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I. INTRODUCTION 

Every organism has an innate potential and tendency 

to sustain, enhance, and actualize itself. An organism will 

inherently function to find relationships with its environ­

ment that suit its perception of needs, potentials and re­

sources. The tendency to develop capacities in ways which 

help sustain and enhance the organism is known as 

self-actualization. This tendency is inherent. 

Taoism has recognized all this long ago and expressed 

these insights in the notions of Tao and Te. Tao is the root 

of all things. Te is the innate potential and tendency of 

every organism to self-actualize. These insights are 

well-stated in Chapter 51 of Lao Tzu's Tao Te Ching: 

All things originate in Tao. 
They are nurtured by Te, 
Formed by matter 
And shaped by environment. 

All things originate in Tao 
By Te they are nourished-,­
Guided, cared for, 
Sheltered, comforted, 
Developed, and protected. 
Creating without claiming, 
Doing without taking credit, 
Nourishing without interfering, 
This is the nature of Te. 

All this statement implies, the process of actualiza­

tion works through an integration of receptivity and response. 

The innate tendency works through the receptivity and the 
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responding behavior of the organism within its environment. 

Through this living process the organism will actualize its 

potentials as best it can. This is the organism's natural 

growth process. 

For the fullest realization of this potential, aware­

ness is necessary, because it is awareness which is the in­

tegrating factor for the working of Te, or inherent tendency, 

through the organism with its environment. Awareness unifies 

the organism with the environment. When that awareness is 

full and unhindered, there is an unbroken unity of organism 

and environment in a process of growth, of self-actualization. 

The organism comes to full and perfect realization. 

Many people do not function fully. They accomplish 

or actualize only part of what they are capable of doing 

and being. They use only part of their capabilities, or do 

not accomplish what they really can do. Even people judged 

to be "normal" do not usually function to the fullest of 

their capabilities. They do not live to the fullest of 

their potential or to the fullest extent of each moment. 

This is because during the interaction of the 

organism with the environment, hindrances occur. The natural 

movment of the organism may become blocked, frustrated, di­

verted, denied. There arise what I will call "blocks'' to 

awareness. Blocks obstruct the function of awareness in 

unifying and enhancing the organism's growth within the en­

vironment. 



All that has been said here can be put in the language 

of one or another version of humanistic psychology. People 

have their basic needs thwarted; they cannot grow to meet 

what Maslow calls the "higher needs." Frustrated and compel­

led by conditioning and circumstances to meet basic needs, 

and to repeat habitual behavior, such people do not live 

fully, nor are they fully aware in the present. They are 

not actualizing their potentials. They have fewer "peak ex­

periences," in Maslovian terms. When dominated by their past 

or by the values of others, they cannot experience themselves 

fully, nor can they respond to others and to the environment 

spontaneously. They do not live in what Perls calls an "aware­

ness continuum." 

Nearly every human being is capable of functioning 

far more fully than he actually does. We know this from ex­

perience and we know it from research and the findings of 

psychologists (see Perls, Hefferine, Goodman, 1951, p. 30; 

Fromm in Anderson, 1957, p. 45; Rogers, 1965, p. 484). 

As I mentioned above, awareness is the integrating 

factor in growth. In order to achieve whatever we desire to 

be or to do in the most complete way possible, and to actualize 

our potentials, we must be fully aware; we must be in touch 

with_ the entire context of what is happening here and now; 

we must be fully present, and we must be fully responsive to 

the call of each situation. Thus awareness and responsive­

ness are the sources of creativity. The individual thus 
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constituted or cultivated is a "fully functioning person," 

as Rogers phrases it (Rogers, 1965). In Taoism such a person 

is termed "the True man" (see Appendix). 

It is the purpose of this essay, then, to explore some 

essential functions of awareness in the process of growth, 

and the cultivation of awareness in the process of art therapy 

as an aid to growth. The essay has six parts. Following this 

introduction, I present an exposition of the nature and func­

tions of awareness in a phenomenological perspective. In the 

third part I explain the nature of blocks to awareness. Then 

I explain the function of art therapy as a creative process in 

helping individuals to enhance their awareness. In that part 

I explain mood drawings and the enhancement of awareness 

through the Taoist way of seeing and the process of Chinese 

painting. Part five presents the case study of a hospitalized 

client who was helped to achieve fuller awareness, by express­

ing herself in mood drawings, by way of practicing the Taoist 

way of seeing, and by learning to paint in the Chinese manner. 

Through therapy she was able eventually to leave the hospital. 

Finally, part six sums up these findings and records the con­

clusions that can be drawn regarding these uses of art therapy 

in helping people come to full functioning. 



II. THE NATURE AND FUNCTIONS OF AWARENESS 

The Nature of Awareness 

In examining the nature and the functions of aware­

ness, we are inevitably thinking phenomenologically. The 

phenomenological method involved here describes phenomena 

on the one hand, and on the other looks backward toward a 

clarification of the structure of consciousness. We will 

be concerned here, that is, with describing appearances and 

the structure and functioning of consciousness. Phenomena 

are appearances, and appearances are appearances for con­

sciousness. Our phenomenological way here is neither objec­

tive nor subjective, but an attitude of being present to 

the phenomena, fully and wholly, to be aware of them . as they 

appear. To be aware of the nature and structures of con­

sciousness involves us in a slippery paradox, since we are 

claiming to examine the very awareness with which we are doing 

the examining. The only escape is to sustain full concentra­

tion on each passing moment, and not lose sight of the fact 

that our reflections here are static. 

The structure of consciousness has two distinct as­

pects. The y will be termed, "pure awareness" and "reflective 

awareness." Pure awareness is simply : awareness. It is 

free from reflection, concepts, judgments, memories, expec­

tations, and the like, all of which are based on past 

5 
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experience. In pure awareness, ideally, these play no role, 

though we will look more fully at the qualifications to this 

in a moment. From the point of view of reflective awareness 

we may call pure awareness "pre-reflective" or "non-reflective" 

awareness. 

In pure awareness there is no separation between ob­

server and observed. There is no sense or feeling of distance, 

and so, no alienation or conflict. There is no conceptual­

ization that divides and distinguishes relations, distance, 

preferential values. There is attunement with what is. "To 

be" and "to appear" are one. That is, what is present is. 

As a Ch'an master stated it, "That which before you is it, 

in all its fullness, utterly complete" (Huang Po, 1958, p. 

35). Pure awareness is without divisions of space or time, 

though we may express it as "here and now" to evoke and 

accentuate it. 

In pre-reflective awareness we see directly that every 

moment, every movement is a created phenomenon. Every moment, 

everything is in continual and interdependent change with 

everything else. As both phenomenologists and practitioners 

of Tantric Buddhism point out about man, we have the potential 

for "ekstatic"* realization that we are always in movement, 

*Ekstasis: Used in the original Greek sense of "standing out 
from." Jean-Paul Sartre writes of the modes of ekstasis in 
Being and Nothingness: Consciousness or "Being-for-Itself" 
(as Sartre calls it) is "separated from its Self in three 
successive ekstases: 1) Temporality. The for-Itself nihilates 
the In-Itself (to which in one sense it still belongs) in the 
three dimensions of past, present, and future (the three tem­
poral ekstases). 



7 

alway s in flight and in a flow, that we can never finally 

grasp or fix either things, ourselves or others (Guenther, 

1971, pp. 155-170). 

Looking now at the relations of pure awareness and 

human potential, we can see that a healthy human being func­

tions fully in his relationships with others, with his environ­

ment and with himself. Full functioning calls for full aware­

ness. Without that full awareness, regions of self, body and 

world are obscured and not integrated into the lucid flow of 

existence. Full functioning involves being open to and in 

tune with experience: fully awake, fully in tune with what 

is here and now. And this means awareness of the totality of 

here and now, not a part of selection of it, not a reflection 

or idea of it. This awareness is what the Ch'an Buddhists 

term "no mind/no heart" or what Perls means by "the continuum 

of awareness." 

There is of course really no method for entering this 

pure awareness, because a method implies cultivation and train­

ing. About this Krishnamurti says, "To ask how to empty the 

mind is to pursue a method; and the pursuit of a method is 

another occupation of the mind .... All effort, the 'right' 

as well as the 'wrong', sustains the center, the core of 

achievement, the self .... Look and be simple" (Krish­

namurti, in Ogilvy, 1973, pp. 637-38, 635). Ch'an Master 

2) Reflection. The For-Itself tries to adopt an external 
point of view on itself. 3) Being-for-Others. The For-Itself 
discovers that it has a Self for-the-Other, a Self which it 
is without every being able to know or get hold of it. 
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Hsian-yen also expressed this upon experiencing this aware­

ness while weeding, when the sound of a rock he had dislodged 

struck a bamboo. He laughed, and wrote a poem about it: 

with one stroke, all previous knowledge is forgotten. 
No cultivation is needed for his. 
This occurrence reveals the ancient way 
And is free from the track of quiescence. 
No trace is left anywhere. 
What I hear and see does not conform to rules 

(Chang, 1969, p. 220). 

So when we are in a state of pure, pre-reflective 

involvement and awareness of self with the ever -changing 

phenomena--the here and now--each existential moment comes 

alive for us. We are one with the moment, which is possible 

only when we are totally experiencing it. In this pre-reflective 

involvement we are aware and able to respond fully. A fully 

functioning person is aware and available to fully respond, 

totally experiencing the moment. 

Reflective awareness is any awareness involving the 

use of a recording of an experience to interact with, fuse 

with or at times influence present experience. This may range 

from simple to complex memories, whether conceptual, emotional, 

imagistic, or evaluative, or simply, experiences as remembered. 

An experience, as awareness in the present is recorded and 

then retained as memory. The very experience of time and 

space is based on serializing such recordings, holding them 

together in a sequence. The construction of 

moment-by-moment and point-by-point experience into perception 
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is based on this process. For example, listen 

any regular ongoing sound--a vehicle passing on the 

an airplane overhead, an air conditioner. If one 

carefully, one can actually hear the sound series. 

ere is the continuous moment-by-moment, always new and 

ifferent sound of this present moment. Accompanying this 

one's recording of those moments. Each moment of sound 

retained for the slightest instant in consciousness and 

constructed all together with each present sound into a 

experience. Each present sound is immediately 

recorded and the recording is held in consciousness momen­

tarily to create an instantaneous series which is the ex­

periencing of the passing car, or airplane, or an air con­

ditioner. To be simply and fully experiencing without this 

serializing is to be in pure awareness. To hold these ex­

periences in mind, as they are being recorded, is the process 

of reflective awareness. This process is described as re­

flective because the recordings are not the things themselves, 

they are one's mental reflections of each fleeting experienced 

presence. These mental reflections form a screen which 

stands between us and the fleeting, flowing world. Thus 

comes the advice of a Ch'an Master, "Raise the screen and 

see the world" (Suzuki, 1962, p. 81). 

When awareness becomes reflective, it separates the 

knower from the known--self becomes the object of awareness. 

The individual reflectively aware is a viewer of impressions, 
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viewer of his own experience of immediate ongoing 

ality with its own felt import and meaning. If we reflect 

n the moment of existence after it has passed, in the hope 

discovering its meaning, we can only arrive at its signi-

distance. Only afterwards, in the wake of 

e experience, does the intuitive content become accessible 

0 the intellect. This means that the intellect can only 

escribe the experience afterward at a distance, when it is 

no longer the actual living reality. We are looking at 

only a reconstruction of the moment, a memory, a recorded 

and construction of that moment and its suppo sed 

Such a meaning is similar to a lifeless thing, a 

second-hand piece of information, devoid of the original 

fleeting significance, which can only be felt and lived 

through. 

These accumulated experiences are then sometimes re­

covered and incorporated with present experience. Thus 

reflective awareness always embodies a recording of an 

experience no longer existing in itself, but constructed 

into present or future-making consciousness. We may become 

absorbed in them in a construction for a hoped-for future. 

Such constructions may be used to filter, screen out, inter­

pret present experience so that it seems more manageable 

ana fits ego needs. We have then, pure awareness, the 

reflective construct and then the real situation, experienced 

and filtered through the construct. All this is fused into 



11 

controllable whole, consistent with previous 

As Pirandello dramatized it, it is so if you 

so. Hsiang-yen, frustrated that his study notes 

Buddhism gave him nothing to help him respond fully to 

teacher's ultimate question, exclaimed, "There is 

hunger which can be satisfied by pictures of food painted 

paper!" (He burned his notes and abandoned the study of 

the rock striking the bamboo awakened him. 

1969, p. 220). 

It can be useful to view the experience of time as 

distinguished it in his Confessions. All our 

is awareness in the present. But that of which 

we are aware may be a construction into time, either past, 

present, or future. All such constructive, creating 

activity is always in the ongoing "here" and "now." Au­

gustine expressed this well in his notions of the Present 

of Time Present, the Present of Time Past, and the Present 

of Time Future (St . . Augustine, 1960, p. 228 ff.). Dickens 

capitalized on this metaphorically in A Christmas Carol, 

in the figures of The Spirit of Christmas Past, The Spirit 

of Christmas Present and The Spirit of Christmas Future. 

Let me illustrate these distinctions. Awareness as 

it is lived is never explicitly awareness of itself. An 

explicit awareness becomes a reflection upon the lived 

experience. For example, in drinking a cup of tea, a 

person constitutes himself neither as an object nor as being 
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or wholly, at any one moment, as he drinks the tea. 

a being in flow, so to speak, implicitly aware of him­

lf and potentially in tune with his ekstatic being. And 

implicitly aware of himself as realizing his intention. 

If he were explicitly aware of himself in the act of 

he would experience himself as an object, and 

be aware of himself only in partial ways. He might be 

of himself moving his arm and lifting the cup, perhaps 

at every moment, perhaps only intermittently. He would be 

variously aware of a ''now" to a "now," constructed or 

selected according to his reflections or to his partial, 

deflected awareness. These ''nows" would have no internal 

relationship in awareness; they hold together only in 

pre-reflective momentum or in the moving stream of 

non-reflective awareness. He is implicitly aware of 

himself as past-present-future. In the fusion of these 

contents into a diffused whole, both changing and partly 

felt as the unchanging self, he is not any one of these 

moments in itself. The spatio-temporal movement of his being 

is implicitly felt through his drinking. The drinking exists 

for him as a constructed totality: it is a relatively com-

plete, unified experience fusing past-present-future, but 

not necessarily the unreflected whole found in pure aware­

ness. 

With this example we understand that in human aware­

ness temporality exists in two substructures: static 
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emporality and dy namic temporality. One is pre-reflectively 

aware that temporality flows from past to future, or from 

Statically each instant is reflectively 

comprehended as a separate unit, an independent unit of 

• "b f II II II d the succession e ore, now, an "after," from past to 

future. The record of each instant is frozen into a serial 

picture of the experience. But the real internal relation­

ship, among these otherwise separate units can only be estab-

lished through non-reflective awareness. 

temporality of the flow of life. 

This is the dynamic 

Furthermore, the actual act of drinking embodies an 

intention, "to quench my thirst." This intention holds a 

future. Until he reaches his in tent ion, "to quench my thirst," ·· 

he is pre-reflectively aware of the temporal totality of his 

being as a backward flow, in that each step forward is 

temporally a step backward toward the past until he reaches 

his desired future, "to quench my thirst," and it is a real-

ity. He no longer has the intention, so he no longer con­

structs that action. 

Spatiality is also pre-reflectively comprehended by 

the organism as a unity. The "hereness" is a spatial totality, 

not an isolated and static series of spatial points. "Being 

here" is a continuous and unified kinetic experience of the 

organism's spatial presence. 

The phenomenological constructs of time and space 

are significant in explaining the foundational 
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structures inherent in any lived experience. 

is not only a kinetic phenomenon that appears 

in our awareness, but also a lived experience. An act is ex­

perienced by the doer as a perpetually moving form, a unity 

of succession, whose moments cannot be measured. Theim­

mediate, pre-reflective awareness of an action is therefore 

intrinsic to any lived experience of the organism. 

In everyday activity the doer sustains the living 

temporal and spatial continuity so long as he does not reflect 

upon himself apart from his action. It is only on the 

pre-reflective level that the movement of the body is spa­

tially unified and temporally continuous. The doer cannot 

reflect upon his body in movement as an object without break­

ing the unity and the continuity. 

The pre-reflective awareness of the body in movement 

can be exemplified in the expression of joy. A joyful person 

may express his joy spontaneously in an expansive smile and 

beaming face, a quiet serenity or a happy gait. He is not 

reflectively aware of the joy first, and consciously expresses 

it in physical movements. He is only implicitly aware of 

his total self in the movement as he moves. This movement 

exists as a totality when he is implicitly aware of it. 

The organism is the center of the movement. At a 

pre-reflective level the doer neither anticipates nor looks 

back on the flow (of the movement). When he is reflectively 

aware of the movement, he is liable to concentrate at a 

moment or a point behind or ahead of the movement. 
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The pre-reflective awareness of a movement is the 

awareness of a dynamic form-in-the-making. Pre-reflective 

awareness is inherent in the lived experience of any body 

movement; it is not a special awareness to be cultivated. 

on reaches this pre-reflective awareness merely by not re­

flecting analyzing, interpreting, judging. 

The reflective awareness is very well illustrated 

by Herrigel in Zen in the Art of Archery. His Zen archery 

teacher tells him, 

Do you know why you cannot wait for the shot and 
why you get out of breath before it has come? The 
right shot at the right moment does not come be­
cause you do not let go of yourself. You do not 
wait for fulfillment, but brace yourself for failure. 
So long as that is so, you have no choice but to call 
forth something yourself that ought to happen inde­
pendently of you, and so long as you call it forth 
your hand will not open in the right way--like the 
hand of a child. Your hand does not burst open like 
the skin of ripe fruit. . What stands in your 
way is that you have a much too willful will. You 
think what you do not do yourself does not happen" 
(Herrigel, 1964, p. 50-52). 

Likewise when a dancer is reflectively aware of the 

temporal-spatial-qualitative patterns of her movement, the 

dance becomes disjunctive and interrupted at each reflective 

moment. When the dance is reflected upon, it is made to 

exist as an object, the spatial-temporal aspects of the form 

lose their internal unity and continuity. When the dancer 

is reflecting upon her balance, she loses it. Her reflec­

tive awareness separates herself from the spatial unity and 

temporal continuity of the form, she is no longer one with 

the dance. 
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The reflective awareness, as we mentioned before, tends 

to make the self an object. Suzuki calls this the outward way. 

In it one may be insecure because one sees the world in un­

related parts, one sees temporal discontinuity and spatial 

disunity. One feels an incompleteness of the moment and 

tries to bring the moment into a controlled completeness 

(Suzuki, in Ogilvy, 1973, pp. 577-578). 

It is through the reflective awareness that knowledge 

is accumulated. The reflective awareness is particularly 

useful in the process of learning, it helps a person to de­

velop further his creative skill, his creative flow. This 

reflective awareness of one's action gives insight into the 

future and allows for a clear realization of how the total 

action may be developed further. The reflective awareness 

of a particular relationship will give insight into the 

particular qualitative components interrelationships which 

constitute the relationship. 

The challenge here is how to incorporate this reflec­

tive awareness in an actual experiential moment in a way that 

does not interfere with the dynamic flow of the movement or 

of existence, to see, yet not to interfere or to make a value 

judgment, and to allow each moment, each space to be appre­

ciated and lived spontaneously and fluidly. (It is relevant 

to recall Coleridge's ''willing suspension of disbelief.") 

Suzuki calls the non-interfering, pre-reflective 

awareness the inward way; this way "consists in taking things 
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a s they are, in catching them in their is- ness or 

suchness . . . . " (Suzuki in Ogilvy, 1973, p. 581) . The 

Taoist "emptiness," "fasting the mind, " "non- interfering , " 

" non-deliberate action" all are ways in which total exper ­

ience in life is fostered . 

Function of Awareness 

Awareness is the foundation of creativity and growth . 

For creativity is nothing more than "the ability to be 

aware and to respond" (Fromm , i n Anderson , 1959 , p. 44) . 

Full awareness derives from the integration of the 

pre- reflective and reflective modes of awareness . Full 

awareness is full awakening . Full awareness enables one 

to see each situation as a new phenomenon . Each situation 

offers new discovery; each is a new beginning . Full aware­

ness means full concentration . This happens when one is 

fully engaged in a moment of bei ng . When one is fully 

aware one is able to disti nguish "something in his foreground 

which interests and captivates him from that which is not 

interesting . He experiences the sharpness and c l arity of 

the f i gure, with little interest i n a homogenized ground,"* 

as the Gestalti sts indicated (Zinker, 1977 , p . 93) . 

When one is fully awar e one i s able to accept con fl i c t 

and tension as a part of ex i stential rea l ity rather than 

**Figure and ground : Kohler, Koffka and Wer theimer , the 
Gestalt psychologists, discovered that as we experience the 
environment visually, we choose· a particular focus of 
interest which stands out for us against a fuzzy background . 
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eking to avoid them. Awareness makes us willing to be 

each day. Full awareness enables us to understand that 

is dynamic and it is in perpetual process of becoming. 

static moment is just an illusion. To be aware of this 

is able to let go of certainties. When one is fully 

one sees the whole process of one's thinking and 

action, yet in the meantime he is receptive, and allows the 

to carry out without interference. 

As Rollo May points out ''genuine creativity is char-

by an intensity of awareness, a heightened conscious­

ness" (May, in Anderson, 1959, p. 61). This heightened 

awareness is the integration of pre-reflective and reflective 

awareness. It is the root of creativity and the realization 

of one's potentiality. As Fromm puts it, "Whether we have 

the technical skill to paint what we experience is another 

question, but no good painting is ever done unless there 

is first a full awareness and responsiveness toward the 

particular object" (Fromm, in Anderson, 1959, p. 46). 

Awareness enables us to understand the activities 

of the self in its relationship with the world (people, with 

ideas and with things). Only when we have heightened aware­

ness are we experiencing, we are not outside of the state of 

experiencing; the experiencer and the experience are one. 

Awareness is the key to healthy creative growth. 

Rogers writes: 

To the extent that the individual is denying to 
awareness (or repressing, if you prefer that term) 
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large areas of his experience, then his creative 
farmings may be pathological or socially evil, or 
both. To the degree that the individual is open 
to all aspects of his experience, and has avail­
able to his awareness all the varied sensings 
and perceivings which are going one within his 
organism then the novel products of his inter­
action with his environment will tend to be con­
structive both for himself and others (Rogers, 
in Anderson, 1959, p.73-4). 

Rogers' emphasis on the importance of awareness is 

definitive: 

. if we can add to the sensory and visceral 
experiencing which is characteristic of the whole 
animal kingdom the gift of a free and undistorted 
awareness of which only the human animal seems fully 
capable, we have an organism which is aware of the de­
mands of the culture as it is of its own physiological 
demands for food or sex; which is just as aware of its 
desire for friendly relationships as it is of its desire 
to aggrandize itself; . When man's unique capacity 
of awareness is thus functioning freely and fully, we 
find that we have ... an organism able to achieve, 
through the remarkable integrative capacity of its 
central nervous system, a balanced, realistic, 
self-enhancing, other-enhancing behavior as a resultant 
of these elements of awareness (Rogers, 1953, in Mowrer, 
p. 44-68). 

Full awareness is the result of perceiving the existential 

moment as it is (is-ness, suchness), including the readiness to 

accept conflict. This complete openness of awareness to what 

exists at each moment, according to Rogers, is an important con­

dition of constructive creativity (Rogers, in Anderson, 1959, p. 75) 

Awareness is not simply the awareness of thinking, but 

also sensory and motor awareness--body and mind--one. With 

full awareness the whole rather than the parts are seen. 

*Horney considers seeing parts a neurotic' s tendency "to ex­
perience himself in a piece meal way, as if we were the sum to­
tal of disconnected parts. This is known in psychiatric liter-

[
ature as compartmentalization or psychic fragmentation, ... 

the person] has no feeling for himself as a whole organism. 
Only an individual who is alienated and divided can lack such a 
feeling of wholeness" (Horney, 1950, p. 179). 
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en this happens, conflicts end, because nothing is divided 

separated, no divisions are sustained. One lets 

verything be, even while responding spontaneously. Spon­

neous response, attuned to the situation, is a dimension 

who l e situation. It does not create division, but 

attends to and engages in the situation and the need 

moment. 

When we are aware, without the intrusion of expecta­

comparisons, and judgments, then what there is opens 

its full being and reality . Then we can .really exper­

fully because nothing impedes the immediacy of exper-

ience: awareness without distance, without choice. In that 

openness and understanding there is growth, because one is 

in tune with the situation moment-by-moment and point-by-point. 

The situation, the person, the thing reveal themselves fully. 

The mental contents accumulated in past experience, infiltra­

ting the present moment to distort it--all these have receded. 

As the past experiences relinquish their hold on one's con­

sciousness, one grows. Awareness increases, intuitions dom­

inate. So growth occurs when fixations from the past are not 

imposed on the present. Seeing and feeling are fuller, more 

complete. 

The Gestaltists believe that the enlargement of aware­

ness of the organism is the route to restore healthy organ­

ismi c self-regulat i on, and that awareness moves the organism 

in the direction of its present needs. Latner points out 
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that "the prerequisite of the healthy gestalt* process is 

awareness of and contact with the present system of needs 

and possibilities," and that "awareness itself is a propelling 

force for change" (Latner, 197 3, p. 13 9) . 

A confirmation of this process appears in Herrigel's 

zen in the Art of Archery. Regarding the technique of arch-

ery, Herrigel writes, "He (the student) understands why the 

technically learnable part of it must be practiced to the 

point of repletion. If everything depends on the archer's 

becoming purposeless and effacing himself in the event, 

then its outward realization must occur automatically, in no 

further need of the controlling or reflecting intelligence" 

(Herrigel, 1964, p. 61). The "reflective intelligence" or 

reflective phase, is what separates the archer from the actual 

experiencing of the archery. However, learning archery is 

a repetitive process. Thus, the reflective phase, when re­

peated with increasing intensity, until the archer's physical 

and psychic energy is available to permit total concentra­

tion is what facilitates total awareness pre-reflectively. 

The archer becomes successful only when he is concentrating 

his awareness totally and wholly on the art of archery to 

the extent that he is not aware of himself as the person who 

is doing it--a state of selflessness--egolessness. The 

awareness of the self in the midst of an act separates the 

*gestalt: configuration, structure, theme, structural relation­
ship or meaningful organized whole most closely approximate the 
original German word Gestalt. Gestalt formation always accom­
panies awareness. The formation of complete and comprehensive 
Gestalten is the condition of mental health and growth (Perls 
etc . , 19 51, p. vii-ix) . 
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elf from the act and thus makes the self the object of 

When the reflective awareness is not integrated 

with pre-reflective awareness, it disturbs the continuity 

unity of time and space. 

To integrate the reflective awareness during the 

process of learning until that experience becomes a part 

of the organism and becomes the pre-reflective awareness, 

is to facilitate growth. 



III. BLOCKS TO AWARENESS 

The Nature of Blocking 

✓ Full awareness, as discussed in the previous chap-

ter, consists in "taking things as they are, in catching them 

in their is-ness or suchness . " ( Su z u k i , in Og i 1 vy , 19 7 3 , 

p. 581). It is characterized by its "hereness" and "nowness." 

Blocks to awareness undercut the "now," deflecting the in­

dividual's contact or involvement with the full, immediate 

present environment. 

/ Awareness becomes blocked when one's mind is pre­

occupied, and when one's attention is directed to past, to 

future, to memories, to anticipations, or to ideas--to the 

constructions of reflective awareness. Ideally reflective 

awareness flows spontaneously. It records ongoing presence 

but does not interfere with it. When it does interfere, the 

mind abides somewhere, and one's attention is not fully en-

gaged in each fleeting, flowing moment. The following story 

from a Ch'an Buddhist text illustrates this. 

When the Fifth Patriarch, Hung Jen, knew he was going 

to die, he encouraged members of the community who felt qual­

ified to succeed him to write a poem on a wall in the monas-

tery. Two poems came to be written. The poem written by the 

head-monk, Shen Hsiu, indicated a zealous practice, which 
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acknowledged would help ordinary people, but fell 

t r ue understanding: 

The body is the bodhi tree, 
The mind is li ke a c l ear mirror. 
At all times we must strive to polish it, 
And must not let the dust collect 
(DeBar y , 1969, p. 214). 

The other poem was composed by Hui Neng, a kitchen 

worker, and i l literate. Someone else wrote it on the wall 

for him: 

The Bodhi tree is originally not a tree, 
The mirror also has no stand. 
Buddha nature is always clean and pure; 
Where is there room for dust? 
(DeBar y , 1969, p. 216). 

A comparison of the two poems shows why Hung Jen 

chose Hui Neng to become his successor instead of Shen Hsiu. 

Shen Hsiu's poem reveals that he was still preoccupied with 

pursui ng a method for attaining pure awareness. His method 

was t o suppress reflectivity (the "dust" which collects on 

the mirror of pure awareness). Hui Neng, on the other hand, 

saw t hat there was no need for a method to attain pure 

awareness. So long as one does not interfere with one's 

own nature-- the spontaneous uncluttered seeing and the un­

hampered flow of reflectivity--there is no blocking. Hui 

Neng's basic reminder was this: Do not let the mind abide 

anywhere. That is, do not let the mind become preoccupied. 

Thi s is also e xpressed in the statement of Seng Ts'ao, the 

Thi rd Pat r iarch of Ch'an: "The distinction between right 

and wrong is the sic kness of the mind" (Suzuki, 1960, p. 77). 
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That is, such preferences preoccupy the mind and block an 

individual from fully experiencing the moment. 

Full awareness admits of ongoing spontaneous re­

flectivity. Awareness is obstructed when attention becomes 

fixated on or attached to constructions of reflectivity. 

That is, the spontaneous ongoing flow of reflectivity is 

stopped. One's attention is diverted from focussing on the 

present, by thoughts, images and judgments. If these assume 

explicit importance in themselves or if they become the 

filters through which ongoing reality is experienced, aware­

ness is blocked. The energies of natural functions leads 

to difficulties of physical and emotional health, disturbances 

of thought, impaired interpersonal relationships, and so forth. 

Whether the energy is concentrated on the past or on 

the future or on the constructs of reflectivity, we can speak 

of it as fixation. Fixations themselves may well evolve and 

alter somewhat, but they are essentially forms of thoughts 

which embody or utilize recordings of experiences to inter­

fere with ahd hamper one's full engagement in the present. 

Even thinking of ideas or pursuing methods which supposedly 

lead one to full awareness will divert one from it. This 

point, implied by Hui Neng's poem, was restated by Huang 

Po later: "If you will conceive of a Buddha, you will be 

obstructed by that Buddha!" (Huang Po, 1958, p. 71). 
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Origins and Effects of Blocking 

An organism has a tendency to maintain an emotional 

balance in its interaction with the environment. In order 

to maintain this balance, the organism resorts to certain 

responses. In ideal circumstances responses usually are 

appropriate and harmonious with the situation, but in 

adverse circumstances distorted responses can occur. For 

example, severely adverse events may cause trauma; unmet 

needs may become unfinished situations; desire may lead to 

attachments; acculturation may lead to denying one's organ­

ismic values in favor of the values of others. Any of these 

events distorts one's responses to an immediate situation and 

causes blocking of one's awareness. As the examples demon­

strate, blocks usually originate in the past, in some un­

finished situations. 

For example, a two-year-old is unexpectedly tumbled 

by a happy-go-lucky, friendly dog. The child has an immediate 

traumatic reaction. He is promptly rescued and soothed, but 

the trauma embodies fear evoked by the ongoing encounter 

with the dog (which keeps trying to lick the child). Trauma 

is registered on the child's memory and will likely be alerted 

by any dog which sufficiently resembles the original. The 

reflection is rooted in the past experience; it is a record 

of what is past. 

It may be useful to indicate some other ways in which 

blocking may originate in infancy and childhood. As in the 
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case of the dog, a child may feel overwhelmed and frightened 

by some situation--thunder, an automobile accident, an injury, 

etc. A child may be deprived of basic needs--essential food, 

clothing or care. He may be inhibited by parents or others 

from developing freely, from exploring the environment, from 

accepting reasonable options (e.g. an infant may be regularly 

confined in a playpen merely in order to prevent accidents 

in the home environment, or to avoid giving the child 

attention). The child may develop internal conflicts over 

impulses and actions which parents do not approve; the 

child experiences a serious conflict between his organismic 

needs and the values of the parents (Rogers, 1959, p. 226) . 

Alternately, the child may learn blocking behavior from adults, 

e.g., blaming others for what are simply accidents, or even 

for non-existent, imagined injuries. 

Unresolved traumetic experiences, thwarted basic 

needs, lack of necessary parental attention, adoption of in­

hibiting or inappropriate behaviors--these are all examples 

of blocking learned in early years of development, which may 

become subtly, unnoticeably embodied in ongoing behavior. 

Once registered in memory (which, we must remember, is a 

function of the whole organis~sbehavior), similar situa­

tions are viewed through such blockages, inhibiting aware-

ness and responses. So blocks are rooted in past experiences 

and divert attention away from the present to an unfinished 

past or a desired future. 
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Blocks to awareness can be caused by the preservation 

of inherited values, ideas, concepts, or judgments, the 

effects of acculturation. In such cases (as with all who 

ar e influenced by parental and societal contexts) the person 

adopts values, attitudes and beliefs of others as his own. 

He may hold these as directed towards the world generally, 

t owards others or towards himself. Thus he invalidates his 

own original nature. He functions with the values of others, 

blocking out awareness of his own organismic life and his 

unique needs for self-actualization. 

This begins with what Rogers called faulty learning 

in infancy. The individual denies his organismic tendencies,* 

which are taught by his parents as not worthy of positive 

regard. For the sake of winning environmental approv~l, the 

child begins to perceive and behave according to an alien 

set of values, rather than his own organismic processes. In 

such cases, the person suppresses his own organismic im­

pulses, whether they be aggressive or tender, and directs 

them upon himself instead of the environment. For the sake 

of winning affection from whomever he desires affection. Or 

simply because the social and cultural values deny him the 

expression of such impulses, he suppresses them. Having 

been taught the desirability of self-control, th~ individual 

deliberately suppresses his impulses (Rogers, 1959, p. 226). 

*Rogers believes that man i5 innately good; he is purposive and 
goal-directed and is equipped with capacities of evaluative 
judgment leading to "a balanced, realistic, self-enhancing and 
other-enhancing, behavior ... The values which he is aware of 
in his organism are sometimes contrary to the values of his 
parents" (Rogers, 1959, p. 196-197). 
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sis own immediate needs are thus denied to his awareness. 

BY aoing this he is alienated from his real self (as Horne y 

it; Horney, 1950, p. 157 ff). 

The ideas, images and values acquired from others 

a film, as Selver puts it, "that has grown be-

tween him and reality that compels or censors our 

activities and diminishes or distorts our experience" 

(Selver, in Otto, 1966, p. 490-491). This evaluative edu­

cation, as Selver points out, confuses the child's capacity 

for judgment. 

The individual thus controlled by the environment comes 

to distrust his own organismic evaluation and organismic needs. 

He accepts other people's judgments and evaluations as his 

own--taking in whatever the environment has to offer, which 

he accepts as valid. In doing so he neutralizes his own 

feeling and needs. These values and judgments he accepts 

unwittingly and without digestion. His actions are dominated 

by "shoulds" and "should nots." He feels what he should 

feel and wishes what he should wish, loves what he should 

love. He is thus conditioned by norms of others and their 

accompanying feeling states. These norms fragment his per­

ceptions and prevent him from actually seeing and doing. 

This block to awareness divers him from what his organism 

impels him to do, say, or be. In this way the conflict 

arises between the organism and the "shoulds" and "should 

nots." 
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Bondage to other persons value systems, fear of 

criticism, strong obligations to other persons, and indulgence 

in vain hopes are symptoms called by Maslow, "neurotic 

involvement with others" (Maslow, in Anderson, 1977, p. 19). 

The individual is involved in historical hangovers from 

childhood or in irrational behaviors, "in which past and 

present are confused, and in which the adult acts like a 

child" (Maslow, in Anderson, 1977, p. 22). 

Thus the person becomes fixated on the values set 

up by the environment. He becomes ever watchful and judgmen­

tal of his behavior. The values of others are used to modify 

the natural responses, in order to win environmental approval. 

The judgmental attitude always separates the self from the 

act. It always causes the conflict between the "real self" 

and the image of the self. In that action there is always 

a cumulative process, the "I" examining something in order 

to change it, so there is always a dualistic conflict and 

therefore a protracted separation. Thus, pure awareness 

is blocked, and clear silent observation is replaced by 

self-condemnation or identification. 

As we can see from this discussion of origin and 

effects of blocking, conflict is inherent in the 

self-condemnation, the invalidation of one's own natural 

tendencies. This invalidation is inherently a process of a 

fragmentation of the entity of self. Naturally occurring 

manifestations of being--feelings, needs, impulses, thoughts, 


