DRAFT 2

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 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. As an initial indication, it is phenomenological, not empirical, research, but beyond that it is foundational in a way I shall try to indicate.

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.

I think I had in fact, almost inadvertantly, stumbled on something so fundamental methodologically that I did not then realise its full significance, and I shall now explore this here. 

§2. Methodological considerations

Despite the paper being so condensed and not fully clear as to its own intentions and scope, a central methodology is implied in it.   

My general meta-level aim in this paper, as it is in the Doctorate, (though not then fully articulated), may be summed up as: 

To demonstrate the philosophical basis of literary methodology in psychotherapy, (as well as the unrecognised breadth of the scope of, literary methodology in psychotherapy).

In arguing that phenomenological or intentional causality is genuine causality, whose basis is in the temporal nature of intentionality, I was developing the basis for recognising that the primacy of literary meaning in the psychotherapeutic process genuinely is a form of causal analysis. What this means is that the invocation of significance, as we do it in our innumerable interactions, not only in therapy, but in daily commerce and the full spectrum of human relationships – and equally in both fiction and fact – is genuinely mutative.  Words and meanings actually change things.  

Of course no one actually doubts this in practice.  But people have the mistaken idea that causality lies in something more ‘real’ than meaning, and therefore overlook it. This is the idea I am combatting in all my work.  My point is that ‘qualitative’ analysis, and ‘philosophical’ insight, are causal.  In this paper I was laying the basis for that recognition.  I addressed the heart of it, the temporal-causal nature of intentionality.  

This analysis opened a space for the richness of detailed enquiry, but it itself is mainly a prolegomena to that detailed enquiry (though I had to touch on such things as the understanding of transference/countertransference in its light to illustrate the potential).  As indicated, I am retrospectively clarifying something which was to a considerable extent implicit and inarticulate for me at the time.  It was also one part of a developing whole whose various ‘pieces’ have only gradually manifested their inner relationship.   

The central claim was a claim about time and causality: 

‘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.’

I based this on what I thought was an obvious analysis of the expression of meaning in ordinary intentionality.  Here is an updated restatement of it, which reveals the complexity which underlies ordinary everyday takings-for-granted: 

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. 

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.

The implication of this recognition is the one already quoted:

‘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!’

§3. So, what kind of reasoning and enquiry?

So, what kind of reasoning and enquiry is this?

The self-observation of process, in the light of attained concepts, involved seems empirical-phenomenological (as opposed to a priori phenomenological) in the sense of sheer observation of personal process.  One cannot make the argument I made except on the basis of self-observation;  it is not like a piece of mathematical reasoning, so it is not pure a priori reasoning.

On the other hand, it makes an entirely general claim about intentionality.  The self-observational aspect is at the level of type-sampling, platonic essence sampling.  In that way, it is a priori. Yet every single self-observation of the type which yields this conclusion is different, unique, and indeed that it is unique and unrepeatable precisely is part of its a priori logic!  What is this strange logic and form of enquiry? - which Derrida tried to partly indicate under the rubrick of ‘iterability’ in Limited Inc?  

For example:

‘…the iterability of the mark does not leave any of the philosophical oppositions which govern the idealising abstraction intact (for instance, serious/non-serious, literal/metaphorical or sarcastic, ordinary/parasitical, strict/non-strict, etc.).  Iterability blurs a priori the dividing line that passes between these opposed terms, ‘corrupting’ it if you like, contaminating it parasitically, qua limit.  What is re-markable about the mark includes the margin within the mark.’ Etc etc (Limited Inc., p70)

In considering time and intentionality we are in the territory of the most primordial questions about the foundations of our human identity and forms of being, questions associated in modern times, the times of ‘Kant’s Copernican Revolution’ of considering the frame of human enquiry first instead of the things framed, with such names as Kant himself, Husserl, Heidegger, and Wittgenstein.  Yet the considerations we are concerned with seem obvious to the point of banality – which is what makes it difficult to come to grips with what they are about methodologically.    

In terms of classical logic, if I in the present/present time, which ‘is’, am yet inherently related to the future/future time, which ‘is not’, I am not a unity, I am not an absolute being, in a manner I experience myself as incompletely existing, etc etc (J-P Sartre’s Being and Nothingness explores this logic remorselessly).  So I am up against the reality that my primary concepts of absolute being (founded on the analogy of self-identical objecthood) break down here:

‘Life is no argument.--- We have arranged for ourselves a world in which we can live – by positing bodies, lines, planes, causes and effects, motion and rest, form and content;  without these articles of faith no one could now endure life.  But that does not prove them.  Life is no argument.  The conditions of life might include error.’ (Nietzsche, Gay Science, §121)    

I, we, have no analogy;  all I could, and can, do is to indicate the negative theology , the via negativa, which annuls and deconstructs our spatially-based analogies. We can recognise that the time and causality concept (and we may add all the concepts which are at the heart of the major epistemological aporias in philosophy) is one which violates our fundamental analogy.  Here is Nietzsche again:

‘In order that the concept of substance could originate—which is indispensable for logic although in the strictest sense nothing real corresponds to it—it was likewise necessary that for a long time one did not see nor perceive the changes in things; the beings that did not see so precisely had an advantage over those that saw everything "in flux."’ (Nietzsche, Gay Science, from §111)    

Given, then, that the phenomenological causality analysis of temporal intentionality overturns, in the name of another logic for which we have no analogy, our fundamental logic, but overturns it in the name precisely of temporal influence, which is ‘factual, empirical’, in the contingent realm, it occupies a ‘third realm’ between the contingent and the a priori, and by the same token between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’, and so on.  This ‘third realm’ concept (which Jung calls the ‘transcendent function’) is a concept shared between thinkers as disparate as Karl Popper, DW Winnicott, FR Leavis, Derrida, and CG Jung.  

As such, though it is phenomenology, it is neither simply a priori phenomenology nor simply empirical-observational phenomenology, but a third possibility.  At this point there is no disjunction between psychotherapy and philosophy, psychotherapy and literary enactment.  This is literary psychotherapy as practical philosophy.  Phenomenological causality is the most general form of psychotherapy as practical philosophy;  it is the foundational form and the foundational dunamis or dynamic.  As such it is neither philosophy nor psychotherapy, or rather it is both.

§4. Paving the way for later developments
So, despite, or rather perhaps because of, its apparent abstractness, this paper had cleared the way, methodologically, for me to explore a mixed conception of psychotherapy-cum-philosophy, and gradually to assemble a mass of commentary on approaches akin or creatively contrasting to mine, mapping an approach which integrated substantially psychodynamic and existential elements, but within a wider frame which embraced literature, music, philosophy and theology, and, as such, offered an alternative to the positive science model of psychotherapy. Illustrating all that will be a later step in this process.  All I shall do is to give an idea, from two later papers, of the general unified approach which had now become possible for me.

First, from 'The autonomy of psychotherapy - Why psychotherapy can be subordinate neither to psychology nor psychiatry' (2003
)
‘And what has this to do with science? Everything! If by science we mean not hard science, but

the emerging broad-based science of the human we spoke of earlier. To repeat, this would be

an account of human nature which would be inclusive, comprehensive, descriptive, nonsingle-

discipline based, non-reductive, inclusive of the value dimension, drawing from artistic

and philosophic resources, as well as from ‘hard science’ resources, ecumenical and nonprescriptive,

non-hierarchical and non-imperialising, in its trend, based upon dialogue and

qualitative resources, as well as ‘factual’ and quantitative materials, which would be valued

servants not masters of the process of enquiry, yet equally not rendered redundant either.

A science in this sense would indeed be a science of the future, as well as one which was a

‘scientia’ in the sense of wisdom, as it was in the past, and nothing human would be foreign to

it. With such science, psychotherapy in all its manifold forms might be honoured to be in

partnership, and to be a primary tool of research.’

Second, I used a more psychotherapeutically framed version of that general conception in my review article at the end of 2003 on Daniel Stern’s The Present Moment: In Psychotherapy and Everyday Life, a book which tackles the temporality issues in a way which is very close to my own concerns (for accidental reasons, I was so quick on the draw with this review article
 that it was exploited, though in a subtly selective way, by the publisher as the principle quoted review
!).  

So, whilst sympathetic to what he is doing, I opposed Stern’s exclusive emphasis on present moments, which had a reductive atomistic foundationalist ‘building block’ element which did not take account of the holistic totality I had envisaged in the ‘phenomenological causality’ conception, and paid the price in my view in a number of false, or dichotomised, antitheses.  So I finally wrote:

‘Is this psychoanalysis? Freud wrote to Groddeck (Groddeck, 1988) that the defining features

of psychoanalysis were transference, resistance, and the unconscious. In such work as we are

now envisaging, upon a spectrum, transference oscillates with dialogue; resistance oscillates

with play; and unconscious or non-conscious are part of a total spectrum, to which total access

even in principle is contradictory, but which exerts its awesome pressure moment by moment

in our work, wherein we both study the sacred ‘Holy Writ’ of the ‘present moment’,—but in

the company of angels, of the whole encompassing ‘kosmos’ of our human, animal, and

cultural history brought to its head in this Kierkegaardian ‘instant’, or the ‘Moment’ of

Nietzsche’s ‘eternal return’ (cf., Thus Spoke Zarathustra, part III, On the Vision and the Riddle,

Nietzsche, 1883); and all of these are in continuity with what has been known as

psychoanalysis; and constant and endless dynamic effects, in the fullest psychoanalytic sense

(this is the core psychoanalytic discovery, not repression), play through all aspects of the

process. And in the light of this, also, the distinction between ‘active’ and ‘verbal’

psychotherapies becomes minor, by comparison with the vast processes of pattern-enactments

and explorations, and pattern transcendings, in the work.’

From these two illustrations can be seen the way in which this conception opened up the way to a wide conception of psychotherapy as philosophy in praxis, which integrates and synthesises so many aspects of psychotherapy.

It was this I had glimpsed when I wrote at the end of the Phenomenological Causality paper:

‘Yet we will often find a not fully avowed ambition within a psychotherapy (such as Gestalt, or psychoanalysis) to change the model of causality itself, not merely apply the existing ones.  What I have done, in making sense of the insights I have gained from psychotherapy, is to do this systematically and explicitly.  This is indeed, therefore, a philosophical position;  but it is one which, I believe, makes sense of the data that psychotherapy is uniquely able to provide.  

Giving psychotherapy a philosophical identity of its own, it helps psychotherapy come of age, as well as acknowledging and fulfilling an ambition always latent within it.’ 

Heward Wilkinson

October 2005
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