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            We have to know that to separate ourselves from the other is to set them free of ourselves.
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What’s this?

The aim of this small collection of thoughts is to help counsellors and psychotherapists in their work, and it may also help others. Ultimately, perhaps all of us are just saying ourselves in so many different ways and perhaps that is all this is too. But hopefully in the saying of oneself we help others say themselves or search for paths that will induce a ‘living-ness’ for them. There are some themes in this collection, mainly around friendship, alienation, envy, gratitude, the difficulties in thinking for oneself, and hopefulness, with one piece on the effects of suicide. This latter fragment is difficult to read because of the subject matter and I would recommend it is only read by someone who has a therapist (or equivalent) to discuss it with. 

My grandfather used to have a back room in his house on the Royal Canal Bank in Dublin full of old furniture, bits of bicycles and bedsteads, things he found on his forays and bits and pieces. It was always dark in there as the window looked out northwards onto the cobbled back yard with its high dark grey limestone wall and outside toilet and sink. The yard always smelled of wet newspaper, rust, and wet stone. In a grimy chest of drawers against the window, the top drawer was full of things he had kept like rusting nuts and bolts, washers, broken torches, marbles and empty match boxes, worn out playing cards and a harmonica, torn betting slips, pencil stubs, chess pieces and draught pieces, a broken pliers, and the odd old copper coin. I would rummage through the depths looking for something colourful or shiny, my fingers ending up stained and smelling of dust and metal. I always looked through it slowly, taking my time as if there was endless time to take, not thinking of time at all. Out of some fear I would try to put things back as they were before, taking nothing. This collection is a bit like that too. Things that have shone in however dull or shining a light seem somehow to need to be kept somewhere safe. The examples and quotes are from imaginary people - but of course all imaginary people are parts of us or people we have really known - unless referring to philosophers and the like. One thing which you might find in your own life is how human beings are becoming increasingly mechanised and modularised by a society, a culture, that sees a person only of value as an ‘earning machine,’ and also as a machine -  a ‘value machine’. This is something that pains me and I have not found a personal answer to it apart from a generosity of spirit that sometimes flowers between people. And the things here have often been found before by many others, but finding them for yourself - and whatever you find for yourself - is what is important. We learn properly this way. 

Each thought is on a separate page, to give some space to think and maybe to scribble down your own thoughts (if you have a paper copy). A kind of space to show that these fragments are not meant to be read quickly. Although I think they are relevant for therapists especially or anyone involved in any way with the ‘talking cure’, it would be nice if others were to find them useful also. Just for brevity, whenever I mention psychotherapy I also intend counselling and any talking therapy. Any aspects of characters in this book are purely fictional apart from my own (which may well be also fictional).  
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La Serenissima

There is something about you that must not be known, that is to be left alone, just as it is - I’m not sure what, and it must be left that way without speculation to you. If you wish to show yourself you will. Here in the therapy room I am a passenger on a boat staring into thick fog. I once was this, on a gondola taxi in Venice one January crossing a canal into an unknown. But no tourist. Shades of people and buildings cloaked in the ancient fog the backdrop to the over-coated vigour of young-ness. La Serenissima. The most serene. But my anxious heart was like a stream flowing down a hillside in the clouds, too young to find its level. 

But that is me. That is not you. This is where we have to know that to separate ourselves from the other is to set them free of ourselves, our own need to be known. It is part of the complexity of generosity, also in therapy. 

Generosity 

Acceptance is like a knife going in, not quite severing something vital but still bringing with it the knowledge that something vital is in play. It is as if knowing we are alone in the world, at best fellow strangers on a train journey. I miss the idea of presence to another, of giving so that we receive without such giving being intended as a transaction. Presence is a spiritual stance that can only be supported through some form of human spirituality since god is absent now. It was more comforting when god was not absent. There is still the comfort of writing, nature, and being with others. We have to create this stance of presence to others in the absence of god now. Our lives then must be a work of creation towards the other. 

The greatest challenge to us as humans in terms of relations is perhaps how to show true generosity of presence. It is lacking almost everywhere apart from occasionally in the small relations between people. 

Do you think it’s that simple? 



Tyrant

When a key figure dies in a family - even though they may have been much loved - it can be like the death of a tyrant. Everything goes haywire and there are bids for freedom in every direction. Some want stability and become worse than the tyrant. All manner of creatures step out of the shadows of the psyche. Watch out! 

It can be like that with a ‘symptom’ or a problem we had when we come to understand it, or even a way of living. We miss the tyranny of its once mysterious action, the abject fascination of it. It may well have been holding a lot of things together (like a mirage or erotic love does) and now that it’s gone you have to learn from its traces and the emptinesses, the harsh and the dull responsibilities and choices it leaves you to confront. But instead of learning, you could go haywire instead. 

As a therapist you’ve got to watch out for this, including in yourself. 


Understanding the not understanding happens later – the flies get through the web

For example: Not understanding that you have not seen yourself as important (or any other aspect you have not noticed) is something that comes later, after thought, after years of thought perhaps. It comes like the rain might form a clothing on the landscape. You don’t know it is there until the finest of rains shows it, as if a web has been spun so finely across paths of thinking to be invisible but then it glistens under the near imperceptible prisms, showing its fabric of intricacies and endlessly embroidered labour of concealment. The kind of thoughts that beforehand would have got you through it have been caught like small flies in the web, the big speckled-legged brown spider wrapping them into pearly parcels, sucking them dry of substance. But the fine rain of understanding has made the webs visible in the grey light and the little flies can dart through now. 

The fine rain only comes through relating to others properly. No, I tell a lie, to relating to oneself properly and everything else follows on from there. But someone else has to show you how to do that in the first place. 

The privacy of love

Mesmerised by the harsh light of the kitchen bulb, the quiet game of hiding things from the table covered in its check oil cloth, smiles, a triumphal shout on noticing it is the salt cellar that has disappeared, the coy showing of infant love for a parent. These are a fragment of the tacit aspects of all loving relationships that must not often be spoken of directly. If at all. And especially not in psychotherapy. 

In fact, if we say to someone we love them is there not something always a bit suspect? Actions ring truer than words. 

––––––––
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On forgiveness

Despite all our best intentions, a distress not peace will begin to precipitate now, accumulating like slow fine rain does in wool, until imperceptibly the spaces are soaked and the garment is heavy. That is the way it is with us humans who claim to forgive. 

Yet there is still something that persists that makes us think this is not the whole picture, to live with distress, and can be seen in the astonishment that happens when we know that someone truly has forgiven us. 

The lesson is that true forgiveness is miraculous. It always leans on miracles. 

Knock, knock

“When you reach my position with respect to love you’ll be happy. Because I don’t miss it, and I don’t resent those who have it. I’m a glossy coloured pebble in the cool stream, the water flowing around me. Although now and again I get a knock. That’s what’s made me smooth,” he said. 

“I’ve had a few knocks in my time, I’ll tell you” chimed in the other man. “But I’m as rough as a splintered fence post, not a smooth edge on me.” 

Explain that, I said to someone else. And the someone else said that the first knock man was lying to himself and had just given up on love, while the second knock man wasn’t bothering to mind himself and was letting love destroy him. 

Well what do you think, is there another way? 


Meditation on a suicide (a note for those who have been to therapy for a long time)

The following is a reflection based on many years of experience. It is addressed to the reader who is a therapist and intended to help them face difficulties that can be almost impossible to face. It is not intended for someone who is bereaved through the terrible event of a suicide and if you are that someone I am very sorry for that, but it would be better to see a therapist than read these words, at least at first. It is written in a stream of consciousness style. 

You didn’t create the conditions of a suicide. Those were created long before you came on the scene. Something more inexorable was at work that made the efforts of others in vain. The play of words, meaning, and the stuff of language unleashed, forming, breaking and fixating the psyche is what we are up against in trying to prevent something and also understand it. This unleashing shows the others who think they are clever that they are missing something and the effect is that it makes them lacking in their knowledge, confounding their best efforts, all their efforts come to nothing. This unleashing is as violent as it wants, unheeding of the frail body, or even children, a kind of war on the living. It limits your view so much, makes you hampered by ignorance of it so much that you cannot see its action. It inflicts upon others, those who are left behind, a wound to the self, so the treasure house of knowledge and even love is ransacked, found empty. This why it is something unleashed, an impossible happened.  

You could try to chain it with chemicals or a ‘coping strategy’ but it still breaks through and leaves all plans in disarray. 

Others helps us make sense of something insensible but to no avail against a finality that is absolute. We can imagine talking about language cut loose, unchained signification streaming across the psyche like an invading army as rapacious as the worst have ever been. No assault is barred. Nothing or no strategy is off the table. Words, strings of meaning, fragments of ideas, scripts of thought, press in, removing what was thought up until then as reasonable, considered voluntary action. There is no longer free will if there ever was. It can be like an occupying army, at first seeming to be peaceful but broken into regiments and platoons with no chain of command, then just roving war bands. Just a vying war of words pressing on the psyche











Finitude and regrets





Sense, sensuality, and the delta of thought.
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The beauty queen




































The pursuit
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Is this not the case with all forms of alienation and ‘nationhood’? We remain attached to something that will not let us go but never truly existed. 



First question on lovers 




Second question on lovers









Psychotherapy as art



Psychotherapy as science



Arguments





Safe
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