continue to uphold my basic concept. 

As Wittgenstein wrote in the Preface to the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus:

If this work has any value, it consists in two things:  the first is that thoughts are expressed in it, and on this score the better the thoughts are expressed – the more the nail has been hit on the head – the greater will be its value. – Here I am conscious of having fallen a long way short of what is possible.  Simply because my powers are too slight for the accomplishment of the task. – May others come and do it better.

On the other hand, the truth of the thoughts that are here set forth seems to me unassailable and definitive…………

Heward Wilkinson October 2005
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