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Abstract

This inquiry started by examining my own and others experience of Zen, and comparing
it with Self Organised Learning. The aim was to see what effect each system had on the
lives of the participants. The thesis plots how I had a tacit reliance on myself as a
measuring instrument, and how this became an integrating theme running through my
‘finally chosen” methods. The methodological difficulties caused by the paradox of trying
to understand Zen and also be scientific converged when I realised that I had treated
myself as the central measuring instrument throughout the inquiry. It was this discovery
which allowed the thesis to be treated as a koan from a Zen perspective and yet to be a
contribution to academic knowledge. The thesis traces how personal authenticity became
the defining characteristic informing all my methodology.

1

This inquiry asks and answers the question can research })e trar'z;s*[‘?ersonal? Initially the
research started out looking at a transpersonal issue in the form of asking those who had
regular interactions with a Zen master about- their ‘experience. This learning curve was
contrasted with Learning Conversations with postgraduates at the Centre for the Study of
Human Learning, using inner directed learning in their. own rese'é;rcfh projects. During the
research process, several major re-orientations took place which necessitated changing
my method and my interpretation of the data. These shifts of direction were largely
driven by a need to find a method of inquiry which was appropriate to uncovering the
transpersonal qualities [ was investigating. As the inquiry developed I widened my
sources of data to include art, fiction, accounts of death and grieving, and satsang
(questions and answers with a master) in order to give an in depth picture of the impact of
the transpersonal on participants’ lives.

In treating the thesis as a koan there can be no emphasis placed on which purposes related
to which outcomes. It was in the gradual abandonment of such a stance that the deeper
insights and resolutions occurred. During the inquiry I eventually identified the qualities
of wholeness, authenticity and openness as the defining characteristics which appeared to
trigger changes in direction. Such an approach made it necessary to examine the
implications for validity that approaching transpersonal issues in this way had uncovered.
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PART 1

Chapter 1 - The Reasons Why

This is the story of a man who went far away
for a long time, just to play a game. .........

The story starts with a battle that is not a battle,
and ends with a game that is not a game.

Tain M. Banks - The Player of Games

This inquiry is partly an account of my experience and those of others trying to play
what Hey (1991) entitled The Zen Game, which is not a game.  Like Gurgeh in the
story by Iain M. Banks, I went a long way and took a long time battling, trying to find
some way to study the game in a way that I thought would be acceptably ‘scientific’. I
only slowly came to realise the methods I was using had implicit assumptions I often did
not agree with. Rather than do battle with them I realised that they were part of the
game, and should be incorporated into my account. And then when I gave up all
thought of the game, I found Zen.

As Suzuki (1973) observes most people assume that there is a real world of senses and
intellect and a spiritual world, which at best is quite separate from ordinary existence
and at worst does not exist at all other than in imagination. As Suzuki also points out,

this apparently common-sense interpretation is, in Buddhism, seen as quite

erroneous.



In Buddhism the sense world is composed of the Five Aggregates of Matter, Sensations,
Perceptions, Mental Formulations, and Consciousness. The Buddha taught that the idea
of a self that organises our actions is an imaginary false belief that is the source of all
suffering and craving (Bahm 1958). It is the intellect that constructs the sense world,
and what we are accustomed to thinking of as ‘I’ is not our real self but a mental
construction. This mental construction is conditioned by our past experiences and all
new experiences are filtered through this conditioned consciousness. Thus in Buddhism
it i1s what we think of as the real world which is illusory, since it is not seen with
clarity. We interpret everything we see, hear, feel etc. and judge it in relation to what
we perceive as our own best interests, or what Austin (1998) terms the perspective of I-
me-mine. At the heart of Buddhism is the idea that our suffering is self created. Of
course we do suffer at times because of external events, like wars or death or illness, but
it is how we react psychologically to these events which contributes to our suffering.
In Buddhism we are seen as imprisoned within a web of our own mental habits, thus we
are not free to experience reality.

Many doctrinal disputes arose within Buddhism, (Bahm 1958, Conze 1959), but these
mainly revolved around the methods that could be used to become free of these self
imposed mental shackles. Zen Buddhism developed along rather different lines to that
of orthodox Buddhism. The intent of Zen Buddhism was to bring the person into union
with life and with him/her self. Buddhism with its stress on reincarnation, and acquiring
merit in order to progress in the next life was seen by some as too negative. This

negativity was felt to create a passive attitude and acceptance that change was slow and
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evolved over many lifetimes. In Zen emphasis was always placed on the immediate, on
what is happening in the present moment, and in naturalness of being. As Suzuki (1973)
points out, in Zen the formal teachings of Buddhism, the sutras and sastras, are seen as
just so much waste paper. This is not because they do not contain basic truths, but
because the Zen approach cannot be apprehended by the intellect alone and can only be
reached through direct experience. Zen points to the fact that reality can be directly
apprehended only if the illusory nature of an intellectual self is realised. This realisation
is a holistic and intuitive process. The origin of the following declaration is not exactly
known, but it is generally regarded as characterising Zen.

A special transmission outside the scripture;

No dependence on words or letters;

Direct pointing at the Mind of man;

Seeing into one’s nature and the attainment of Buddhahood
Although I was committed to understanding my own self nature, in a sense I started the
main part of this research project reluctantly. I saw the problem I really wanted to
study as too difficult to articulate and express in a scientific manner. Arising out of my
Zen experience, what has concerned me throughout recent years is the difference

between intellectual knowledge and a deeper kind of knowing, what might be called in

western terms intuitive knowing. Schon (1983) describes intuitive knowing as follows:

“When we go about the spontaneous, intuitive performance of the
actions of everyday life, we show ourselves to be knowledgeable in a
special way. Often we cannot say what it is that we know. When we
try to describe it we find ourselves at a loss, or we produce descriptions
that are obviously inappropriate. Qur knowing is ordinarily tacit,
implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel for the stuff with
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which we are dealing. It seems right to say that our knowing is in our
action.”

It seems to me that Schon is implicitly describing a situation in which people know more
than they are consciously aware of They have practical knowledge that they use in real
situations. Because this knowledge is tacit, they are not aware of the basis of their
knowing. But the phenomenon I wanted to understand was apparently the reverse
of this. Can you know less than you appear to know? Can you think you know
something intellectually, but when you look at your actions in the world then it is clear
that you haven’t really allowed this knowledge to affect your understanding (if judged
by your actions).

Since 1984 I had been meeting regularly with a modern Zen master and trying to
understand him.  In Zen one learns things intellectually that can make a very great
impression. But this intellectual knowledge can drain away and is useless until it is
translated into a deeper and more intuitive knowing which informs action in the world.
Many times I have experienced a feeling of surprise when I have come across reminders
of some knowledge I had encountered years before. When real understanding strikes,
there is no forgetting. Schon’s description of how this intuitive and practical knowing
is developed in professional practice is through a reflective process of interaction.
One tries something and if it does not work then one bootstraps one’s way, by trial and
error, and by action and reflection, to arrive at something that works. When intuitive
knowing is linked to a task then it is possible to demonstrate that people can intuitively

perform actions for which they cannot always provide rational explanations. By a



reflective process of action and reflection they can begin to explain post hoc to
themselves or to others why they did what they did.

This reflective process is also a component of Self-Organised Learning (SOL) described
by Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991). In most instances cited in psychological
literature, the sort of reflective interaction described is interaction with other people, or
is task related. In the SOL process one can have reflective ‘Learning Conversations’
with others, and with tasks, but emphasis is also placed on the value of conversations
with oneself. These conversations can take many forms, and the Zen Mondo in
Chapter 7 1s an example of a Learning Conversation with myself. It should be noted
here that the term ‘Learning Conversation’ is used in a formal sense within SOL and will
be explained fully in subsequent chapters. Conversation in this technical sense is not
casual chit chat, it is a creative encounter, with oneself or another. It is an attempt to
reach a deeper awareness of the person-in-process, and success is dependent upon the
awareness and skill brought to the conversation.

Conversations with oneself as described by Harri-Augstein and Thomas are also both

reflective and bootstrapping,

“Sometimes we can perform ahead of our explicit understanding. The
understanding exists in the deep, tacit meanings but we have not
conversed sufficiently, or sufficiently well, within ourselves to be able
to represent this understanding in forms we can recognise and
express.  ...... If we can learn alternatively to bootstrap ourselves
forward from understanding to performing and from performing to
understanding we will have acquired a powerful form of learning.”

Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991)



However, they differ in their interpretation of the process described by Schon above.
This process is their model of the Self Organised Learner as a personal scientist.
They lean heavily on George Kelly’s metaphor of person as scientist to explain how we
construct ‘theories’ of our world, as we act within the world. These mental theories
become the basis of our anticipations and future actions. We revise our personal
theories in the light of our ongoing experience in analogous ways to the reflective,
interpretative, scientific process. This reflection is part of the process of how we live in
the world, and emerging from this bootstrapping reflective process are strategies and
tactics, which are the content of our own personal experiments, thus allowing us to

develop ever more complex models of our worlds.

“Thus, without a totally preconceived notion of the form which the
conversation will take, nor of the content, the conversants (which may
be one person, or between persons) within a conversational paradigm
enter upon a collaborative enterprise for which they can only have
significant expectations. The outcome depends upon their
conversational skill and know how.”

Harri Augstein and Thomas (1991)
So what interested me was why this self reflective process apparently did not
‘work’ when it came to understanding some aspects of Zen teaching. By ‘work’ in
this context I mean that for myself and the other Zen participants in this project certain
kinds of change, which have been worked towards, have not happened. What is being
described above is a level of action that cannot be conceptualised readily, although it
may with reflection gradually become part of consciousness. It might have been of

course that this reflective process simply had not matured in myself and the Zen



participants in this study. I was not convinced that this explanation was correct. It was
equally possible that, as Zen asserts, we were trying to understand some process which
was not amenable of realisation through reflection.

In the reflective process we use ideas, feelings, knowledge and intuition to deepen our
understanding by interacting or conversing with ourselves and others. The problem for
Zen students is that they cannot conceptualise the enlightened state for which they
are aiming, indeed they are told that if they can conceptualise it they have gone
astray. So how can you ‘converse’ without concepts or models? Is such a thing
possible?  Certainly all usual definitions of conversation and discourse seem to need
concepts. But can one approach or apprehend knowledge without the mediation of
thought?

Polanyi (1958) points out that man’s intellectual superiority over animals is almost
entirely due to the use of language. However speech itself cannot be due to language
and must therefore be due to pre-linguistic advantages. He describes two kinds of
awareness with two separate kinds of meaning. In denotative or representative meaning
one thing (e.g. a word) means another thing (an object) and all logical thought is
concerned with this relationship. However existential meaning like recognition of a face
or a tune, has no denotative meaning but means something only in itself. Its meaning is
implicit and tacit and is within the thing being sensed.

Classical Zen masters, like Hui Neng or Hakuin, insist that Zen is the recognition of the
existential reality that is consciousness. ~Approaching such a reality is a living

experience, one in which the ultimate flowering is enlightenment (or satori in Japanese).



Another name for satori is kensho, meaning to ‘see essence or Nature’, and for reasons
which will unfold, I think this description is less likely to be misunderstood by a Western
mindset. Like Polanyi’s existential meaning, this seeing is beyond logic and has a
different quality from what is ordinarily designated as knowledge.  Austin (1998)
describes a brief experience of kensho as follows
“It strikes unexpectedly at 9.00 a.m. on the surface platform of the
London subway system. ............. Waiting at leisure for the next
train to Victoria Station, I turn and look away from the tracks, off to
the south, in the general direction of the river Thames. This view
includes no more than the dingy interior of the station, some grimy
buildings in the middle ground, and a bit of open sky above and
beyond. I idly survey this ordinary scene, unfocused, no thought in
mind.

Instantly, the entire view acquires three qualities:

e Absolute Reality

e Intrinsic Rightness

e Ultimate Perfection

With no transition, it is all complete. Every detail of the entire scene

in front is registered, integrated, and found wholly satisfying, all in

itself.
In this case the process is instant, and reflection was not the trigger to precipitate the
change. It was certainly the case that much reflection had been involved at an earlier
stage (Austin had been working on a koan) but this experience came when he was
relaxed and unfocused. Not everyone seeks or experiences kensho, but one way of
exposing to oneself that there are different levels of understanding is to recognise

when our feelings and emotions are very different from our intellectual knowledge.

Do such deeper (or higher) levels of knowing involve emotional and intuitional



resources that few people have easy access to? These were the sorts of problems
that concerned me when I was starting out.
All Zen students have similar problems of trying to raise levels of consciousness without
involving preconceptions and use the Zen master to interact with and pick up clues to
‘what works’. The master is a teaching device on how to be, Zen teaching is not
contained in its epistemology. Since the master’s actions emanate from a different
perspective, in effect he acts as a mirror reflecting to the novice how they are. I was
interested in a better understanding of Zen experience, and all the Zen participants I
talked with in the course of this research were certainly accustomed to pondering deeply
and reflectively about aspects of their knowledge, but in spite of this none had reached
the state they sought. One could argue that these people have simply not been reflective
enough, but in Zen they are encouraged to give up ‘judging and choosing’. 1t would
appear that since the reflective process as normally conceived, moves from action to
reflection and involves values and judgements, that in Zen there is something else to be
understood.
Suzuki (1969) tackles the difficult area of accessing deeper aspects of consciousness in
his book The Zen Doctrine of No Mind. In it he shows the relationship between the
conscious and unconscious mind from his Zen understanding.

“In the traditional terminology of Buddhism, self-nature is Buddha-

nature, that which makes up Buddhahood; it is absolute Emptiness,

Sunyata, it is absolute Suchness, Tathata. May it be called Pure

Being, the term used in Western philosophy? While it has nothing yet

to do with a dualistic world of subject and object, I will for

convenience sake call it Mind, with the initial capital letter, and also

the Unconscious. As Buddhist phraseology is saturated with

psychological terms, and as religion is principally concerned with the
philosophy of life, these terms, Mind and the Unconscious, are here



used as synonymous with Self-Nature, but the utmost care is to be
taken not to confuse them with those of empirical psychology (my
emphasis); for we have not yet come to this; we are speaking of a
transcendental world where no such shadows are yet traceable.”

Suzuki goes on to say that movement arises in the Unconscious or Mind or Self-nature
that then becomes conscious of itself. How or why this happens are not questions
which have any meaning in this context, the process is transcendental and is not
amenable to analysis in terms of cause and effect. It cannot be understood, only
experienced. In Suzuki’s description the self reflective or enlightened mind then
functions in a two fold direction; both towards the Unconscious, the Self Nature, (which
is much greater than the personal unconscious) and the conscious, which is thought. By
his definition it is the conscious mind with which the reflective self of psychology
converses.

From the perspective of Western psychology it might be proposed that conversations
can be attempted with the unconscious mind through such techniques as guided fantasy,
and lucid dreaming. But Suzuki makes a distinction between the earlier named
Unconscious and the unconscious mind of psychology and psychoanalytic theory.
Suzuki’s explanation makes it clear it is the personal unconscious we contact. I would
say that even when in guided fantasy one contacts the ‘higher self’ what is being made
available is a personal conception of how a higher self should be. Suzuki, and classical
Zen masters explicitly state that if even once, one accesses the greater Unconscious,
then that is enlightenment, and this is irreversible. Therefore, by definition the brief

period of insight, illustrated in Austin’s account above is not that, since as his account
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makes clear, this feeling wore off. Indeed when he recounted his experience to his
master, he was counselled not to try to hold on to it, but to move on. Suzuki and other
great Zen masters of the past like Bassui (Trans. Braverman 1989) or the even more
formidable Hakuin (Trans. Waddell 1994) stress, one cannot use mind (without the
initial capital) — which is thought, in order to reach the greater Unconscious. Traditional
Zen training methods therefore revolved around the use of meditation, (emptying the
mind) or koans and paradox (exhausting the mind).

So the phenomenon which fascinated me had a tacit aspect in that it is beyond the reach
of thought. But say Zen masters, it is a state reached when all the resources of thought
(which includes reflection) are seen to be useless and abandoned. At that point,
according to Suzuki, the larger Unconscious is made conscious, but that process is not
amenable to description. Since this experience is reached by very few people one could
argue that it is of little interest to science. However even if science cannot find an
explanation (in the sense of pointing to a cause which leads to an effect) for the
experience, trying to understand such experience is of great human value. A science that
is concerned only with cause and effect is ignoring important aspects of reality. Even
when one cannot create explanations, merely asking some kinds of questions can raise
and pose problems for current theories and practice that involve changing attitudes to
the nature of knowledge. 1 feel that this kind of progress where the limitations of
knowledge can be seen has as much value to science as any other.

I came very slowly to understand that although this inquiry wandered down many

byways it was an attempt to examine critically all of my own beliefs and ideas about the
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nature of my experience with Zen. 1 saw this Zen learning process to which I had
subjected myself as different to other forms of learning I had experienced.
Communicating why this was so important to me is as difficult as describing the
experience itself, indeed in a sense they are the same. In Chapter 4, I try to convey
some flavour of why I found Zen unique in my experience. These exerpts from meetings
and workshops are designed to show how one modern Zen master worked with others,
and why that process has a wider learning context.

The impetus to start this research project came after I had met Dr. Jonathan Hey
(hereafter referred to as John) the Zen teacher mentioned above, who had made a great
impression on me. This was not my first meeting with a ‘guru’. I had been to India to
meet Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh. This led to me doing an immense about of work in what
is often termed as ‘personal growth’. On my return to the UK I attended weekend
workshops in Psychosynthesis, Transpersonal Psychology, Reichian Bodywork, Jungian
Dream analysis, Western Zen Retreats, indeed for about 5 years I actively explored a
wide variety of personal growth techniques. Then I met Dr. Hey, who had just formed
the Zen Foundation.

This meeting had a profound effect on my psychological attitudes to just about
everything, but most notably my sense of self. It also caused me to cease all of my
other formal ‘personal growth’ activities. 1 felt that these had in fact been exploring
with greater or lesser degrees of rigour, the parameters of my own mental prison. What
Zen seemed to be offering was a way out of my self imposed and limited view of reality.

After 7 years of trying to understand this Zen perspective, I decided, with Dr. Hey’s



encouragement, to undertake a more rigorous and systematic attempt at understanding
Zen, by undertaking a more formal inquiry into some aspect of the Zen experience.

His encouragement both surprised and puzzled me. I was well aware of the aphorism in
Zen, those who speak do not know, those who know do not speak. Having initially
encouraged me to undertake some sort of systematic inquiry, he then left me pretty
much alone to get on with it for some time. John never ever suggested what I might
do. If I specifically asked him for his opinion on some matter he would always turn my
question back on me. An example of this process is given later in my account of how I
derived the topics for the ‘Learning Conversations’ carried out.

What I did not realise then, but will become evident in my account, is that this refusal to
give help or clues but leave the learner to find out by experience, is a classic method of
teaching in Zen. Curiously although I had read and enjoyed Herrigel’s ‘Zen In the Art of
Archery’ (1953), 1 did not relate that process to my own experience at the time.
Herrigel’s account of how he had to unlearn all ways of conceptualising about what he
was doing and just do it, have close parallels to my own experience.

When talking over this dilemma of how to look scientifically at some aspects of Zen, a
friend, Dr. David Fontana, suggested that I might find a suitable environment for such a
project within the Centre for the Study of Human Learning at Brunel University. Early
discussions with Professors Laurie Thomas and Sheila Harri-Augstein proved fruitful, in
that they were willing to consider projects on any aspect of human learning providing
these were conversational. Furthermore they had a particular interest in certain aspects

of Zen which had influenced their own philosophy.  They encouraged me to think
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widely about the sort of project I wanted to undertake. I felt that Zen had helped me
to be clearer and more relaxed about myself and initially I chose to carry out workshops
using what I saw as a Zen perspective in stress management.

My first eighteen months research as part of a PhD thesis I now see as my way of
avoiding the real issues. I spent that time carrying out two phases of research that I then
discarded. These phases I now regard as feasibility exercises in methodology in that
they used modified repertory grids and talk back as reflective components of
conversational interactions. However 1 discarded the outcome because I came to
realise that there were certain issues in Zen that I wanted to know more about and my
early projects did not address these issues. I feel now that I was set this thesis as a
sort of koan and that only ultimately did I accept it as such. A koan is a question
that cannot be resolved by the rational mind. In terms of my own personal journey, I
was not clear at the outset what my question was, although I felt that the kind of
experience I was undergoing in Zen was valuable in and for itself and should be more
widely known. Although I had no clear ideas, nonetheless I had hopes that some sort of
‘insight” might strike along the way if I just started doing something. As I tried to
observe carefully my own beliefs and attitudes and those of others on the same path I
found that we held lots of mutually contradictory feelings and attitudes. So this thesis
became a way of clearing out the debris in my mind and trying to look with as much
critical attention as possible to what was left.

This process profoundly affected my methodological choices, and became a further

strand of a paradox, the difficulty of reconciling the researcher with the Zen seeker. On
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one hand I had a personal quest, to understand my Zen experience and why it had not
taken me further. On the other hand I had to inquire into this matter in a way which
would be systematic, and provide information or knowledge which could be assessed by
some criteria of validity.

This dichotomy which appeared in various ways throughout the inquiry had a number of
consequences. One major effect was that my purposes changed in response to what I
was doing. I now see this meandering of purpose as a demonstration of how my mind
became increasingly desperate, as I got no nearer my Zen goal, and kept re-expressing
the problem in a slightly different way. With hindsight I can see that I set up a process
which led to my giving up cherished notions, and forced me to be ruthless with some of
my favoured fantasies. This led to a kind of minimalism. That minimalism was an
expression of how 1 understood Zen at that time. I became dissatisfied with many
forms of data collection and analysis, and the reasons why I either did not proceed with
some sorts of methodology, or abandoned others after starting them are now a major
strand of this thesis.

I did become discouraged at one stage, thinking that all I was proving was that what I
wanted to do could not be done. In fact that was quite correct, what I started out
trying to do, e.g. explaining Zen, cannot be done. However my stumbling attempts
at this led to a surprising discovery in the end. I feel now that showing the steps along
the way that led me, rightly or wrongly, to take the decisions I did has great value. My

journey, which started as taking a critical look at myself and others in the Zen



Foundation, also became a critical look at ways of doing qualitative research when it
concerned a subject such as Zen.

Initially T was not concerned with the methodological problems inherent in researching
Zen, because I did not see how I could inquire into the sort of issues I have been
describing. Instead, I had become interested in the fact that in Japan where Zen is a part
of a long culture and tradition that Zen training is used to train business executives. I
was fascinated by the idea that Zen might be able to help people by transforming their
attitudes in everyday life. This, I felt, was a ‘good’ application of Zen. 1 felt that Zen
had clarified my own thinking and wanted to see whether this had a more general
therapeutic value.

In this spirit I therefore carried out two initial phases of action research that are not fully
reported on in this thesis. The motives that I had at the time were to see whether Zen
values, as I understood them could be incorporated in some therapeutic way to help
people understand themselves better. With hindsight I now feel that such an approach
might have been adequate if I had been interested at a therapy level, but I was actually
interested in a much deeper and more radical process. (I discuss in chapter 15, what I
see as the differences between therapy and Zen). The function this early research
performed for me at the time, was to eventually convince me that there was no way I
could avoid at least attempting trying to find out what was really important to me. What
I thought I wanted to know was the impact of Zen on the lives of those who had
encountered it, and in what way that knowledge had affected them. This purpose, which

arose organically, as a result of deciding not to pursue my original aim of ‘using’ Zen,
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would I thought, lead to some understanding of the connections between intuitive and

intellectual knowing.

Early Experimental Research

The purpose of this brief report is to show that although I felt that
the outcome of this phase of research was not furthering my Zen
understanding, nonetheless the repertory grid methodology had been
satisfactory. It was an action research methodology which had given
me key constructs of the participants, which were then explored in
repeated group talkback sessions, and led to personal discovery and
change. It reinforced my belief that although I had changed (or
perhaps evolved) my purposes, the methodology was still appropriate

for a phenomenally based action research project.

Although my perspective has now profoundly changed, the reason for leaving this description
intact is that it shows very clearly the mindset | had at the start of the formal inquiry. | was
trying to use some of the tools of psychology, in conjunctiop with Zen. It was my preliminary
attempt to bring Zen into some kind of everyday life context, by applying my knowledge to

some practical problem, i.e. stress.

These initial discarded phases of research consisted of carrying out eight weekly stress
and relaxation classes with two separate groups recruited through the Norwich Women's
Health Information Service. The method used modified repertory grids, Thomas and

Harri-Augstein (1985) in order to help participants to identify their problems. We then
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used relaxation exercises based on a mixture of autogenic training (Kermani 1992) and
guided fantasy (Assageoli 1975) followed by a discussion group as heuristic tools for the
reduction of stress. The 'Zen' orientation of the groups was that I tried to guide the
discussion from a Zen perspective as I understood it. Participants were encouraged to
identify and bring into awareness what was worrying them and then rather than
confronting problems, accept what, if anything, could be done in the now and let
everything else go.

Since in Buddhism the self is illusory, then the preoccupations of the self and its desires
are seen as the cause of suffering. The Four Noble Truths, as Bahm (1959) observes,
are really four statement about a single principle. The principle is that desire for what
will not be attained ends in frustration; therefore to avoid frustration, be realistic about
your destres.  Although I tried to guide the discussions in this spirit I did not feel it
appropriate in the context of the short term nature of the groups (eight meetings of 2
hours with each group) to attempt any formal teaching of Buddhism or Zen. However
the process of encouraging participants to let go of past problems, and deal with what
was currently happening in their lives proved fairly fruitful, according to their accounts.
A number of participants felt that they had changed in beneficial ways from the groups.
One participant in particular, who had in the past been in therapy for depression, found
it very liberating simply to let go of the past. I came to see however that although I had
enjoyed doing the groups, I had created a number of problems for myself without

providing the sort of answers I had come to realise were the ones I was interested in.
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Firstly the sort of mixed bag of techniques I had used, including repertory grids to
uncover individual patterns of stress in relationships; relaxation exercises as a way of
coping with stress symptoms; and discussion groups with peers sharing problems and
strategies; made it difficult, if not impossible, to identify which of the elements were
most therapeutic. This is a common problem in therapy outcome research, (Smith and
Glass (1980), even those with control groups. In addition a major factor in the success
of therapy is the influence of the therapist. Ultimately what is often measured is whether
participants feel that they have benefited from the therapy. I could demonstrate that
participants felt that they had benefited, but what was much more problematical was
whether Zen was a vital ingredient in this procedure. Perhaps any technique whereby
we met, identified problems relaxed and talked, would have had a similar effect. West
(1987) found that demonstrating the benefit of meditation was equally difficult. The
physiological changes during meditation were undeniable, but when realistic controls
were used, e.g. sitting quietly listening to music, some of the same physiological changes
could be observed. However meditators continued to feel that the experience of
meditating had a value to them greater than that of other quiet activities. I too persisted
in feeling that my Zen learning experiences had a value, not only to me, but also to
others whom I had met at meetings and weekend retreats, and as such was worthy of
further investigation.

In these earlier phases of the research I had tried to pass on in a very diffuse kind of way
my knowledge and understanding of Zen (not using that name). This put me in the

rather comfortable position of thinking I knew more about Zen than the people I was
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interacting with. But I was not testing my own understanding of Zen. [ was avoiding
the koan implicit in doing the thesis. It was also impossible to say within the context of
the research whether this Zen orientation had any more value than any other element.
Had my interest been mainly in therapy this might not have mattered, providing 1
measured outcome on the 'feel good' factor. However, my primary interest had
crystallised into understanding my Zen experience.

Conversing with a fellow postgraduate at CSHL who participated in a later stage of the
research, D commented that he thought that researchers often had a "secret” question
embedded within the research, which they had to find and address. It was then that 1
realised that not only did I have a koan, but that it was not going to go away. I had not
articulated it to myself because I could see no clear way of answering it. However in
spite of my initial evasions the question arose and claimed me. I cannot really say that I
claimed it, although this thesis as it now stands is my attempt to address it, even if
indirectly

The secret question was "what is enlightenment"? And the secret objective of course
was am I more likely to become enlightened by understanding it better? Perhaps one
reason that I had been unwilling to address this question was that I was well aware that
a fundamental tenet of Zen is that enlightenment cannot be understood by the rational
mind, and a PhD thesis is certainly supposed to be rational. Even if I chose to look at
the relationship of a Zen master to his students I knew that I would be conversing with

those who did not regard themselves as enlightened. The question ‘what is



enlightenment’ was unlikely to be answered in any informed manner apart from the
opinion of the Zen master himself,

However I decided that even if I could not answer this question from experience,
nonetheless it had a relationship to issues I could address. As I have already stated I
was interested in understanding my own and others experience of Zen. Enlightenment
was a goal of that experience, albeit a rather uneasy and submerged one. Another
paradox often articulated in Zen literature is that if you aim or concentrate on
enlightenment, the experience will elude you. This gave me a rationale for not pursuing
it directly. I was interested in the epistemology of knowledge, as it pertained to my Zen
journey. I felt that this was a reasonable purpose from the point of view of a researcher.
The Zen perspective on the nature of the self i1s radically different from many
psychological theoretical positions and finding a way to expose these differences would
provide a contribution to scientific knowledge. So the general intention of the inquiry at
that point was to investigate how Zen affected the lives of some members of the Zen

Foundation, and the implications of the Zen perspective for scientific thought.



Chapter 2 — A Methodological Journey

You shall not take things at second

Or third hand .... Nor look through

The eyes of the dead .... Nor feed on

The spectres in books,

You shall not look through my eyes
either, nor take things from me,

you shall listen to all sides and filter them
from yourself

Walt Whitman — Song of Myself

2.1 Methodological Development

This chapter lays down a theoretical and methodological framework indicating how
this gradually developed throughout the thesis. It indicates where in the main text the
issues discussed here are developed. This framework is linked with the text at the
beginning of each chapter by a commentary in bold type.

Braud (1998) in a paper entitled Can Research be Transpersonal?, calls attention
to the difficulties inherent in researching this field.  The transpersonal field
encompasses a number of areas but is largely concerned with essential questions
about the meaning and value of life. In the transpersonal field, as in any other, the
aim of research is the acquisition of new knowledge in the field of inquiry. As Braud
points out however, while in transpersonal research this goal of information is still
present, it is supplemented by additional goals of assimilation, integration and
transformation. Braud also points to two meanings attached to the prefix trans in the

word transpersonal. One meaning of trans - as ‘through’ emphasises



interconnections — and transpersonal research in this sense might look at the
connections between our personal experience and the world as we know it. Another
meaning of trans — as ‘beyond’, suggests that there are other ways of knowing or
being beyond those normally recognised if we only take a conventional egocentric
view of the world. This project started by looking at connections, in the ‘through’
meaning of trans. I planned to look at the connections between theoretical
knowledge and experience of the transpersonal by exploring the experiences of a
group in contact with a Zen master. I also planned to look at the connections
between Western and Zen views of the nature of the self By treating the inquiry as
a koan I created a need for the inquiry to look ‘beyond’ and contact the absolute.
But since the absolute cannot be explained, nor even described, this created many
difficulties. Thus the thesis by providing a narrative of my journey is not meant as a
map of how to get to a particular place. It does however flag issues which might
enable those who come after to take shortcuts on their journey.

Braud feels that what he calls ‘faithful matches’ only occur in transpersonal inquiries
when research methods and approaches can be enriched and enlivened by the very
transpersonal qualities that they are used to explore. During the research process,
several major re-orientations took place which necessitated changing my method and
my interpretation of the data. These shifts of direction were largely driven by a need
to find a method of inquiry which was appropriate to uncovering the transpersonal
qualities I was investigating. The main part of this thesis is written as an emerging

inquiry, since that is how it happened. I now regard the value of this narrative of my



journey as showing how 1 first struggled with issues of explanation and
understanding and found them unsatisfactory. Then 1 turned to descriptions of
experience, in order to demonstrate many of my concerns. It was only when this too
was abandoned that the final breakthrough came. When the absolute is recognised
one cannot explain it, or speak of it, but one can speak from it, and some of the
difference between the absolute and relative worlds can be perceived. The struggles
with the deep paradoxes of this inquiry showed most obviously in methodology, but
this was only the outward manifestation of a much deeper process.

I realised at the outset that it would be inappropriate to conduct this inquiry within a
traditional research paradigm. Traditional research is an objective process which
looks at and is done on people. 1 started out with the intention that the research
should be within an action research paradigm. I was attracted to an action research
methodology because it is participatory, and research is done with people. I wanted
to undertake an inquiry in the real world, and I was concerned that the outcomes
should be valued by all participants, not just the researcher. As my inquiry progressed
it became both a personal journey of discovery about Zen, and an examination of
what is involved in trying to be a conscious transpersonal researcher. Ultimately, it
involved a journey of re-vision, of re-aligning myself to the sources of my knowing.
The project overall became the journey of my own experience, and the thesis is a
narrative of experiencing my own experiencing. During the inquiry 1 shifted

perspective and changed my methods many times. Because of that process the



overall thesis cannot be categorised as being within an action research paradigm,
unless I am regarded as the only participant.

At times it appeared to me that I was just being stubborn and making life difficult for
myself, by the twists and turns that [ took on my journey, because I was well aware
that the research process would have been easier to explain, and less ‘messy’ if I had
carried out my original plans. Had I defined my objectives, decided on an
appropriate methodology and carried out that methodology, I may have been able to
demonstrate my understanding of the research process more easily, but the outcome,
1.e. my new relationship to my knowing, would not have happened. It was in the
abandonment of method that the transpersonal eventually was uncovered, and so the
changes of direction within the inquiry were part of the process. Because of these
changes this chapter is designed to provide both a meta commentary on that process
and a guide to the organisation of the thesis.

In chapter 1, I have indicated the general intentionality which precipitated my
research journey. My purposes appeared to change direction as a result of my
ongoing reflections, and also seemed to co-exist very uneasily at times. Thus
reviewing the relationship between them and setting priorities within them became an
integral part of my research. Ultimately this fragmentation of purpose became
cohesive once more, and culminated in a convergence of purposes.

Thus during this inquiry there were several significant personal discoveries which
resulted in major shifts in my methodology, and an overview of this process is given

below The two most dramatic shifts in my attitude came about when I thought the



thesis was more or less finished. The first was an insight into the methodology, and
the second was an insight into myself. This insight into myself came not just at the
eleventh hour, but at five minutes to midnight. Since it was a final outcome, rather
than a factor which had affected the main part of the inquiry, I recount it in chapter
16, before my final conclusions.  The insight which gave me an overview of
methodology took place before that final personal insight, and this chapter provides
an account of that.

2.2 Everything contains Method

During the inquiry I looked upon certain classes of events as ‘methodology and data’
when trying to understand my researcher role, and others as ‘experience’, or
‘intuition’ or ‘knowledge’ when trying to deepen my Zen understanding. ~ With
hindsight 1 feel that this is not a distinction I would now wish to make. 1 have
come to see every event of my inquiry as containing method. All events in my
life were possible sources of data, since I was exploring the sources of my knowing.
Thus figure 1 at the end of this chapter, shows the larger events on my journey, but
in fact other interactions I had with my family, meetings and conversations with
John, doing my normal job, writing fiction, talking to others in the Zen Foundation,
running into fellow researchers at Brunel, all contributed to my evolving
understanding. In any research inquiry the choice of methods both generate data and
select data, and the overall methodology is a pattern of methods. If the method is
not appropriate it will not approach the area of interest. Any methodology has a

paradigm implicit within it, e.g. the assumptions of action research are different to
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that of participant observation. The choice of methodology is designed to be
appropriate in focusing upon a particular issue or issues, and to reveal outcomes
related to the purpose of the inquiry. But in this inquiry my purposes shifted as I
attempted to come to grips with some of the deep paradoxes within it. I mixed a
number of methodologies coming from quite different perspectives, e.g. Learning
Conversations, participant observation, analysis of zen haiku and pictures, writing
fiction etc. But at each stage of the inquiry I was struggling to find an appropriate
way to express the transpersonal nature of that part of my inquiry.

My first planned methodology derived from the paradigm of conversational science,
(Thomas & Harri Augstein 1999) discussed in section 2.8. As I shall relate I did not
complete this part of the inquiry as I thought that it was not addressing holistically
the issues I wanted to explore. I therefore embedded this part of the research within
a more inclusive inquiry, in which I used data from events in which I had been a
participant observer. I looked back over a time frame which started before the
formal undertaking of this research, in order to give a richer, thicker description of
the issues which interested me, by reporting upon events which I thought important
to my quest. I tried to show that a central concern of mine, i.e. that the nature of the
self in Zen is different from that of psychology, was an important ingredient of what I
wanted to understand even if my initial methodology had not showed this as clearly
as 1 had hoped. The paradigm informing this part of the inquiry is not that of
dialogue between the researcher and others on a chosen issue, but of description by a

participant observer, an informed insider, who was present at, but did not initiate the
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events. Qut of both these sources of data I then tried to interpret and describe those
events which had most meaning for me in a transpersonal sense. I reflected deeply
on the overall pattern of the data I had, and provided a number of chapters outlining
the development of what I thought of as my own Zen understanding.  This
culminated in my interpretation and analysis of those experiences in my life which had
most meaning for me (see chapter 12) Now I see that the total experience was my
attempts to impose order on the inquiry as a researcher. Often this did not turn out
as planned, indeed it was the unforeseen events which led me to look again and come
to recognise that I was learning to rely upon myself as the central measuring
instrument.

2.3 The Koan as Method

I have said earlier that I felt that I was set this inquiry as a sort of koan. When I
started the inquiry I was far from clear how I could resolve the various paradoxes I
had set myself. How to resolve the question of enlightenment, I couldn’t even begin
to think, that almost seemed like a joke. At the time I thought that a systematic effort
to look at examples of Zen experience was worth while, even if it was a failure in
terms of solving the inner koan.

In my first experience of trying to resolve koans, prior even to meeting John, I found

that if one attacks one’s question with sufficient intensity one becomes the question.
The process of questioning becomes so thoroughly internalised that, combined with
the often deliberately baffling nature of the question, e.g. ‘everything returns to the

one where does the one return’, causes the mind to abandon normal tracks and



triggers a shift in relation to the knowledge one has. There is the sudden realisation
that all expressions of experience become the answer. That is why when
demonstrating your understanding of a koan to a master, anything can be the answer
providing the master feels that you have experienced the answer and are not
intellectualising.

An example of the shorter term working of this process is discussed in Chapter 14. 1
recount (14.3) how I worked on the koan who am I? for 5 days in a Western Zen
Retreat organised by Dr. John Crook.  When I reached the insight that I could not
tell anyone who I was, I also experienced a heightened sense of who I was. This
insight was accompanied by very positive affect, the world had a numinous quality, it
felt more alive and real, as Austin describes in chapter 1. I had a sense of the
interconnectedness of all things, and a sense of personal wholeness — I was who I
was — there was nothing I needed or could do to be more me. The world was
perfect, just as it was, and I was a part of that. Reflecting on this I realised that all
koans are interconnected, they are all asking about wholeness, leading to a realisation
that all is one. Any answer which conveys this experience is appropriate. A famous
koan is what is Buddha, and two famous answers of those who becomes self realised
are ‘a pound of flax’ or ‘the cypress tree in the courtyard’. When your being has
changed, then a spontaneous expression of whatever is in your mind at the time is a
valid answer, although this often does not involve words at all. I saw that resolving
who am I allowed me to resolve other classic koans such as where does the one

return, or what is the sound of one hand clapping. ~ One arrives at a place where



there is a sense of the unity of all things, not as an intellectual exercise, but as an
intuitive and emotional experience. At the time that I experienced my insight I felt
wonderful. But in spite of this and other experiences the heightened sensitivity I felt
on those occasions always wore off. And in subsequent retreats I did not solve other
koans on day one because I had a method, one cannot practise a heightened sense of
being. On the other hand I had a remembrance of that experience and a faith that if I
worked hard enough then some sort of change or shift would take place. It took me
some time to learn not to try to recreate the emotional high of that first experience
but to accept other shifts and changes as they happened. When the ‘method’ is to
delve as deeply as possible into the question and experience the answer, you have to
engage with the question until the experience comes. The moment when one is
struggling with the question, eating it, sleeping it, and sometimes dreaming it, and the
point when one suddenly jumps to another place, comes like an act of grace. When
asked by a master to show understanding of their koan, each person then responds in
a different way. The master can tell by demeanour and body language and the
content of the response whether this expression is purely intellectual or whether the
student has reached a different plane of understanding.

It is not possible to ‘prove’ that such kensho experiences are not delusional. This is
why the tradition of presenting one’s understanding to a master was regarded in the
Zen tradition as a necessary validation. One way a Zen master judges the quality of
the experience is by its results. If the emotional experience causes the student to

withdraw or avoid others lest this wonderful feeling is lost, this is not true Zen. If



speaking of it causes it to dissipate, it is not truth. To test this the master will often
challenge the basis of this new perspective.

It was in treating this inquiry as a koan that the transpersonal was approached,
otherwise the thesis is a narrative account of the results of my struggle to use my
mind to understand my experience. It was only when I faced the fact that I had
reached the end of my research inquiry without being any nearer to resolving my

question, that the true answer came.

| have resolved my koan. | have now experienced the answer. But | did not reach this position until | had
abandoned all thoughts of the thesis, all thoughts of Zen, and all thoughts of enlightenment. | had
submitted the thesis and been asked to amend it, incorporating an overview of my methodology, which is
basically what is contained in this chapter. While engaged on this | took a weekend out to attend a silent
retreat. | went almost reluctantly, indeed | would not have gone at all, if | had not trusted the opinion of a
friend, Lynn Goswell, whose contribution to the thesis as a ‘peer expert' is shown in chapter 11. She told
me that Satyananda, who was conducting the retreat, sounded a lot like John, so | went and finally
recognised what | had been seeking.

This of course gave me a final dilemma of how to present this understanding in a way which did not

involve abandoning all that had gone before. My solution to this is expressed below.

2.4 Myself as a Measuring Instrument

The full power of the insight, that ultimately I had trusted my own perceptions and
judgement, remained tacit throughout most of the inquiry, and only emerged
towards the end of the writing of the thesis. But implicitly I had allowed my deep

central feelings about what felt right, and what made me uneasy or doubtful. to
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precipitate halts and changes of direction. It became the nature of this inquiry that
outcomes emerged, and were tacitly appreciated before they were fully consciously
understood. Because of the way the inquiry changed and regrouped from time to
time, I became the primary referent through which data, experience and intuitions
were reflected. I involved others at various points in the inquiry and offered my
interpretations to others for feedback and comments. Thus understanding and
explaining my own experience became an active process, in which my own role as
transpersonal researcher gradually developed.

[ have already said that the purposes and aims of the thesis changed as a response to
conducting certain aspects of the inquiry. As I reflected before my final insight, on
the ways that regarding myself as a measuring instrument had affected the research
inquiry, I realised that I could further reconcile the Zen seeker and the researcher, by
understanding that the research process required me to re-align myself to everything I
thought I knew, and that this process of change in me was the major outcome of this
inquiry. The final step is an outcome I truly did not really expect. A final act of
grace which made the pattern of my research difficulties clear to me.

I had set out inquiring into Zen trying to understand it sympathetically, subjectively,
but also look at it objectively. As a researcher I was a sieve which had a mesh,
through which experience flowed. Some aspects of experience the mesh held back
as not pertaining to my quest. Other aspects dropped through my sieve and were
pursued further. Some of these aspects related to my quest as a seeker of the

meaning of Zen, and some aspects related to my search for a way to look at such
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things in an objectively subjective way. 1 started out trying to look at Zen in terms
of how it fitted with some Western psychological and philosophical knowledge about
the nature of the self. The whole thrust of the initial research tried to look at Zen in
a way which would be explicable in Western scientific terms. But as a background to
that I already had seven years of experience of trying to understand Zen, which was a
second, tacit sieve. As I proceeded, the way that my personal quest influenced the
process was to change the shape of the holes in my sieve, so that those items which
dropped through and were explored were those which I felt were relevant to Zen as |
was coming to understand it. In other words my researcher sieve started to
demonstrate some, at least, of those transpersonal qualities I felt were part of the Zen
experience. This was largely tacit, but I knew when I was going nowhere, and then I
changed direction. But most research methods concern themselves only with the
contents of what is passing through the sieve. 1 was the sieve and so the
relationship of me to my knowledge was the methodology. Methodology is the
description of a pattern of methods, and overall my method was experiencing my
own experiencing.

As 1 have already said, during most of the inquiry this awareness was tacit. There
were points throughout the research when issues came alive and I was deeply
involved in the process, and others when the vitality that I felt at those times drained
away. Post hoc, I realised that some events or experiences had greater meaning for
me, and that when this appeared to be so, some qualities were present that I could

define. The definitions below were arrived at before the final resolution of the koan.
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They are my ultimate explanation of the main part of the thesis and my struggle to
interpret my koan. I decided that the criteria which seemed to me to operate when [
felt that I reached something meaningful were wholeness, authenticity, and
openness. Where some or all of these qualities operated there was also emergence,
some new element coming into play. But what do I mean by wholeness, openness
and authenticity? Wholeness in me was when I felt that my intuition was flowing,
when it wasn’t impeded by my intellect, when something felt right. Wholeness also
describes a process of seeing hitherto unrealised interconnections that cause one to
transcend previous boundaries. Capri (1998) describing Ilea Prigogine’s concept of
dissipative structures says

“A dissipative structure is an open system that maintains itself in a state

Jar from equilibrium. The dynamics of these dissipative structures

specifically includes the spontaneous emergence of new forms of order

at points of instability.  This phenomenon of emergence has been

recognised as the dynamic origin of growth, development and

evolution.”
The name dissipative structures comes from the fact that any such structure must
dissipate entropy so it won’t build up inside the organism and kill it with stasis. Thus
dissipative structures contain a paradox, they flow, yet they are relatively stable. The
structure can only survive by remaining open to a flowing matter and energy
exchange with the environment. It establishes a relative stability, e.g. a warm
blooded mammal maintains a stable temperature and chemical balance despite wide

external variations in temperature, but this relationship is constantly in flux. This

means that resistance to change (e.g. keeping a stable temperature) is itself a kind of



flowing. The very balance maintained by the organism is paradoxically also an
instability because of its dependence on its environment.
Prigogine and Stengers (1984) explore how the concept of dissipative structures
discovered in chemistry can be applied to a person, or a society. The laws of
dissipative structures can apply at the atomic, the molecular, the personal or societal
levels. I regarded myself as a dissipative structure whose own personal points of
instability as I carried out the inquiry produced unexpected bifurcation points. All
dissipative structures have the potential to evolve, and perturbations from the
environment trigger structural changes in the system. Capra (1998), explaining how
cognition has been related to this process says
“The system specifies its own structural changes, and it also specifies
which perturbations from the environment trigger them. In this way, the
system ‘brings forth a world’, each structural change being an act of
cognition.”
Thus the person as system re-interprets their relationship to the environment.
Sometimes large external events break through our defences, e.g. the death of a
significant other, then a reorganisation of a dissipative structure takes place.
Sometimes this causes the system to create a subsidiary compensating structure, and
sometimes, in Prigogine’s words, the system may ‘escape into a higher order’. When
 first read of the work of Prigogine I thought that ‘escaping to a higher order’ was a
possible analogy helpful in understanding enlightenment. At that time I

conceptualised it as the system jumping to a new synthesis which accounts for more

elements, but reorders those elements in a different way.



One of the qualities which seemed to me to trigger re-organisation was wholeness,
and complementing that was openness to as many elements of the situation as
possible, thus allowing some previously tacit elements to ‘break through’. The more
openness in being willing to surrender concepts and the greater the degree of re-
organisation.  This intuitive process in me manifested itself as tolerance for
ambiguity. I slowly learned not to push for a premature closure to the re-ordering
process. So for me wholeness and openness are mutually reinforcing, and lead to
emergence, where new possibilities occur. Emergence contributes a new and
evolving perspective.

The other element, authenticity is a feeling of ‘rightness’ about the experience.
This is not an intellectual process but an emotional and intuitive one, one suddenly
realises that a situation or experience feels real, feels right, feels authentic. Of course
since it is an aspect of each person’s inner being that triggers the feeling (I
deliberately don’t say causes that feeling) and may be different for each person, and
this can pose problems of validity,(see section 2.8)

Austin (1998) describing his kensho experience reported in Chapter 1, refers to
Absolute Reality, Intrinsic Rightness and Ultimate Perfection.  Clearly there is an
overlap to our criteria. My definition of authenticity is a feeling of rightness, and
intrinsic rightness is one of Austin’s qualities. However I do not want to dwell too
much on any similarities throughout the progress of the inquiry, as the occasions
within the research where 1 felt that the qualities of wholeness, openness, and

authenticity operated were not kensho experiences. My own experience of



transcendence came after the thesis was written. The value of the inquiry is to show
the path which led there. A description of my experience has no value in the sense of
being representative of a route. But by showing the stumbling steps by which I
gradually dropped all my most cherished concepts it is possible to show what
prevents actualisation of kensho. The map is not the territory, but my map can show
dangers and hazards by flagging some of my misconceptions on the way, thus future
explorers can avoid some of my errors.

As the Zen understanding aspect of my quest strengthened it was as though the thrust
of my inquiry changed. 1 identified with aspects of Zen and looked at certain
Western theories and methods from a Zen perspective. It was as though I had been
looking at Zen as the ‘figure’, and the research methodology and the psychology of
self, as the ‘ground’. But as the inquiry progressed a reversal took place and my
understanding and interpretation of Zen, became the ground through which I
examined all my beliefs and my understanding of methodology and the psychology of
self. I had been looking through a lens in one direction, and suddenly I found myself
looking back through the lens from the other side.

I had started out realising that an intellectual knowledge of Zen was not enough, and
my struggle to understand changed my being. The realisation that I myself had been
the measure led me to try to plot the influence which regarding myself as a measuring
instrument had had on my thesis. Before turning to this I first give an account of two
crisis points in the inquiry where I abandoned the use of a particular methodology.

These turning points arose because of the perturbation caused by trying to reconcile
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the roles of Zen seeker and researcher. These two specific examples are presented
here to show how I relied upon my own intuitive process in deciding what felt
authentic. Both are major points of instability on my quest, and the re-alignments
that I made were in the direction of wholeness and openness.

2.5 Conversational Repertory Grid Methodology

After carrying out the group activities briefly reported on in the last chapter I had
planned to use repertory grid exercises with an extended talkback of the grid analysis
in the next phase of that research. I felt that this methodology had succeeded in
uncovering core constructs of the participants in the stress groups, and that the
talkback in group sessions had proved valuable in giving examples of experience
which added richness to the constructs which had been uncovered. It was also a neat
way to look at elicited personal knowledge in the form of constructs, and relate these
to other, more implicit, ways of knowing in the extended talkback of the repertory
grids.

In the earlier research, participants had reported that their awareness of the issues
that caused them to become stressed had been raised by the use of repertory grids.
They were often surprised by the underlying constructs they brought to light and
sometimes shocked by the relatively small number of constructs by which they judge
many life situations. The more I reflected on this the more I felt that a repertory grid
methodology suited my needs. I was attracted by the idea of comparing Zen as a
way of learning with that of Self Organised Learning. I planned to carry out some

form of grid procedure with 'experts' in both Zen and SOL, i.e. with John and with
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Laurie Thomas, one of the Directors of the Centre for the Study of Human Learning,
and with their students. The initial conversations with John or Laurie could establish
the elements or items of experience that each thought was relevant to Zen or SOL,
according to these experts. The elements would then be ‘construed’ within the
repertory grid procedure, Thomas and Harri-Augstein (1985) and ‘talked back’
several times to tease out all the possible levels of construing. This conversational
approach has the potential for the identification of explicit but deeply personal
meanings which can then form a basis for a comparison both within and between
pairs (e.g. expert/student) and groups (Zen/SOL).

I then planned to carry out a similar repertory grid procedure for the students
negotiating with each person, the elements relevant to them. I could then compare
the grids of Zen/SOL learners both to each other and the experts, using SOL Socio-
grid and Socio-net procedures. This technique is useful where a group of people
have explored a topic and have sufficient shared experience that a set of shared
elements may be identified. Using these shared elements, they each produce a grid
using their own repertoire of constructs that can then be compared to each other
member of the group. This Pairs technique yields measures of similarity and
difference, and the results can be mapped on to a Socio-Net grid showing the
comparison constructs between and within participants in each group. I could then
go back to participants and discuss my overall findings, i.e. who thinks like whom
and about what. This approach is systematic, scientific, and yet allows a flexible

conversational action research methodology (Thomas and Harri-Augstein 1985)
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where the initial elements are negotiated with each individual. Such an intensive
personal exploration would, T felt sure, raise the awareness of all participants to their
own construct systems and allow a joint exploration of the relationships between
constructs. This conversational paradigm thus allows a systematic comparison
between Zen and SOL.

However appropriate and scientific a programme this seemed, 1 soon found out that
researching Zen is not like that. My first participant was the Zen master. It quickly
became clear that even such a person centred methodology was quite irrelevant to
him. He perfectly understood what was being asked of him. He also understood the
psychological reasons for the form the grid procedure took, but said that such a
method of analysis, synthesis and comparison was totally alien to his current way
of being. Eliciting elements and making triadic comparisons of elements, assigning
relative importance or value to constructs, and treating people as personal scientists
involved dialectic thinking which was no longer within his current paradigm. He
pointed out that his mode of being was beyond duality.

This setback gave me an immediate jolt. I had known John for 9 years when we had
this conversation. How could it happen that I had contemplated a dialectic method
for studying Zen? The person construing is making sense of their world, and giving
meaning to it, by judging and comparing. I had been devising a methodology trying
to understand how an individual’s structures of meaning created their concept of
enlightenment, and how this helped or hindered their progress. Such an approach

simply had no meaning for John. This was a prime example of when I thought I
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understood intellectually that the transpersonal was not amenable to scientific rules,
but I nonetheless attempted to apply some anyway.

At that stage what I had learned was that if you are asking people whether something
is more like this or more like that, even if the constructs being examined come from
the participants, then you are not on a Zen track. John could have attempted to
complete a grid by remembering how he used to feel before he 'attained Zen', or by
giving answers which he thought were what most people would think, and actually
offered to do so. However this seemed not only to do violence to Zen, but also to
the phenomenological principles that Kelly espoused, and from which SOL partly
derives. This impasse challenged the direction of my planned methodology and
highlighted some of the problems I was likely to encounter, should I continue in this
way. At the time I felt that my methodology required that it was appropriate to
both the Zen and SOL cultures that I was exploring. I would add to that, that I
had a tacit understanding that the methodology should try to display some of the
qualities that it is investigating (Braud 1998).

I had elected to use a SOL methodology, and a SOL measure for examining Zen. I
reflected on whether I should carry on and compare grids of Zen/SOL learners as the
Zen sample were unlikely to have the same difficulty as John in completing repertory
grids. But if I did that perhaps I risked missing out on the more subtle Zen aspects of
their being. As I considered this I came to realise that reasons for proceeding down
such an avenue were for me all about appearing to be systematic and scientific in my

investigations.  This was giving predominance to my researcher role over that
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of Zen seeker. I had to find some other method which was more sensitive to all
aspects of Zen.

2.6 The Learning Conversation Methodology

Conversational talkback procedures using Focused Repertory Grids is one of the
central tools used within the conversational science paradigm devised by Harri-
Augstein and Thomas (1991). It was agreed with my tutor that it was more
appropriate not to use this tool but rather develop a more free form procedure true
to the dynamics of ‘Learning Conversation’ (LC) framework, (the attributes of a
Learning Conversation are discussed more fully in Chapter 3). At least in that way I
could allow all participants to express their beliefs, values and understanding without
constraining them to a particular 2-dimensional grid elicitation. So at that stage |
tried to introduce greater openness into the method. Although I felt it highly
unlikely that I would encounter any Zen novice who did not still ‘judge and choose’
dialectically, I felt I had to allow the opportunity for a creative encounter without
pushing for a particular format that might constrain the emerging information.

I had intended to carry out more than one Learning Conversation with each
participant in my Zen/SOL groups in order to explore issues intensively. Once again
however I found that my researcher responses came into conflict with my desires to
understand Zen and caused perturbations in my cognitive system. The Zen master
offered to carry out Learning Conversations with the same Zen participants that 1
had, and 1 was happy to agree since 1 felt this would provide an interesting

counterpoint to the data. 1 had completed six LCs and John three before his ill



health intervened. Reflecting upon where my first round of LC’s had reached, and
comparing the results with those of the LC’s with John, I decided that it was in
interactions with him that true Zen emerged. I had taken a reflective role in the
conversations, treating questions like koans, and allowing participants to interpret
them as they chose. John had been more confrontational, and there were interesting
differences between the two sets of conversations that are discussed in chapter 10,

An important part of a Learning Conversation is that people understand the structure
sufficiently to be able to enter into, and if they wish, change the direction of the
conversation. In the Learning Conversations with SOL participants all were aware
of the underlying assumptions and structure of LCs and were using them in their
own research. Zen participants had no such understanding. From seeing many
interactions with John however I knew that they were well versed in attempting to
answer simple seeming, yet difficult questions, and to answer them only out of their
own experience. Simply by announcing as I did, that I wanted their input on some
aspects of Zen, and that after seeing me they would also see John, made them take
the encounter seriously. The reason I say that the questions were like koans is that
one of the great classical koans is what is Buddha, or in other words what is Zen.
The questions which I devised asked variations of that, i.e. what participants needed
to do to attain Zen, or what impact Zen had on their lives, indeed the questions
viewed collectively were asking what is Zen and how has it manifested in your life?
But if I were treating the questions I asked as koans, how should the responses be

evaluated? As I have already said, when resolving a koan anything can be an
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answer, if it demonstrates understanding of some deeper aspect of experience. I was
not expecting anyone to resolve the underlying question what is enlightenment
during the conversation. But I was alert to any attempt to deepen the level of
the conversation. In a normal Learning Conversation it is usually the initiator of
the conversation who encourages the changes of meaning level. In the spirit of a
koan I waited for some shift to emerge from participants. I did not want to jointly
explore what it meant to both of us at that stage. I planned to let the initial answers
emerge, and then explore joint meanings in a further conversation.

When I became reluctant to proceed to the next planned stage of research, it was
because although I had an understanding of Zen, which was refined and developed
as I carried out this project, I knew that this understanding was not as developed as
John’s. Indeed I felt that assuming similar skills in this area was a form of hubris.
Since I was looking at the effects of John’s Zen on Zen participants, he was
undoubtedly the ‘expert’ in this area. 1 thought deeply about the sorts of
information that further conversations with me were likely to yield. A collaborative
inquiry between me and other non-enlightened participants would only yield our
negotiated concepts of enlightenment. I thought it unlikely that further Zen
conversations with me would reveal deeper levels of meaning than those examples I
already had of John’s conversations. In addition, I felt that I knew these participants
in a way that my conversations had not adequately revealed. My dilemma was in fact
similar to that already raised in the Repertory Grid example — how could I reconcile

the demands of methodological soundness with my investigation into Zen. And if I
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called a halt to further Learning Conversations what could 1 do which would both
throw greater light on the experiences I wanted to uncover, and do so in a way
appropriate to a research inquiry?  There was a hiatus at this point where 1
attempted to explore the issues raised in the LC’s with both the experts (John and
Laurie), and with interested peers. After which I wrote the first version of the thesis.
I was not happy but I did not see a way forward.

Then I realised that I already had data that got to the heart of the Zen experience.
Right at the outset of the project John had given me free access to all transcripts of
his meetings and workshops, in which I had often been a participant, so why had I
ignored this wealth of possible resources? 1 realised that I had not incorporated it
because I had interpreted my role as researcher as meaning that I had to generate the
data myself. I had ignored my secret question, or perhaps it would be more
accurate to say I abandoned it, in the search to be scientific about my inquiry.
When one resolves a koan one reaches a different relationship to the knowledge one
has. Plunging into a koan means accessing everything one knows in a different way,
not trying to re-create or re-express situations to order. ~ As Hammersley and
Atkinson (1983) point out, not all insider accounts are produced by participants
responding to an ethnographer’s questions. As a result of the influence of
naturalism it is not uncommon for ethnographers to regard solicited accounts as less
valid than those produced spontaneously, since participants may be affected by
reactivity and the questions asked by the researcher. In such cases the strength of

the method is the relative objectivity gained when the participant observer only
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describes. Clearly that description is also an interpretation, but the observer, the
describer, does not set up the events. I had access to material from meetings and
workshops, where I had been present as a participant, and this data was of a sort
unlikely to become accessible to an outside researcher. By using it I could create a

mixture of solicited and unsolicited data, in order that one might illuminate the other.

I had access to correspondence, and transcripts of meetings and workshops that
showed examples of Zen interactions in all their immediacy in a way that a planned
research inquiry was unlikely to do. By accessing correspondence of those who
wrote of out of pressing need, and recounting examples of some of the more intense
interactions that I was aware of, I could begin to show the more subtle issues which
concerned Zen novices, even if they could not resolve these issues to their
satisfaction, or explain them in conversation.

Instead of doing a second round of LC’s I then incorporated a variety of different
kinds of data which I thought gave a much more rounded and complete picture of the
kind of experience I and other Zen participants had undergone. This included exerpts
from correspondence, meetings, workshops, dreams, art and fiction. Again the
direction of this change was trying to provide a larger, more inclusive, and richer
(more complex) picture, exhibiting greater openness.

When I had integrated this material into a revised thesis structure I thought that this
was the best I could do in reconciling my dual roles as Zen seeker and researcher.
However a further re-organisation of my understanding of methodology came after

the inquiry was nearly complete, as I have recounted, when 1 realised that my
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personal changes had affected my researcher role and that I had become my
measuring instrument. This chapter is thus an overview of the largely tacit process
involved in treating the thesis as a koan. In the following sections I present a
commentary of how this affected my purposes, and deal with issues of validity.

2.7 Emerging Purposes

In a traditional research inquiry, it is usual to define objectives, choose a
methodology appropriate to uncovering these purposes, and relate outcomes to these
aims.  The way this inquiry progressed 1 had a general overall purpose — to
understand the value of the Zen experience, and a hidden agenda — what is
enlightenment? The other purposes which emerged are questions I asked myself at
various stages of the journey, and are simply different expressions of what I saw as
the underlying problem, that of reconciling my Zen journey with my research one.
When I reviewed the numerous questions I had asked myself throughout the inquiry
they seemed to me to fall into three main categories. Questions regarding the nature
of Zen, questions about the appropriateness of particular methods, and questions
about the nature of knowledge. These are not discrete categories and sometimes the
purposes overlapped.

Zen Purposes

e To understand my own self nature — who am I?

e To gain a better understanding of my own and others’ Zen experience

e To examine critically my own beliefs about Zen

e To accept the thesis as a koan

47



e What is enlightenment

Methodological Purposes

e How to find a scientific way to study the transpersonal?

* What is the value for science in raising questions if you can’t answer them?

* Why didn’t reflection ‘work’ as a way to enlightenment?

e Can any reflective tool provide sufficient depth to look at transpersonal issues?

Purpose of Knowledge

* What is the difference between intellectual and intuitive knowledge?

e (Can you know less that you appear to know?

e How did grief affect my knowing?

e Do deeper or higher levels of knowing involve intuitive resources few have
access to?

[ originally intended to analyse these purposes and show how they related to

outcomes in the thesis. But this would be to lovingly delineate the trees and ignore

the wood. These purposes were a device on my journey as I was trying to find a

direction, they were different expressions of a similar purpose. They did not have a

separate outcome equivalent, as might be expected in a normal research inquiry.

What I came belatedly to realise was that the three types of purpose described above

gradually converged, and that the key to understanding this lay in my own personal

change. By regarding myself as the central measuring instrument I was

simultaneously combining the source of my being as Zen seeker, myself as
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transpersonal researcher, and my relationship to my knowing, as one convergent
whole.

But this process was tacit as it was taking place, so I appeared to have no conscious
knowledge of why I was doing what I was doing. Yet I did have strong feelings of
what was authentic to me. What I came to accept is that my intuitional responses
were very much alive, and that I depended upon them a great deal. [ may have
thought that my tacit knowledge of Zen was not affecting my life as it should, but I
accept that my personal development profoundly affected everything I did, and that
this was so throughout the inquiry. My initial perceived problem outlined in chapter
1, i.e. my inability to become enlightened, was a consequence of expectation. I had
been paying lip service to the Zen injunction not to over value the intellect, but I had
not really allowed myself to confront that because I was carrying out a research
inquiry. Now I see the effect of gradually abandoning that stance, in the
development of the thesis.

2.8 Ciriteria of Validity

Before contemplating issues of validity, the question to be asked first is what would
constitute success in a research project about enlightenment? The enlightenment of
the researcher, the resolution of the koan? I have resolved my koan, and realised my
true nature, and an account of that process in given in section 16.1. In Zen
traditions this experience is authenticated by the master. That too happened in this
case, but from a scientific point of view this merely displaces the problem. Who

verifies the master? In all accepted scientific ideas of verification my resolution of



my koan cannot be verified or explained. I cannot speak of the experience and
expect it to be understood. I can and do, describe the events leading up to the
experience, and these are the events described in the thesis up till chapter 15. And I
can describe what my experience felt like to me, and this is recounted in chapter 16.
Afterwards I can speak from the experience, and relate it to my Zen journey and
this is done in section 16.2, and from this a qualitative difference can be seen. And
thus this contrast between my perspective before and after the resolution can be
demonstrated. I contend that this a unique but nonetheless valid way of assessing
my research experience. But this is not validation as this is normally understood.
Verification of my ultimate insight is a special issue, which needs elaborated upon
and discussed further, but I have chosen to do this in Conclusions (chapter 17), after
I have given an account of my total journey.

The present discussion of validity pertains to the earlier part of the inquiry when my
attempts to understand Zen were intellectual. Traditional views of validity arising
from models based on the physical sciences and positivism, have tended to be
concerned with whether an inquiry actually measures what it purports to measure.
It is also concerned with how generalisable results are, and whether some other
researcher could get similar results by using the same measure. The positivists apply
four standard criteria to inquiry: internal validity, external validity, reliability and
objectivity (Denzin 1997). While validity in these forms are generally felt to be
inappropriate to much of new paradigm research (Reason and Rowan 1981), a

concern about validity of interpretation remains. In a post-modern paradigm, there 1S

50



no privileged position from which an interpreter can speak, and this leads some to
the conclusion that all interpretations have the same epistemological validity. But
such a stance ignores the possibility that there is a real world potentially indifferent
to the bias of the observer. During much of the inquiry, like many qualitative
researchers I was concerned throughout to provide some evidence that my
interpretation or view of the domain of the research was grounded in events which
seem ‘lifelike’ as a description to others, even if no absolute truth can be established.
Denzin (1997) defines this position as a concern for verisimilitude, where the
production of a text ‘feels’ truthful and real for the reader. Certain actions are felt to
lack verisimilitude if they seem unable to occur in reality. However in a post-modern
world the question must be asked, whose verisimilitude? Sometimes it is the
researcher’s goal both to achieve a lifelike text, and to examine whether there are
other versions of reality. Thus a researcher might produce multiple versions of the
real, and explore in the text how each version impinges on the other. Such a text
attempts to persuade that a particular version of events best demonstrates
verisimilitude. My text produces different versions of experience but the final
experience does not impinge upon previous versions of experience, in the sense that
they can be contrasted from the same epistemological base.

Huberman and Miles (1994) in their discussion of the difficulties of qualitative data

management state that

“It is still unlikely that a researcher carrying out qualitative research
could write a case study from a colleague’s fieldnotes, which would be
plausibly similar to the original .
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In this case that would be virtually impossible. This inability to interpret in the same
way is undoubtedly a weakness if what one is looking for is invariance in the data.
As Huberman and Miles point out however, if the researcher is looking at an
intricately nested range of activities the quest is not for conventional
representativeness but rather understanding the conditions under which a particular
finding operates. That too is impossible in this case. One of the great problems of
this inquiry in scientific terms, is that there is no cause and effect, demonstrable or
otherwise, between a particular procedure or type of event, and a valid transpersonal
outcome.  Many different methods might produce an experience of the
transpersonal, including those I used, but applying a particular method will not
necessarily produce such an outcome. This depends primarily on the capacity of the
researcher to experience the transpersonal sufficiently to recognise its expression in
other participants, or vice versa. But such a paradigm overturns all normal concepts
of validity, since it assumes that the researcher cannot draw valid inferences from the
data (e.g. an enlightenment experience), unless they have first experienced it
themselves.

Psychologists who assume a Rogerian stance accept that the only valid data or useful
explanafion of another’s experience is that offered by the person concerned. The
initial phase of the research was conducted within such a paradigm, Thomas and
Harri-Augstein (1993). Thomas and Harri-Augstein assume that each person must
accept full responsibility as the unique observer of their own experience and that the

principal method by which shared meaning is negotiated is through conversation.

N
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They call this a personal science paradigm. Another important element of a personal
and conversational science comes from cybernetics. They use the concept of self
regulating feedback loops whereby the Self Organised Learner validates his/her own
construing system. The criteria for validation necessarily emerges from the person
‘bringing forth their world’. Thus the person is responsible for identifying the criteria
for validating their own process. This personal self referencing process underpins
SOL philosophy, but further validation can be added by referring to another person
or a group when shared experience is involved.

One of the initial attractions of using SOL methodology in my own research was
because a personal science paradigm is concerned to evaluate change. It assumes
that change is an integral part of living. With repertory grid technique it is possible
to demonstrate systematically the degree of change in a construct system over
several sessions. However in this case 1 slowly came to realise I was charting a
change in my being, which was more difficult to demonstrate. In SOL
methodological investigations, whether or not one uses the tool of the repertory
grid, one looks first to oneself as primary referent before looking at further sources
of verification. Because the inner conversation with oneself is a primary tool,
experiencing one’s own experiencing is always an outcome, whether or not this is
shown explicitly as part of the research. In this inquiry this process emerged as both
a major element in the inquiry, and the ultimate outcome. The inquiry was within a
conversational paradigm for much of the time, but it would not be accurate to

describe the final resolution of my koan as an inner conversation.
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In SOL methodology one looks first to one’s own experience, but also checks any
interpretation by using either another person as referent, or using a group as
referent. At different stages of the inquiry I sought feedback from the Zen and
SOL participants, from John and Laurie, as well as the three peers who agreed to
involve themselves as commentators in my research. I involved each of the latter
with my own theory building and entered into extended conversation with them in
order to refine and feed into the thesis the results of our collaboration. And I
referred back specific points and problems to ‘experts’ in order to further test my
assumptions. Later in the inquiry when I gave examples from Zen meetings and
workshops, and recounted my conversations with myself in the form of Zen mondos
or writing fiction, these inner conversations are also a central component of a
conversational science paradigm, in which I sought to make clear my changing
opinions and concerns.

Before I finally resolved my koan, but towards the end of the inquiry I had been
considering Heron’s (1998) suggestion of ‘coherence’ as a basis for validity. Heron
discusses this within the context of co-operative inquiry. He suggests that some types
of inquiry may produce inconclusive results because there may be too few people
construing this world. Nonetheless in a co-operative inquiry some degree of
coherent experience of it may be possible. As Heron (1988) states

“So we must allow that there can be provisionally valid inquiries,
resting simply on the central criterion of coherence with experience,

where this does not include coherent concerted action. And where
such action awaits further development of the researched world in

question.”
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However, as Heron makes clear coherence as a claim to validity for him rests upon
two major criteria. First, that the research conclusions must be coherent with each
other, that is they must be consistent, inter-dependent and mutually illuminating. And
second, that the collaborative inquirers are in agreement about conclusions.

This 1s to assume however that collaborators are less likely to errors of interpretation
than an individual, and that all collaborators have similar levels of insight. I do not
mean here that there is no room in collaborative inquiry for diversity of opinion. One
outcome of such an inquiry can be that some participants are agreed upon an
interpretation, and other minority viewpoints are also represented. However a
minimum requirement for the collaborative inquiry to be coherent is that all
participants were involved in the entire process.

In this case there are no collaborators and there can be no collective agreement on
what happened. However the concept of ‘coherence with experience’ is a useful one,
which can be traced through the thesis in three ways, ontologically,
epistemologically, and methodologically. Ontologically, my own personal
development as the result of my grieving process for John and Viv, and my
conversations with S before her death, led me to work with the koan who am I? This
experience has coherence in experience with my final insight involving my experience
of self realisation. Epistemologically, the accounts of my own experiences are
coherent with accounts in Zen literature, and with my accounts of John’s interactions,
and the evidence for this is discussed in section 16.2. Finally as regards

methodology, my account has coherence in that throughout I have tried to be
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authentic to myself as a personal scientist, as an observer of my own process, and as
an interpreter of it.

The problem of verification of an inner experience is not unique to transpersonal
research, and Denzin (1997) discusses the many problems of an ethnography which
cannot grant legitimacy to any interpretative stance. As discussed above many texts
deal with this by exploring through multiple viewpoints, how each shapes the
phenomenon being studied. This approach is consonant with that of a conversational
science in that the researcher’s interpretation is given primacy, but that where
possible this interpretation is explored with others. In such a paradigm all
interpretations are relative, but through negotiation and social agreement some form
of agreed meaning can be shown. From the point of view of the relative all
interpretations are epistemologically equal, but some interpretations appear to have
more ‘truth’ to participants. In this inquiry I recount my skirmishes with the relative
world until I finally recognise the nature of the absolute. From the perspective of the
absolute, no negotiation of its nature is possible.

When writing this chapter from the point of view of giving a methodological
overview of the inquiry I identified three qualities which 1 thought intermittently
came into play. These were wholeness, openness and authenticity. I felt that these
were displayed overall in the thesis when the direction of the inquiry changed, and the
new direction allowed emergence of some new aspect of the inquiry. It seemed to
me that the new direction was always to introduce a richer, more complex, more

open, and often more ambiguous, picture.
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2.9 The Organisation of the Thesis

Figure 1 overleaf shows the main events on my journey, and how these happened on
a time continuum.  This is the outer structure through which the inner experience
took place. This chapter raises and develops issues, and Figure 1 shows where in the
text these issues are to be found.

| then linked this overview to the text by inserting paragraphs (in bold) at the

beginning of each chapter, in order to make the connections clearer.

The final phase came when | had solved my koan. | then wrote an account of that
experience (chapter 16) and re-wrote conclusions in the light of my new re-vision. |
then inserted text boxes in places where | now feel that my position has changed, in
order to show the contrast between thinking of the transpersonal and knowing from
experience. | have not attempted to do so at every point, as this would confuse

rather than illuminate. But | have addressed some key issues in this way.

Figure 1 — Structure and Timing of the Inquiry

1984 Met John Started my Zen inquiry

1985 Cardiff Conference
Chapter 15

1991 Commenced research
inquiry - Chapter 1 My initial perceived problem

1992 Fieldwork Stress
Groups- Chapter 1 Explored SOL techniques and action research
Conversational methodology

1993 Being and Becoming
Seminar on Zen/SOL
Chapter 14



1993Learning Conversations
- Chapters 9/10

1994 John’s conversations

1995 Workshop with John on
Creativity and Stress
- chapter 14

1995 John’s death —Chapter 13
1996 Viv's death — Chapter 13
1997 Referral to Participants
- Chapter 10
1997 Conversations with Peers
Chapter 11
Conversations with Laurie
Chapter 11

1998 — 1st version of the thesis

1998 — Re-vision
Adding Zen material

— chapters 4/7/12/13/14/15

devices
2"Y version of the thesis

1999 Methodological Analysis of

of Thesis —Chapter 2

1999 Met Satyananda
Chapter 16

1999 Wrote a Description of Self

Realisation —Chapter 16
Wrote final Conclusions
Inserted text boxes

This precipitated a crisis in confidence in
uncovering the transpersonal aspect of Zen

These caused me to discard having further
conversations of my own, see chapter 2

The seeds of my future direction started here
and the fruits can be seen in chapter 16

Oral examination

Added data from other sources e.g. Zen
meetings, recounted important experiences
explored fiction and art as interpretative

Myself as a Measuring instrument and issues of
validation

Resolved my koan

April 1999 - Final version of the Thesis
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Chapter 3 - Setting the Scene for This Research Inquiry

Out of necessity man acquired organs
So necessitous one — increase thy need
Rumi (1207 - 1273)

This chapter gives a brief discussion of why | thought the transpersonal, in the
form of enlightenment, and Zen experience was worth pursuing even though |
could not see how to deal with my koan. It articulates my concern that the nature
of the inquiry should shape the methodology, and discusses why | was interested
in SOL as a paradigm and as a methodology. | have not gone intensively into the
finer details of SOL methodology, as ultimately | did not use conversational
methodology in an orthodox way. The outline given here serves to explain the
background to the research discussed in Chapters 9 and 10.

Chapter 5 develops a wider view of methodology and discusses more fully how
my ideas about the nature of science affected some of my decisions

Although I was interested in enlightenment I felt that I could not look at directly, as I
could not think of how to approach it scientifically. Yet it is undoubtedly of wide
general interest. Professor Charles Tart (1995) points out, that although enlightenment
is a goal of hundreds of thousands of people from a variety of spiritual orientations it is
almost totally ignored in mainstream Western psychology. Tart coins the word
'endarkenment' for many of the concerns of Western psychology. He comments that
most psychological textbooks could be read as manuals of the barriers to enlightenment.
There have always been exceptions to this. Rogers, Jung and Maslow were interested in
'self actualisation' and 'peak experiences' and broke ground in what has come to be
called humanistic psychology.  Professor Tart himself has a lifelong interest in altered

states of consciousness (ASC's) and has written several seminal texts in this area.



Since 1978, the existential-phenomenological approach has also gained much ground
and has become an increasingly significant and accepted force in psychology (Valle and
Halling 1989). This movement is interested in the study of experience (although not to
the exclusion of behaviour). What is very different about the phenomenological
perspective is that each individual and his or her world are said to coconstitute one
another. In existential-phenomenological thought, existence always implies that being is
actually being in the world, and people cannot be studied outside of their context.
People are seen as being in dialogue with their world. The philosopher Edmund Husserl
was an important influence in phenomenological thought. Husserl was interested in the
world of everyday experience as it is expressed in everyday language.
Phenomenological psychology makes two important contributions to research inquiry.
First, it insists that it is the demands of the subject matter that should shape the inquiry,
rather than that a particular type of method derived from the natural sciences should be
applied in every situation. Secondly it begins any investigation of human action as it is
lived rather than approaching it with an assumed attitude of value freedom. In this
inquiry I too was concerned with the world of everyday experience, as it is lived in the
world, and as it is expressed in everyday language. And I found as I proceeded that the
subject matter shaped how I conducted my inquiry.

Humanistic psychology is often referred to as the third force in psychology following the
first — behavioural/experimental; and the second — the psychoanalytic movement (Valle
and Halling 1989). But there is now a fourth force, transpersonal psychology. This

concerns itself with a dimension of experience beyond the personal, and is interested in
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self transformation. In the UK interest in this area has grown steadily and culminated
in the formation of a Transpersonal Psychology section within the British Psychological
Association. All of these things led me to believe that there was indeed some wider
value to researching the nature of the transpersonal experience that one encounters
trying to come to grips with Zen. And that a phenomenological perspective was a
suitable way of investigating such an issue.

In White (1984) there are 33 essays on enlightenment. These range from Bucke’s
classic “From Self to Cosmic Consciousness” first published in 1901, to selections from
the writings of major figures like Krishnamurti or Sri Aurobindo, to modern theorists
like Ken Wilbur. All give descriptions of enlightenment from different cultural
perspectives. Many people have such experiences and they arise in a variety of different
religious and cultural contexts. Some of these experiences are temporary and some
seem to wear off. I had been told in Zen that real change was irreversible, so I did not
want to look at experiences that went away no matter how extraordinary. Since I had a
secret question I wanted to do something which I thought gave me an opportunity to
solve it. In any case mini enlightenment experiences can be a source of pain and
bewilderment to those with no inkling of what has happened to them. Segal (1996)
gives an account of her enlightenment experience that led to her being treated for
'depersonalisation disorder’ for 12 years. Clearly experiences which have dramatic shifts
of perception are not always indicative of the permanent state of enlightenment. 1 did

not wish to investigate the physical experience of alterations of perception, that many

people (including myself) have experienced on a temporary basis.
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But if I did not wish to pursue the ‘peak experiences’ route, and I wanted to look at
everyday experience, what was it that I could investigate? Torbert (1991) talks of the
importance of everyday knowing which informs life experience and it is with this
practical knowing that I was particularly concerned. How was it that some of the
theoretical knowledge, acquired during my Zen experiences, did not seem to be
translated into life experience? In Torbert’s view what we need is an action inquiry
useful to participants as they live their lives and not a reflective science about action. He
is concerned with a number of issues relating to such ‘action inquiry’. In an action
inquiry the practitioner integrates study and action, taking the role of an observing
participant and making this dual role public. The intention is to create liberating
structures which challenge practitioners to widen their attention, and feed back their

perceptions to participants who also widen their own perceptions and strategies.

This thesis could be categorised as action research of that type only in regard to my
own action. While | attempted some forms of feedback | would not describe any of
the methods | eventually used as action research when they pertained to others, but it
is action research where it concerns only myself, since the thesis now makes public

how my actions transformed my being.

My aim when starting the project was to look at my own Zen experience critically and
investigate what was important to myself and others involved in the Zen Foundation by
pooling accounts and comparing experiences. From a scientific point of view it seemed

to me that the subject had a value in and of itself, since Zen presented a very different



perspective to that of first force mainstream psychology, second force psychoanalytic
perspectives, and third force humanistic psychology. Within transpersonal psychology,
different languages are used to describe experience, and Zen is but one of these
languages. I was looking at Zen, because that is what attracted me.

[ wanted to continue in a systematic way to test the limits of my own knowing. But in
itself however valuable it might be to me, could this sort of quest be considered of value
in any general sense? My solution to this problem was to combine my own personal
quest, which could be seen as a single case study of my own learning, with that of
looking also at the learning of others, both within the Zen Foundation and the Centre for
the Study of Human Learning. My own experience as a participant would then form
one strand of learning which is given contrast by comparing it with both Zen and SOL
participants. I had used repertory grids, relaxation exercises and extended discussion in
my earlier discarded phases of research, and found that participants were enlivened in
the process, so using repertory grids with a different purpose was a natural choice.

I had ‘Learning Conversations’ (defined in section 3.2) with other members of the Zen
Foundation, and also with postgraduate students at the Centre For the Study of Human
Learning (CSHL) at Brunel University, who were all using some facet of Self Organised
Learning in their own research. Thus I planned to widen the focus of the research to
encompass other participants who were concerned with issues of learning in a different
but nonetheless experiential sense. 1 chose to compare Zen with Self Organised

Learning because by virtue of their own research SOL students were interested in action

research and reflective forms of learning.

(@)
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At this stage | had no thoughts on how | was to attack my koan. | planned to start
out doing action research, and hoped that the contents of the research would

suggest some way to do that.

Later as I came to be disheartened by the difficulties of adequately reflecting how the
Zen experience had indeed changed the lives of Zen participants I came to question the
value of much reflective methodology as a means of uncovering the sorts of issues that
concerned me. I was trying to understand Zen and I was trying to be scientific. But
what can be regarded as scientific inquiry within the context of understanding personal
experience? Can there be a science of self knowledge? And what assumptions is it
possible to make about the intensely personal experiences of others, which can still be
regarded as within the domain of science? Definitions of science have changed radically
in the social sciences over the last 20 years. It is possible for Eisner to write in 1997 as

follows;

“Yet, increasingly, researchers are recognising that scientific inquiry
is a species of research. Research is not merely a species of social
science.  Virtually any careful, reflective, systematic study of
phenomena undertaken to advance human understanding can count
as a form of research. It all depends on how the work is pursued.”

While Eisner’s definition appears to give a carte blanche to potential researchers to do
as they like, the overall theme of Eisner’s paper is that because of the proliferation of

new arts based methods in ethnographic practice, it is up to each researcher to

demonstrate that their methodology is presented in a way which combines analysis and

commentary and goes beyond what might be achieved by, for example, a journalist. In
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most chapters of this thesis 1 was trying to tread the fine line of allowing some kinds of
data to speak for itself, (e.g. the transcripts in chapter 4 are presented without
interpretation) and in others providing an analysis of how events on my journey seemed
to me.

What I thought I really wanted to understand were the implicit differences that I had
encountered in the Zen experience from a psychological point of view, or what could be
regarded as the parameters of a Zen paradigm. Clearly such a paradigm would be
incomplete since it could not encompass the enlightened state. But I knew that Zen had
a quite different orientation to the nature of the self than is found in psychology
textbooks, and I wanted uncover what effect, if any, that had on Zen students. I could
then perhaps raise questions important for understanding the relationship, or lack of it,
between experience and knowledge.

The definition of a paradigm given in the Shorter Oxford dictionary is that of a pattern,
an exemplar or an example. Since Kuhn’s (1962) influential account of scientific
paradigms, the word tends to be used within the philosophy of science as meaning a
theoretical framework that is so endemic to a culture that it infuses our whole approach
to everything we see. Kuhn argued that hypotheses or theories were not products of
induction from sense experience. He proposed that theories gave meaning to facts
rather than arising out of them, and that such meaning was heavily dependent on the
cultural assumptions of the scientist. Kuhn’s conception of paradigm-bound science has
been criticised as too vague since the term can be used to describe both the entire

theoretical framework of science and also individual concepts within them. Since I was
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at the Centre for the Study of Human Learning, I became conversant with the personal,

conversational science paradigm propounded by Professors Laurie Thomas, and Sheila

Harri-Augstein.

3.1 The Self Organised Learning Paradigm

The roots of the Self Organised Learning (SOL) theoretical paradigm come from several
sources of which the main are Carl Rogers, the originator of client-centred therapy and
George Kelly's psychology of personal constructs. Other important elements include
cybernetics; with its stress on purposefulness, feedback, and knowledge of results, and
Zen. Thomas and Harri- Augstein (1985) rejected a physical science paradigm since
they wished to approach the study of human learning in its ‘natural habitat’. They
shifted to a 'personal' and specifically 'conversational' science. In a personal science
paradigm the only valid starting point to discover personal meaning is to ask the person
concerned to explain that meaning. This does not mean accepting uncritically whatever
the person chooses to say. Rather it is to accept that this is the most relevant starting
point of any conversational inquiry. Thus the methodology of a Learning Conversation
is an important element of SOL.

Rogers’ client-centred therapy was developed within the context of psychotherapy, and
he identified conditions that he felt necessary for the therapist to provide in order to
maximise personal growth and change. These were 'unconditional positive regard,,
'empathy’ and ‘congruence’. These qualities are important in Thomas and Harri-
Augstein’s conversational methodology that stresses that conversations — are

‘symmetrical’ i.e. that the researcher is not in some superior position over the participant
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within conversational research. The aim of any Learning Conversation is to raise
awareness levels above that of the content of the conversation to that of the process
underlying it, and as such it is within the tradition of action research which stresses that
research should lead to an increase of awareness of all participants and some form of life
learning. Much Learning Conversation methodology was developed within research
into educational practice and learning within a work environment and included both
conversation and practice. Thus the aim of action research, that the process of learning
has a practical value in life to all participants, was an important part of the methodology.
This process oriented approach is a main strand of SOL. Learners have their attention
directed at the reflective mechanisms which affect learning and once embarked as Self

Organised Learners, see this as a lifelong process in which as Rogers (1967) puts it,

"there is psychological freedom to move in any direction"

These characteristics are taken further within the SOL paradigm into a specifically
'conversational' as well as 'personal' science. Given that only human beings have the
ability to converse they have a unique advantage in any learning process. But as people
learn by reflecting on their interactions with others, SOL states that no-one can know
themselves unaided. For Thomas and Harri Augstein however Rogers’ three
interpersonal conditions for growth were not sufficient. By conversational interaction
and the use of awareness raising tools derived from personal construct theory, Self
Organised Learners can pool their knowledge in order to understand themselves and the

people with whom they interact.
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Thus the conversational science paradigm recognises that people can uniquely observe
and report on their own experience. SOL has also developed conversational
technologies for systematically identifying and comparing concepts in a coherent and
comprehensive way. This approach, pioneered by George Kelly (1955) and outlined in
his psychology of personal constructs, has been developed and extended by Harri-
Augstein and Thomas to include a variety of individual and group learning
methodologies and technologies, including conversational uses of the repertory grid,
structures of meaning, and reflective talkback of records of behaviour. What is
particularly fruitful in those methodologies is that while not precisely content free, the
conversational science paradigm propounded here is content-independent and can
therefore be used as a tool to look at any subject. The emphasis throughout is not only
on the constructs themselves i.e. the content of any conversation, but also on the
relationship between constructs, or the context and process in which the constructs are
embedded.

Distinctions are made between types of knowing and meaning, and range from rote,
which is taking in knowledge from another without critical appraisal, through coherent,
explanatory and constructive, which improve the quality of understanding by relating it
to experience. Their final category is creative knowing which involves a high degree of
provisionality and a willingness to investigate that. However their model of person as
scientist testing and reflecting on purposes and strategies is how they see these different
levels of meaning change. In SOL the focus is on structures of meaning. To

compensate for the limitations of repertory grid technology a richer and more flexible
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approach was developed which not only elicited items of meaning (which are the
elements of the conversation) but addressed the relationship between such items (the
constructs pertaining to these elements) by the display of a final pattern showing such
relationships. However they are at pains to point out that this elicited pattern in only a
map, it is not the territory. The raising of awareness will still contain many tacit
elements, and the final pattern is not the conversational experience.

Thus an important element of conversational science methodology is that personal
meaning is constructed internally from items of experience. Items of experience
acquire meaning as they are compared and contrasted over time and acquire a meaning
structure within a larger pattern of relationships. Thus the conversation has structures
of meaning which contribute to an overall understanding of the conversational
interaction. These structures can be analysed and compared both between members of
groups and across groups.

In order to enlarge the understanding of participants, they are encouraged to reflect
and become more aware of their experience, and much conversational science
methodology involves repeat process based conversations in order to encourage such
reflection. This is denoted in SOL terminology as a MARS type reflective conversation
in that participants are encouraged to reflect and raise their awareness by Monitoring,
Analysing, Reconstructing, Reviewing, and Reflecting in an onward spiral. Learning
Conversations stress this process, as well noting the content of the conversation. It s
thus an appropriate method to map personal needs and life learning. Whilst any given

Learning Conversation may start asymmetrically in that it is more in the control of the
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researcher, in both process and content terms the aim is to enable the learner to take

over control of the conversation so that they can self-organise it for themselves in both

content and process terms.

3.2 Attributes of a Learning Conversation

In a LC the conversation may be with oneself or another. There may or may not be
an agenda but if an agenda is set the conversation should not be constrained by it.
Some at least of what is being expressed is tacit. This lack of direct awareness may
be for three reasons. The first is that knowledge has become habituated and there is
no longer a perceived need for conscious expression of it. Just as driving a car has to
be thought of at first and then becomes automatic, so other kinds of knowledge can
become habituated. The second kind of tacit knowledge is that which may affect
behaviour but is not yet articulated or reflected upon clearly enough for the person
concerned to see the connection between what they do and what their underlying
constructs are. Their practical knowing contains elements which they have not yet
reflected upon sufficiently to be altogether clear about why they do what they do.
The third i1s the position 1 expected of most Zen novices, that intellectual
understanding of Zen had not been matched by their practical experience. In
spite of reflecting and pondering and questioning they have no direct experience of
the Zen state, although they may at times have flashes of insight or intimations of
what might be required to reachit.

Within the parameters of a LC the participant(s) try to become aware of the entire

process in which they are engaged. In conversational research the researcher is
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usually the initiator of the conversation, and will not only attempt to help make
explicit as many of the tacit elements as possible, but also encourage the other
participant to take an active role in the process. Thus skill at conversing in this way is
seen as an important attribute in SOL.

It is thus incumbent on the researcher to demonstrate this skill by encouraging the
uncovering of the meta levels of process underpinning the conversation. This is
normally done during the conversation by the type of question asked, the following
up of new issues and pushing for resolution of difficult points at issue, by challenge if
need be. The procedure has become formalised in SOL within the MARS heuristic
mentioned above - reflect by monitoring, analysing. reconstructing, reflecting, and
reviewing in an onward spiral.

The anatomy of a Learning Conversation has three phases of dialogue. The process
dialogue is concerned with how to move from action to reflection by bootstrapping
from one to the other in an ongoing way. The support dialogue is the concern with
Rogerian values — how can I support myself or another through the peaks and
troughs of learning. The referent dialogue is establishing a method for valuing
competence — how do I know if I am getting better? Thus the overall process can be
either task focused, or learning focused, and the dialogue structure is established by
the learner in an inner directed way.

While I was in sympathy with and saw the merit of such conversational methodology

and started out with the intention of following it closely, I found that I had to adapt

to circumstances when carrying out the research.
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In my experience of conversations with John it seemed to me that he placed most
value on getting people to realise things for themselves without a process or a
content framework. Sometimes the implications of what he said reverberated
through my mind for weeks before I had a sudden shift of thought or flash of insight.
I would contend that is fully within the intent of a LC although perhaps not defined
or articulated in quite that way. The MARS heuristic was developed by Thomas and
Harri-Augstein after analysing and listening to hundreds of conversations. Just as
Rogers felt that the crucial elements for him when therapy seemed to work best were
unconditional positive regard, empathy and congruence, so the MARS cycle seemed
to them to reflect the process of what happened when deeper levels of meaning were
reached. However a LC does not have to use the MARS heuristic to be a Learning
Conversation. What a Learning Conversation is really concerned with is accessing
deeper levels of meaning, and it was this aspect of it that interested me.

I approached the initial phase of the research from a SOL paradigm, but within that
process I was also reflecting on events from a Zen perspective. In order to give some
flavour of that perspective the next chapter looks at examples of playing the ‘Zen
game’. I have placed this chapter here deliberately, before turning to a general
discussion of methodological issues so that Zen in action is shown before further

inquiry methodology is discussed.



PART 2

Chapter 4 - The Challenges of The Zen Experience

Those who speak do not know
Those who know do not speak

This chapter provides a background to Zen and places John within a Zen context, and
outlines the ‘Zen game.’ By choosing examples of the Zen game from transcripts taken
from a single weekend workshop, | try to show the variety of topics which could arise in a
short space of time.

| could have attempted to trace themes of interest to me, culled from different meetings,
but this would immediately have involved me in selecting themes. Clearly choosing these
sessions still involved a selection process, but the examples are not meant as research
themes but as an indication of John’s presentational style.

This is why | have not provided an analysis of the transcripts. The overall theme on
which | chose to concentrate throughout the inquiry — the illusory nature of the self — is a
major theme in Zen, and cropped up regularly at meetings.

This chapter also discusses one example of how enlightenment might be validated,

drawing from Fenwick et al's psychological and physiological testing of John.

4.1 The Quest for Enlightenment

Since a major aspect of this research is the impact of one Zen master on those around
him, and since, as already noted, this master is unorthodox, this chapter attempts to
place both him and those he worked with, in some overall context. Through extracts

from his writings, meetings and weekend workshops, I try to convey what it was like to
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know him, and why I and others in the Zen Foundation felt he was so important. The
issue of whether he was or wasn’t enlightened, while an important one, is in a sense
irrelevant to this research project. Those Zen participants who took part thought that
he was and this affected their relationship with him.
John's particular orientation was greatly influenced by the writings of Professor D.T.
Suzuki and by personal interaction with Jiddu Krishnamurti. In general terms however
his overall orientation could be described as more in sympathy with the Southern
(Rinzai) school of Zen outlined by Suzuki (1969) in 'The Zen Doctrine of No Mind.' In
this volume Suzuki describes the process of self realisation or enlightenment as an
abrupt psychological leap.

"That the process of enlightenment is abrupt means there is a leap,

logical and psychological, in the Buddhist experience. The logical

leap is that the ordinary process of reasoning stops short, and what

has been considered irrational is perceived to be perfectly natural,

while the psychological leap is that the borders of consciousness are

overstepped and one is plunged into the Unconscious which is not,

after all, unconscious. This process is discrete, abrupt, and altogether
beyond calculation, this is 'Seeing into one's Self-nature.’

Suzuki’s description sees the process as an abrupt breakthrough, and this is typical of
the approach of the Rinzai school, where koans are often used to create a psychological
impasse and exhaust the logical mind. Historical accounts of the use of koans make it
clear that a koan question is usually worked on for many years before this leap 1s made.
A profound change takes place after enlightenment which cannot be described

adequately to those who have not experienced it. Not only is this state irreversible it is
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a radically different state to anything previously experienced. After his own experience

of enlightenment Hey (1984) described it in the following way,

“Enlightenment involves a profound and permanent change in one's
way of thinking about oneself and the world. In essence the structure
of the personality alters such that the mind is no longer dominated by
an abstract sense of 'I'. This is not to say the enlightened mind is no
longer aware of its own existence, or that it is gripped by some
obsessional self-effacing altruistic fervour. Enlightenment expresses
itself in a vibrant spontaneity and total freedom of being in which
human consciousness achieves an apotheosis. "

John’s description raises an issue that is often misunderstood. Although in Zen one is
exhorted to drop the ‘self’, this is the conditioned self discussed earlier. There is still a
sense of self after enlightenment, but this self is qualitatively different from the sense of

self previously experienced.

Two things now strike me about the above descriptions of enlightenment by Suzuki
and John. The first is that my analysis is essentially correct, so that it is difficult to
convey the difference between what | understood and what | now understand.

| think my major difficulty was that | envisaged from these descriptions (because of
the words radical and abrupt perhaps), that the process involved some dramatic shift,
in the sense of it being a drama.

My experience was gentle, but it was nonetheless radical and profound so | have no
dispute with either of the descriptions above. As Suzuki suggests the experience is
indeed a psychological leap, but leap suggested violent movement to me.
Movement occurred, but | only detected it after the event. What | actually

experienced was refraining from movement, in the sense of following the thoughts in

my mind. When this stillness occurred my perspective shifted.




This abrupt realisation described by Suzuki does not conform to the Northern or Soto
Zen philosophy which uses mainly meditative techniques and teaches a gentle and
gradual path to enlightenment. The aims of Soto Zen are similar to that of Rinzai Zen,
what has been different traditionally is the method of realisation. The culmination of
using the more attacking Rinzai style can be to experience a radical, abrupt and
permanent change in orientation, which is called ‘satori’ in Japanese Zen. In Soto Zen
novices often have enlightenment experiences during meditation which are regarded as
important stages of development, but are not irreversible.

Like traditional Rinzai masters, John did not encourage cultivating such peak
experiences and did not regard them as a sign that one is on the right track. Indeed
being caught up in trying to create or re-create such experiences for oneself he regarded
as a subtle manifestation of ego mind. During the experience the mind is not abandoned
sufficiently for the full experience to be irreversible. Ego mind thus creates a new
mental model of the experience. Or as John put it to me once, ‘ego is just letting itself
out to play at spiritual games for a little while.’

Nor did John advocate any particular methodology. Asked once whether he ever
meditated he replied, 'not unless I have nothing better to do.’ In other words, never.
He also did not make a regular practice of setting koans although he did occasionally
use them. For some years at his instigation 1 worked intensively on the koan “who am
I” and indeed as this thesis shows I was still working on it for most of the time.

However, in both his public meetings and weekend workshops John was prepared to use
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a variety of psychological devices to provoke individual transformation. He was not
however in favour of elevating any formal methodology (including zazen meditation
favoured by the Soto Zen school, or the koans favoured by the Rinzai Zen school) to
become habitual. In this rejection of all method, he was in agreement with his own
master, Krishnamurti.

4.2 The Zen Game

Perhaps the attraction of John for me personally, was the blend of knowledge in depth
about Zen allied with a friendly and informal style. John felt that much of what was
taught in modern Zen was too derivative of a particular time and culture and not suited

to a western mind set. As he observes;

“Zen, the argument runs, is above culture and beyond time; hence to
acquire Zen is to adopt many of the personal characteristics of its
greatest exponents of the past. There is no better way than this to
prevent that spontaneity wherein Zen truly lies. It should always be
remembered that, like a portrait by Holbein or a piano sonata by
Beethoven, the nature of Zen in those times was an expression, or, if
you like, a product, of the period. Thus, whilst we can make very real
use - in our ‘present’ - of the legacy of the past, it would be utterly
futile to try to recreate it by emulation.”

Hey (1984)
In my experience with John there was no subject out of bounds, and the clarity of
attention he brought to any conversation was often daunting. Over years of meeting with
a variety of people, John evolved and wrote down a way of looking at interactions with
him He entitled this ‘The Zen Game’ (1995). This is played between an ‘expert’( a Zen
master) and a ‘novice’. As he states, the impulse to play the Zen Game often has a

negative trigger, in that it arises out of a dissatisfaction with life, and one’s attitude to it.
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In principle, since the game has no rules, everyone is a potential player, but in practice
very few ever attempt to play the game seriously.

The paradox of the Game is that since there are no rules to be followed there is no
way to practise playing. In a sense, as Hey points out, until the Game is transcended
everything is practice. But it is the novice’s persistence in thinking that there are

secret rules to be uncovered and understood, which often preclude making progress.

As Hey (1995) says,

“For the novice it is dangerously tempting to see the final goal as the
culmination of his attempts at play: the more proficient he becomes,
the more likely he is to become an expert. This is not so: it is the
fixation on this notion which prevents immediate mastery of the
Game.”

At every level the expert is trying to point out to the novice that one cannot practice in
order to be. Thus much of the contact takes place at non verbal levels. This is seen by
the expert as it happens, but with a novice it is often only in retrospect that the novice
recognises, if indeed he or she ever does, that the quality of the interchange was not
apparent on the surface. Simply being with an expert quickens the novice’s sense of
awareness, which Hey calls “the movement of spirit™.

One of my own favourite passages in the Zen Game is the following description of the

interplay of such movement of spirit between the expert and the novice,

“The power and wisdom of the expert’s spirit infuses everything he
does. This is true of the novice too, although he is largely unaware of
it while his consciousness remains enmeshed in the framework of ego.
Like eagles soaring effortlessly on the wind, both are supremely
unmindful of their mastery. The novice senses this at a deep level of
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being, but at the level of his conscious mind this is displaced by ego
which constructs a different scenario. Filled with thoughts of muscle
control, wind velocity, time and purpose, he distorts reality into a gross
caricature of itself: the eagle is no longer an eagle, but an image; the

wind a hostile element to be battled against; flight a struggle to
achieve its desires.

The expert mirrors to the novice the ways in which his or her ego are distorting this
natural process of being. There is therefore no pre planned or set course of events or
practice. This awareness that the expert brings to everything he does is different from
what is normally regarded within action research as reflection in action. There is no
reflection involved, thought and action are one. I remember once on a week long retreat
in the New Forest, John appeared unexpectedly and asked me “what have you been
doing in a Zen sense today?” Knowing perfectly well that in Zen one does not aim at
doing I answered that I had not been doing anything in particular 1 had simply been
trying to be aware of what I was doing. “That won't work” he said. When I asked why
not he said “who is trying to be aware of what?

Of course when I then reflected on this I could see that if, as is a central tenet of Zen,
the ego mind is illusory, then the mechanism I had been invoking in trying to be self
aware was simply a mental construction. And a mental construction can not be aware of
an underlying reality, that can only be apprehended in a holistic and intuitive way. What
I had been practising was becoming self consciously aware, when what is needed is to be
unselfconsciously aware.  Trying to cultivate greater awareness is a theme of
reflective practice, and in this process the question of who is trying to be aware of
what is rarely asked It is however a central preoccupation at Zen Foundation

gatherings as is shown in section 2.4 below. This is a theme to which I will return
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again, as it was realisation of the inadequacy of a reflective method to illustrate Zen
experience, which precipitated my later crisis of confidence in what I was doing in the
Learning Conversations phase of the project.

4.3 Zen Validation

One question which appears very basic to this enterprise is the issue of how I knew
John was enlightened. Whether he was or was not does not basically affect the validity
of this project but it does affect how myself and other Zen participants are seen. Are we
well meaning but deluded, or are we people who are critical of what they experience?
This question of authenticity was often raised by braver beginners to John’s talks. The
answer is as short as it is unsatisfactory. The only way to be sure whether someone is
enlightened 1s to be enlightened yourself. In Japan, China and Korea where Zen
institutions have flourished for many centuries the difficulty of determining who was
enlightened led to the practice of authentication by a master. Enlightenment could thus
only be 'authenticated' by one who was himself/herself accepted as a master. This
authentication was therefore passed down through the monastic system. Since long
term study of Zen, even in a monastic setting, does not necessarily lead to success, there
has always been a shortage of masters. This led to a broadening of the process of
authentication, with those who have reached a certain level of knowledge or proficiency
teaching those below them. Within the current hierarchical monastic system teachers
who reach a certain proficiency in techniques or understanding of Zen may therefore

guide others without themselves being enlightened.
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Austin (1998), a neurologist who trains in the Soto Zen tradition appears to view his
Zen teachers as those who have undergone many kensho or enlightenment experiences
and who have matured in mindfulness. He distinguishes between such teachers and the
great masters who have achieved satori, the ultimate stage of enlightenment. To Austin
consideration of whether teachers have reached the ultimate satori experience is hardly
relevant, since to all intents and purposes accredited teachers are beyond their pupils in
experience and can therefore guide them appropriately. The Soto Zen model of gradual
progress, with plateaux which can be reached, is thus different from John’s Zen. In a
recent Soto Zen workshop I attended conducted by Daishin Morgan, Abbot of a leading
Soto Zen monastery in Northumbria, he advised that it was inappropriate to think of
trying to become enlightened. The Soto Zen method is to practice zazen with no
thought of results. Nonetheless accounts by Soto Zen practitioners of their peak
experiences tends to suggest that such moments are greatly valued, leading one to
believe that really sitting with no expectation is difficult to achieve, in other words
expectations may be suppressed but they are still there. In traditional Rinzai Zen it 1s felt
that it is impossible to approach Zen without expectations, so the koan system was
devised in order to divert and exhaust the mind.

Although not trained within a monastic system, John did however have a master. Jiddu
Krishnamurti, with whom he met regularly over a period of 13 years, helped to provoke
his own enlightenment. Krishnamurti did not authenticate anyone and did not teach
within any accepted tradition. He is certainly not normally regarded as being within the

Zen tradition. John regarded him however as exemplifying the essence of Zen in the late
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20th century. Throughout his long life Krishnamurti was an advocate of inner directed
learning, advising those interested in his approach to seek their own personal way. This
encouragement to accept nothing but what you can determine for yourself is very much
within the Zen tradition. So although he was a friend of Krishnamurti (I have
deliberately not used the word disciple or follower as neither would have approved)
John chose to pass on his knowledge using the terminology of Zen.

I became convinced through interaction with him that John was indeed enlightened, and
my impression is that all those Zen participants in this inquiry also thought so. What
contributed most to my own decision that John was enlightened was the vibrancy,
spontaneity and speed of understanding which he always displayed in every situation.
Since he was at one with himself he always knew not only who, but where he was. This
doesn’t mean he had an answer to everything. Sometimes he was asked something he
didn’t know and he said so. But if you are touch with your inner being then all
interactions with others have a different quality.

Since this inquiry is attempting to approach Zen scientifically there is additional data in
the form of detailed psychological and psychophysiological testing in which John
participated, see 4.5 below. Before turning to this, the next section attempts to capture
both the atmosphere and John’s presentational style in interaction with others.

4.4 Examples of Zen Play

In this section through exerpts from meetings I try to give some flavour of how the Zen
Game was played between John and his friends. I have tried to illustrate some of the

issues which are fundamental to any attempt at understanding Zen in John’s terms, e.g.



enlightenment and the nature of self consciousness, and the emphasis on experience and

not on intellect or reason.

4.4.1 Effort and Enlightenment

Rereading many of these pages I am still struck by the sophistication of much of this
discussion which (alas as John would say) sounds at times like an academic discussion.
These initial examples are taken from a 5 day retreat, held in 1984 in Oxfordshire. It
was In fact at this retreat that I met John for the first time. 1 was overwhelmed by the
number of ideas it generated, many of them new to me. Having lived with them now for
14 years some seem very clear and others still as difficult.

The first example, entitled Effort and Enlightenment, comes from a large group session.
It illustrates the central and fundamental issue of enlightenment and what precludes
novices from making the right kind of effort. An analogy often used in discussion
concerns ‘the wall’, which is the imaginary barrier which apparently stops people taking
the step forward into enlightenment. References to the wall tend to refer to a state
where Zen novices are sufficiently focused on fundamental questions of being and less
distracted by problems of day to day living. This state tends to come and go, and cannot
be aimed for. Trying to hold on to the feeling of being at the wall was seen by John as a

sure recipe for failure.



. B,

Effort and Enlightenment

B When you say "the centre of consciousnecss is free'", what

does that mean?

The very core of that which knows itself as you is empty

in 1ts essential nature;: it 1is not pegged to that abstract

etamp collection.of thinga/evente it has experienced. It ie

a dynamic, fluid, awareness which has no existence from

moment to moment other than what it ie from moment to moment.

I am creating an 1dea of what 1t 1is?

That's right.

Which ig2 what I do at that moment?

Right. Whereas 1t is pot that. It is, from the first,

free in 1ta basic nature. It cannot be, in that sense,

empty, but it 1= empty of settachment. By not trying to

direct your thoughts, in the etioclated state of self

awarenesge at the 'wall', you could notice that a shift in the

centre of gravity of your consciousness is happening, that

the senge of 'I' is8 no longer pegged in the same way to this

or that attachment: things are simply coming and going like

reflectioneg in a mirror and are not held on to. If you feel

that, you are swimming'

Yeg, such an unusual feeling one wouldn't trust {it!

-



Effort and Enlightenment

J. [1aughing] If you felt it you certainly wouldn't trust
1t. [**%*] This 18 the ineffable and very subtle thing that
people mean when they say that, from the beginning, man's
nature ias empty and voida.

CcC. M. ) Are thought and congsciousneess the gana?

J. How can thought and coneciousnesa not be the scame®
There 1is a semantic use that tekes 'thought' to mean the
content of 'consciousness' but that i1illustrates exactly the
gryurious separation we have been talking about. You cannot
have consciousness without content. Content 13 consciousness.

C.M. After the change in consciocusness, you might be without
thought, but you needn't be?

J. You are still conscious after the change...

C.M. Yes.

J. So you have thought. Consciousgness 12 thought. [(pause]
The ohly qualitative difference being that you are no longer
fi11ing that consciousness with second-order thoughtsg about
iteself, nor with thoughts of directing its activities.

C.M, - Iz this how you degcribe attachment to thought?

_l; Yea -~ which, the more we look at it, I am sure you are
beginning to think increasingly, is absolutely impoeesible.

[ %% Explanatory note: becauce the need to trurst would have

disappeared.]
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Effort and Enlightenment

It can't really be doing what You all feel it to be doing

inside your minds. It is actually impossible, 1isn't it, for

a thought to take another thought ae 1ite object?

A.B. . The 1dea of the thinker being separste from the thought

ie merely another thought.-

J. Well, 1s 1it®

A.B. With a particular connotation?

C.M. © Is that a thought?

J. No. I mean it can't be in the sense that it really ie

impossible for a thought to have a thought within a thought

ag its object. Like a2 nest of Chinese boxes. It Just won't
work., -

A.B, It's Just one thing following another, which thinke
about the previous one. I think this 1s arr unnecessary -

J. I think it 18 a vital point. To underline the

impossibility of what you think to be happening, in the way

that you have concluded it to be imposeible, 12 something you

could well note! You have shown hneatly, 1f I may say so, the

impoessibility of thinking of yocurself as an abetract entity

having thoughts.

A.B, Yeeg, yes.

J. You are those thoughte, and thoughte can't have thoughts

within them - though 1ogice11y‘you feel they must in order to




C.G.

Effort and Enlightenment

try to build a model of how you think yourself to be,

Becauge the identity we gee 1ig merely one kind o¢f

thought following another kind.
Yes,
All related in the same way to conegciousnece.

They are consciousness -

- Yes, yes. [wry laughter]

The sgense of sgelf is Just thought followed by thought

followed by thought. There is nothing having those thoughts.

Our whole language, and the dualistic approcach, is predicated

on the idea that there 1s some abstract consgciousness whign

hag thoughts, some of which can be about itself. "What am

I?" "How do I feel?" . "Would that I were not as I am!" That

gounds as though there is something that is having those

thinges as thoughts within itself. But 1it's not. It cannot

be -~ can 1t°?
That ought to be enough, J.
Yea, 1t ought to be enough.
Yes, but what are we doing with

[whiepering] Don't ask me!

Then why don't we stop - why don't we Jjust etop in our

tracka 1f we resally, vreally feel that?



Effort and Enlightenment

You are answering it in your own question.

[pauge]

Enough®

I am Just trying to catch hold of the way it is reaslly

going.

[laughing) Well held! [pause] The concomitants of

attachment to "Where am I going?'" "What am I going to be?"

"What am I going to do?" are despair, hopelegsanecse,

frustration. All those c¢crude qQualities are down here

somewhere. Now I am not saying that you cannot launch of?f

into zen from there at any time. But in a sense they are

"down there'", whereas 'at the wall' is really "up here". Up

here the atmosphere 1is getting very thin, one isn't as driven

by despair, urrhappiness, desire. One's will 1ig almost

totally harnessed to the desire to transcend. It i3 felt, 1in

a phrage I've used before, az a naked existential imperative,

shorn of any "so that ..." or "because I wish to escape from

A [pause] The last etiolated attachment to anything at

all 1s seen as 1llusory and falls away. The only thing 1in

your consciousness, 1in your thought, 1is - what 1ie in your

thought! The sense of freedom that one has, that one doesgsn't

have to worry ahout one'’,es thoughts but eimply allow them to

come and go like the whispering of leavegz stirred by the

wind, is a release and a freedom of a fundamental kind.

[long pauce]

Iz that the winAa~” It waas quiet earlier.




4.4.2 Coming Closer

In this small group discussion a number of things are illustrated. Firstly the atmosphere
generated 1s tense and both A M. and E.H. comment on this. Y.S. a participant in my
own research makes an attempt at a non verbal response, but this is seen by John as no
more successful than an intellectual response, since when challenged Y played word

games. It is the most evocative account I can find of the difficulty of finding responses

to John’s questions.
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VII. small group discussion: coming closer? come in!

{(J. wams with A.M., E.H., K.G. and Y.S. for the following
exchanges that took.place in the same solar room during an

interlude between the canersl'discussion of (6) and (8).

‘They had begun seated in somewhat less than a circle; J.

responds to a comment from K.G.:)]

Do you want to come closer than.- that® I see! You meant

your chair!

I thought there was neither a closer nor a further.

Perhaps there is a choice of two positions: either

distant from me, or close to me. I wag suggesting that K. Q4.

cameé closer to me, not that he moved hie chair. {Pause.

Turning to-Y.S.:] Come closer. [pause] How close dAo you

feal?

Not too close, thank you.

Would you like to be closer?

It is not an issue in my mind.

How can you say that? (Pauge. Turning to A.M.:]

Would you like to be closer?

I have got that '"brink" feeling. (pause)] Whatever 1 say

won't be quite the feeling that I have.

Then simply come closer. {(Turning to E.H.:]) Would you

like to> come cioser?




E.H.

Vi

Coming clogexr? Come in'

I think I feel that I am close, but

Closge to what? ([pause]

Clomse to looking at l1life the way you do. But for some

reagon 1 am always Just miseing the point.

You feel movement though, don't you? As 1f you are

cloge to that point, but then retreat a bit?

I do not see 1t as movement, - no. [pause] I Just seem
to become aware of 1t sometimes. At other timesg I am not
aware of it, or I am so absorbed in distractions that I am

not aware of it.

You are moving away.

M'm. I can feel it [laughe]

What?

Movement. Then.

But you have just said there is none!

No, I said that I did not feel it as movement.
. So, come closer!
D, e

But that implies that there is further away and closer

to 1it.

If you accept it in that sense, yes. The invitation 1s

not to "come closer'" from one spot to another in the place
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Vil

that you are in, but to leave that place and come closer to

me. [pause] Wouldn't you like to do that?

Y.S. - Coming closer to you wouldn't help me to be.

3. .- Oh, but it will! When you come close to me you will be
you!

Y.S. How close to you?

J. That close.

Y.S. Literally?®?

J. No, further away than that. (pause] You see, your

minds are all full of the sengse of movement; and yet are not

moving. [long pause] Come a little closer?

A.M, You spoke before of the defocusasing that one may feel...

[pruse) Could that be -

J. That is moving away. [J. makes a sweep of his hand in
the air between himself and Y.S..] There is a barrier here
separating you from me. Cross 1t!

{ Y.S. raises a foot and kicks forward as though to

break the imaginary barrier.]

p—
J’ He crossed 1t with his foot but not with his mind!
Y.S. B My mind was in my foot.
ﬂ; Crosas 1it! [long pause] 1f your mind had really been in

your foot, what would you have done?




[Y.S. laughs. A further long pause.)

Always trying to find ways of crossing 1t, and then

trying to find ways to stop myself finding ways.

All tragically, comically, predicated on the

misunderstanding that assumes there is a barrier there at

all. He tried to cross that barrier with his foot. No-one

can crosgg 1t with a foot, or with any other part of the body,

if there is no barrier to cross. So how would ygou cross 1t?

[pausel Or you? Or you®?

I Keep thinking that maybe a brilliant idea will -

suddenly crop up from somewhere.

[to the athers in turn:] The barrier gets higher with

every thought like that. There is8 now a bruise on your foot:

and a bigger one on your mind.

Does there have to be movement? Doeg there have to be

movemant? [pause]

Rarriers in the mind. [pause] Too slow! Barriers in

the mind. That proposition could, if you would let it, echo

through an empty. alert, present mind. And your reaponse

could be.... what it would, but wasn't. {Turning to K.G.:]

You are an artist. Wwhat about the black and white pictures

we mentioned earlier? [(*) All that 18 required is a shift

(* An analogy introduced by J. in the preceding general

216
discussion, see p.00O0O]



of your consciocousness to see the picture from a different

angle, and you see the picture totally afresh. {pause] How

can you produce that movement?

Is there movement, gome movement?

None at all. The picture is there to be perceived

directly. But you thought that, you didn'+t experience 1it.

Why did you have to work it ocout? It should be ag intuitively

obvious as everything else that comes your way. No
questioning, no doubt: "Shall I do this?"; "If I look at it
this way...": "What am I doing?'". There it is, right 1in
front of you! And you are seeing it, and yet seem not be be
escaing 1it. (long pausel

You say the door is open?

What door?
(An extremely loud and sudden shout from J., then: )

That door!

[End of discussion]



4.4.3 The ‘Third World’ Problem

John always spoke from a position of sureness even when discussing difficult points of
understanding of the nature of conscious experience. In this discussion which also
highlights the difference of the kind of effort needed in Zen and the nature of will, John

talks of the connection between the self, consciousness and thought.

The analogy of a swimming pool was used here and what is being discussed is the

difficulty of ‘letting go’.
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V. small group discussion: the 'third world' problem

[As for the previous discussion. J. now sita with P.F., S.A.
and 8.0.. The 'third world' theme refers to a challenge given
by J. earlier that day in sevéral individual interviews when
he had invited replies to the question: "What do you think
sbout poverty in the.third world?" and, by implication,
whether any of our concerns are ever less remote - or less

pressing - than this paradigm for them.)

I would like to ask whether you are entirely clear about

one of the questions I have just been asked. It 18 how to

"Jump into the swimming pool'" by an act of will.

I think you have made a distinction before between will

as we know i1t and another kind.

Yem, I have tried to, but I think P.E. wag a bit

confusmsed. She thought that will stayed as you went, that you

ended up in the .'pool' swimming in zen, as it were, having

got there bhy act of will. Now, that's the subtlety: 1it's the

will which starts the movement but, once started, the

\

movement continues and will gets left behind. The movement

outstrips the impulse that set it going and - splosh!

Paerhaps thie is a digression that doesn't necessarily accord

with your needs of the moment - bed, bath, hot drink,

enlightenment? But enlightenment couldn't be a need, could

it?

_—

Only in our minds! (1laughter]



J.

A

Which precludes it happening in your mind {1aughing].

I feel an immense sense of poise. I think most people here

are -'J. connoigseurs', and fairly experienced in terms of

what we are talking about. And I very much sense that,

although we are going over things again and again from

different and not so different viewpoints, most people are

really set on a hair trigger, and it wouldn't take much to

fire the gun.

I feel nearer that point. than I ever have before, as a

sustained thing.

Yesg. I don't think there 1is any pressure; it is Just
a question of realisation, really. The whole problem of
realisation goes back to the question I want to ask you: are

we all just having 'third world®' zen discussions?

Inevitably.

- Yes, 1t had to be that, but then....

“May I ask you & Question? Let's tackle 1t from a

different point: what about consciousness, thought and the

'‘I'o Could you relate those in a structural sense in terms

of how how you feel it to be in your mind? Is there a sense

of 'I' which is conscious and, if eo, who 18 congcious of

that thought? How do you see 1t?

[1aughing]) I'm not sure whether you are Just siving me

another 'third world' question!



€
.

I

Ihe 'Third wWorld' Problem

[laughing) Everything could be seen in that light, orf

course - evepryihing!

The answer is that initially everythinz wag 'I' related.
I aid this, I did that, I did evervthing else. Now that has
gone completely and the ground consciocusness 1is8 there
independent of the 'I' and, except for those momentas when the
passions arige and the attachments are strong, the 'I' can
come and go as 1t will. We talked before about writing
lectures; the astonishing realisation that you have never
actually written a lecture in your l1life but for some reason,
somehow or other, you and the slides and everythiné,else get

together at the point in Question and the lecture happens.

M'm. The reason I asked about the sense of '1',

consciousness and thought was that the mystery of the

relative state was resolved in talking to somebody else when

she suddenly, intellectually, tumbled to the understanding

that the sense of 'I' was just that - spurious - because
thought- and consciousness were the same thing. The 'I' ana
consciousnees are the thoughts as they come and go. So, how

does one thought apparently think about itself?

It's impossible.

Yes, that's right. It 1is not possible. But that was an

intellectual realisation rather than a zen realisation. Had

it been a zen realisation it would immediately have given you

the freedom to see immediately that your thoughts, which are
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The 'Third World' Problem

all that you have in terms of the sense of 'I', come and g0

like clouds in the sky.

What 12 the mechanism for giving up thie spurious sense

of 'I1°', on the understanding that there is no mechanism for

giving 1t up©

[lauzhing] Even more 80 on the understanding that there

is nothing to be given up.

Yet there ig, from the relative. [pause] You sgee -

It would seem so.

You see, one thing that 1 have seen this time ies the
endless 'third world' discussions. The whole thing 1isg Jjust

onhe long 'third world' discussion.

I am confused because I am unsure about how you used the
word consciousness: whether it is the cosmic consciocusness or
whether it is the spurious consciousness of the 'I'. But 1is

not all discussion the mind looking at i1tself?

Absolutely.

Ceén 1t then arrive anywhere except in the relative®

Not by thinking of itself in that way, no. If 1t goes

on doing that, it will go on doing that. If it realises that

it does not need to go on doing that, it can stop doing that.

When you speak of will, are you meaning sudden choice?



P.F."
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The 'Third World' Problem

It 18 a sort of will without movemantc. It is8 a pure

will, a naked will; an impulsive force which seems to have

nothing behind it and no target. It is a force which can

launch but do no more than launch.

Can it be triggered by a total fed-upness with how I am

in the relative?

It depende on the kind of fed-upness. There is8 fed-up

angry, fed-up despairing, and so on.

Thesge are all attached forme of fed-upnegsg?

Yes, and will thus usually end up with the mind chasing

ite own tail very fruitlessly and very destructively. When

'at the wall', it is qualitatively still attached, but

Quantitatively the attachments are fewer: the sense of 'I'

seemge to have more space. There, 1f theire is8 an element of

despair, orie could as it were see that as a component of this

will that we are talking about. But 1f that element is very

strong, one is pulled back from the wall and is monopolised

by that strong attachment. Instead of moving 'over the wall'

you are back where you started. In zen, there i1is no attached

will in that sense. There 1is: "I will get up this morning"

but the will is nho longer 'attached'. The will is inside the

situation in which it operatea, rather than the mechanistic

outside will operating on something separate from itself.

It seems to me that all that's required is Jjust a simple

giving up. Why then does 1t not work”?



Because you feel that it doesn't, and approach that

moment, that point of departure, with an anchor or two that

is still pulling you back: too much of a seeking for what is.

beyond it: too much intellectual curiosity perhaps; or all

the things you are going to do when you have become

enlightened. If you are, in a zen sense, pure of those -

that 1is 1t

And that 1is8 when, in any particular moment of time, you
make one of your huge number of sguccessive jumps into the zen
state and you give up. But 1t happens at Jjust that moment

because the quality of the giving up is 'pure'.

Yeg. Earlier, when I made the suggestion that people

should play at imagining that they were "in the pool,

swimming'" there was a bit more to it than Jjust playing-

acting. It was just possible that, by making that almost

pure act of will to play that role, that that could have been

the movement ....

Which would push you through. [pause) So then it comes
to the gquestion again of the purity of the moment and how to

make the moment pure.

What attachments are in your thought at that moment as

you approach that point?

No more going into third world countries!

(J. laughs]

[End of discussion)



4.4.4 A Master’s Account of a Zen Interaction

The following account was written by John, after an encounter with S.O. S.O.is also a
participant in my research conversations. She insists that the encounter did not go quite
as described, although when we discussed this she agreed that all the central facts are
correct. So this can be taken as a narrative account, based on a real incident. As
Denzin(1997) points out many ethnographers have turned to analysis of fiction as
presenting a recognisable picture of behaviour which it would be difficult if not
impossible to capture in any other way. This story expresses an essential truth about the
inability of novices to act spontaneously, until in the case described, temper allowed her
to finally express something spontaneous. It also expresses something more than that.
When 1 first read this example I was not told who the novice was but I knew

immediately who was being described.
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XVil

Stir in a Tea-cup

She entered the room hesitantly. The Master's words about impulse
were still reverberating in her mind; their meaning was tantalisingly,
irritatingly, unclear. Surely he could not mean that she should say,

or do, the first thing that entered her conscious mind?

Torn between a sense of relief at such uncensored freedom and the
inevitable afterthought that her spontaneity would not be genuine, she

was even more flustered than usual.

The Master was sitting in an armchair holding a fresh cup of hot water
and honey, his favourite drink. He smiled, but said nothing as she
settled herself in the armchair facing him. It was a golden afternoon
in late September: autumn sunlight, birdsong and the buzzing of in-
dustrious bees filled the room, which looked across a wide sweep of

lawn to the dense woods beyond.

Still smiling, he took the teaspoon from the saucer and began to stir
the contents of his cup. He said nothing, but looked intently,

questioningly, at her.
"What a performance it all is!" she said.
He still made no reply, but continued stirring his tea-cup.

"Are you expecting me to say something 'appropriate' before you will

answer?"

His smile widened, but he said nothing. The tempo of his stirring

increased: the room now echoed to the strident sound of metal on china.



Stir in a Tea-cup XVI”

"I suppose you are going to continue stirring your drink until I make

] L4

a 'zen' statement?"”

CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

"Please stop."

CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

"This is making me very angry; please stop!"
CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

"I suppose you want me to make you stop?"

CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

She picked up the cushion from her chair and made as though to throw

it at him. "No, it would make a dreadful mess!"
CLINK CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

She stood up, reached out to take the cup and saucer from him, but

hesitated and stood irresolutely before him.
CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

"What must I do to make you stop?"

CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

She reached forward, half expecting . to be stopped in her tracks by one
of his tremendous eponymous shouts or to have the contents of the cup dashed

in her face. She took hold of the cup and tugged tentatively.



Stir in a Tea-cup

Xix

He held on and continued stirring, more noisily than ever:

CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

She pulled steadily but could not bring herself to use sufficient
force to wrest the cup and saucer from the Master's firm grip.
She rejected the idea of a sudden jerk as this might spill the

contents and burn him. Smiling, he continued stirring:

CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

She let go and stood undecided as to what to do next. He continued

stirring:
CLINK, CHINK: CLINK, CHINK.

She sat down almost in tears, yet almost in a towering rage. The

pressure was becoming intolerable.
"I can't do it!"

Immediately, the Master stopped, stood up, bowed deeply to her - and

left the room still carrying the cup and saucer.



The above examples show some of the emotional flavour conveyed by interactions with
John. They also raise some of the issues which became central pre occupations for me.
John had a profound effect on those with whom he interacted, and he was undoubtedly a
most unusual person. However all of these psychological interactions are highly
subjective, and as such could be interpreted as collective delusion on the part of those
who knew and worked with John. However there is clear physiological evidence that
John was quite different in other ways, and ways in which it would be impossible to
fake.

4.5 Zen and the Brain

Austin (1997) reviews the latest in brain research, and interweaves this with his own
Soto Zen experience. Taking evidence from neurophysiology, dreams, animal studies
and altered states of consciousness he postulates that the sustained habit of meditation
and mindfulness, have important effects on brain waves and the chemistry of the brain.
The depth and breadth of the types of evidence Austin brings to his argument are
impressive. However the very fact that he has to range so widely in order to connect up
various types of evidence points to the lack of direct evidence, because so little research
has been done on advanced practitioners of Zen. Even where research has taken place it
tends to explore the effects of long term meditative practice. The research described
below is therefore one of the few direct pieces of evidence that show not only that it
seems likely that brain function becomes changed after enlightenment, but that the

direction of the change is to a more global form of information processing.
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In 1984, Fenwick et al. administered a number of psychological and physiological tests
to John in weekly sessions over a period of six weeks.  The results of this testing
cannot be regarded as proof of enlightenment since testing all took place after
enlightenment, and we have no way of knowing absolutely that the differences which
they observed were not present prior to John’s enlightenment. Their results do however
tell us of interesting differences in John's brain functioning, which Peter Fenwick, a
distinguished neurophysiologist had not encountered before, or indeed since. A copy of
this paper, which has never been published can be found in Appendix A.

As Fenwick points out even amnesiac and brain damaged subjects display good
discrimination conditioning in his experience. In discrimination tests John appears not
to have been influenced by the sequence of events contingent in the environment. There
was also no reliable GSR to the various stimuli. In other words John responded to the
present moment, and was not conditioned to predict what would happen next.

The discrimination test used was rather more sophisticated than the famous habituation
study by Kasamatsu and Hirai (1966). They tested 48 disciples and priests of Zen sects
before, during and after Zen meditation. Depending upon length of training, subjects
were less likely to habituate to a repeated click stimulus than were control groups.
However, the findings from that study and those of Fenwick et al. seem to lead in the
same direction, i.e. both John and more experienced Zen monks do not habituate to
repeated stimuli.

However, it is in the brain lateralisation results that the most suggestive differences are

found. During John's verbal tasks there was no left hemispheric activation, normal in a
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right-handed subject, and the right hemisphere was activated equally by both verbal
and non-verbal tasks. Fenwick makes clear that the results are in his considerable
experience unique and are not due to left temporal lobe damage. However given that
the right hemisphere is associated in most people with global and spatial tasks, it raises
the interesting possibility that enlightenment involves a more global form of
consciousness and is accompanied by a change in hemispheric functioning.

It 1s worth noting that Roger Penrose (1989) remarks on the apparently global nature of
innovative/inspirational thought or insight, and points out that the brain, far from being
the hard-wired model often conceptualised in artificial intelligence, should actually be
more noted for its plasticity, since it is capable of changing it's neural connections via the
shrinking and growing of dendritic spines. Robertson (1995) summarising important
issues related to the recovery of brain function in brain damaged patients makes a
number of interesting points. First he points out that although brain neurones do not
regenerate, even with quite severe brain damage significant recovery of function takes
place.

Previous theories assumed that recovery happened by functional reorganisation, that is
the surviving brain circuits reorganise to achieve the same behavioural goal in a different
way. But this latest research suggests that may not be the whole story. Every day, the
normal brain loses large numbers of neurones without suffering any obvious lack of
function. This loss implies that the brain has considerable adaptability in the synaptic
connections between cells. Research appears to show that in both normal and brain

damaged patients a continuous process of remodelling takes place. There is
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strengthening and weakening of various synaptic connections corresponding to changes
of input and as a result of arousal and experience.

Robertson gives as an example that the cortical area representing the tip of the right
forefinger is considerably enlarged in Braille readers, compared to normal non-Braille
readers. This suggests that synaptic remodelling has given more space to the area of the
brain representing the right fingertip. As Robertson observes, that implies that
experience and stimulation may influence synaptic change.

This theoretical approach would certainly leave open the possibility that the importance
of the awareness of the self and its relationship to the world, emphasised in Zen leads to
the reorganisation of brain functioning via synaptic remodelling. Austin (1998)
demonstrates that brain waves and brain chemistry change dependent on the type of
consciousness experienced, e.g. dream states, drug induced states and meditation
experiences, indeed it seems likely that our brain functioning is affected by everything
we do. This leaves open the possibility that other systems of inner directed learning and
reflection than Zen could have similar consequences. Unfortunately, testing such a
proposition was beyond the scope of this research.

John himself believed that some profound change took place on his enlightenment
and that his brain was not previously hardwired in some fashion different from
that of other people.

Fenwick et al. also administered the WAIS intelligence test, and even here encountered

some difficulties. As they explain

oooooo

answer a series of questions regarding hypothetical situations and to

“ The verbal comprehension sub-test requires the examinee to
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state the reasons behind a number of social conventions and laws. The
subject was loath to predict his likely behaviour under such
circumstances, and equally loathe to recount social conventions.
Correct answers were forthcoming only through the non-standard
approach of allowing the subject to give the answers the examiner

would like to hear, rather than through giving his own personal held
views.”

This non-standard response, as Fenwick admits, may have led to an underestimate of the

subject's intelligence (which was in the bright normal range at 115). As they state,

"In conclusion, the Zen master certainly showed some differences in
his neurophysiological responses in test situations. He appears to have
tackled the tests using non-verbal or visio-spatial strategies. This is
clearly seen on the hemisphere lateralisation test, and it is also
apparent to his disadvantage on the Stroop. He also clearly shows
differences in habituation and conditioning. These facts, taken
together with his unusual responses on the WAIS, give support to his
claim that at the moment of enlightenment the psychological
structures supporting his personal sense of 'l' collapsed, and he is left
continually present in each passing moment of time, responding to
what is."

The above tests do not 'prove' that John is enlightened, although they do suggest that he
is highly unusual. But it is the type of change that is suggestive. John states that he no
longer identifies with his ego self, the structure of organisation of his mind. And

Fenwick’s results suggest that may be correlated with a reduction of left brain activity.
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Chapter S - Theoretical Issues Affecting Methodology

Is there anything to be done?

Who is the doer?

And what is it that is being done?
Krishnamurti

Chapter 3 was written to demonstrate a rationale for starting with a SOL
methodology. This chapter was written when | added in material from participant
observation of Zen, and used art and fiction to display certain kinds of
understanding. Because | expanded my methodological approach to include arts
based methods, this chapter also discusses how definitions of science and social
science have changed. It also shows that much recent research and theorising
suggests that investigating personal experience creates the need for new
methods. | would say that to investigate the transpersonal what is needed is a
new perspective on methods, not necessarily a change in forms of data
collection. Given the subject matter of this research, this chapter also discusses

the stance from which the researcher interprets.

5.1 Scientific Paradigms

Asking whether there can be a science of self knowledge, is to inquire into the nature
of science, and whether personal experience can be looked at in a way which
conforms to scientific standards. When we think of scientific knowledge many
people still tend to think in terms of the values of logical positivism. However the
history of science shows that notions of what constitute science have always been

subject to change. In spite of this, the models of science which informed early social



research tend to have been inherited from the positivist model of the natural sciences
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995).

Scientific paradigms exert a hegemony which implicitly define what science 18,
although as Kuhn (1962) showed, such paradigms shift greatly from time to time.
Extending Kuhn’s arguments, Feyerabend (1975) asserts that the most successful
scientific inquiries have never proceeded according to rational method at all. In his
overtly polemical but brilliantly argued book, he asserts that in a modern philosophy
of science stress has shifted from the scientific method to that of scientific practice.
Nowadays especially in the social sciences, areas of study and techniques vary so
much that it has led many to assert that science is what scientists do, and cannot be
defined as a particular field of interest or set of techniques. Deese (1972), agreeing
that psychology is fluid, asserts that psychology is both a science and an art. Some
psychological knowledge comes from verifiable facts or experience, but some comes
from uncodified, intuitive experience, and that part is art. He forecast that in the
future, psychology as a discipline would gradually redefine its subject matter,
methods and practice, to make it broader in scope and less inhibited by tradition. In
other words he foresaw an integration of science and art.

Wilber (1998) is interested in the integration of science and religion. He identifies 5
main positions vis-a-vis the two.  His remarks apply to transpersonal issues in
general and not just formal religions. The first two, which cancel one another out,

are that science denies any validity to religion, and religion denies any validity to



science. As Wilber observes, if science and religion deny each other completely then
no integration will occur.
The third stance, which he calls epistemological pluralism, assumes that science is but
one of several valid modes of knowing, and can therefore co-exist with spiritual
modes. Epistemological pluralism in the past has envisaged a hierarchy of being and
knowing, reaching from matter, to body, to mind to soul to spirit, (known as the
Great Chain in philosophy). Thus matter and bodies are known by sensory
empiricism, the mind and its contents are known by rationalism, and the soul and
spirit by gnosis, prajna, satori etc. Wilber believes that, despite its attractions, this
model also fails because it cannot stand up to much of modern knowledge. As he
puts it,
For example we have abundant evidence that mental consciousness is,
in some sense, connected with the biomaterial brain. It is not simply
hovering over matter, completely transcending it. And yet this simple
fact completely escaped the perennial philosophy. What if all the so-
called higher realms, including soul and spirit, are also nothing but
various brain states? The entire Great Chain completely collapses
into matter (or biomatter), and there goes your Great Chain with it.”
Wilber 1998
Wilber goes on to argue that epistemological pluralism needs to be compatible with
scientific knowledge if it is to rehabilitate itself. Before discussing briefly his view of
how that might be done, the two remaining stances should be mentioned. The fourth
stance is that science can offer ‘plausibility’ arguments for the existence of Spirit.
Examples of this sort of stance are 7he Tao of Physics by Fritjof Capra, which tries

to demonstrate that the worldview of modern physics is similar to that of Eastern

mysticism. Wilber has sympathy for this view but feels that ultimately the greatest
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exponents of Western philosophy, such as Emmanuel Kant, and Ngarjuna (and I
would include D.Suzuki here) in Buddhist thought have demonstrated the limits of
rationality in the face of the Divine. Rational explanations, while useful for orienting
the mind towards spirit, are explanation and do not deliver direct spiritual experience,
and thus are not really integrative.

The final stance is that of postmodernism. If everything in the world is interpretation,
then science has no privileged view, it is merely one way of looking at the world, and
other stances such as art, history, fiction and myth all have the same epistemological
footing. Wilber also dismisses this stance as of limited use in integrating science and
religion. Of course such a stance also supposes that cannot know reality, and that we
construct our world, therefore all is relative. The extreme relativist position is that of
deconstructive postmodernism, which eschews theory, seeing this as the dominant
ideology of those who hold power at a particular time.

Wilber’s own view is there can be an integration of science and religion through a
reworking of epistemological pluralism. He suggests that modernity rejected interiors
per se rather than Spirit. Thus the rehabilitation of the subjective, also rehabilitates
spirit, since he sees this as a subset of the interior world. He describes two objections
of physical science to the real existence of spiritual experience. First that higher
modes of consciousness are simply different types of biomaterial events in the
biomaterial brain, and secondly that there is no way to validate other ways of

knowing.
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Wilber argues that science would also have to reject its own validity, if it rejects
interior apprehension, e.g. maths rests on consciousness itself If however science
recognises interior dimensions it cannot then object to interior knowledge per se.
However his final position suggests that science must approach all experience in the
same way. Direct experiences should be confirmable by others who have tried the
same experiment, and this direct experience must be submitted to the direct test of
injunction (experiment) apprehension (data) and confirmation/rejection (fallibilism).
Thus eventually he comes down on the side of a science which through
epistemological pluralism, takes both a subjective and objective stance.

Feyerabend argues that science as a stance cannot be defined since it is always changing.
He demonstrates examples from the history of science showing that dominant ideologies
and political considerations, as well as the self serving interests of some scientists have
produced some of the greatest breakthroughs, and that such breakthroughs are often not
from mainstream scientific opinion. Some scientists have always ignored some or all of
the prevailing facts or ideologies current in order to pursue their own special interests.
He examines in detail the arguments that Galileo used to defend the Copernican
revolution in physics and comes to the conclusion that Galileo manipulated much of his
data to make particular points, or put more bluntly Galileo cheated. Using this and
other closely argued examples Feyerabend asserts that a science which insists on
possessing the only correct methods and the only acceptable results is ideology and not
science. Regardless of whether his arguments about Galileo are accepted, any creative

science should surely be interested in areas where accepted rules appear not to apply.
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Feyerabend also argues that questions about the superiority of science as a particular set
of methods can only be valid if one assumes that the results of science have arisen
without help from non-scientific elements. He points out that it is often the
combination of scientific method and other sources of knowledge e.g. herbal lore,
acupuncture etc. in medicine which are derived more from practical observations than
from a prioi theories, which in conjunction with more formal scientific inquiry, can help

to make significant progress.

Wherever we look, whatever examples we consider, we see that the
principles of critical rationalism (take falsifications seriously; increase
content; avoid ad hoc hypotheses; ‘be honest’ whatever that means;
and so on) and, a fortiori, the principles of logical empiricism (be
precise; base your theories on measurements; avoid vague and
unstable ideas; and so on) give an inadequate account of the past
development of science and are liable to hinder science in the future.

Feyerabend (1975)

Both Kuhn and Feyerabend therefore assert that the history of science shows that
science has always had to adapt to the needs of the moment and the problems being
studied. And that the prevailing ideologies are always subject to change. This changing
perspective of what science is, has also been mirrored in the social sciences.

5.2 Social Science Paradigms

In the social sciences many challenges have now been made to a logical positivist
view of science. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) point out when positivism was
rejected, naturalism took its place. Central to positivism was the tenet that scientific
theories should be subject to test. They should be able to be confirmed by evidence,

or if impossible to confirm, it should be possible to prove them false (Miller 1983).
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This often involved manipulation of variables within a situation in order to assess the
results of such manipulation. With the rejection of positivism came the values of
naturalism. Emphasis shifted to studying events in the world as they occurred
naturally without any manipulation. Procedures employed to observe situations
should be appropriate to the phenomena under study, and should not be enshrined as
a rigid set of methodological principles. Both the naturalist and positivist positions
however came to be criticised for their lack of reflexivity.

Neither paid attention to the effect of the observer on the system nor located the
position of the researcher within the environment being studied. From this
perspective a social scientist acknowledges that any analysis made is an
interpretation of the data. Such an interpretation has implicit within it, assumptions
of which the researcher may not be completely aware. While researchers might like
to think that they are looking without prejudice at social situations, what they choose
to highlight or downgrade is affected by their own cultural heritage. In an effort to
counteract this effect there arose an emphasis on multi levelled sources of data, to
accounts presented from different viewpoints, to democratisation of the research
process to engage ‘subjects’ as participants, and to the practice of ‘triangulation’, or
trying to understand the situation under study from a variety of different perspectives.
However multiple methods in themselves do not guarantee validity, rather they are
aimed at reducing the likelihood of an idiosyncratic interpretation in a socially

constructed world.
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In the sense that a paradigm is regarded as a theoretical framework implicit within all
approaches to science at a particular time, Heron and Reason (1997) argue that a
paradigm, far from being beyond definition and the grasp of the human mind as it is
sometimes described, is capable of being comprehended by mind. They argue that mind
by its very nature is more extensive than any particular cognitive paradigm which obtains
at any particular time, and call for consideration of a participatory paradigm which is
self reflective.

5.3 The Participatory Paradigm

Heron and Reason (1997) outline the three fundamental factors of a constructivist
inquiry paradigm detailed by Guba and Lincoln, and extend this to a fourth factor which
i1s of particular interest in the study of Zen. The three fundamental questions outlined
by Guba and Lincoln are the ontological, the epistemological and the methodological.
In the constructivist view of Guba and Lincoln, reality is composed of the mental
constructs of individuals. Zen also regards most people as proceeding in the light of
their own constructed reality, but teaches that there is an underlying reality to be
known. Most people act in the world according to certain underlying realities. If I say
to another person in my own culture that I see a bus coming towards us then I am fairly
confident that the other person knows what 1 mean. We may know intellectually that
we could also describe the bus as a collection of particular kinds of atoms and electrons
whirling through space, but we do not challenge our bus assumptions by stepping in
front of it as it comes at some speed towards us. A bus is a working definition of reality

that most can share. Heron and Reason also have difficulty with the notion that reality is
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only a construction within the individual mind. The fact that we do not walk in front of

buses acknowledges that as Heron and Reason put it

“ the mind is also meeting given reality by participating in its being,
and that the mind makes its world by meeting the given.”

Heron and Reason 1997

In a participatory paradigm we experience the world by meeting and interacting with it,
through experience, and this experience is at once both subjective, because we give
meaning to our experience, and objective, in that there are realities to be experienced,
whether we comprehend them perfectly or not. In such a participatory paradigm
knowing presupposes participation through shared language, values and beliefs, and in
this respect is consonant with the approach of S-O-L.

The participatory paradigm outlined by Heron and Reason involves an extended
epistemology. A person knows and gives accounts of his knowing in at least four
interdependent ways. These are experiential knowing, presentational knowing,
propositional knowing and practical knowing. Experiential knowing is gained in direct
encounters, involving a wide variety of sense impressions, through participative
interaction with people, objects, places, processes etc. It is knowing through empathy
and resonance and is difficult to express in words. Presentational knowing is grounded
in experiential knowing, but is how we use language and symbols to clothe and present
that knowledge. Propositional knowing adds a further dimension to knowing and is
expressed in statements, theories and descriptions of practice. Practical knowing is a

summation of other forms of knowing in that it is knowledge translated into action. The
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basis of practical action may be implicit or explicit but informs our way of interaction
with the world. Thus the epistemology of the participatory paradigm distinguishes
between different types of knowing. It also allows through experiential knowing that we
may apprehend things about our world which we cannot really explain. We may clothe
experiential knowing in presentational knowing, but not necessarily in the form of
explanation. We may only be able to express some qualities or values through imagery
or art.

There 1s a further dimension of Heron and Reason’s analysis that has particular
relevance to Zen. Beyond the three fundamental questions posed in Guba and Lincoln's
inquiry paradigm, they add a fourth. The axiological question asks what it is about
the human condition that is valuable in and of itself. Axiological issues are about
values of being. And, as they point out the first value question to be raised is about the
value of knowledge itself. The participatory world view proposes an action perspective,
with emphasis on the human ability to change.  Certain kinds of knowledge thus
become valuable because they have a life-enhancing value. I was personally convinced
of the value of Zen in and of itself in my own life, but this was experiential knowledge,
and I knew that what I was able to express or explain was not all there was to know. I
saw my research quest as demonstrating and elaborating my Zen knowledge, and hoped
that this would result in some sort of change or transformation in me.

5.4 The Challenge From Alienated Groups

The challenges mounted by the new emphasis on multi levelled sources of data are now

considerable. Many groups wishing to look at underprivileged (or just unusual) groups
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within society have stressed the need for new methods. Such feelings have been
expressed in post colonial, anti-racist and feminist research. Feminism in particular
has been at the forefront of a sustained attack not only on the methods of analysis,
which were claimed to be based on patriarchal, white and often Eurocentric
assumptions; but also on the inadequacies of the very language used to analyse and
explain data, which was itself seen as male dominated.

The relevance of these developments for the study of Zen experience is that here too,
although for different reasons, language can be very misleading. The unthinking use of
the word ‘I’ and ‘self’ is so embedded in our everyday use of language, as I shall make
clear, that it is difficult to find a way to adequately expose the difference in meaning in
Zen, without leading participants by calling attention to, and thus distorting, the very
experience of self one wants to look at. Yet since I was concerned with the inner life of
Zen novices it seemed necessary to talk to them, and talk to them in terms which they
understood. Thus in seeking an appropriate methodology to look at knowledge of the
nature of the self, I was concerned to reflect not only the opinions of the group involved
but the relationship of the group to Zen values.

3.5 The Interview Society

Many other researchers have expressed concerns about the validity of personal
knowledge. Atkinson and Silverman (1997) point out that the emphasis on personal
narrative has become a major preoccupation for many contemporary social scientists,
especially those espousing qualitative research methods. They describe our current

culture as an ‘interview society’, one which relies pervasively on face-to-face interviews
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to reveal the personal and private self of the subject. They further analyse what they
describe as a trend towards the elevation of the in-depth interview as a device for the
reconstruction of the self. From this perspective the interviewer and the interviewee
collaborate in exposing different layers of the self Reflexively the self that is revealed
during the interview is deemed to be authenticated by the stripping away of the surface
personality to reveal the identity below. Such values, Atkinson and Silverman believe,
are also endemic to the research interview. Here too they see the elevation of the
experiential as proof of the authentic. Thus in social science there is a tradition of the
personal interview as a means of providing narrative data which is deemed as valid in
itself, since it is obtained by accounts of experience. Atkinson and Silverman warn
researchers however not to uncritically recapitulate features of revealed experience as
facts. So the task for the modern social researcher is to be aware when conducting
qualitative research, especially that which incorporates personal interviews, of the
context in which these are embedded.  Set against a background of Zen there is of
course a further difficulty. Since the ‘self” which is being revealed may well be seen by
participants as false consciousness and not their ‘real’ self, this provides further
problems for any reflexive methodology. But it was not just with research methodology
but also with theory that I expected to find problems.

5.6 The Role of Theory

When one is trying to allow participants a voice to express their own set of values what
is the role of theory? Theory has no tradition of being subjective. Difficulties in this

area have led many researchers to consider grounded theory as a methodology.



Grounded theory methodology is a general methodology for developing theory that is
grounded in data systematically gathered and analysed. Theory therefore evolves during
actual research, by an interplay between analysis and data collection (Strauss & Corbin
1994). In this methodology theory may be generated initially from the data, or if
existing grounded theories seem appropriate to the area of investigation, then these may
be elaborated and modified against incoming data. Grounded theory methodology has
some similarities with other qualitative methods in that sources of data tend to be the
same, e.g. interviews, conversations, field notes, case studies, documents of many kinds
and other media materials. Those who use grounded theory procedures also accept
responsibility for their interpretative roles. Thus they do not only report other
viewpoints, they assume further responsibility for what is observed, heard or read.
Researchers can aim for different levels of theory building, but grounded theory builders
tend more to substantive or local theories, rather than general theory. As Strauss &
Corbin point out this tends to be because of the interests of grounded theory researchers
rather than their methodology. There is nothing in grounded theory methodology to
suggest that general theories are not also sometimes appropriate. In true grounded
theory methodology the conceptual ideas are developed throughout the research, and
validation is not seen as a separate process which is added post hoc to the data
collection.

I have said earlier that I foresaw difficulties in this area. I was initially attracted to
grounded theory methodology since I planned to talk to two sets of people who might

be expected to subscribe to differing theoretical orientations. I thought that their
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conversations might reveal the extent to which action in the world was connected to
their theories about Zen or SOL. SOL conversational methodology is concerned to
reveal and get participants to elaborate on their own structures of meaning, i.e. their
own theory building, and as such is consonant with grounded theory methodology.
However Zen participants would, I thought, be very wary of theory, since a central tenet
of Zen is that theorising prevents the understanding of Zen. However I hoped to piece
together the theoretical orientation implicit in their answers.

SOL also articulates clearly the connection between theory and practice, which is also an
important part of grounded theory methodology. As Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991)
express this,

“It is in the nature of a Learning Conversation that the theory which
drives it and the methodology by which it is sustained are
symbiotically related. They are two perspectives on the one activity,
and as such are both intrinsic to it. Any 'personal theory' of the
learning process must be experiential and therefore, in the final
analysis, private. The theory expressed as public knowledge may only
be personally appreciated through firsthand experience. The method is
only practised effectively when informed (that is, given personal
meaning) by the theory. Thus personal understanding of, and
competence in Learning Conversations is only achieved by 'having a
go,’ reflecting on the experience, informing the experience with the
theory' and then 'having another go' revising one's personal theory to
do better each time. "

Daly (1997) argues that from an interpretative perspective theories might be best
conceived of as “stories”, by which is meant “the frames that facilitate the interpretation

of experience”. By looking at theory as what is called second-order stories, the aim is to

unite the subjective and the objective. First-order stories are the accounts given by



participants of their experience in the world.  Such accounts are themselves

interpretative and therefore subjective, Daly 1997.

“To call theories second-order stories is to suggest that they operate on
essentially the same principles. That is, theoretical stories are a frame
for interpretation and meaning making that allows the theorist to
make sense of the stories of the research participants (first-order
stories) and the theorist’s own experience of living in, and being part
of, those stories. That is to say that theory, like any other form of
narrative, is a structure that shapes meanings and determines effects.”

In Daly’s view, the researcher therefore has a responsibility to show the relationship
between the ‘stories’ of the participants within the context of the researcher’s personal
experience of that same situation. At the commencement of the LC research I planned
to use the content analysis of the first conversations as a means of developing an
interpretation, which could then be further developed in the second conversations. Thus
I hoped that my own evolving understanding could be shared, and then elaborated upon
in further conversations. I also saw the proposed series of conversations overall as part
of an action science paradigm, since I was hoping to reach levels of meaning which
would lead to change.

3.7 Action science

Schon (1983) observes that an ‘action science’ would concern itself with situations
which do not lend themselves to techniques derived from science in the mode of
technical rationality. Such an action science would concern itself with situations of
uniqueness, uncertainty and instability. Change would be seen as part of, and intrinsic

to the results of the project, and not something which should be filtered out.
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What has come to be known as action research can be traced back to the work of Kurt
Lewin. In the late 1930s Lewin and his students conducted experimental tests in
factories designed to show that greater gains in productivity could be made through
democratic participation in management decisions, rather than autocratic coercion. The
methods and concerns of action research have broadened, but the basic qualities of such
research remain essentially unchanged. These concern the practical uses of the research
which are rooted in behaviour in the real world and not in a laboratory. Action research
is concerned to generate change which is of benefit to the participants. It is concerned
with what people do in the world. The data generated has utility for all participants in
the research, both the researcher and those involved in the situation under study. An
aim of action science is to develop greater awareness for all those participating, and
dissolve the boundaries between scientist and subject. As I said at the outset, my
intentions were initially to carry out some form of action science, but the events on my
journey made me change my mind. What I turned to instead is what Eisner has called
non traditional methods of inquiry.

5.8 Non Traditional Methods of Inquiry

Eisner (1997) points to the emergence of a ‘new frontier’ in qualitative research
methodology. He views this change as an increased interest in pluralism of method, and
the inclusion of non-traditional methods (i.e. arts based methods) in the social sciences.
Eisner cites his debate with Howard Gardner over whether a novel might be an
acceptable form for a doctoral dissertation. Many would regard his advocacy of this as

somewhat extreme, but he nonetheless points to the need for narrative methods in the
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explication of experience. He feels that narrative, through a mixture of imagination and
experience help us to illuminate and elaborate our world, and that this process helps us
better understand our actual worlds. His analysis suggests that the growth of narrative
methods arose out of a desire to provide more authentic and practical information about
the people and situations studied. But arts based methods also raise certain difficulties.
Does the increase in density of description also decrease the veridicality of the text.

One difficulty is that of interpretation if arts based methods are used. He points out that
nowadays ethnographic practices range widely and include the use of narrative, works
of art or film. Such techniques may give a more vivid picture of the situation being
studied, and can thus provide a quality not conveyed by more traditional techniques. But
can such methods be regarded as scientific? As Eisner points out, one could argue that
works of art or fiction stand alone. After all, the artist who paints a picture does not
provide a theoretical explanation of it to those who see it. Art forms carry their own
multi layered meanings and the audience extracts such meanings as are relevant to them.
However the question arises whether such unorthodox data can be regarded as scientific
inquiry? Eisner gives qualified approval to the wider use of non-traditional arts based
techniques, such as art and fiction, but points to the fact that most ethnographers would
feel the need to also provide some analysis or assessment of the outcome of the
research. But from where does the researcher derive the authority to provide a
definitive overview? As already discussed researchers are now under pressure to
provide some evidence that they are not unthinkingly or uncritically deriving their

authority from the values of the culture to which they belong.
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However I was not expecting the issue of unthinkingly accepting cultural norms to be a
problem in this particular piece of research, although as discussed above I did anticipate
problems in theory building when it came to Zen. In effect to become interested in Zen
is to become exposed to values which are not usual in our society. What I wanted to
investigate is what happens when a person is exposed to a radically different way of
looking at the world. In a sense I wanted to ask of everyone taking part in the Zen
research what the impact of Zen values was on their ‘normal’ psychological attitudes.
However although the research might reveal differences attributable to the Zen
experience, the problem of the authority of the researcher in providing a theoretical
analysis remains.

Van Maanen (1988) points to the fact that accounts of ethnography colour and define
the subject under study, not only in an obvious way by the selection of what material to
include and what is ‘left on the cutting room floor’; but also in the tone and style of the
narrative account. One could argue, and many ethnographers do, that by referral to
participants, that is involving those who helped in the study, and going back, if necessary
many times, to allow participants to reflect on their experience, that any individual bias
of a researcher can be countered. That the worst excesses of individualism can be
curbed in this way is undeniable. However my own experience in doing this, as will be
made plain later, raises the question of how many participants faced with an account of
research will challenge a ‘good story’.  Referral back to the participants is an

important check on theory building but it is not necessarily a definitive one.
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Another point that Eisner makes is that ambiguity is often a component in narrative and
other non-traditional forms of research. And one thing I found in researching Zen is that
ambiguity and paradox abound. In fiction ambiguity has a positive contribution to make
to overall appreciation and understanding of the story. At the same time ambiguity
appears to weaken any analysis of what the story is about. Too great an attempt at
analysis can therefore do violence to understanding what has happened in a particular
situation, and too great an ambiguity can cast doubt upon the status of the phenomena
under study. As Eisner suggests, and I agree, a researcher must take responsibility for

an interpretation, and explain where the evidence for this interpretation comes from.
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Chapter 6 - Concepts of Self

This chapter contrasts the Zen view of self with that of other disciplines as they are
reflected in literature of psychological and philosophical discussions of self. The Zen
view of self is radically different from that of Western psychology and philosophy. This
is a recurring theme in this inquiry. | assumed it would underpin many of the
assumptions of the Zen participants in the research, and that it was important to make

the theoretical differences clear before turning to the research.

6.1 Definitions of Self

As has been made clear from the previous chapters, a central tenet of Zen is that the ego
mind forms a secondary filter through which we experience the world. This
conditioned structure is what we are accustomed to referring to as ‘I’’. I was interested
in how this preoccupation with the ego, and how to change from ego based behaviour,
had affected the lives of Zen novices. This viewpoint, while not unique to Zen,
nevertheless is of central concern within it. I expected that there would be a difference
between Zen novices and other participants regarding the way they experienced a sense
of self.

Unless used in the context of psychiatric or psychotherapeutic research where the self is
assumed to be disturbed in some way, normally self and person can be used
synonymously. In other words 'self is used as meaning an individual. Zen, on the other
hand uses the term self or ego in an interchangeable way, both being psychological
constructions which exist as concepts but are not real in any true sense, since the ego is

seen as a mental construction that is 'dropped' upon reaching enlightenment. In Zen,
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the mental model of the ego self we carry around is heavily conditioned by previous
experience. In a sense it could be looked at as a stereotype of who we think we are.
This model prevents us from experiencing and perceiving the totality of what is going on
in the now. In other words we carry around a lot of mental baggage which prevents us

from experiencing the present. Or as Hey (1988) puts it,

11
veo

. at the moment of enlightenment the cognitive structures that
maintain our individual egos collapse. The mind is no longer
dominated by an abstract sense of ' I' or by goal seeking or time
dependent constructs of self. His awareness is centred in the present,
attending only to what is, and responding to his perception of what is
in a way that makes no mechanistic distinction between self and not-
self, cause and effect, social values and personal wishes.”

Enlightenment involves the dropping of all mental models of self. This loss of self]
which as will become evident, is a central part of the psychology of Zen is perceived
very differently in concepts of self in western psychology. Exploring the psychological

and philosophical issues related to the dropping of the ‘normal’ models of self, Taylor

(1977) states,

“The agent of radical choice would at the moment of choice have ex
hypothesi no horizon of evaluation. He would be utterly without
identity. He would be a kind of extensionless point, a pure leap into
the void. But such a thing is an impossibility, and rather could only be
the description of the most terrible mental alienation.  The subject of
rational choice is another avatar of that recurrent figure which our
civilisation aspires to realise, the disembodied ego, the subject who can
objectify all being, including his own, and choose in radical freedom.
But this promised total self-possession would in fact be the most total
self-loss. " Taylor in Mischel (1977)

112



Taylor's 'pure leap into the void' appears to be precisely what the Zen master tries to
invoke. Taylor's assertion that such a thing is impossible is the point at issue. It may be
however that several things are being connected here. Consciousness has to be
consciousness of something, it cannot exist just by itself as an object-less state of mind.
And this may be one point that Taylor is making here. Furthermore we find that we are
never able to distinguish in experience between states of consciousness and objects of
consciousness. Conceptually we can draw the distinction, but in our actual experience,
however attentive, they are indistinguishable. In Zen that fact is recognised. As John
comments in Chapter 4 how can consciousness be other than the contents of
consciousness? Moreover in Zen there can be no aim to differentiate between states of
consciousness and objects of consciousness because defining a state of consciousness
implies someone who is having that state. It is this issue of who is experiencing what
that is the crucial issue. It is the Zen insistence on dropping the self that creates the
apparent confusion. The transcendence of the self in Zen does not imply the total
vacuum envisaged by Taylor above.

Taylor (1989) in ‘Sources of the Self’ has written extensively about the history of
modern identity. He spells out the often largely unarticulated understanding of what it 1s
to be a human agent. He points to the sense of inwardness, freedom and individuality
that has come to be accepted as comprising modern identity, and traces the rise of belief
about the nature of the self from Augustine, through Descartes, to the present day. Zen
would not disagree with much of his analysis as being how many people view

themselves. What Zen is asking is whether this view is desirable or indeed necessary.
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Loss of 'self' in this context is loss of the conditioned self not loss of the true self
Perhaps what is seen as 'enlightenment' in Zen is seen as 'mental alienation' in
philosophy because dropping of self is confused with total lack of awareness.

The opening sentence of Theodore Mischel's paper on Conceptual Issues in The
Psychology of the Self which also asks whether the 'self' can be looked at in a scientific

manner starts:

"There is one point on which philosophers and psychologists, or at
least those who contribute to this volume, can easily agree: the self is
not some entity other than the person."

Would that it were so simple. Contributors to that volume might agree, but there seem
exceptions to every rule. In discussing the nature of 'persons' Parfit (1987) explains the
difference between 'ego theory' and 'bundle theory.” In ego theory a person's continued
existence cannot be explained except as the continued existence of a particular 'ego’ or
subject of experiences. In other words ego theories assume that self and person can be
used synonymously, and that is indeed the way that self is used by Mischel and is used
by the average person in everyday life.

The deficiencies of this theoretical position have been explored extensively by the
existential movement in philosophy. It's most famous exponent is no doubt Sartre, who
in his 'Transcendence of the Ego' (1972) made it clear that we impute continued
existence of a sense of self when logically there is no evidence of continuity. For
example, if we say ' I hate Paul' what we mean is that we feel a deep repugnance for
Paul at this particular time. We haven't in fact hated Paul for our entire past history, and

may or may not continue to hate Paul, depending upon Paul's future behaviour. This
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feeling is a temporary state. If the 'T' who hates Paul actually changes over time why do
we then attribute a continuous 'I' who is in charge rather than a series of changing 'T's"?
Of course many theories in psychology attribute a collection of sub personalities or
alternate selves which are regarded as jointly composing the total self. The point at issue
here 1s not whether sub personalities exist, but whether these have an 'T' or organiser in
overall charge. Some may feel that this is just semantic quibbling. Even if 'I' change, T
still exist, all that happens is that my personality and opinions change over time. But
what philosophers like Parfit are querying is the nature of the 'I' that exists. According to
bundle theory we cannot explain either consciousness at any point in time, or over a
lifetime, in reference to a person. In a sense for the bundle theorist the person does
not exist. Parfit suggests the first bundle theorist was Buddha, so this viewpoint has
obvious relevance to Zen.

As bundle theorists point out, if the 'ego' or subject of experience is synonymous with
the person, then it is possible to have subjects of experiences that are not persons, most
notably in split brain personalities. In 'blindsight' research it has been shown that some
split brain subjects can 'see' things they are not aware of seeing. Since surgery has
separated the two hemispheres of the brain the subject has two separate streams of
consciousness, each unaware of the other's field of perception. Likewise in Multiple
Personality Disorders (MPD) a number of discrete personalities apparently unaware of
each other's existence can inhabit one body.

Bundle theorists take the position that ordinary people, at any time, are aware of having

several different experiences at once (including being aware of being aware). Thus the
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separate states of consciousness of the split brain or MPD personality are simply
multiple states of awareness, and not separate egos. If that is so, they argue, there are a
lot of sub-systems to which we give an 'I' tag when they are in consciousness, hence we
are a bundle of I's, but there is no continuous big 'T' in charge. There is a danger here
however in thinking that the Zen position would mean that there is no central ‘I’ at all as
Parfit implies. Zen agrees with bundle theory that what people are accustomed to
think of as ‘I’ does not exist. But this ‘I’ is the conditioned consciousness which in
Zen is the illusory self with which we identify. However if this mechanism of
identification is seen completely (and not just intellectually) then this is ‘seeing into
one’s own self nature. This self nature, according to the accounts of Zen masters, is not
illusory, but it is qualitatively different from that previously experienced, and outside the
domain of bundle theory.

Awareness of a multiplicity of I's is implicit in many psychological and sociological
theories. But as Dennett (1983) points out, even when the theoretical problems of
possessing a multiplicity of 'I's' is seen, in practice most people operate in the
world as though there were one continuous 'I' in charge at all times.  In this,
according to Zen, they are correct, but for totally the wrong reasons. And while they
cling to those reasons to all intents and purposes they are largely unaware of the true
source of their being.

Many psychological and sociological theories have developed which suppose that the
self is not unified but has a number of different components. It seems likely that the

pervasiveness of the idea of a conflicted or 'divided self articulated most notably by R.D.
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Laing (1960) in the book of that name is an implicit understanding of the lack of
continuity pointed out by bundle theorists. Certainly, these and other models accord
with our personal experience of being torn by conflicting aspects of personality. We
often seem to be different people at different times depending upon our social roles or
personality traits. Such models assume however that our different sub-personalities are
continuous and coexist. The difference between that situation and MPD is that we are
aware, at least part of the time, of the different parts of ourselves that, however uneasily,
make up our total self.

Goffman (1959) in his ' Presentation of Self in Everyday Life' likens the various little I's
to actors with different roles, whose performances vary depending upon whether they
are on or off stage. The Freudian position also sees the person as fragmented, having an
id, an ego and a superego. Most psychoanalytic models assume a fragmented self which
needs to be understood and integrated into a more harmonious whole. This model has
been carried forward in Psychosynthesis by Assageoli (1975) with his concepts of sub-
personalities and higher and lower selves. Both Freud and Assageoli, in different ways,
thought that the healthy person had to integrate their various sub-systems by putting the
'best' fragment in charge of the others.

A similar view is taken in personal construct psychology by Miller Mair (1977) who sees
the person as “a community of selves.”  Within this paradigm one can converse
internally with such selves in order to integrate, harmonise or change them and use such
knowledge to enhance personal growth and understanding, and it is just such a

viewpoint which informs much of SOL research.
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As Lancaster (1991) observes however, in paradigms of enlightenment, self knowledge

is of a different kind,

..... the importance of self observation in this scheme is not only to
gain information about what may be observed, but also to change the
centre of gravity of consciousness. Self-knowledge, beloved of the
ancients, is not simply a question of one from the multiplicity of 'I's’
gaining greater understanding of its fellow actors. It is a state of being
which, by comparison, is all- knowing; the view as given from the top
of the mountain"

The paradigm of self realisation or enlightenment common to many eastern religions, as
Lancaster makes clear, is of a much more radical and discontinuous change than the
gradual pursuit of greater understanding of one's 'self'.

Ego theorists have an alternative view to that of bundle theorists which Dennett (1983)

while not agreeing with it, puts with his usual admirable clarity,

“There’s a strong inclination, when one starts developing models of
this sort always to exempt the self and say: ‘Maybe I do have all of
these little sub-systems in me, but then there’s the king sub-system, the
boss, there’s the one at the centre who knows it all and controls all the
others and that’s the really wonderful and mysterious one. That’s the
seat of the soul.”

As he goes on to point out however such a 'king homunculus' would produce the sort of
infinite regress abhorred quite rightly by radical behaviourists such as Skinner (1974).
How could we be sure that there wasn't another 'I' standing behind the 'T' etc. etc. Even
where we think we see that the ego is fragmented and/or illusory, as Dennett points out,
we continue to act as though it was real. In other words we may see the theoretical

danger, but we do not change our attribution of meaning in our life experience. In effect,
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regardless of our theoretical orientation we act in accordance with ego theory, as though
T take decisions and 'T' act upon them. In Zen it is only when we cease to act through
the mediation of such an ‘I’ concept that radical change is possible.

But 1t is not only laymen who make this attribution. In some psychological theories 'I' is
regarded as a leader in charge of a troop of sub personalities. If Dennett and Zen are
right and the leader role is a mental construction which does not really exist, then much
of western psychology would appear to be testing psychological constructions e.g. self-
control, purpose and intentionality, etc. which are illusory. Small wonder that the
predictive power of many theoretical positions (including that of Freud) are so difficult

to validate. Dennett (1991) would not disagree,

"...many of the results of social psychology now strongly suggest that
our own access to what's going on in our minds is very impoverished,
We often confabulate, we tell unwitting lies and we are often simply in
the dark.... .... It begins to appear that we have, in Keith Gunderson's
phrase 'underprivileged access' to the goings-on in our own minds."

Thomas and Harri-Augstein (1985) as already noted, also believe that most people have
very little knowledge of how they attribute personal meanings within their own life
experiences. This position assumes however that it is possible by having 'Learning
Conversations' with oneself to become much more aware of the mental processes going
on in our minds, which contribute to our sense of . The SOL technique of MARS in
which through a constant process of monitoring, analysing, reconstruing, reflecting and
reviewing, and spiralling forward it is possible to refine self awareness, would appear to

address the apparent problem. However, this viewpoint appears to me (though not
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to SOL) to assume that there is a central controlling self who is organising such a
process. Whenever there is ‘judging and choosing’ then implicitly there is a self
outside of the process of perception who is doing this.

Dennett (1991) argues that such evidence as there is suggests that the continuity we
attribute to 'I' and the continuity of consciousness implied by that is totally fallacious. He
points to a number of experiments, involving changing computer screens in synchrony
with eyeblinks where the changes cannot be detected by the participant although the
computer screen appears to be rippling to an observer. Such experiments show that
there are gaps in consciousness analogous to the 'blind spots' well known in perception
experiments. As he points out, if we are unaware of the gaps in our consciousness, and
experience consciousness as continuous when it is full of discontinuities we are similarly
unaware that there is no single self in charge of things.

In both cases we attribute a continuity that does not exist. The reason why we do not
detect such existing discontinuities is that there are no sentinels in the system for
such a purpose. Similar discontinuities in processing caused by accident or injury are
noticed because there is a difference from what was previously perceived. Whereas the
gaps Dennett is talking about have no cognitive mechanism to bring them into
awareness. By ascribing control to a mental construct derived from what we believe 1s
continuous memory, we are in fact reinforcing a kind of false consciousness.

Hobson (1994) also subscribes to the idea that there are no sentinels in our cognitive
system which alert us to the fragility and lack of continuity of what is regarded as the

self. As a neurophysiologist Hobson has come to this conclusion through comparison of
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the waking and sleeping states. He had the idea of comparing the content of dreams
with the content of day dreams to compare the similarities and differences between the
two states. To his surprise there wasn't that much difference in content. If we keep a
conscientious record of our daydreams, our waking dreams, they are very similar in
content to our dreams during sleep. When accounts of night dreams and day dreams
were cut into segments a panel was asked to match them and say which were which. It
proved difficult to distinguish accounts of dreams from that of daydreams.

In the waking and sleeping states the brain is in a constant search for meaning. During
sleep the brain monitors memories in order to attribute meaning and widen the
associations td the events it is processing. Memories are stored in different places under
different headings or associations to facilitate retrieval. The theory that the function of
dreaming is that of processing information is not new. He argues however that this
function of ﬁltering and assigning meaning to incoming information goes on at all times
waking or sleeping. While the brain is doing its filing into memory storage, whether
awake or asleep, the systems which attribute meaning continue. The brain is therefore
forever compiling ‘plots' to account for events. And one of its major plots according to
Hobson is the illusion of continuity we supply to interpretations of events. In
Hobson’s view the self is always changing and there is no evidence of a continuous
central ‘I".

Parfit (1984) demonstrates in a number of arguments of great complexity that we are
not what we believe, and that most of us have false beliefs about our own nature, and

about our identity over time. Some of those arguments involving ‘bundle theory’ are
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discussed above.  However, he also asks the difficult question does psychological
continuity presuppose personal identity? As he points out we tend to assume that
evidence of a continuous personal identity is provided by memory. Parfit’s book
precedes much of the discussion in psychology about false memory syndrome. It is now
abundantly plain however that not only does the average person not have complete
recall from memory, i.e. memory is not continuous, but also that false or quasi memories
are not uncommon.

I personally am most subject to memory problems when trying to find something I have
mislaid, like keys. When trying to reconstruct in my mind what I might have done with
my keys I produce images which are to me indistinguishable from memory traces, that is
I start to ‘remember’ doing a number of different things with my keys. It would appear
that I could verify which of my memories was real and which false when I do eventually
find my keys. But how can I be sure that what I remembered was simply invention, or
whether it was a memory trace of some past time when I had also lost my keys?

We tend to point to the fact that we have access only to our own memories and no-one
else’s as presupposing proof of personal identity. However, as Parfit points out, the
continuity of memory cannot be, even in part, what makes a series of experiences the
experiences of a single person, since this person’s memory presupposes his
continued identity. The argument in fact is circular.

However what none of these theories take into account is the Zen assertion that
appreciation of one’s true nature cannot be approached analytically, since our self nature

is not to be uncovered by the use of logic. =~ The answer to such paradoxes and



contradictions can be resolved through direct experience of who we really are. This is a
spiritual experience, although not necessarily a mystical one in the way that term is
normally used.

6.2 Discursive Psychology

One further strand of thought relevant to any discussion of self, is the discursive
psychology outlined by Harre and Gillett (1994). In this model mental life is seen as a
dynamic activity, undertaken by rule following intentional agents. Psychological
constructions such as desires, beliefs, moral attitudes and intentions are seen as fighting
it out against the general background of mental activity. This paradigm has many
similarities to SOL in its ‘ethogenic’ approach and the primacy given to conversation or
‘speech acts’ in making sense of the world and in communicating with ourselves and one
another.

However, Harre and Gillett also believe that the idea of a sense of self that comes from a
string of co-ordinated memories is insufficient as an explanation for a self as a separate
entity from the body/brain. The most fruitful way for psychology to study the sense of
identity, in their view is to study how selfhood is produced discursively. Looked at in
this way one’s sense of a personal identity is constructed as an explanation of who
we are when conversing with others. In this model the self is thus a mental
construction. The sense we have that we are an agent of our actions and responsible to
others for them is something that we acquire through learning language and the cultural
conventions of learning moral responsibility. In effect this paradigm, like that of bundle

theory, sees no central co-ordinating self, and ‘I" is simply a linguistic convenience.



Both Harre and Gillett and SOL are agreed however that it is in their ability to converse
that human beings are distinctive Thus both see conversation and analysis of discourse
as providing a way forward in the new research paradigms emerging in psychology.

6.3 Can there be No Self?

Blackmore (1990) in a paper entitled ‘The Revelation of No Self* discusses the illusory
nature of many generally accepted representations of self. In her view when any
information processing system constructs representations of anything then there is
consciousness. Consciousness is therefore the contents of consciousness. For Susan
Blackmore being conscious is the consequence of a self that is able to construct abstract
representations.  This view neatly accounts for self consciousness since self
consciousness simply means constructing a model of self. Thus in this model altered
states of consciousness (including enlightenment) can be understood as changes in a
person's model of reality. As Blackmore (1994) points out however many scientists
who regard this as a theoretical possibility seem to ignore the implications of this
position for their everyday life. If they had really taken on board the full consequences

of such a position, they would regard the self as an illusion.

"We assume that the self receives sensations, initiates actions, directs
attention and takes decisions - in other words that "I" sit inside my
head and control things. This in spite of the fact that if the self is only
a socially and linguistically constructed mental model then this cannot
be ».. Mental models cannot be said to make decisions and take
actions, rather the self is represented by the cognitive system as
though it does those things. In this view the self is an illusion".

According to some of the psychological and sociological theories discussed above we

have a number of sub personalities or roles. The concept of this sort of sub personality 1s
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seen as a useful tool in uncovering our self identity . It seems likely that the sort of
clusters of constructs that are referred to as sub personalities are mental models that
have proved useful in everyday life.

But if we converse with our sub personalities who is conversing with whom?
Blackmore, seeing the reflexive trap says no-one is, everything in consciousness is a
mental model, including our concept of a central ‘I." So that in her view one mental
model is conversing with another.

Until self realisation, or enlightenment, takes place people cannot explain themselves
except as a series of mental models. After enlightenment however the shift in
consciousness is reported as changing from the ego framework to a different source of
being, and thus would presumably be beyond both ego and bundle theories.

Although the differences between ego and bundle theory point to possible theoretical
differences between Zen and other systems, Velmans (1990) points out that some
explanations provide examples from different levels of discourse which cannot be readily
compared. Although complex correlates of experience exist within the brain in the form
of mental models, Velmans also feels that there is a real world to experience. Rejecting a
reductionist view of the mind body problem seems to lead to Cartesian dualism. In an
elegant demolition of both reductionism and dualism Velmans argues for a reflexive
model of consciousness which enables one to steer a very fine line between idealism
and realism. Such a reflective model however is still within the realms of

consciousness as most people experience it. Zen tantalises with the assertion that it is

possible to go beyond this state.



6.4 The Role of Thought

However, all scientific methodologies not only use thought, but pride themselves on
logical thought. Before discussing methodology it is as well to remember that the
subject of this research is a system which distrusts thought as a means of uncovering
certain kinds of experience. Bohm (1994) in his book ‘Thought as a System' sees
thought as a systemic fault which is rarely questioned. Since a major part of his life as a
physicist required great reliance on thought, his rejection of it as a solution to self
understanding is remarkable. Bohm rejects the idea that our thinking processes simply
reflect what is out there in the real world. He points to the role of thought in affecting
our bodies, our emotions, our intellect and knowledge. He suggests that this is such an
automatic process that we are controlled by it to an extent we do not realise. Since we
explain the world to ourselves by using thought, we are as Zen makes repeatedly clear,
relying on thought as a solution, when it is also the faulty instrument which created the
problem in the first place. Bohm was of course a long term friend of Krishnamurti, who
was also John's mentor. In their separate ways they are pointing to the futility of using
thought to reach a different level of discourse. Since thought and the reproduction of
thought are the main vehicles for the dissemination of information in both everyday and
academic life, it takes a great deal of effort to keep that in mind in every area of
experience.

But if one is looking at this process, what kind of methodology does justice to such a
subject? 1 decided to start with a conversational research paradigm. | hoped that my

own personal quest for self knowledge would also benefit those who participated in the
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study, in the sense that jointly we might arrive at some sort of consensus about the
nature and value of our experience. By comparing accounts of self knowledge derived
from the Zen participants, with those of SOL participants I also hoped to try to place
Zen learning in perspective with another form of learning.

Before turning to Part Three in which this phase of the research is addressed I
summarise those issues which have emerged as important both from a personal and a
research point of view. This summary is in the form of a Zen Mondo which are
questions asked and answered. This is intended to demonstrate how I viewed those
issues with which I was concerned at the time. It also shows my own consciousness at

work and how my interests changed and progressed.



Chapter 7 - First Zen Mondo

In Zen a mondo is a question asked and answered. In classical Zen it was often an
exchange between a master and his student. The answers are meant to display
understanding, rather than giving an explanation, and the answers may be quite
unexpected. The master is looking for signs that the pupil is working on the
problem (the question) and that he is not caught up in trying to answer the
question by intellect alone. To write down a mondo is to lose the element of non
verbal response which adds to the unexpectedness and spontaneity a master is

looking for.

Suzuki (1973) observes although mondo were originally verbal, over time some of
the more famous exchanges between Zen master and pupil were written down.
One major function of using written mondo was to check on the functioning of
the intellect, or rather to let the intellect see by itself how far it could go; and also
demonstrate that there were realms into which intellect alone could never enter.
It is in this spirit that | have undertaken these Mondo, since they are reflections,
and therefore thoughts. Suzuki states that a psychological impasse is the
necessary antecedent of enlightenment. The following exchanges demonstrate

the psychological impasses | reached.

These are the issues that pre-occupied me. I have used the format to force myself
to pinpoint those areas where my intellect was unsure. When answering the
question I have posed to myself, I make no attempt to provide a full and logical

answer, or refer to literature, or recapitulate an explanation of what has already

been discussed. If I don’t know, I say so.
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Whatis Zen?

The essence of Zen for me is freedom. Freedom to be who I really am, to respond
swiftly and sensitively to what is happening around me, to be in tune with myself
and with life. This is what I discerned in John and what gave me the impetus to
attack my koan.

Don’t other transpersonal psychological systems also aim at this?

Many do. I have met many people over the years who I thought had become
better adjusted, nicer or wiser through pursuing one or other of them, but I did

not feel that they were enlightened in the way I feel John was.
What is intuitive knowing?

Intuitive knowing involves knowing at a different level from ordinary
consciousness, a level where the whole person is engaged. When I concentrate on
an issue to the exclusion of all else I fragment my attention. When I allow my
attention to become fragmented then my knowing is incomplete. While I accept
that I and other people are sometimes wiser than we know, and tacitly respond in
ways appropriate to a situation, this explanation is unsatisfying. Zen offers ‘seeing
into one’s Nature’ where this tacit and unconscious element becomes conscious.
Where I start to become unsure is when I try to discern the relationship, if any, to
becoming more aware as I am doing things, which seems to me what reflection in

action is about, and this deeper intuitive knowing.
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Whatis Reflection In Action?

What it means to me is to be aware of different kinds or levels of knowing at the
time of action, but what continues to puzzle me is whether this is a conscious
process in the normal meaning of that term. When I try to think of an example of
when I do practice reflection in action of the sort reported in the literature
pertaining to professional practice, this would be when moderating group
discussions. An example of my own experience is a commercial brand strategy
project, which I completed in 1997. I have been working for the client who
commissioned this research for over 10 years and my recommendations are
required to produce actionable results. (Lest the impression gained is that
commercial research is not rigorous [ should point out that that when one
recommends a course of action to change a brand’s development, the sales figures
which come along a year later are a powerful check on one’s conclusions. Get it
wrong and the client doesn’t come back.)
During the course of the discussion, while respondents talk about their feelings
about a brand and their personal experience, I am attending to
<+ the level of interest generated at different points in the discussion

(through eye contact and body language)
% the relevance of accounts of individual experience to the whole

strategy
¢ whether reported feelings seem to bear any relationship to buying

behaviour (often it doesn’t)
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* which feelings and aspirations about the brand are important and are

not being fulfilled
It is necessary to bear all these factors and more in mind at the time, so that
avenues opened up during discussion can be followed up. In addition there is
usually around six clients watching the group through a one way mirror, so being
seen to be competent at this process is important. Clearly I have to attend to a
number of different things at once, reflect on them, and follow them up in
conversation. But does that process incorporate a different kind of awareness,
and what relationship does it have to intuitive knowing?
I experience this process as having many tacit elements. I do not try to keep in
memory all these different things as I go along. I trust my instincts to know when
someone says something significant. 1 am not afraid of pauses which I use to
quickly review where to steer the conversation next. Of course in much action
research the topics themselves are part of the discussion, issues are negotiated
rather than introduced, but I do not feel that this changes the conscious processes
involved here, only the content.
But it does not feel ‘right’ to me that increased awareness is demonstrated
by consciousness of the individual elements or levels of the interaction, if
what is needed is a holistic response. But if this is the case, and such reflection
is unconscious or tacit at the time of happening, is it really reflection? At times
(though not often) 1 experience the phenomenon of opening my mouth to say

something and having to listen to know what I am saying. It may be that I simply

~
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process at very high speed on those occasions, but if so then that speed outstrips
my conscious mind.

Speaking with John once about the necessity of speed in processing so that one
can become aware of thoughts as they are arising and not become lost in them, he
commented that it was a great mistake to conceptualise the enlightened person as
doing the same thing but at greater speed. The enlightened person about to take
action does not call up a mental array of possible actions and then with lightning
speed select one of this array. Rather since his response is rooted in his entire
being only one course is possible. In this way thought is action and there is no
gap between the two. But is this reflective?

Can one reach a state one cannot conceptualise?

I would say yes. This is what appears to be the classic Zen dilemma. If I aim for
enlightenment, if I try to visualise it in my mind I’ve missed it. I can’t use models,
so how do I get there? The error is in the question, because the question
presupposes that models are necessary. Because we look to thought before
action as the sensible way to proceed we have great difficulty unlearning this
habit. It isn’t the lack of conceptualisation or lack of model that is the problem.
The problem is that even when I think I have no preconceptions, they are still
there, I haven’t unlearned the habit of judging, commenting etc. to myself. So
long as I think in this way I continue to think in terms of having a problem. When
you can drop the question, there is actually no problem, and when you know

that at a non intellectual level, that is enlightenment.
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What is ‘standing at the wall’?

When one can stay focused on what is happening around one, a certain ‘distance’
seems to open up between oneself and normal everyday pre occupations. In this
state feelings and thoughts come and go without the power to draw you into
them. Although you seem to have the time and space to look at thought processes
as they arrive this state is accompanied by a feeling of aliveness. However if you
start to hang on to that feeling of distance as a sign that you are getting
somewhere you are simply replacing one mental model with another. So
‘standing at the wall’ as a genuine state of dynamic tension, cannot be aimed at or
it isn’t standing at the wall. Paradoxically one has to work to create the
conditions necessary for it to arise, but it does not arise directly in proportion to
the work put in. Often in fact it seems to arise when one relaxes after having

concentrated intensively.

In fact this is very close to self realisation. | see now that | reached the wall many times,
but each time | missed because | had an expectation that some further step was
required, and | had to do something further. Although one experiences a distancing
from thought on such occasions, the thought that something further needs to be done is
what causes one to identify with the thought process. There is no wall apart from

expectation.
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Can there be a science of self knowledge?

To say that there cannot be a science of self knowledge is to relegate science to
only studying that which it is currently equipped to do. It is like saying that
science cannot be creative. To understand oneself is such a basic and necessary
thing that it should certainly be a major concern of any scientific psychology. This
thesis is part of my personal attempt to approach the transpersonal within a
scientific framework. And thus it is the working out of my own conception of

what science can be, which is articulated in Conclusions.

J

4



Chapter 8 - Developing My Methodology

“Analytically, thought examines itself and its own experiences;
it’s examination is still limited because thought itself is limited.”
Krishnamurti

This chapter describes how, after failing to engage John in a repertory grid
procedure | consulted him as to what he felt the content of my Learning
Conversations should cover. |1 was dimly aware as this was happening that | was
being given a demonstration, in our conversation, as to how a Zen conversation
might be conducted.

After my conversation with John | created an agenda which was in fact a series of
questions which formed the koan what is Zen? At that time | did not see myself
as actively working on my own koan, | conceived the research as giving me data

to help me refine my approach.

8.1 Setting My Agenda as Action Researcher in Conversation with John

After the failure to engage John in a repertory grid conversation I felt that I could
not set an appropriate agenda for a looser based Learning Conversation unless [
first talked to John. He agreed to see me and I set out for the New Forest with
my usual feeling of trepidation. I remember T, one of the Zen participants in this
research, telling me that he prepared himself for meetings with John and always
set out with several questions in his head to ask him. Somehow though, things
never went according to plan, and his questions never got asked, much less

answered. 1 confess that when T told me this I felt slightly superior since I felt I
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had long since passed this stage. However on this occasion I was armed with
questions and took along a briefcase, a large notepad and a tape recorder, because
after all this was research business.

I arrived mid morning to a warm welcome and coffee in the garden. It was a
beautiful sunny day and John suggested a walk in the forest. Since I had been
invited to lunch and no limit had been set to my time I agreed with pleasure
thinking business had been postponed. Ten minutes into the walk, without tape
recorder or notepad to hand John asked what I wanted to talk about. Clearly
research business was business as usual in Zen terms. So this part of the
conversation depends on my reconstruction of that experience.

I explained that I had decided to talk to both Zen novices and SOL research
students about how each system had affected their lives. I told him that after our
last conversation 1 had decided not to use a repertory grid procedure but
nonetheless wanted to talk to participants about their Zen approach and compare
this with students of Self Organised Learning. John asked what I expected the
difference to be between the two samples, and I said that surely there would be
some difference in how their attitude to ‘self’ affected their lives. [ remember
John’s innocent look, which I had come with reason to be very wary of, as he
invited me to tell him how my changed concept of self had affected my own life.
After some stuttering and stammering I said that there had been two main effects,

one of which might be regarded as negative by most peoples’ standards.



I explained that if I was criticised or challenged nowadays I mostly managed to
remember that the part of me which felt threatened was illusory, so I didn’t get
affected by criticism in the same way as before.

Was that positive or negative inquired John.

Positive, I replied, already beginning to feel on shaky ground.

“And the negative?”

I answered something to the effect that remembering that the ego self was illusory
tended to give me a feeling of detachment. I felt like an outsider, distanced from
life, as though I was not really taking part in what everyone else seemed to take
for granted. Indeed at times I felt as though I were a figment of my own
imagination.

I remember his reply very clearly, as it had a profound effect on me.

“And do you ever doubt the reality of that thought” he said.

At one stroke he had laid bare the reason for the sterile and static place I had
reached. Really dropping the ego, or in other words dropping second order
concepts about who or what you think you are has the consequence of freeing you
to be more alive and in tune with everything around you. But setting up second
order thoughts about the illusory nature of the ego simply replaced one set of
concepts with another set of concepts and got one to a very different place.

“You mean that is my reality, and I’ve created it” I said.

John agreed and went on to point out that both the points I had mentioned were

really the same process. When something is dropped it stops. There is nothing to
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remember. Nothing to do. I was trying consciously to remember that my own
reality was constructed, which is a form of awareness of being aware. In Zen
this is utterly futile. At the time I thought John was taking pity on me when he
made no further comments during our walk; with hindsight I suspect that he knew
the impact of the emotional experience he had just provoked and was allowing it
to take maximum effect.

After lunch I queried whether he thought I should drop all thought of talking to
people about their experience. John seemed surprised that I should feel this. He
pointed out that although my questions and answers had not got me where I
wanted to be, they asked questions which few people asked, and even fewer tried
with any degree of persistence to answer and as such was worth doing.  He
observed that he personally felt that I would be better to cast my net wider and
address my questions indirectly.

At this point I got my notepad and noted down those points he mentioned. John
thought people might be more revealing if asked about their relationships, their
image of themselves and how Zen had affected their lives. Had it made them
more sensitive or had it I (as appeared to be my experience) cut them off from
normal living? He agreed with my judgement that I did not want to encourage
people to talk of their mystical or peak experiences. We did not talk of specific
questions but of general areas which might be relevant. John also thought most
novices were hung up on their relationship with him, and were over reverential,

regarding him as having supernatural powers. The other area he suggested was
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that of morality or ethics. He felt that a lot of people confused giving up ‘judging
and choosing’ as giving up the capacity to discern right from wrong. His final
contribution was throwing in a koan “Why is mouse when it spins?”

I said earlier that I regarded this conversation with John as a LC from my point of
view. Certainly in this, as in previous interactions with John, I felt that I had to
be as alert as I was capable of being. When talking to him it seemed at times as
though my brain went into overdrive, as I examined and discarded several lines of
conversation seeing for myself that they were not going to answer his often
unanswerable questions.  This conversation reverberated through my mind for
weeks. I went away and pondered what I planned to ask and constructed the list
of questions which became my agenda as a Learning Conversationalist.

I decided in the end that although I wanted to ask about the ‘self’ that this was
perhaps more a pre occupation of mine, and asked a more general question “How
much insight do you have into your ‘self”.? I found in the first few conversations
that because verbally most people heard ‘yourself and not your ‘self’, they
interpreted this as meaning how well do you know yourself. I thought this was an
equally difficult question to answer that raised the opportunity to answer in a
number of ways. I didn’t want to put words into peoples’ mouths about the
illusory nature of the self if this was not something they reflected upon. And so I
came up with the following list of 17 questions.

I see many of the questions as variations on the classic koan what is Buddha, or

what is Zen. For example questions one, five, six, seven, and fourteen are asking
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for their experience of Zen (1), their strategies, if any, for achieving Zen (5) their
commitment to Zen (6) and their visualisation of how achieving Zen might be (7).
and rather sneakily towards the end why they think they haven’t done better (14).
Within those non-directive questions there is ample scope to say what Zen means
in personal experiential terms. Questions 2, 3, 8 and 9 ask about specific areas of
life experience. The topics of the master/novice relationship and morality which

John had suggested are also covered.

Zen Conversation Guide

N.B. The word Zen is used both as a system and as a state e.g.
‘achieving Zen’. This usage was familiar to all Zen respondents.

Even if you haven’t achieved Zen what impact has it had on your life?

Has Zen affected how or what you learn ?

Has Zen helped or hindered your interpersonal relationships?

How much insight do you feel you have into your self?

What, if anything, do you think you either have to do, or give up doing, in order to
achieve Zen?

How strongly do you believe that you will achieve Zen?

If you achieve Zen, what impact will it have on your day to day living?

Has your Zen made you more or less sensitive to the feelings of others?

Has the study of Zen changed any of your daily habits or routines?

Do you think Zen has some form of higher morality? In what way could it change
the world?

Do you think Zen masters can make a difference to the fate of the world? Do they
have a duty to do so?

What particular powers does a Zen master have that others don’t?

What do you see as John’s role in your own progress towards Zen? Do you think he

is necessary to your progress? Do you think he feels responsible for your progress?

14

15
16

17

If Zen is a different way of being how do you dare converse with a Zen master as an
equal?

15 Why is a mouse when it spins?

Would you have expected Zen as you have studied it so far to have changed you

more than it appears to have done? .
Now that you have some idea of what our conversation is about is there anything I

should have asked you but didn't?
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8.2 Rationale For an Agenda

In asking respondents how Zen had changed their perspective there were issues
which the participants should have addressed within their own experience if they
took a Zen perspective seriously. This inquiry was not a test of their knowledge.
There wasn’t a single question which called for any formal knowledge of Zen. In
effect these questions formed a referent dialogue which was designed to inquire
what was at the core of their practical knowing about Zen. Many of the questions
were designed to get at the same issue in different ways. However respondents
were specifically invited to add to the agenda at the end. The fact that few did so
is addressed within the analysis of the data.

Clandinin and Connelly (1994) would probably categorise the format as nearer a
‘qualitative research interview' than a 'conversation' because the initial agenda was
set by the researcher. This however is to make a distinction based upon the
formality of the fact that there were set questions. In a LC the agenda may be
set or negotiated, what is important is the awareness that is brought to the
interaction. 1 contend that the spirit and format in which the interviews were
conducted on both sides satisfied the criteria for a "Learning Conversation" as a
creative encounter defined by Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991) even though the
MARS heuristic was not used. Some Zen participants commented on their own
expectations and emotional attitude after the interaction, which they experienced
as reminding them of what Zen is all about for them. Their observations are

described in section 10.13.  The process of a Learning Conversation can be
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distinguished from its content, and requires that an exchange is developed through
a shared understanding of how the conversation is conducted, so that the process
remains negotiable. In the case of SOL respondents all were familiar with
conversational tools and the purposes of Learning Conversations so that the
shared understanding of the process was a natural part of their current cultural
perspective, indeed some talked in terms of conversational tools and Personal
Learning Contracts. This awareness of the LC process was not true of the Zen
respondents in any formal sense. However I am sure from their comments that all
the Zen respondents were well aware that they could alter the course of the
conversation if they wished. Indeed the insertion of a koan near the end of the
conversation should have alerted them to the possibility of stepping outside of the
conversation in some way.

8.3 Setting the Scene

It was during my conversation with John, reported above, that he offered to carry
out similar conversations with the same Zen respondents that 1 would see. I
agreed immediately because although I could not foresee how his conversations
would differ from mine, I felt sure that they would. I expected Zen novices to
approach conversations with him with the same mixture of enjoyment and
trepidation that I did. It also, I realised, gave prospective respondents a powerful

incentive to see me.
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One thing which had concerned me was that Zen novices might be reluctant to
speak to me. This was based on two main factors. Some I thought would be
rather sceptical of the value of discussing Zen and might refuse to participate.
Secondly I had been in touch with a Japanese student doing a PhD at Cambridge,
who was interested in how Zen changed and evolved outside of Japan. She told
me that she had been refused permission to speak with many people and was
having difficulty gaining access to Zen masters and practitioners. Since her
research was from an anthropological perspective she was having difficulty
providing a balanced sample. She felt that many people were fearful of expressing
opinions which might be regarded as representing Zen.

While I was not really expecting this degree of difficulty, it did occur to me that
some novices might not welcome my inquiry. However I suspected that if seeing
me was followed by seeing John few would refuse. It was not in fact easy to see
John especially after his first bout of serious illness. Casual interactions were
never encouraged although he impressed upon everyone he saw on a regular basis
that if they felt any Zen imperative they could have access to him at any time.
When setting up appointments for the interviews therefore a climate of
anticipation was engendered, and Zen participants were in no doubt that we were
going to talk about how they experienced Zen both with me and with John.

8.4 The SOL Conversation

I had expected that a different set of questions would be necessary for the SOL

sample. However upon consideration the same set of questions with only minor



amendments seemed also to fit the SOL paradigm. By keeping largely to the same
questions it allowed the same issues of experience of SOL, concepts of self, and
the role of the 'learning manager' or expert to be directly compared with Zen.

The initial impulse and primary purpose of the research was looking at practical
knowing within a Zen perspective. The interviews with SOL participants were
designed to provide a comparison with another system also concerned with inner

directed learning, so that comparisons could be made.

SOL Learning Conversation

1) What impact has SOL had on your life?

1) Has SOL affected how or what you learn ?

2) Has SOL helped or hindered your interpersonal relationships?

3) How much insight do you feel you have into your self?

4) What, if anything, do you think you either have to do, or give up doing, in order
to become a better self organised learner?

5) How strongly do you believe that you can transform yourself through SOL?

6) As you progress as a SOL learner, what impact will it have on your day to day
living?

7) Has your SOL made you more or less sensitive to the feelings of others?

8) Has the study of SOL changed any of your daily habits or routines?

9) Do you think SOL has some form of higher morality? In what way could it
change the world?

10) Do you think SOL managers can make a difference to the fate of the world? Do
they have a duty to do so?

11) Zen only

12) What do you see as Sheila/Laurie’s role in your own progress in SOL? Do you
think he is necessary to your progress? Do you think he/ she feels responsible for
your progress?

13) Zen only

14) Zen only

15) Do you converse with Sheila/Laurie as an equal, or do you regard them as ahead
of you? ‘

16) Now that you have some idea of what our conversation is about is there anything
I should have asked you but didn't?
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8.5 Theoretical Considerations

I planned a content analysis of the conversations both for any explicit theoretical
assumptions offered, and for implicit or tacit concepts which seemed to underpin
any examples of practical knowing. In this way some theoretical considerations
would be included, as it is in fact impossible to answer questions without
disclosing assumptions in the way the question is interpreted.  The theory
generated would however be grounded in participants’ experience.

Grounded theory is now widely cited as a framework for the analysis of qualitative
data, Bryman and Burgess (1994). As they point out however, data analysis is a
much less discrete process in qualitative research since the derivation of emergent
concepts during data collection can affect the ongoing process and make data
collection and analysis more of a continuous process than in quantitative research.
While grounded theory has alerted researchers to the desirability of extracting
concepts and theory out of the data collected this mainly affects their coding of
the data. It is quite rare, as Bryman and Burgess observe, to find evidence in the
interplay of data collection and analysis that anything other than local theory is
being developed. By a process of cutting and pasting the data is used to illustrate
conceptual points, but what is often not clear is how issues or ideas emerge in
order to end up in the finished written product.

In this inquiry the main themes were part of the agenda, and so I was not
expecting to derive new theory from the LC’s. That agenda arose from

consultation with John and my interpretation of themes important in Zen. I was
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hoping for description or elaboration of these themes as the conversations
progressed. However given that the Zen participants had been exposed for years
to the notion that intellectual analysis of Zen would get them nowhere 1 was not
expecting anyone to offer any obvious theoretical analysis. I was interested in, but
not really expecting, to see whether any participant would feel that any aspect of
their experience was generalisable.

In this inquiry I was not starting from scratch trying to uncover the elements of
their total life experience important to participants. Instead I was inquiring about
a specific kind of experience (both Zen and SOL) which each had different
perspectives. As I said at the outset 1 was interested primarily in why it was so
difficult to integrate Zen experience intuitively. I did not expect that SOL
participants would experience the same kind of difficulties, 1.e. I knew that the
SOL reflective process was more clearly articulated within the SOL paradigm.

By treating the questions as koans, in which participants had to bring up whatever
they thought relevant in answer to the questions, I tried to minimise any further
theoretical influence of mine by largely confining my part in the conversations to
clarifying my understanding of what was said. My intention was to part analyse
the interviews and go back to participants with a more critical and challenging
attitude. As I have already reported this programme, like much else in this inquiry

became modified in response to circumstances.
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Chapter 9 — Methodology of the Learning Conversations

This chapter describes the overall methodology of the Learning Conversations with
Zen and SOL students, including sample selection and venues, analysis of data, and

validation of data.

9.1 Introduction

I spent a minimum of several hours with participants, although only the LC was
recorded and transcribed. Before the LC participants talked of their interests and
concerns and wanted to know why I was making the inquiry. My explanations varied
but included the information that I was interested in how what people learned in Zen or
SOL had affected their lives. The reaction of most participants to this was very similar.
All thought that they had been affected but might find it difficult to pin down why they
felt that way.

9.2.1 The Sample Selection - Zen

The Zen Foundation, which was established in 1984, had regular meetings, usually
attended by 30-40 people. However due to the fact that before his retirement due to ill
health, John also worked full time, he worked one to one with a smaller number of
people. These 'hard core' members (who numbered around 20) and of whom I was one,
attended meetings and weekend workshops and also occasionally met John on a one to
one basis.

| was not sure at the outset how many conversations I would need. However after six
Zen LC’s had been completed I found that I had generated a great deal of data in terms

of items of experiential knowledge, but that by and large participants were not raising
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any major new issues. | decided that in view of the fact that this number was
approximately one third of the Zen population that this represented a reasonable cross
section of views. Participants were chosen partly in consultation with John to reflect
differing personality types and length of study. There was also a practical difficulty in
seeing some respondents, and one cancelled our appointment three times before I finally
caught up with him. The following is a brief pen portrait of each participant.

S who lived in London, had known John for longer than anyone else, indeed she was the
only person in the study to have known John prior to his enlightenment. In her
seventies, she was also the oldest person taking part. Formerly a radiotherapist, on her
retirement she trained as an Eriksonian hypnotherapist. Since its inception in 1984 she
was Secretary of the Zen Foundation. She was very interested in the research and asked
whether she could see the entire thesis (which I sent to her). I spent an afternoon with
her at her home during the first Learning Conversation and saw her many times
thereafter. As I shall recount in Chapter 13 she died in 1998 still struggling with her
sense of self.

B is in his late thirties and is an electrical engineer who designs specialist sound systems.
His work requires him to travel around the world a great deal, thus making it difficult to
pin him down. He met John when in his twenties, and had been seeing him regularly for
IS years. I spent several hours with him at his place of work during the original LC.

Our conversation took place in a small boardroom over coffee and biscuits.

148



T who is in his late fifties had only known John for 4 years. He took early retirement
from his position as Creative Director of a large London advertising agency in order to
devote himself to writing. He has regular articles in the Guardian and has had a novel
published since his retirement. 1 spent a day with him on the first LC.

C i1s 1n her mid fifties and is an artist with an MA in ceramics. Her mother was one of
the first members of the Zen Foundation, and introduced C to John. She was a close
friend of mine when we both lived in Cardiff and instrumental in putting me in touch
with John, some 14 years ago. She has three grown up children all of whom knew John
and are interested in Zen. Her drawings of a modern interpretation of the Zen Bulls are
used as an example of a particular kind of Zen experience in Chapter 13. I spent a
weekend with her on the occasion of the LC.

M is in his forties and met John while practising his profession of hairdresser. He has
known John since 1983 and he and his wife were regular attendees at John’s meetings. 1
spent a few hours with him at his home for the first LC.

Y was the youngest of the Zen participants and met John when he was very young (14)
as his parents went to Zen Foundation meetings. He was 30 at the time of our
conversation. He has had many different jobs and is currently training in massage. After
meeting John he pursued his interest in Zen by living in Japan for a few years. 1 knew
him least well of all the participants and spent a few hours with him. After our LC he
asked me to replay the tape so that he could review what he said. He listened carefully
but did not amend any of his answers. After listening he commented that he thought his

answers did not really communicate his experience but if he had another go this would
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not improve things. He wished me luck in trying to express anything about Zen and
clearly thought I needed it.

9.2.2 The Sample Selection of Self Organised Learning

The Centre for the Study of Human Learning contained a number of postgraduates
carrying out a variety of research projects, all using conversational methodologies. At
the time of commencing this phase of the research the number of current active
postgraduates was 18, although this number reduced to 15 during that year. I again
selected a mixture of respondents to reflect different personality types, various project
types, and those who were at different stages in the completion of their own projects.
While SOL respondents were very different from one another in their interests and type
of project there was more homogeneity in their understanding of the learning process.

D, is in his forties and trained as a physicist. He is currently a Master Alexander
teacher living in Seattle. Much Alexander bodywork is on a one to one basis. D was
interested in doing group work and getting participants to work in pairs using each other
as mirrors. His own research was on the psycho / physics of the mind body interaction,
and how Learning Conversations and SOL could further his skills as an Alexander
practitioner. We spent a couple of hours together at Brunel for the LC.

L is a manager in the personnel and training department of the London Fire service. He
is in his late thirties and his own research project is in aspects of training and selection.
He is particularly concerned with transferring assessment centres into learning centres

promoting Self Organised Learning on the job. I spent three hours with him at his place

of work during our LC.
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R is in his early sixties and now retired from a career in sports training. His own
research project was in what makes Olympic athletes special, and participants in is
research were women who were part of an Olympic medallist rowing team. He used
reflective Socio-Grid and Socio-Net Learning Conversations with each member of the
team and with the team as a whole to elicit their understanding of expert performance
and how they felt they could excel as a team. He invited me to his home and we spent
2-3 hours together after which I had supper with him and his wife.

C was in his forties and a Chief Inspector in the London Metropolitan Police service.
His own research was in police training. He used the SOL tool of Personal Learning
Contracts (PLCs) to encourage an active transformation of attitudes and skills in Police
training. The PLC’s gave greater emphasis to genuine creative learning, rather than
receptive, non-adaptive instruction. I spent least time with him, around an hour, at his
place of work.

R2 was in his forties and like D commuted from the U.S. in order to carry out his
research as CSHL. He was interested in decision making and concerned at the relatively
short term decisions made in most social institutions. His own research therefore
explored the parameters of decision making with a view to raising awareness of the
processes involved and how personal judgements could become more self organised. 1

met him at Brunel and we spent an afternoon together.
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The sample for Phase I therefore consisted of 11 learners and these comprised of
approximately one third of the available pool of respondents. This is a fairly small
sample but it should be remembered that both total populations were what might be
regarded as small elite groups. Since the purpose of the interviews was to raise issues
rather than to make quantitative comparisons, I did not feel that greater numbers would
have added significantly to that process.

9.3 Content Analysis

The initial interviews with all learners were transcribed, and are shown in the Appendix.
Learning Conversation methodology theory and practice insists that the analysis
categories must emerge from the data. However the basic structuring of the data had
already taken place by the researcher setting the initial agenda, thus setting the larger
themes.  But how these themes gave rise to sub themes or categories 1s somewhat
harder to explain.

Marshall (1981) expresses this as a personal process when she points out,

“It's my assumption that there is some sort of order in the data that can
emerge. My job as a researcher is to be an open and receptive medium
through which this order comes out. I'm trying to understand what's there,
and to represent what's there in all its complexity and richness."

Immersion in the data was therefore an important and somewhat time consuming first
step. At first I tried to be systematic, pulling out constructs, trying to cluster them and

create categories. I felt however that I was becoming bogged down and was not seeing
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the wood for the trees. The final interpretative process was much more intuitive than

that.

| see now that | was highly resistant to analysing by reducing the data to chunks in
a formal way. | knew that | was interested in intuitive knowing, in myself as well
as in others. | felt that a deeper level analysis was part of an intuitive process,
and that being systematic, by numbering and labelling, would actually get in the

way.

I allowed categories to emerge through reflective, deep level analysis of the data. By
using the initial categorisation set by the questions themselves and using myself as
primary referent, I pulled out those issues important to me. I then used this as a basic
framework which became added to and deepened as I transcribed the interviews. There
was a further level process of analysis when I went through the data trying to pull out
examples of where John’s interviews had uncovered issues which mine had not. I was
aware that such a personal process might well lead to a highly idiosyncratic reading of
the data so I thought that referral of the data to others to check on this analysis would
be an important part of my methodology.

I shared my analysis both with the initial participants who were free to challenge my
interpretation and my choice of issues, Zen and SOL experts, and with peer ‘experts’.
Participants could check on the accuracy of their part of the conversations and could

also judge the face validity of my interpretation. Thus my subjective analysis was open

to alternative explanation at several phases of the project.
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In the presentation of data I first tried to frame my analysis according to answers to a
particular question, but this proved difficult to achieve. Some questions particularly the
early ones, generated several sub themes or issues in response to the particular question.
Later questions often elicited answers similar to those which had already been raised at
earlier questions.

This was because the interview was designed to approach the central issues in a variety
of ways. This means that although answers to questions can be grouped together so as
to get a feel for the sub issues raised, these issues may be raised in relation to several
questions. In order to make that clear in the text, quotes are identified by whether the
participant is Zen or SOL and under which question his/her answer can be found in
Appendix B.

9.4 John’s Conversations

When John offered to carry out similar conversations with Zen participants I had initially
thought that these would provide a different perspective on the same questions.
Knowing my own difficulties when having conversations with John I was expecting
conversations with him to be different because participants would see him differently,
even if he was following the same agenda.

As already noted I had intended to carry out repeat conversations with participants after
preliminary analysis of the data. That I changed this methodology arose from several
reasons of which the foremost influence arose when comparing my conversations with

that of John’s.
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Due to the fact of John’s ill health and untimely death he only carried out 3
conversations with the same respondents, using the same discussion guide. His
conversations are interesting because they suggest that responses are strongly context
dependent. It could be argued that since my conversations came first and respondents
reflected on the issues raised, they had an opportunity to amend their answers the
second time round. A more likely explanation seems the way the conversations were
conducted. I had used a reflective approach, confining any further questioning to simply
clarifying what was meant. 1 did not, at any time during the conversation, state either
whether I believed the answers or thought them inappropriate.

As I have already stated, it had been my intention to partly analyse the data and then go
back to respondents to discuss the issues which had been raised. My reasons for
abandoning this are outlined in chapter 2. Not only did I think that a conversational
method would not uncover some of the issues which concerned me, but I also did not
feel that a further conversation with me would be as fruitful as I hoped was because of
the results of John’s interactions.

Unlike me John had used a more challenging stance and often dismissed answers or
offered his interpretation of respondents understanding of certain issues for their
comment. In effect I came to realise he had pre-empted what I regarded as the next
stage in my inquiry. 1 had planned to analyse answers and dig for deeper
interpretation. John had done this on the spot. Of course this fact did not mean that I
could not go ahead as planned. But it did give me pause. Although John had only

carried out three conversations, they showed the type of response that further challenges
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evoked. Furthermore they also incorporated a dimension which I thought I could not
emulate.
The challenge that he represented may partly have stemmed from the confrontational
stance he adopted at times but also very much from the authority he commanded as a
Zen ‘expert’. I could certainly be more challenging, but there were leaps that
John took in his conversations that I knew would never have occurred to me. For
example in the interchange between John and T when the latter was trying to give
examples of how he felt his quality of life had improved because of Zen, John suddenly
said;
And do you see that you are ducking the issue of the darkness at the core of
your being?
[ knew that nothing in the previous part of the conversation would have led me to make
this sort of conversational leap.
This realisation that it was not just a matter of analysing data and going more deeply
into the issues generated was the major influence in my decision not to carry out repeat
interviews with participants. I felt that it was in interactions with John that the real
examples of Zen play lay. If [ wanted to show the value of interactions with him I had
other data from a range of situations on which to draw.  And this was the major
influence which decided me to demonstrate more of John’s interactions and less of mine.
However if I could not emulate John, I could bring a more critical stance to bear on

what I had done by discussing my analysis of the LC’s, both with participants and

with a number ‘experts’.
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These discussions of the issues raised by the analysis made clearer how the parameters
of the Zen and SOL perspectives varied, and thus one of my initial aims was achieved.
However, while I felt that treating the issues in this way helped to clarify my mind, the
analysis did not convey the immediacy and importance that many respondents gave to
their experience. Since my primary objective was to convey the value of the Zen
experience to those who participated, and since I had been interacting with Zen
participants for many years I decided that providing ethnographic accounts in Chapter
13 of the intensity of other facets of the Zen experience, had greater value than any
further research initiative of mine.

9.5 Issues of Validity

In what is often called new paradigm research, questions arise in relation to the validity
of the interpretation of the data. Does this interpretation seem ‘truthful’ to the people
taking part in the research? Is there some internal consistency which can be induced
from their answers? Is this interpretation what some other researcher would make of the
same data? These issues have been discussed earlier in chapter 2, in terms of the
validity of the research, and in Conclusions in terms of validating the final outcome. In
dealing with validity in the Learning Conversations, I consulted with others in three
ways, by referral back to the participants, referral back to Zen and SOL ‘experts’, and
referral to interested peer ‘experts’.

9.6 Referral Back to the Participants

Respondent validation is generally used to establish whether those participants in the

research process recognise the validity of the account presented by the researcher It 1s
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also sometimes the beginning of a further stage of research, as after seeing how their
own contribution fits into a larger picture, respondents may choose to expand or even
amend their original account. But as Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) point out this
process has certain limitations. They cite two interesting examples of these limitations.
In the first case, that of the decision rules used by ear, nose and throat specialists, the
researcher had expected the specialists to respond to his account in a critical manner,
similar to that of an academic colleague asked to criticise the draft of a paper. To the
researcher’s surprise the response displayed a detached superficial interest, but no
critical interest.

Another example cited was that of a research project within a school. In this piece of
research the school teachers displayed a greater interest in the report but tended to

respond-

9
.

. In terms of what it had to say about them or their subject. There was
little or no discussion of the general issues I was trying to raise or the
overall arguments of the chapter.”

Feedback then can be problematic. However it was important that participants were
allowed the opportunity to see my account, and so all participants were sent a copy of
Chapter Ten and invited to comment on any aspect they wished. Their comments are

reported on in section 10.13.
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9.7 Referral to Zen / SOL ‘experts’

Results were discussed with Laurie Thomas, from a SOL perspective and with John.
These conversations were partly comments on the analysis, but also on why the
‘experts’ thought that these differences and similarities had arisen. These conversations
are reported on in section 11.2-11.3. Because the thesis changed substantially with the
inclusion of the ethnographic data a further conversation with Laurie took place in 1998
when the thesis was nearing completion and this too is reported on in section 11.3.

9.8 Referral to Peer ‘Experts’

The analysis chapter was also sent to three ‘experts’ who were either interested in issues
of learning, interested in concepts of self, in Zen or some or all of the above. I then met
and had extended conversations with all three. These conversations which ranged over
both practical and theoretical issues are reported on fully in section 11.4. Since it could
be argued that I had analysed the data from a subjective viewpoint, I wished to be sure
that others interested in the subject, who were used to providing critical input, had an
opportunity to comment on the data.

9.9 Generation of Theory

Both participant groups were students who had been exposed to particular theoretical
positions. There were some important theoretical differences between Zen and SOL,
particularly as they related to the nature of the self, and the role of thought. [ was
interested in whether these emerged in the Learning Conversations. In particular the

issues I saw as likely to provide differences in attitude were firstly the central tenet of all
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Buddhism, including Zen, that the self is illusory, and secondly how one goes about
changing if one is insecure about the contribution of thought and reflection.
In fact, when I became fully immersed in the data at first I felt that few of the theoretical
differences I had hoped for were reflected in the answers that the Zen participants gave
to me. However by comparing my interviews with those of John it was possible to
demonstrate that either they were considerably more aware of the issues when talking to
him. This came partly from his challenges but also, I feel that Zen participants were
more concerned to present evidence to him of their understanding.
So I had started this inquiry from the position that I felt that there were layers of
intuitive knowing which I and other Zen participants had failed to uncover in
themselves. My initial theoretical interest was therefore to try to understand what
effect, if any, trying to act from a different theoretical perspective had on practical
knowing.
9.10 Summary of Validation of the Learning Conversations
As Reason (1981) states there are a number of ways of managing validity issues in new
paradigm research. Some of these include:
¢ High quality awareness - in this case I combined practical research

expertise with a passionate commitment to the subject under inquiry. I also

included regular checks on my own thinking in the form of Zen Mondo.
¢ Checking against unconscious collusion - interpretation of the data was

checked with the Zen / SOL experts. In addition I had regular meetings
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with John which challenged my understanding of Zen, and with my tutor
Sheila who challenged my understanding of SOL.

Feedback loops - The interpretation of the data was reviewed by
participants.

Challenge was provided by John to some of the Zen respondents.

Constructive criticism by ‘peer experts’.

Multiple Perspectives - Issues were raised in a variety of different ways
using Learning Conversations, transcripts of meetings and workshops and

analysis of drawings, fiction and dreams.

Multiple Viewpoints — Triangulation was provided inviting criticism from
those with very different perspectives. All these were reflective in nature
but provided qualitative differences in perspective. Examples of these were
Participants — Did the analysis of Learning Conversations provide
a truthful and plausible account of the conversations?
Experts — Were the core elements of Zen and SOL addressed?
Tutor — Were the requirements of the inquiry overall included in a
format suitable for a scientific thesis?
Peer Experts — As outsiders to the inquiry interested in the subject
matter, did the analysis cover all of those aspects they thought
should be included in an appropriate manner?

Myself — Did the thesis reveal my own critical subjectivity?
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Chapter 10 - Analysis of the Learning Conversations

If you’re compelled to find some cause
that causes everything you do -

why then that something needs a name.
You call it “me”. I call it “you”

Marvin Minsky

This analysis of the Learning Conversation | have left largely intact, as they were
written before my final revisions. In fact in rereading them some parts strike me
differently now, and | have inserted text boxes to demonstrate some of these points. It
would detract from the overall clarity however if | had attempted to do this at every

point, so those | have chosen are those most important to me.

The overall conversation was designed to assess what impact Zen / SOL has had on
participants, in terms of personal transformation, attitudes to 'self, interpersonal
relationships, and the teacher / student relationship.

10.1 Impact of Zen or SOL on Participants’ Lives

The initial question - 'what impact has Zen / SOL had on your life?, 1 really regarded as
a warm up. Important issues might emerge but I did not intend to dig here, as I was
trusting that my tactic of asking the same question in different ways would itself deepen
the levels of meaning. Most Zen respondents felt that meeting John had a huge impact
on their lives. Words such as "shattering” and "absolutely vast" were used to describe

what was undoubtedly an important experience for these respondents.



The main impact for many participants seemed to be that it caused them to
question previously held attitudes. Zen learners in particular were often vaguer about

how they thought they had done this.

B - "it occurred in spite of trying to understand it at the time" (Q 1 Zen)

M - "I think its helped but it's difficult to know how I would have been
otherwise" (Q3 Zen)

John, of course, did not allow the luxury of not knowing, or even of not judging. In a
long series of exchanges he pushed S hard on the value of Zen to her. S was
exceedingly reluctant to answer in terms of good and bad. Summing up part of the
conversation John said

J — “Well, you seem to set a value by Zen. You seem pleased that you are
more aware of things now than you were. There is a clear indication of
value and benefit, and yet when I ask you, is it good or bad, you seem
unable to answer. Why is that?

As the exchanges make clear S is very aware that it is the ego which judges and
chooses, and is reluctant to say that she sees this as a benefit. Near the culmination of
this exchange an impasse is revealed:

J — “How are you going to resolve the conflict you have raised between the
ego senses of value, which you attribute to it, and the fact that you know
nothing short of Zen is worth a fig?”

S — “Well I think they are irreconcilable.”

J — “But you seem to have reconciled them except when the hook is dug
under your chin.”

S - “The fact that I go on living in much the same way, you mean?”’

J — “You say that it’s good and you value it, and you do, and yet you know
theoretically that it’s not worth a fig.”
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(All Zen participants have this difficulty that if they say they value something - who is
the valuer? And if it is the ego mind - what is that worth? Undercurrents of this same
duality emerge at different points in the conversations.

The SOL sample also felt that SOL had had quite an impact on them, and also used
words such as massive, or a very big impact. This is harder to understand as initially
SOL respondents tended to talk about recognising when they met SOL that they had
implicitly been working towards being Self Organised Learners. What they seemed to
value was coming across a system that made sense to them, and in that way, it also had
a large impact.

When speaking of the effects of SOL on their lives however some SOL learners took a
more pragmatic approach. These seemed to feel that they had been moving in the
direction of a more self organised approach and that finding SOL was making explicit
much that had been implicit in their thinking. What they seemed to value was
finding a coherent model into which they could integrate their own beliefs and attitudes.
The examples below show their feeling of recognising something which they felt they

already partly understood but lacked a framework to utilise effectively.

R - “SOL integrated my personal knowledge with objective knowledge” (Q1
SOL)

C - "It influenced the way I progressed my ideas and developed coping
models" (Q 1 SOL)

R2 - "I've been a self organised learner all along but never sorted out what
it meant in my life, for example in personal relationships” (01 SOL)
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D - "If someone else can make explicit for you in some way something you

have been doing implicitly it gives a deeper understanding and also provides

a way of doing it more precisely”. (Q1 SOL)
The only exception to this view of SOL was the SOL learner who distinguished between
perspectives of knowledge’ and 'transcendental purpose’. This categorisation was used
by L to describe what he felt were the limitations of SOL for him. L acknowledged the

value of having perspectives with which to evaluate knowledge, but felt that this did not

represent a complete philosophy for living life.

L - "OK there's more reflection - being conscious of it is a - lets say -
superior state - a better position to be in. I'm better at achieving what I want
to achieve - it doesn't actually explain to me why I want to achieve it" (Q 1

SOL)

The Zen sample, as will become evident at later questions are actually aiming at what
might be called transcendental purpose. Whether they called it "achieving Zen" or
"enlightenment"”, their stated overall aim was for some radical form of self
transformation. While few seemed to have confidence that they would achieve this they
nonetheless felt that Zen as a philosophy was intrinsically about what L called
'transcendental purpose'. As noted above the SOL sample did not appear to view SOL
in that way. This is not to say that in theory SOL cannot or does not have some
transcendental capacity. It is merely to note that most of the SOL sample
appeared to have a more pragmatic and instrumental view of the SOL system at

the early part of the conversation.



10.2 Self Identification

Since a central tenet of Zen is that the concept of a continuous self is illusory, I was
particularly interested in uncovering evidence whether this was a problem unique to Zen
participants. Something which initially surprised me during my conversations was that
most Zen respondents answered the first three questions as though the nature of the
self was not in question. In other words no-one queried words such as "I" or "you" at
this stage. It was not until question four, which is about insight into the self that doubts
appeared to surface. There was therefore no early evidence that anyone was operating
to anything other than some version of ' ego theory'. This issue will be addressed later
when attitudes to 'self were explored in greater detail. The point being made here is
that unless I probed directly about attitudes to 'self' everyone, including the Zen
learners answered the questions as though 'I' were a unified whole.

The exception to this were the three interviews conducted by John, where those
previously interviewed by me, when challenged by him, often gave very different
answers. This suggests that their answers are context dependent. When in the presence
of John, they are keyed up and try to answer in ways that they think shows their
understanding of his teaching. However when in 'ordinary' conversation with me they
operate to the conventions of normal conversation, i.e. that the word 'self 1s
synonymous with the word 'person’.

As C comments at Q3

“I'm risking being, and standing my own ground. It’s (Zen) helping but it
doesn’t necessarily make it more comfortable. I'm letting myself out - not
trying to keep my self under wraps.”
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Myra - “What is this self you are letting out?

C- “It’s how I really am not how I would like to be” (Q3 Zen)

C’s comment implies that she conceptualises herself as having a central ‘I’ in charge of
things. This is hardly surprising. As Blackmore (1994) and Dennett (1983) observe,
even those who spend a great deal of time studying notions of self in academic life and
express doubts about the continuity of the self as it is normally understood, in practice
continue to act in everyday life as though an 'T' exists in some unified way as an
intentional being or agent. It should perhaps have been expected that Zen learners also
responded in that fashion, unless actively probed on the subject (or facing John). In fact
the change from a self referencing viewpoint to another perspective which is not self
dependent in the way this is usually perceived, is enlightenment. I had not been
expecting to converse with anyone who was aware at all times of these issues, but in the
case mentioned above, when I probed on the nature of the self, I would have expected

some answer suggesting that this issue was more problematical.

My comments suggest that | was expecting more evidence that Zen participants were
aware of some sort of separation of their ego self and their ‘true’ self, and that this
would show up as some sort of sensitivity to the word ‘I’. But as John's conversations
make clear it is over identification with the ego that is the problem, not separation. |
was carrying around concepts relating to this because | was researching the self, and
thus was very aware of the distinction between ego mind and the self. | am now not

at all surprised at the way the Zen participants answered.
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Such conversational behaviour does of course reinforce concepts of self. It is now
conventional wisdom that sexist language reinforces sexual prejudice and many people
now make determined efforts to try to eradicate some at least of the more obvious
examples of sexist language from their vocabulary. For example few committees now
have a Chairman, preferring Chair or the more clumsy Chairperson.

It is more difficult when it comes to selthood. After all, if some acquaintance asks "how
are you" one tends not to say "what do you mean by 'you™? This linguistic convention
at first appears to obscure differences between the Zen / SOL learners. However it is
clear when my interviews are compared with those of John that Zen learners are
considerably more aware of the problems inherent in concepts of self than their answers

to me would indicate.

Myra - "Even if you haven't achieved Zen what impact has it had on your
life?"

T - "Quite a shattering impact. I've been belonging to one or another
philosophical association for over 20 years. Zen put that firmly in its place.
You find you'd made quite an accommodation with it, it's very comfortable.
Zen was a sudden sharp shock - I'm actually going nowhere". (Q1 Zen)

¥ 3k ok sk ok %k sk ook ok

John - "Even if you haven't achieved Zen what impact has it had on your
life?

T- "A dissatisfaction with my life without Zen, for sure. A degree of
frustration that I haven't achieved it. A continuous looking at my life,
possibly from a negative point of view, but I 'm checking, and I'm aware that
my ego is checking my ego (my emphasis)- but on the other hand, I often
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have days, and moments in days, of great clarity. I feel my heart warming,
and relationships within my family are good and improved''.

John - "Most of those seem essentially ego-based, would you agree?"

T - “Yes I would, definitely. I would say that until I had achieved Zen,
everything in my life is ego-based and that’s the frustrating thing about it”

John - “So essentially it’s new lamps for old in that the impact it has had on
your life is very much within the domain of ego, which as it were governed
your life before you came. And what one would call out of control

behaviour, moving on round the dial to warmer hearted behaviour is to be
welcomed.” (Q1 John)

As T's responses make clear when talking to the master he is very aware of the self or
ego problem. In talking with me however that issue did not arise in the same way. John
however rarely allowed references to self to pass unremarked and T was probably
unconsciously aware of this and tried to pre-empt the problem. However in Zen,
neither the negative approach of stating that you are aware of the 'ego’ problem but you
are working on it, nor the positive approach of stating that although you haven't got
there you are becoming better at improving social skills and feeling more comfortable
with yourself, is not what it's about.

The SOL sample can be pleased when they improve their social skills, but as John was
pointing out, a 'self satisfied approach (e.g. my relationships have improved through my
practice of self observation) simply promotes further the fixed concepts of self that
inhibit Zen realisation. So the existential doubt which surfaces here and there in Zen

interviews and is raised by John at every opportunity, is a necessary part of the Zen
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learning experience. All of the Zen sample feel this existential doubt to a greater or
lesser degree, but keeping it continuously in mind is agreed to be very difficult.

10.3 Reliance on Systems

It was at Q 5 which asked what participants thought they should do, or not do, to
achieve their desires that the issue of method came up. Being more aware than
previously was a quality which was greatly valued by both samples. I had expected
a difference between the Zen and SOL learners here. SOL has an extended
methodology concerned with the ability to analyse one’s problems and become more
purposeful. After some time knowing John I thought that no Zen participant would
share this belief.  Many Zen respondents felt that Zen had made them more aware of
their own behaviour, but had given them no guidance as to how to change it in the
direction they wanted. From time to time the Zen master might have told an individual
to do specific things. The only example (at Q 5) was S who said that John had initially
told her she should read about Zen everyday, and then threw her later by saying that she
read too much. She interpreted this as John feeling that she had come to rely too much
on books.  This contrasts with the SOL learners who value the frameworks and
methodologies of SOL as providing some guidance as to how to achieve their aims.
SOL is therefore interpreted by its users as essentially epistemological and Zen as
ontological.

SOL epistemology assumes that the same techniques which are used to acquire personal
learning, social skills and aid self development, can be further refined. The shift in

emphasis from content to process allows the possibility of transforming the self to levels
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undreamt of at the beginning of the process. Zen, on the other hand, views the change
of emphasis from content to process, which happens with both systems, as another stage
of learning which also has to be discarded.

As already noted the SOL sample, in responding to question 1 "what impact has SOL
had on your Life?" tended to answer in a much more positive fashion by giving
examples of particular benefits which they felt that SOL had conferred. While a few
initially answered this question in terms of the value of the SOL paradigm to their own
research, taking their answers globally, they recognised and valued that it had also
caused them to question their own personal relationships (question 3) and how they
were developing as people. They see the acquisition of personal skill in listening and
responding appropriately to others as an important ingredient of a 'learning conversation'
approach that can be applied to everything in their lives. Because they saw this approach
as essentially skills based they were thus able to discern progress in themselves
(although there were individual differences in levels of commitment to self
development.)

The Zen sample are however in a rather more uncomfortable position. Naturally they
wish to think of themselves as changing and making some progress over how they were,
otherwise what would be the point? But as they have, as an ultimate aim, dropping the
ego -self, they also have to drop all thoughts of things having to have a point, since this
would be just another mental strategy or system.

The SOL learner is concerned to understand his/her aims and purposes and answer the

question "how can I best accomplish this" by deing. For the Zen learner the question
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often appears to be "how do I stop doing what I'm doing without replacing it with
another mental construction?" This dilemma was perhaps most clearly expressed by T

when he said,

T -" At my level, that of a novice, it is giving up, becoming aware of all the
old bad habits one has indulged in and even fed. It's a silent observation of
these things until they loosen their grip. Not like doing - like letting old
clothes fall from me." (Q5 Zen)

However practising silent observation is not as easy as it might appear and is easier to
say than to do. Thinking that you are aware of the need for self awareness without
judgement, may be a prerequisite of resolving the paradox of Zen, but intellectual
awareness does not necessarily lead to resolution (see also 5.11 The Difference Between
Theory and Practice). This awareness of the dilemma was expressed at different times by
the Zen sample, and seems to be a stage in which long term Zen learners recognise
that everything they do, every new strategy they develop is also a further and
more subtle manifestation of ego. And ego, as they are told over and over by John, is
something to be dropped.

This leads many Zen learners to a defensive position when, especially in conversation
with the master, they realise that they are just coming up with different versions of T's
gradualist strategy described above. This roughly paraphrased states that by self
observation, one will become more and more aware of one's bad habits and by
identifying them, be able to stop doing them. This position does in fact accord with
that of the SOL learners. They are practising Self Organised Learning by examination

of their own construct system and by interaction with others in learning conversations.



As they practice this approach they progressively refine their construing system and
allow old habits to fall away. New habits take their place, but as the Zen sample know
to their cost, that is true of them also. However not doing is not the point of Zen
either. Because they reach an impasse which they have failed to overcome, by pushing
them to give an explanation of how they attribute meaning in such a situation, Zen
learners resort to describing a strategy for progress. This strategy seems to consist
largely of becoming more self aware and as such is similar to that described by
the SOL sample.

They too are practising a strategy of gradually acquiring expertise and increased self
awareness. They are exploring their internal world with increasing rigour. The only
practical discernible difference between the two samples is their emotional response to
this situation. Since SOL learners have no concept of having to drop all mental
constructions in order to proceed they can be relatively satisfied that they are making
progress. Zen learners, on the other hand come up against the impasse that they have to
give up thinking in terms of systems and do not see any way to proceed. They do not
see a method of 'dropping the ego' and therefore they see themselves as failures. (It
should perhaps be mentioned here for the sake of clarity that most of the Zen learners

did not mention humility in this context. They are past the stage where they feel that an
obvious show of humility demonstrates a lack of ego.)

10.4 Reliance on Thought
Although I had expected the two samples to show a different perspective on the use of

method, T had not expected such a sharp distinction when it came to the role of thought
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itself. The central issue of the role of thought arose in contrasting these two answers to
question 2, "Has it (Zen / SOL ) affected how or what you learn". Here, a very

fundamental difference in attitude appears to surface. Contrast the following two

answers given to me at question 2.

T - “My learning would improve immensely if there’s nothing to get in the
way, no judging, commenting etc.” (Zen (2)

R2 - “The monitoring, re-construing and spiralling on, made me realise
how I structure meaning - gave me a meta-perspective” (SOL (2)

In the first example the Zen learner apparently wishes to drop the very mechanism
valued by the SOL learner in example 2. But are these two learners talking about the
same thing? In SOL, as in Zen, learners are encouraged to observe the often random
commentary that accompanies our experience of perception, a sort of mental chatter. In
SOL identifying this random commentary, often called 'being run by robots', is
something which the SOL learner is encouraged to become aware of and drop, for a
more purposive mental activity.

SOL learners are encouraged to monitor and examine their construct system. They are
encouraged not only to re-construe, i.e. change the content of their construct system,
but also to look at the total process within which their construct system is embedded.
However the aim of monitoring their mental processes is in order to substitute a more

purposive process in which they are able to influence their thinking (and behaviour) in a

desired direction.
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Of course thinking purposefully about how one structures meaning, and finding that
helpful (the example given by R2) does not mean that interludes of mental chatter still
do not occur. However the strategy pursued by SOL learners is that when they realise
they are being 'run’ by this they attempt to think more purposefully about their behaviour
by identifying their aims and attitudes. They use the MARS formula which is an
important reflective facet of SOL; monitor, analyse, reconstruct, reflect and review,
and spiral forward in a continuous re-evaluation process which SOL learners value
greatly.

However in his book Exploration into Insight (1979) Krishnamurti makes the point that
what we call chatter is simply the activity of the mind when we are not aware of any

purpose. However more purposive mental activity, is, in his view, equally suspect.

“I am just asking you why does the mind chatter? Is it a habit or does the
mind need to be occupied with something? And when it is not occupied with
what it thinks it should be occupied, we call it chattering. Why should not
the occupation be chattering also?”

So the SOL learner distinguishes between helpful and unhelpful thinking. Such a step is
rational.

The Zen learners however are told that there is a further step in which they not only
have to alter their thinking but that they have to distrust the very process of thinking.
They are told that there is really nothing to learn and are in the position that every
time they observe their mental processes they are told to drop all judgement and that this
process will, if done with sufficient awareness, trigger self-realisation. [t 1s this

fundamental paradox, which they do not understand and have no idea how to achieve,
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which creates the tension which John utilises at every opportunity. The Zen learner has

been exposed to the notion that all purposeful mental activity is as suspect as the more

random mental chatter. As B says,

B - "It (Zen) - left me with a suspicion and a disrespect for learning based
on methodology - if you do this and this - then that will happen. Zen

learning is frenetic activity followed by a sudden shift in gravity." Q 2
Zen)

| now feel that many Zen participants display a fairly good intellectual understanding of
self realisation, although they are reluctant to express it in intellectual terms. B in
particular gave short and often flippant answers to many of the questions, but he takes
them very seriously. | once heard him describe at a meeting how whenever he was
confronted with letting go or surrendering, he could see himself erecting a sort of
mental envelope around it. The ability to see that clearly is ‘standing at the wall'.

The trick isn't how to get over the wall, it is to see that there isn’'t any wall, that too is a

mental construction.

It 1s hardly surprising that the Zen learners were less ready to commit themselves to
examples of what they learned. The following example of facing John asking the

question gives some idea of what they are up against.

John - "So how has Zen affected how or what you learn?"

T - "It has allowed me to see the coarser snares of ego and, on good days,
the more subtle ones. There are indeed very rare moments when the seer is
seen and therefore the learning is learnt, as it were, and there isn't
anything more to learn”.

John - "So what evidence would you adduce to refute the suggestion that the
only thing that is learning is your ego? Learning how to be less snared,
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less entrapped, a little freer as it may feel, what evidence is there to show

that the learning is reaching any deeper than into your own ego? (02
John)

Hardly surprisingly T was unable to come up with such evidence. (John was, of course,
not expecting T to supply an answer, what he was asking for was that T show in some
way that he recognised the impossibility of supplying evidence of tacit knowing).

10.5 Interpersonal Relationships

I had thought it possible that some of the Zen participants might feel that Zen had not
helped their relationships. My own experience had been that once one begins to look at
everything in a different way, relationships change, often in unexpected directions.
However one aspect on which both samples seemed agreed was that by a process of self
observation, encouraged in both Zen and SOL, they were more sensitive to the feelings
of others. By having their attention focused on the process of how they responded to
situations, all felt that much which had been implicit in their former dealings with others
had become more explicit and had thus furthered their understanding of personal
relationships.

Many felt that their interpersonal relationships had improved in ways that they valued. In
SOL the process of turning from being run in a robotish fashion, to being sensitive to
where someone else is coming from was felt to be an important gain in personal growth.

Examples from SOL learners were,

C - "I understand better how people think. I'm much more tolerant and
patient with other people's points of view". (SOL Q3 )
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R2- " I've taken on the notion that everyone has those feelings - I don’t
record criticism as dislike but as another value system confronting mine.

(SOL Q 2)

It was in response to this question that the value of SOL in personal growth appeared at
its strongest. While also pointing to the fact that the basis of relationships were

clarified, as I had suspected, Zen learners appeared to put that in less positive terms,

M - "You discover the fact that everything is under the microscope - it gives

you a sense of what the situation actually is - it can be frustrating at times".
(ZEN Q3)

T - "It brought matters into the open. Accommodations with one's partner
- it was difficult to proceed with them'. (ZEN (3)

However it seems fair to say that both the Zen and SOL learners felt that the process of
re-examining the basis of ones relationships had great value, even where it led to
difficulties. Papering over the cracks in relationships or making accommodations are
ultimately unsatisfactory, and it is in this area that Zen and SOL learners seem most in
agreement that there is a value in being clearer about the basis for personal relationships,
even if changes in the relationship causes temporary difficulties.

M, quoted above chose the area of personal relationships as an example of how Zen had

affected his learning (Q 2) when being interviewed by John. John queried whether the

change had actually been helpful.

John - "So, although you come out with a lot of nice sounding statemen.ts
about behaving morally, in the general use of that word, towar.ds people, in
what way would you say that Zen had actually hindered your mte.rpersonal
relationships? Has it, for example, caused you to become so internally
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introspective and internally preoccupied that, in fact, people pass through
your life, your acquaintanceship, even those close to you everyday, as
though they're strangers, not really yet in close contact? Anyway, in what
way has it hindered your interpersonal relationships? (Q3 John)

M giving this some thought agreed that

11

....... Zen might be a part of that introspectiveness which is quite
interesting actually, that what you're using to try and help you deal with
your relationships is, in fact, contributing to their not being right, which is
something to think about, definitely.” (03 John)

A later question "Has your Zen/SOL made you more or less sensitive to the feelings of
others?” covered much of the same ground as that of Q3 and raised the same sort of

issues. L made a similar point to that made by John to M above when he said

"It varies. Sometimes my purposefulness cuts me off from other people - at
other times I'm sensitive to rubbish." (my emphasis) (Q8 SOL)

In relationships, attempts at control by pursuing a strategy of some kind in relation to
other people inevitably leads to a loss of sensitivity of what is actually happening in the
relationship and inhibits the sort of freedom which leads to change. Paradoxically by
trying to cultivate some sort of sensitivity either by introspection or by a strategy in
relation to others, the end result can be to reduce sensitivity and as M conceded can lead
to living in an inner world which has little relevance to what is happening in reality. Y
on the other hand, felt that he only understood his own problems but that this process

helped him to be more sensitive to other people.
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"I'd say I think it's made me more sensitive to my own feelings -
consequently to those of other people “ (Zen )]

Y here recognises that it is sensitivity to his own feelings and desires that is the driving
force in his interpersonal relationships, and he too feels that he has become more

introspective. As he said

Y - "It’s made me more aware of my relationships to other people and
sometimes that has been a hindrance in the conventional sense, in that I’'ve
become more reclusive - not necessarily applying Zen in the correct way.
But it’s certainly made me aware of the superficiality of relationships.” (Q3

Zen)

In Zen the motive of altruism is highly suspect. John made clear to Zen learners that the
key to understanding without using a method is to look clearly at all they say and do

without judgement of any kind. Only when there is increased clarity without judgement

can the illusory nature of the ego self be seen.

| had this the wrong way around. Real clarity comes after the judgement is

abandoned, it is not a chain of events whereby relative clarity leads to a shift. Only

surrender leads to the kind of shift we were all interested in.

The area of personal relationships tends to be fruitful ground for exposing many

personal illusions.
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T, also given a hard time by John on interpersonal issues stuck firmly to his guns that

ultimately this was beneficial.

T- “... when 1 first came to you I think there were very, very great
problems with personal relationships, which has been shown to me and just
the seeing of them has lessened their pull ~ One can still be awfully caught
out, and one suspects they 're sort of lurking very deeply, but nevertheless my
relationship with my wife, and with my children, they have improved,
appear to have improved immensely.”" (Q3 John)

One issue which I expected to be raised by the Zen sample was the nature of any
relationship between two illusory egos. If both sides are constrained by the hopes
and fears of ego mind, then some delusion must enter the relationship.

In John’s conversation with M discussing the impact that enlightenment might have on

one’s life (Q 7) although not using quite this language, the issue of the basis of

relationships was discussed.

John — “And perhaps the other way around, you have been used to feeling
yourself in one particular way —

M — “Yes, I think it makes you see other people completely differently.
That’s true, yes. I think you see something much stronger.”

John — Do you expect to be happier?”

M — Yes, perhaps I'll be sadder as well though.”

John — “But the happiness won’t be conventional happiness, and the
sadness won’t be ego type sadness.”

M__ “No. ’»

John — “So it isn’t just that one will go into more extreme versions of the
same emotions, but that the very basis of the emotions were changed? Is
that what you mean?”

M — “I think so, yes, because you are actually interacting in the real way
that you are fully capable of doing, then when you are interacting with
someone that you are having a good time with, then you would be
experiencing something very good without the hindrances we have with our
egos and feelings of keeping up the momentum, and all that sort of thing,
wondering where you really stand in a situation. And then also there’s the
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sad aspect that you will be able to see people more clearly, and feel quite sad
about some of the things you see.”

10.6 Insights into 'Self

At question 4 "How much insight do you feel you have into your 'self’? there was a
general reluctance among the Zen sample when talking with me, to claim any real

insight. The very word 'self clearly rang alarm bells which had not been triggered by use

of the word 'T'.

B - "At an intellectual level it's easy to play around and think this is
insightful - I can see retrospectively the changes within me - there's a level
of involvement in personality that I'm more aware of before I met J" (ZEN

Q4

Y- "Well I think I find myself preoccupied with myself most of the time
anyway - its made me aware of my preoccupation with myself. But as far as
insights go I don't think I really value an insight unless it's like that (snaps
fingers). Idon't think I value insights of ...well I'm like this or I'm like that
and it's nothing more than everyday codswallop really - the usual banter''.

(Zen Q 4)

The quote below from T illustrates that although he did not touch on the issue in quite
this way with me, he was aware that when talking to John he had to demonstrate more

caution.

T - "Whenever one uses the word 'oneself’ in Zen, one has to be jolly
careful about what one's talking about. If you mean the physical and
psychological set up which I have inherited and grown, and personality as
well, and the sort of mythical ego which has grown with it, then at moments
that can be seen with far greater clarity than ever before. But as I said
before, one suspects there are deep seated root weeds in one's personal
behaviour which still snap up and grab one if one isn't very aware". (Q4
John)
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Some recognised that ‘until you get there’ any speculation about the nature of the self
was by definition wrong, since if they had it right they would "be there"  Others
interpreted the question in the same way as had the SOL learners as meaning in what
way are you better able to understand yourself than you were before. A theme
emerged here which seems worthy of comment. R2 comments that a self reflective

approach can lead to an awareness of process. As he put it

“I began with a self-reflective approach and saw the pattern of my feelings.
I became much more self aware.” (04 SOL)

L was also concerned with the extent to which a self-reflective approach could lead to

self change. As he said

L - "I'm now capable of redefining myself. It's (SOL) content free - in that
sense it is helpful - I'm much less confined by predetermined judgements".

(SOL Q 4)

L was doubtful that he had an overall strategy for life. He seemed to feel (taking his
responses overall) that he had acquired useful skills which were a start to personal
development but that there was some other more fundamental difference of being which
was eluding him. L had attended the seminar referred to later, on Zen and SOL. He
was not saying that Zen had an answer for him which SOL did not. He was not
particularly interested in furthering his knowledge of Zen. What he was saying

however was that Zen was addressing a different question to that of SOL, since

one was primarily epistemological and the other ontological
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Zen has of course acquired an epistemology, and a great deal has been written about
Zen over the centuries. Suzuki (1973) repeatedly makes clear however that Zen is
neither a philosophy nor a religion, but a personal experience based upon personal
inquiry. It could be argued that Zen has a methodology since koans or training
questions provide techniques to further progress in Zen. The Rinzai school of Zen
adopted the use of koans in the tenth and eleventh centuries in order to check what they
saw as the rampant “quietism” and passivity of the Soto Zen school who adopted
meditation as the main vehicle for teaching. Koans were at one and the same time a
means of combating the quietist methods they detested, and also a means to curb the
growth of intellectualism in Zen. Since koans cannot be solved by the rational mind, the
aim is to push the learner into a new dimension. True Zen cannot be approached by
intellect alone, and it was this inner truth to which L was pointing.

After reflecting upon the issue raised by L, I felt that I had come to a deeper insight
about the nature of the two systems. SOL provides a means without an end and Zen
provides an end without a means. SOL is about becoming the person you choose,
an internal model which is forever being modified and reconstructed. Within the
SOL paradigm there is apparent freedom to move in any direction, and this freedom is
bounded only by the mind and imagination of the person concerned. It is truly a world
of becoming, of process, in which there is no end result, and further progress can always
be made. It seeks for personal meaning and personal truth. Its epistemology provides

a blueprint, a place to start, although it recognises that the map is not the territory.
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Zen is about realising who you are at a deeper level than that of personality and
accepting being the person you have always been. It is not concerned about truth
since that can only ever be relative. It is not concerned about self-improvement since
that can only relate to the personality. Your essential being cannot be improved, it is as
it is and self realisation consists in realising that at a deeper level than that of thought.
SOL provides a means without an end, in that it provides a system, an
epistemology, which in theory can generate great change but it is not prescriptive
about the end result. Zen appears to provides an end, i.e. enlightenment, which is
a state of being, without a means of getting there.

However although this state of enlightenment is discontinuous from previous experience
and thus could be seen as an end, I do not mean to imply that this state is static.
One can continue to deepen and enrich one’s understanding, so this state still
encompasses movement and flow. What comes to an end is the dualistic method of

thinking which characterises the unenlightened state.

As | make clear in chapter 16 — enlightenment is not a state. A state is something that

can be entered or left.

10.7 Improvement in Awareness
In answer to the question "What, if anything, do you feel you either have to do, or
give up doing in order to achieve Zen / become a better Self Organised Learner?

Most of both samples thought that Zen / SOL had increased their awareness and talked
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in terms of the difficulty of finding a new way to operate in the world. For a Zen
learner like B the question merely accentuates what he sees as his dilemma - he knows
he wants to change, but to define the way the change should take place would pre-empt

the radical change he wants.

B - "the question itself just poses the dilemma and to answer is just to be
drawn into it. I'm aware of myself and of an intellectualisation that says

that this is what I have to give up - I wish it were two sugars in my tea" (Q5
Zen)

Both S and M, also felt that they should give up intellectualising about the problem.

M - "I've always found it useful not to be too abstract about what is going
to happen. Don't worry and get on with it" (Q5 Zen)

S - “I have to give up thinking about doing something and actually do it”
(05 Zen)

Such answers reveal an implicit understanding that thinking about the problem isn't
going to get anywhere from a Zen standpoint. But if you don't think your way out of
the problem, what do you actually do? D, a SOL learner came up with an answer which

initially appears to accord with a Zen perspective.

D - Give up knowing ahead of time what the answers are going to be" (Q5
SOL)

Living without expectation of a particular outcome is an important part of the Zen
perspective, and is one of the reasons why the Zen sample have difficulty with this

question. On the one hand if they say there is nothing to be done, they are aware that
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such negativity will not lead to the outcome they desire. On the other hand if they are
prescriptive about what they might do they inhibit the process of radical change. D also

gives a reasonable explanation of what stops more people living without expectation.

D - "I think the human avoidance of unfamiliarity more than anything
else. I operate on a model of who I am based on my past experience, and |
can make predictions based on that and they generally come pretty close. If
I went and changed I'd have to find a whole new basis for making
predictions or give up making predictions at all.. That is what attracts me to
Kelly's theory - giving up any attempt to make predictions. The irony of it
is that the things we need to give up trying to predict are things we are
totally incapable of predicting anyway.” (Q 5 SOL)

Both samples seemed aware of this in that some answered in terms of what they might

try to stop doing or become better at doing.

C - "I think I have to become wiser as to my emotional pulls and pushes .....
Being more instantly aware of how I'm responding to life" (Q 5 Zen)

T’s quote mentioned earlier also makes a similar point about awareness,

T- "...becoming aware of all the old bad habits one has indulged in and
even fed. It's like a silent observation of these things until they loosen their
grip. Not like doing - like letting old clothes fall from me." (Q5 Zen)

Some SOL respondents also answered in terms of becoming, both of the examples
below valued the need to become more aware of other people's perspectives by

becoming better listeners.

C - "I have to give up being prescriptive. You have to learn to be a very
good active listener. You have to put other people first and recognise that
the path has to be constantly modified to take account of other people's
attitudes and feelings." (Q5 SOL)
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R2 - "I need to accept the input of others from a less argumentative stage -
I'm becoming a better listener. I construct a sense of meaning rather than
construct a defence.” (Q5 SOL)

Both samples therefore are concerned about self transformation - about becoming -
whether this i1s to be wiser, to be more self aware, or to be more aware of others.
Question 9 also shed some light on this issue when it asked “Has the study of Zen / SOL
changed any of your habits or routines?”

Taken as a whole I think the Zen sample reflects a certain kind of hopeless knowledge
that it is impossible to describe the changes in themselves, and either take refuge in

flippancy or in generalities. B and Y chose the flippant route.

Y - “Maybe on Sundays.” (Q9 Zen)

B- “Not one iota and yes quite fundamentally” (Q9 Zen)

B’s answer looks as though I should have followed it up by asking what he meant. 1
didn’t do so because at the time I thought I knew what he meant. Throughout the
interview with B I felt that he, perhaps more than any of the Zen respondents was
expressing the difficulty of communicating experience. Indeed at the end of the
interview he said that he thought that he had been answering the same question in 15
different ways. The effect on him was that he became more terse at his frustration in
being unable to communicate the quality of the difference that he felt Zen had made to
his life.

C and S thought that there was a difference in their level of awareness.
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C - “It’s made me more aware of them (habits). I still have a bath every day
and I still drink tea first thing in the morning but it’s the awareness of
things, not letting them be routine.” (Q9 Zen)

S - “I go on going on courses but I think they’re very ego based ... Butin a
way it’s to increase one’s level of awareness and whether it does it in the
right way is a moot point.” (Q9 Zen)

So are the two samples coming from the same place? Since none of the Zen sample are
themselves enlightened it is probably true to say that both sets of respondents are in a
similar position. However the fact that both sets of learners operate in a similar way
does not mean that they have similar aspirations. D puts his finger on a crucial
difference. Although his answer started this discussion in that he raised the issue of

living without expectation, that response goes on to say

D - "I have a construct of anticipate versus expect that I use - where
expecting is trying to operate as if I were already there and know the
answer. Looking back from there I not only know what the answer is but I
know the framework in which the answer has meaning.  Whereas
anticipating is much more elusive than that, it doesn't have the same sort of
fixity so it's a much more flexible stance.” (Q5 SOL)

Such a stance may be more flexible but it relies upon thought and upon a comparison
of constructs. It creates duality. And duality is something the Zen learners are also
exhorted to drop. The constructs of expect versus anticipate may appear to help D not
to expect in a fixed sort of way. However even anticipate implies an anticipator. Zen
learners are exhorted to break out of the need to compare everything and simply act in

the world. It is this need for comparison, which is part of the ego structure, which is
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seen as the root of the problem in Zen. Exhorting S to cease to worry about giving up

doing and act, John said at QS5,

John - "What about simply stepping into the spotlight? You have heard me
say on innumerable occasions that the final step requires a certain nerve,
that dipping one's foot in and out of the pool is going to get one nowhere.
One has got to jump in. It's an act of will, and yet not of will because it
emanates from somewhere deeper than will, the deeper impulse to Zen.
Surely that's what you need to do, rather than bothering about the negative
of not doing what you are doing. That's a rather negative way of looking at
it, rather than the positive, forward thrusting approach. (Q5 John)

10.8 Self Transformation

In response to the question "How strongly do you believe that you will achieve Zen? /
transform yourself through SOL?" 1 was expecting the SOL participants to be much
more positive in their responses. Committed as they are to being more active listeners,
to having more meaningful learning conversations with themselves and others, most
thought the process of change would continue for the better so long as they continued
to work at it. Certainly at this question it became clear that the SOL sample believe that

they can radically transform themselves

R2 - "I believe you can change absolutely by reflecting on your own
experience. The MARS cycle means you can extend this reflection to any

area.” (Q 6 SOL)

D - "Utterly. That's an easy question. I think more than I can possibly
imagine from where I am now." (Q 6 SOL)

The Zen sample were not asked whether they could transform themselves but whether
they could become enlightened, so it is not surprising that they were somewhat more

guarded in their responses.
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M - "I don't know whether I will or I won't" (Q 6 Zen)

I' - "That's impossible to judge. I'm most nervous and anxious that I
won't" () 6 Zen)

Y summed up the somewhat paradoxical position for much of the Zen sample when he

said

“Well I think that future speculations of that kind are completely futile. I
think there was a period when I held it as a sort of goal, but the more I
involved myself in thinking like that the further away it was really becoming
- to hold that as a kind of objective. I think you have to hold a kind of
faith always, or a kind of doubt, but to really hold to enlightenment is ..... it
depends on how you really hold it. I've read a lot about Zen masters like
Bankei where their one ambition, their total ambition was that. It's
definitely the most important thing - to see into my true nature - but as to
success and so on - that's futile." (Q6 Zen)

Question 7 also attempted to get at differences in self image by asking “If you achieve
Zen what impact will it have on you day to day living?” Four of the six Zen

respondents refused to be drawn on this issue. T felt that the effect would be

T - “Great and dramatic. It would have a shattering effect on my normal
psychology. To always do what is appropriate, and not be predictable. It
would have an effect on family life - I would not fit in with their expected

patterns any more.” (Q7 Zen)

Implicit in this answer is a sense of a great and sudden change. The SOL sample were

also asked a version of this question “As you progress as a self organised learner, what

impact will it have on your day to day living?”
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The way the question is couched progress is implied and L refused to be drawn on this
issue. Throughout the conversation with R2 his major area of concern and change was

personal relationships and his answer again reflected that.

R2 - “It affects my understanding of my partner’s understanding. Her
constructions are something I can learn rather than challenging mine. It
makes me a better communicator.” (Q7 SOL)

D likened his progress to that of intelligent software in a computer. People often live
with what he called the default setting, and didn’t bother consciously choosing from the
menu. SOL, he felt, helped him to become better at knowing when he wanted to
choose. More importantly choosing he felt gave him practice at this process and had a

consequence.

D - “I get better at knowing when I want to choose. And also it’s like a bit
of intelligent software that if I choose something more suitable often
enough then the programme changes so that the default thing is a bit more
flexible and a little higher quality than the default setting used to be.” (Q7
SOL)

For SOL learners then progress can be fast or slow but it is seen as a step forward. For
the Zen participants however it is the magnitude of the commitment which is largely at
stake. Discussing this with T who seemed doubtful about any progress John said

“oenn You haven’t immersed yourself in it sufficiently, endlessly, with
sufficient determination and commitment. ...... One must not end up in
limbo in Zen, it’s very easy to do that, but it’s a failure of resolve, of
commitment, and essentially saying something quite deep about one’s

assessment of one’s likely, or unlikely, prospect of achieving it.”



10.9 The Teacher / Student Relationship

Q13 was concerned to probe the teacher / student relationship. The two aspects of that
relationship where I suspected there might be differences were, firstly how necessary the
student feels the 'teacher' is to his/her progress, and secondly whether the student thinks
the 'teacher' feels responsible for his/her progress.

Students in both samples were split as to whether the 'teacher / expert' was necessary to
progress. Zen participants appeared to see John as an exemplar of what they wished to
be. SOL respondents saw their tutor as necessary to their progress in acquiring
expertise. Both samples felt that their 'teacher' had been extremely useful in facilitating
the process of learning, but some of both samples felt that further progress was up to
them, and therefore did not see the teacher's presence as absolutely necessary, although

probably desirable. As M said,

“He has been very useful up until now - he’s a good prompter at putting you
on the straight and narrow ........ we have a great capacity for imagining
things, he soon puts you right. He doe