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, n these times of rapid change on a global level,

I concern about the future viability of life on Earth
.. is becoming ubiquitous. As the critical problems
of our time—economic and political injustice, environ-
mental degradation, the threat of nuclear annihila-
tion—become more evident, psychologists must begin
to pay more attention to the connection between the
individual and the larger context. How is the individu-
al affected by global problems? How does the individu-
al respond to these problems? For those of us in the
psychological professions working with individuals
and families who are affected constantly by what goes
on in the larger world, it is crucial to explore the “self-
world connection” and its implications for mental
health and psychotherapy.

As 1 explore the relationship between the individ-
val and the global context, my major thesis is that we
need to shift our models of the self to emphasize its
connectedness within and to a larger context, includ-
ing the Earth as a whole, in order to empower the indi-
vidual both to deal more fully with personal problems
and to participate more fully in and to contribute
more powerfully to the world. 1 propose that it is not
only possible to focus on and to deal actively with
both self and world at the same time, but that doing so
can be good for both.

THE SELF AND
THE “WORLD OUT THERE’
E arly in 1990, one of my clients who had struggled
. for many years with both cocaine and alcohol
addiction was celebrating a year's sobriety and a lot of
hard work in therapy by expressing an interest in the
larger world. For this African-American woman, her
addiction had been a way of dealing with the pain of
her personal, cultural, and historical situation. She had
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been scxually abused by an uncle, emotionally abused
by her mother, neglected by her father. In the cultural
context of racism, she had grown up feeling threatened
by the larger world in a vague way and had never
wanted to explore it. Now, sober and feeling good
about herself, she was interested in traveling around
and learning about “the world out there.” “But what a
world out there!” she said. “Mike Tyson has lost.
Nelson Mandela is free. And a McDonalds has opened
in Moscow.” Using a phrase from her AA meetings, she
went on to say, “A person has to be ‘clean and sober’ to
handle a world like that?

In modern times, one common Western belief has
been that in order “to handle the world out there”
(especially one as confusing and as threatening as the
present), we have to get our individual psyches in
order first. We have viewed the “self’ {the construct
that refers to our sense of who we are and what we can
do) as a bounded, masterful agent who is separate from
and prior to the “outside” world, almost as if in a vacu-
um.! My client certainly believed that only after she
had done intense “personal” work, in a private and
inner-focused psychotherapy setting, could she then
deal with the larger world. Having paid more attention
to the self-world connection, I now begin to see that
an important part of her recovery in fact had been
achieved by connecting with the larger world, attend-
ing to and caring for others who had pain similar to
hers, people with whom she identified. She had done
this professionally by working with sexually abused

children, and personally through twelve-step programs.

I begin to-suspect that her therapy could have been
more effective and empowering if dealing with the
larger socio-political context of her personal pain and

Redeﬁnitions of mental health
will require a shift in our
- paradigm of the self, from one
that emphasizes autonomy in
human relationships and
‘separation from the natural
world, to one that emphasizes
our identity with others,
including other life forms.
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actively enabling her to identify with others even
more broadly and deeply had been an explicit goal of
therapy from the beginning.

In psychotherapy, personal pain has historically
been addressed without reference to the larger context,
without reference to the larger social, political, and
cultural forces in which it is embedded.2 This has been
true in all three “forces” in psychotherapy: psychoana-
lytic, behavioral, and humanistic.3 These traditions
have all tended to reflect uncritically the larger con-
text of radical individualism that has become a cultur-
al pathology in our time.* In this context, modern psy-
chology as a whole has viewed the individual as an
independent, self-contained, separate self5 motivated
by purely egoistic needs and drives to seek personal
pleasure and avoid personal pain.6 This view holds
that the individual ‘handles” the “world outside” by
reacting to it, being conditioned by it, defending one-
self against it, gaining power over it. Further, the
“world outside” has often been defined very narrowly,
as parental influences, family history, or the immedi-
ate environment. -

If psychotherapy clients bring in ‘the outside
world,” any intense concern about global issues, like
pollution or violence, is likely to be viewed as a sign
of personal pathology or projected self-interest rather
than as a manifestation of our basic connection with
the world. I believe there aré two reasons for this. The
first is a cultural overemphasis on rational thought to
the exclusion of emotional responsiveness, so that -
pain, or indeed emotional experience of any kind,
tends to be pathologized, deemphasized or truncated
rather than validated, encouraged, and fully experi-
enced.’” The tendency to pathologize deep emotions
may be present even in psychotherapy, where working
through emotional pain is theoretically encouraged. If
we hurry the person in pain through rather than
encourage her/him to enter fully into the difficult
emotions, we may never enable the person to contact
the power and energy which reside there.® Secondly, in
psychotherapy the tendency is to view as real only
those feelings which are related to an individual's
internal needs and wants, or his/her personal family
history. In short, we as a culture tend to pathologize
and individualize personal pain, viewing any “pain for
the world"? as a personal and probably pathological
experience that has been projected outward.

For example, the woman mentioned above would
at times express intense distress about the extent of
sexual abuse of children she was seeing in her work
setting. Her fear and anger could casily be scen as
“pathological” by some schools of psychological
thought in the following way: she herself was no
longer threatened, so intense emotional reactions
must be signs of “unresolved” feelings from her own
individual childhood. Our models of the sclf do not
cncourage us to sce her distress as a manifestation of
the “pain of the world.” If her personal fear and anger
were fully acknowledged and validated in the psy-
chotherapy setting, her pain might be *recontextual-
ized” as horror and outrage that the world we live in
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permits such treatment of children. To have a place to
connect her personal response to a larger context
might release energy for her to deal both with her per-
sonal problems and with her clients’.

The cultural emphasis on the self-contained indi-
vidual has translated into psychological doctrines like
drive-reduction, reinforcement, and exchange theories
which “seem to give scientific authority to self-inter-
estedness,” to present “the pursuit of self-interest, of
self-development and self-actualization as the primary

The more we are awake to and
aware of our connectedness to
the world, the more likely we are
to feel its pain.

ends of existence”.!® Again, the “self’ referred to is an
individual entity whose internal needs and wants are
more real than any relationship with the outside

‘world. When this “self’ does not achieve its goals, the

assumption is that the problem lies in the individual
and family, rather than the socio-political-historical -
context, resulting in psychologically devastating self-
blame, which is often reinforced by therapists.!!
“Lacking a sense of the political, economic, and social
factors causing psychological problems, most thera-
pists interpret the frustrations of family and personal
life as individual failings.” 12 A failure to connect the
cognitive and emotional consequences to their “real
world” factors increases rather than alleviates the psy-
chotherapy client’s sense of powerlessness.!s Further,
the exclusive focus on the individual and his/her
inner life can reinforce, if not actually create, the nar-
cissistic disorders at the forefront of attention in mod-
ern psychopathology.t*

In his analysis of the cultural and historical
emphases on and reinforcement of the “bounded, mas-
terful self,” Cushman's suggests that herein lie the root
causes of personal distress. The inner emptiness which
has resulted from the breakdown of community and
tradition and the rise of the modern industrial state is
experienced by our clients as confusion about moral
values, low self-esteem, addictions, and spiritual
hunger.'® According to Cushman, “in a world sorely
lacking in community and tradition, the most cffec-
tive healing response would be to address those
absences through structural societal change by reshap-
ing the political relationships and the cultural forms
and reestablishing the i~nortance of their transmis-
sion."” However, "this is the exact subject psychology
is not allowed to address”,' given its tendency “to
decontextualize the individual, examining the patient

Issue Twenty



as an jsolated entity without considering the larger
sociohistorical causcs of personal distress.”}?

For the client mentioned above, her long struggle
with substance abusc could, in the context of the
modc] of the self-contained individual, remain an indi-
vidualized struggle with personal pathology, thus
reinforcing rather than effectively addressing the low
sclf-estecm and confusion about identity that charac-
terized so much of her experience. Recontextualizing
her personal struggle as a microcosm of a larger picture
of racism and sexual abuse, on the other hand, could
liberate her from self-blame and provide a way for her
to expericnce being connected to the larger world.

MENTAL HEALTH AND

THE LARGER CONTEXT
} n 1946, responding to the nuclear threat, Harry

- Stack Sullivan observed that “we have now reached

the point where drastic readjustment of human per-
sonality and conduct appears necessary for survival.” 20
Sullivan thought that psychiatry had an essential role
to play in contributing to the development of “world-
mindedness” in people. He believed that “there is
immanent in human personality a striving towards a
way of life that is not destructive to others,” 2! and that
psychotherapy should evoke and develop the “world-
mindedness” that leads to this way of life.

In the 1980s, this concern reemerged: “at this par-
ticular time in the development of humankind, an ade-
quate definition of mental health . .. should include
an increased appreciation for the historical moment in
which we live and an increased concerii for the preser-
vation of self and others.” 22 In the 1990s, some people
believe that an adequate definition of mental health
will have to take into account the ability to enter into
‘mutually enhancing human-earth relationships,” 3 to
act in relationship to the Earth as a whole in all that
humans do. .

These redefinitions of mental health will require a
shift in our paradigm of the self, from one that empha-

~ sizes autonomy in human relationships and separation
from the natural world to one that emphasizes our
identity with others, including other life forms.2* As 1
wrote in a previous article,?

[t]o encourage the massive behavioral adaptations
required to protect the Earth from humanity’s
excesses, we need to broaden our concept of self to
include other groups of people and other life forms.
Naess? contributes to this with his notion of the
ecological self. The growth to maturity of the self,
he says, includes not only growth in human rela-
tionships with family, community and beyond.
True maturation of the individual includes the
broadening and deepening of the self through iden-
tification with all beings. This broadened and
deepened identification leads to the experience of
interconnectedness, which is an essential condi-
tion of empowerment.

When we are able to experience this intercon-

nectedness, we need no moral exhortation to
adjust our behaviors and our policies in the direc-
tion of global survival. If we -broaden and deepen
our sense of self, we act naturally to care for our
world. In Emmanuel Kant's terms, we then engage
in ‘beautiful acts’ rather than ‘moral acts, ?? behav-
ing not out of motivation to do our moral duty
because it is right but rather acting out of positive
inclination and pleasure. Planting trees, for exam-
ple, would not be sacrificing our time and effort for
the good of an Earth separated from us. Planting
trees would be experienced as a natural extension
of self which contributes to the Earth's respiratory
capacity ¥

Such a shift in our paradigm of the self will allow
us to expand our models of mental health to empha-
size an active connectedness with the larger world.
This connectedness includes awareness of the prob-
lems in the world, understanding of the interdepen-
dence of the Earth’s life forms, emotional responsive-
ness to the pain of the world and action which
addresses it. We can then begin to recontextualize per-
sonal pain in a global context, to develop a new under-
standing of psychological health that connects the
personal and global both diagnostically and therapeu-
tically. Such a recontextualization is part of a “fourth
force” in psychology, one which goes beyond the psy-
choanalytic, behavioral and humanistic emphases on
human needs and interests to emphasize the relational
nature of the self,?® and the transpersonal, transhuman
aspects of reality.® We need to continue to develop a
psychology which views the individual self as embed-
ded in and creatively interactive with the larger con-
text, including all life forms,3! and with the Earth as a
whole 32 “Who I am is defined in and through my rela-
tions with others; I am completed through these rela-
tions and do not exist apart from them. Therefore, my
work on behalf of others is simultaneously work on
behalf of myself.” 3

In my previous article mentioned above,3¢ 1 devel-
oped a model of the self-world connection as it applies
to the concept of global responsibility. This model
emphasizes four equally important, interrelated
aspects of global responsibility; that is, the ability of
individuals and groups to respond to global problems
by engaging in global change. The first and most
essential aspect is awareness, which refers both to the
perception of global problems and the ability to ‘keep
them in mind,” to think about them, to take in infor-
mation. A second aspect is understanding, the ability
to integrate and analyze the information which comes
into awareness, and particularly to recognize the inter-
dependence of all the Earth’s life forms, an interdepen-
dence that is manifested in these global problems. A
third aspect is direct experience. which refers to direct,
emotional response to global problems, the ability to
feel and to engage rather than to become numb and
dulled. A fourth aspect is action, the willingness to
work actively for one’s own and others’ survival by
engaging in behaviors which address global problems.
These aspects of global responsibility are interrelated
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and mutually interacting. When one aspect is empha-
sized, the others are affected. If one grows, the others -

-are enabled. If one aspect is ignored, the quality of the

others suffers, as does the quality of the person’s or
group’s overall effectiveness in confronting a problem.

A most important feature of this model is the con-
text of connection in which global responsibility takes
place. In other words, the four aspects of global respon-
sibility are ways of connecting with the world around
us, through awareness (letting in information), under-
standing (organizing the information), direct experi-
ence (being emotionally responsive), and action {work-
ing for change). The four aspects of global responsi-
bility affect and are affected by our relationships at all
levels: to self, to family, to friends, to colleagues, to
community, to humanity, to nature, and to the Earth
as a whole. Our relationships grow in complexity as
we develop, and we develop as globally responsible

- individuals and groups as we attend to the four ways

of connecting to the world around us. This growth is
not a linear, one-way event but rather a mutual and

-

Globall = Awareness
Universal - \

Community

Direct
Experience

—

Understanding

THE GROWTH OF GLOBAL RESPONSIBILITY

The arrows in this diagram represent several dimensions
of connection. Growth (arrows from center out and back)
can happen within any one aspect of responsibility at any
one time, as the person or organization develops more
complex connections in interaction with the world. This
process will not always correspond to a circle, as one
aspect is engaged in at one time more than others.
However, unless the other aspects of responsibility are
eventually included (arrows around and across), the per-
son or group or movement will remain limited and inef-
fective. Notice that growth here is no” ansidered a linear
process, as all arrows move in both directions.
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reciprocal process. To be effective as globally responsi-
ble activists, as global citizens, we must attend to all
of these areas, though not necessarily all at once. To
illustrate this model, [ use the diagram shown below.

~ The mature self in this “ecological” model is differ-
entiated, complex, and uniquely itself, yes. But most
importantly, this self derives its unique, differentiated
identity from its relatedness, its connectedness as a
part of the community of living beings on Earth. The
self in this model does not simply act on the world or
get acted upon in a mechanistic paradigm, but rather
dynamically and creatively interacts with the world in
an ecological, systemic, self-organizing paradigm.35 In
her important paper on relationship and empower-
ment, Surrey’ defines relational empowerment as “the
capacity to be ‘moved,’ and to respond, and to ‘move’
the other,"” and "response/ability” as “the capacity to
act in relationship'—to consider one’s actions in light
of other people’s needs, feelings and perceptions.™ [
would like to expand these ideas to develop a prelimi-
nary definition of global responsibility as the capacity
to “act in relationship” by considering ome’s actions in
light of the needs, feelings, and perceptions of other
peoples, other life forms, and of the Earth as a whole.

One of my favorite ways of illustrating this pro-

cess of connecting the “ecological self” and the world is
through part of a poem by Antonio Machado, quoted
by the systems biologist Francisco Varela: “Wanderer,
the road is your footsteps, nothing else; wanderer,
there is no path; you lay down a path in walking. ..."%
In the ecological model of the self, we are creating our
connection with the world moment by moment
through our interactions with it. We need to learn to
do this responsibly, by learning to take into account
the needs of other peoples, other life forms, and the
Earth as a whole in everything we do. Mental health
thus includes finding one’s particular way of partici-
pating in and contributing to the larger system.

GLOBAL PSYCHOTHERAPY

g ince early in 1989, I have been meeting with a

2 group of psychotherapists, all women, to explore
what we call "global psychotherapy.” * Surrey has
described the context of our work: “The emergence of a
global psychology challenges old paradigms of sepa-
rate, bounded, self-seeking power, control, and domi-
nance and builds on new visions of a relational, inter-
dependent, and ecological self. Psychotherapy prac-
ticed from this global perspective seeks to uncover the
connections between personal pain and global
crises—to empower individuals to act with awareness
of the larger world, to ‘act locally and think globally.’ "

If we apply this'mode! of the self-world connection

to the practice of psychotherapy, then the goal of psy-
chotherapy will of necessity be the healing of the
world as part of the healing of the self. If we begin to
see the self in this way, then we may see that not only
our connectedness but also the roots of healing our-
selves and our world “may be hidden in the very per-
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s. «al ways we feel the impact of the world, the very
pain we see as a barrier to our actjve involvement in
the world.” *2 In this paradigm of the self, we each
experience dircetly and deeply “the pain of the world.” 43
The more we are awake to and aware of our connected-
ness to the world, the more likely we are to fee] its
pain.

In 1912, Carl Jung proposed that *. . . the apparent-
ly individual conflict of the patient is revealed as a
universal conflict of his environment and epoch.
Neurosis is thus nothing less than an individual
attempt, however unsuccessful, to solve a universal
problem. ... As mentioned earlier, Hillman believes
that narcissism may be an latrogenic {treatment-

caused| disorder, resulting from psychotherapy’s focus

on the small, individual self to the exclusion of the
pain of the world and outrage about it45 He asks us to
consider that the process of projection goes in two
directions. Contrary to popular views of reality which
hold that the "external world” is lifeless, a blank screen
upon which we project meaning, the world is actually
very much alive, though ailing greatly. In fact, the
world projects its pain onto us.% If we look at personal
pathology, by which I mean whatever brings people in
pain to seek help, as individual manifestations of the
pain of the world, and of their felt disconnection from
the larger system, we might then see our job as psy-
chotherapists in terms of reconnecting people through
their particular individual “pathology” to the larger sys-
tem, empowering them to participate in the healing of
the world as part of the healing of themselves.

The literature on addressing global concerns in
psychotherapy is recent and as yet sparse.*’ Authors
focus on noticing and following up on clients’ sponta-
neous comments of concern about the world or on ask-
ing direct questions about such concerns during in-.
take. Following the model of the self-world connection
described above and the work of Macy*® and Gerber,*® |
ask clients a series of questions both during intake
and during the course of treatment, either in response
to clients’ comments about some “outside” event oy
when 1 think the context of the session needs to be
widened in order to bring perspective to a particularly
stuck experience the client is describing. To assess
global awareness, I first ask the client, “When you
think of the larger world, when it comes to your atten-
tion through newspapers, television, or radio, what
stands out for you? What do you notice? 1 may follow
this up by asking what they think is the biggest prob-
lem in the world today. In'response to the answer, 1 try
to get at the client’s understanding by asking, “Why do
you think that problem exists? What else is that prob-
lem connected to?” Next I ask about the person’s emo-
tional response: “What do you feel? How do you respond
to this emotionally? What effect does this have on
you? Finally, I am interested in what the person thinks
needs to be done about the problem, and what he/she
can do. I will also ask to whom they talk about these
issues, and how it feels to talk about them with me.

One of my clients, who worried often about
becoming ill and whose life was obsessively organized

and rigid said once during a session, “It’s frightening
how many people are sick.” When 1 asked her why, in
her opinion, so many people were sick, she answered
immediatcly. “Pollution,” she said. 1 can't go to the gro-
cery store without buying waste.” She felt hopeless
about this, because it was so much easier to think in
the short term, to buy whatever she wanted without
thinking of the consequences. When 1 asked her what
she could do about this, she said she thought people

If\we apply this model of the
self-world connection to the
practice of psychotherapy, then
the goal of psychotherapy will of
necessity be the healing o} the
world as part of the
healing of the self,

L

needed to organize, to picket McDonalds, for example,
to persuade them to recycle their styrofoam. She used
to work at McDonalds and knew people who were
organizing such an effort, and that it was beginning to
make a difference. When she thought about joining
them, however, she became concerned that it would
not be good for her health and would not fit into her
rigid schedule, which brought us right back to her per-
sonal struggles. Her ways of connecting to the world,
through awareness of pollution, her understanding of

its relationship to buying habits, her fear and hopeless-

ness about it, her difficulty in acting to confront it,
became part of the therapy through this discussion.

As another example of “global psychotherapy,” I
have included in my clinical practice what I call thera-
py/empowerment groups, which meet weekly for
group psychotherapy with the added purpose of con-
necting the members’ personal struggles with the larg-
¢r context. Recently, a woman came to one of the
group sessions asking for help. She had the week
before discovered that the water coming from her
home faucets was brown. She had become obsessed
with this, worrying about her child’s health, fearful
that the family was being poisoned. She had checked
with neighbors, who were not concerned. She had
called the city water department, who could find noth-
ing wrong. She had caused 4 major upheaval in her
household, insisting on filters and bottled water. She
had been enraged and had cried a lot. She had had
nightmares about her and her child having a deadly
but invisible disease which was slowly numbing their
bodies. She felt crazy.

As she told of her experience, the other group
members listened and asked questions, and then told

woman of power
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their own stories of environmental concern. The client
began to realize that she had felt all alone with this, as
if she had vo handle the problem all by herself. This
was something she had learned growing up in an alco-
holic family, where she also had felt “crazy” whenever
she got very upset. “You have to do it yourself” and
“stiff upper lip” were lessons taught by her family and
reinforced by the culture as a whole.

The group first worked with her nightmare and
her personal distress. We then began to look at what
she could do to address the wider issue of water pollu-
tion. This woman was a writer who had a weekly col-
umn in a local paper. She decided to write an article
about her experience, alerting the larger community to
the situation. This was anxiety provoking, as her col-
umn was usually not about this kind of topic. When
we explored how the group might support her, she
asked for help with the title. We brainstormed titles,
writing possibilities on newsprint. She took the

_newsprint with her. Later she reported that she had

chosen a title, written the article, and convinced the
editor to print it as an op-ed piece. -
Pollution cannot be handled alone. The pain of
what we have done to our water and our other life-
support systems cannot be carried alone. Qur pain for
the Earth, just as our pain for our families, comes from
our.connectedness and therefore needs to be dealt with
in the context of relationship. [ believe that each person
comes to therapy with some awareness of the larger
world. For each person, the pain that is felt in her per-
sonal life may be an expression of the pain in the larg-
er world at the same time as it is a defense against it.50
In other words, a person’s pain may be an indication of
her disconnection from the wider world, a disconnec-
tion which has taken place because the pain of attend-
ing to the world was in some way unbearable to her.
What we need is the experience of rootedness in a
global community. For each of us, the path to such an
experience may be through our particular pain or feel-

ing for the world. When the pain is acknowledged, val-
idated, and located in a global context, each person, no
matter how impaired she or he may seem, has a-contri-
bution to make, a way of speaking for the Earth.3!
Finding her way toward making that contribution is
the essence of empowerment for the client. For the
client above, the group provided the relational context
for that empowerment.

Many psychotherapists are already working with-
in the framework of systems theory. What I am
proposing here is an expansion of the system we con-
sider, to begin to put our work in a global context. As
a final example, let's look at our work with victims of
sexual abuse. We know that the first step in the heal-
ing process is becoming aware of and naming the
abuse. This has been-happening during the last ten
years at a cultural level as well as on an individual
level, so our individual clients are not alone but are
part of a process that is happening system wide. We
know that healing is much enhanced when done in a
group with other survivors. What happens is that the
individual pain is recontextualized in these groups. It
is no longer individual pain, but shared group pain.
And as sexual and physical abuse is named more and
more in the media, the group pain becomes cultural
pain. With a broadened and deepened sense of self, our
identification can grow from all human abuse victims
to all beings which have been abused by our treatment
of them as objects for human use, and finally to the
abused and polluted Earth itself. We know that those
healing from abuse heal more thoroughly when they
participate with others, to help and be helped by them.
Perhaps we can see the rise in awareness of sexual
abuse in our culture as part of the rise in awareness of
human abuse in all cultures, and that in turn as part of
the rise in awareness of the way we have abused the
Earth itself in our quest for the domination of nature.
Then healing will naturally involve an enhanced con-
nection with the world as a whole. 00
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