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Acclaim for Metaphoria


“It is comprehensive, giving not only Battino’s original ideas about metaphor, but excellent summaries of the other major contributors’ in this area. This book gives precise instructions for using a vague art and method. Highly recommended.”


—Bill O’Hanlon, author of Do One Thing Different, and co-author of In Search of Solutions and A Guide to Possibility-Land.


“This is a thorough piece of work, offering a broad perspective of intervention possibilities that are directed by ‘knowing what you are doing if you are addressing a client in therapy.’ The line throughout the book, keeping the awareness of man’s individual uniqueness, is a fine tune, making sure that mechanistic application is not going to happen. For students in communication, it is a very helpful and powerful guide.”


—Willem Maas, Professor of psychotherapy with the European Psychotherapy Academy in Vienna.


“The theory and practice relating to metaphor has become so extensive that Battino’s book is indeed very welcome. Metaphoria canvasses, in a concise and reader-friendly manner, metaphor across most of its applications in various psychotherapies. But what brings it to life is Battino’s subtext telling his own ‘history’ of meeting different ideas and practices and how he has made them over into his own. Battino also reminds us how central Milton Erickson was to all that has evolved.”


—David Epston, The Family Therapy Centre, New Zealand.


“From the wisdom I have encountered in this book I can recommend it as an excellent resource for those interested in healing. Required reading for every healthcare professional.”


—Bernie Siegel, MD, author of Love, Medicine & Miracles and Prescriptions For Living.


“I highly recommend Metaphoria to all therapists. For the student therapist, it is a guidebook that answers the question, ‘What do I need to learn to eventually become a great therapist?’ For the seasoned professional, it is a catalog of clinical building blocks that tells us which elements we may need to fill our sets. Metaphoria is a major contribution to the study and art of psychotherapy.”


—Richard Landis, Ph.D., Executive Editor of the Milton H. Erickson Foundation, Inc. Newsletter.
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Foreword


Stephen Lankton





Introduction


Metaphors are the looms over which we stretch our experience. There is something about stories and metaphors that has a profound effect on listeners: they teach, inspire, guide, communicate, are remembered, and, most of all, are everywhere!


I see stories or complex metaphors as more than a description of one thing in terms of another. They are an altered framework within which listeners can entertain novel ways of experiencing. Metaphors play a central role in all learning and communicating. They mediate between feelings, thinking, perception, and behavior. They are the symbolic equivalent of sensation. I use the term to extend the story, analogy, and anecdotes as well, as they all act the same on consciousness. When a story is involved, it incorporates plot and character development and drama. These entrain conscious attention and provide an evermore profound manner of impacting listeners at an unconscious level.


Complex stories such as those in myths, epics, and legends created historical backdrops as well. I imagine that some people somewhere listened to a storyteller long ago as she told about Prometheus creating humans and stealing the fire from Mount Olympus for human use; how Zeus then created Pandora for revenge, and sent her to Earth. And the storyteller told how Pandora’s curiosity led her to open that special box and release all human troubles—and, too, how in fright she shut the box just before hope was released.


Some of the listeners were concerned about the tattered fabric of their own lives. For some it was “worn thin,” or in many ways “torn,” for some their life had “faded,” and for others it was drab or just old. And the listeners saw the storyteller’s facial expressions as well as hearing the tale of Pandora. They saw a quick glance over there, a frown here, a questioning look there, and a smile here. And the listeners remembered: they thought about the origins of their own troubles and the need for courage—courage to look in the box of their life to find their own hope.


Elsewhere, other storytellers were remembered differently by their listeners. In the back of their minds people remembered hearing how characters invariably meet a god, confront a monster, overcome a challenger, complete a task, yield to a wise man, or ponder a riddle.


Listeners, just as do the protagonists within the stories, come to show jealousy, purity, wisdom, foolishness, piety, shame, doubt, or hesitation. They, like people everywhere, have been attracted to sirens who will ruin them, have exposed an Achilles’ heel, are afraid to look into the box for hope or to take another risk, and are afraid to love or to cry. Yet the storyteller and the story help them to tap into their own resources and to cope with their own challenges in creative and personalized ways.


Myths retain a mystery and wisdom even though we may be too “enlightened” to believe. They also contain common sense and education. Homer’s Iliad (c. 700 B.C.) tells of an episode in the Trojan War and the wrath of Achilles with its tragic consequences, including the deaths of Patroclus and Hector. But, too, Homer wove a tale that, perhaps inadvertently, explained how to launch a ship, talk to the other gender, prepare certain meals, negotiate a contract, and more.


Socialization


For better or worse, metaphors socialize us. We have “cultural myths” or “cultural metaphors” that infuse our growing minds with a nearly unexamined set of ideas. They soak into our minds as moisture penetrates a sponge. Without so much as a complaint, we can come to accept these so-called truths: “Men are strong, women are weak”; other religions or racial groups are better or worse; “God is on our side”; we should all act like Davie Crockett or Betty Crocker, James Dean or Marilyn Monroe, Superman, Rambo, or Madonna or the Madonna. Then, too, tales of our values bias what we believe about American justice, Native Americans, our unique history, our neighborhood, and even civilized progress.


Even the metaphor of “progress” has come to mean leaving things behind us, and has utterly obscured the idea of real growth, which means leaving things inside us. Metaphors and myths of progress tell us: For the want of a nail the shoe was lost (for the want of the shoe, a horse, a rider, a battle, a kingdom etc.). And, from within the cultural cage, we cannot evaluate reality for ourselves. Yet, at the same time, we are told via still other stories, other metaphors, that we can indeed evaluate reality for ourselves.


There are also cultural metaphors that concern even our biological attributes and address characteristics such as red hair, green eyes, long fingers, blonde hair, fatness, skinniness, and so on. There are children’s metaphors that guide or tease out self-image. We hear labels such as Pinocchio, “Anna-Rexia,” and Gumby as children. We have family metaphors that include everything from “I can fix anything” and “our family is never good at math” to an idea that our family name can determine our occupation. And, of course, there is the favorite family “sphincter” (Berne, 1972, p. 164) that develops from repeated attention focused on how life is a “thrill to the heart,” or “a pain in the butt,” or “a constant upset,” a “pain in the neck,” “pisses me off,” or “oh, my aching back.” Metaphors are everywhere and they influence our being from cradle to grave, from our expectations to our attitudes and to our visceral experience.


Discovery and inspiration


But metaphors do even more. Let’s remember Dr Carl Jung, who pointed out the fact that even when our senses react to real phenomena—sights, and sounds—that they are then somehow translated from the realm of reality into that of the mind. That is, as our sensation happens, the experience has been affected or absorbed subliminally without our conscious knowledge, and ideas well up later from the unconscious as a sort of afterthought. These ideas may appear in the form of a dream or an inspiration. As a general rule, the unconscious aspect of any perceptual event is revealed to us in dreams, where it appears not as a rational thought but as a symbolic image, that is, a metaphor. In other words, our discoveries and inspirations are neither more nor less than the residual processing of perceptions in areas that are related metaphorically to our novel observations and conceptions.


Consider the view of heaven before the Renaissance. To put this in a proper historical perspective, it is helpful to realize that this was the time of the Second Crusade (1147–49). The ideology of this crusade was preached by St Bernard of Clairvaux after the Christians lost at Edessa (1144) to the Turks. This was around the time that Saladin captured Jerusalem for Islam (1187) and built the wall we still see today in the “old city.” In this time frame a Persian poet and mathematician named Omar Khayyam (1050–1122) said that all we ever know is a reflection in a shadow box with the sun at the center.






We are no other than a moving row


Of Magic Shadow-shapes that come and go


Round with the Sun-illumined Lantern held


In Midnight by the Master of the Show …








He wrote mathematical studies and participated in a calendar reform, but he is best known for The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyam, a collection of epigrammatic quatrains that express an apparently hedonistic philosophy. The point in relating this, however, is that a heliocentric view of the universe was first proposed as a metaphor. And this was several hundred years before Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, and Brahe set the world on fire with the same idea, but with telescopes to back it up!


In still another great moment, Kekulé in 1847 had a dream of a snake swallowing its tail. Friedrich August Kekulé von Stradonitz (1829–96) was a German organic chemist. He was a professor at Bonn who is most noted for his representation of the molecular structure of benzene as a ring. Such rings are the basic structural feature of many organic and all aromatic compounds. While all of us as modern chemistry students are simply given such details, Kekulé came to the realization of the structure of benzene in a dream—that is, a metaphor. Once again an inspiration that changed the world came first via metaphor. 


And then there is the Scottish novelist, poet, and essayist Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–94), who got the idea for Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in a dream. But more mysterious still is that he claimed that the dreaming was done by “Brownies.” Four plays written with W. E. Henley (1885) had little success, but the adventure novel Treasure Island (1883) and A Child’s Garden of Verses were very popular. In 1886 came two of his best-known works, Kidnapped, an adventure tale set in Scotland, and The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Stevenson claimed that all of these, including that science-fiction thriller with moral overtones, was a story told to him by his internal “Brownies.”


But, years before, Archimedes (c. 287–212 B.C.) had another historically enlightening experience from metaphoric insight. Archimedes sat in a tub of water pondering, for Heredes II, how to determine the composition of a crown presumably made of gold. Archimedes was a Greek mathematician, physicist, and inventor. His reputation in antiquity was based on several mechanical contrivances, such as, “Archimedes’ screw,” which he is alleged to have invented. One legend states that during the Second Punic War he protected his native Syracuse from the besieging armies of Marcus Claudius Marcellus for three years by inventing machines of war, such as various ballistic instruments including the catapult, and, perhaps more interestingly, mirrors that set Roman ships on fire by focusing the sun’s rays on them. His best-known experience was that of realizing how his body displaced an exact amount of water that was determined by his body’s composition—and that a quantity of gold would do the same. Thus, the metaphor of his body in the bath would lead to theories of density and displacement (and incidentally prove that the king had indeed been cheated in the manufacturing of that “gold” crown). Archimedes was inspired to invention through his metaphor.


The artist is a receptacle for emotions that come from all over: from the sky, from the earth, from a scrap of paper, from a passing shape, from a spider’s web. Consider the works of Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), the Spanish artist. Or consider the writer Henry Miller (1891–1980), who stated, “I didn’t have to think up so much as a comma or a semicolon: it was all given, straight from the celestial recording room. Weary, I would beg for a break, an intermission, time enough, let’s say, to go to the toilet or take a breath of fresh air on the balcony. Nothing doing.”


Indeed, the psychologist Timothy Leary (1920–99), a one-time Harvard psychologist, stated that science itself is all metaphor (Leary, 1980). We should see not just individual breakthroughs of scientists and artists as metaphor and metaphor-derived, but the entire fabric of science itself as metaphor. After all, does not science attempt to describe the universe in terms other than what it in fact is?


Many do not realize that Isaac Newton was the best-known pupil of René Descartes. These men are individually or collectively considered the “parents” of modern science. Descartes, who was not a believer in the occult, “nevertheless attributed all of his philosophic ideas to images which appeared to him either in dreams or when he was in the hypnagogic state just before awakening.” (Mishlove, 1993, p. 51). In fact, he stated that an angel had informed him in a dream that mathematics was the only true method of knowing reality. Thus, mathematics was the only thing to believe in and, unless the mathematical relationship could be proven, nothing should be believed. Ironically, he came to this conclusion by a message from an angelic visitor in a decidedly non-mathematical dream (Kafatos & Nadeau, 2000, p. 120)!


Consciousness


Consciousness can change experience. Neural net models of the mind began in 1943, and identified nets with circles and nets without. That is, those without circles have no feedback and reverberation and cannot continually activate. Unfortunately, these nets are the ones that have been studied the most. This is much like the way we developed our worldview. It is the metaphor developed by science and that of Newtonian mechanics. We forget to study the change created by the very act of studying! In our civilization we come to think in terms that are born out of linear causation, objective observation, external truth, reductionism, and specialization.


Experts of the mind are not usually experts of the body. Children are nowadays often unaware of the question: “Which came first—the chicken or the egg?” But it is possible or even likely that neither came first—the world of cause and effect is an illusion. The world of experience and metaphor is “real.”


Yet experience is often recognized as sequential—we live in a world with a dimension of time. Currently most of us are aware of four or five dimensions of experience on this planet. We know we can exert control over three of them: length, width, depth. Time is a fourth dimension, over which we feel no control but which we believe carries us along. And consciousness is perhaps our fifth dimension, which in some invisible manner gives rise to the feeling we each have of a unique and basically enduring identity.


I can mention Grandma, and you become aware of a familiar face, a tone of voice, maybe a setting, a smell of a kitchen on a holiday, and so on. But how does this occur? This is called the binding problem. My words bind your experience—they entrain experience. My story, my metaphor, binds your experience and your “cause-and-effect” is set in motion.


This is in part due to the fact that we can monitor only 150 nerve cells at once. This is probably the result of language limitation. The human mind has been developing in hominids for 10 million years. Yet the development of language seems to be only in the last 100 thousand years. Knowledge as we relate it to language has not developed in parallel to the growth of the size of the brain. Rather, knowledge appears to have mushroomed in growth after the size of the brain stopped its evolutionary expansion and, in fact, declined in average size in modern Homo sapiens. It is as if growth in mass equals smaller increase in knowledge, and no growth in mass equals more increase in knowledge.


With respect to metaphors of the mind, we use the more recent technologies as our way to “best” describe brain and mind activities. While at present we often speak in computer terminology of “retrieving experience” or “programming our mind,” in an earlier era we used to speak in terms of astronomy, as in this example from Charles Sherrington (University of Edinburgh 1937–38 lecture): “The great topmost sheet of the mass, that where hardly a light had twinkled or moved, becomes now a sparkling field of rhythmic flashing points with trains of traveling sparks hurrying hither and thither. The brain is waking and with it the mind is returning. It is as if the Milky Way entered upon some cosmic dance. Swiftly the head mass becomes an enchanted loom where millions of flashing shuttles weave a dissolving pattern though never an abiding one; a shifting harmony of sub-patterns.”


Now, we like to speak of the mind as a computer. By using the computer metaphor many feel we are advancing to an understanding of the brain and maybe the mind. But I want to remind readers to be wary of these metaphors. We create computer neural networks that consist of fewer neurons than those in a frog. These are only a couple of thousand neurons at most and therefore the number is more closely related to the brain of a slug, or a cockroach, and most certainly a brain smaller than that of a cat. The mind is far more complex—10 billion neurons—than that of the largest parallel processing computers we now design. All computer metaphors of the brain should be considered extremely inadequate and must be held in suspicion. The best metaphor to describe our mind or our brain has not yet been spoken! Beware. “The mind of the thoroughly well-informed man is a dreadful thing. It is like a bric-à-brac shop, all monsters and dust, with everything priced above its proper value.” Thus spoke the Anglo-Irish playwright and author Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891/1974, Chapter 1).


Therapy


Finally, the discussion of metaphor comes to the arena of personal change and professional therapy. History, culture, art, science, and human growth all hinge on the magic of metaphor. Naturally, there is a manner for using it that will facilitate therapeutic change. Perhaps modern clinicians owe Milton Hyland Erickson, M.D., of Phoenix, Arizona, the ultimate gratitude for the use of storytelling in therapy. His pioneering work, more than any other, has triggered the revolution in effort and thinking that has brought the use of therapeutic metaphor to light.


Erickson wrote “The Method Employed to Formulate a Complex Story for the Induction of an Experimental Neurosis in a Hypnotic Subject” in 1944. In the discussion he shows that the use of a story whose content parallels that of the client’s neurosis will indeed bring the experiential material closer to consciousness for the subject. He concluded correctly that these stories can exert significant influences upon the behavior of hypnotic subjects. Furthermore, Erickson speculated that the method by which the story is told may be even more important than its content. In this warning we find an essential caveat for therapists. That is, training and supervision are essential for the acquisition of new skills and techniques. Excellent sources of material may make it possible for therapeutic metaphors to be constructed, but written material will fall short of the goal of honing perception and skill in verbal delivery.


Metaphors work because the mind is metaphoric. It holds attention due to drama—material presented out of sequence. It creates experience because people live in a world of ambiguity. It leads to change when properly conducted, because experience can be elicited, associated, linked, and eventually conditioned to occur in novel ways and in novel situations. Consciousness will generally follow the plot line and stick to the need for resolution of the drama of a story (no matter how minimal), and yet the mind listens to plot while the unconscious responds to the experiences retrieved. As a result, images, ideas, affects, and urges can be elicited and basically brought into play to better assist a client in personal or interpersonal adaptation.


Therapeutic metaphors and longer stories are (1) not to be used at random, (2) built with constrained or guided elaboration of ambiguity that is chosen to work effectively for the unique listener, and (3) used to impart known experience into domains in which listeners have no information or insufficient experience. Context gives meaning to metaphor, and while clients can make no subjectively adequate response they will have an increasing need for some kind of response. When the context of therapy is conducted correctly, its meaning will have an opportunity for an admixture of relevant experience, memory, and perception. This means, ultimately, that internal and external events can come to be linked to therapeutically useful feelings, ideas, behaviors, and complex patterns.


There are many different ways to go about using metaphor that include everything from talking, bibliotherapy, and cinema, to extramural assignments and physical activity. There are also many types of goals for the use of metaphor in therapy. At first one might think the entire matter is too overwhelming to embrace. But that is just why a book like Metaphoria is so appropriate.


Metaphoria


Metaphors (1) provide a cluster or gestalt of associations, (2) resist reduction, (3) facilitate thinking, (4) are more compelling than structured language, and (5) are more easily assimilated. Elaborations are limited by constraints of perceptual experience: biological, social, personal. Metaphors allow for new models and concepts of life. They are the principal structures by which psychological change and growth can occur. They are how the mind transforms itself! Metaphoria is the most complete overview and reference book to date on the various approaches to metaphor.


Rubin Battino’s motivation for writing this book is to present an accurate and comprehensive guide for the existing ideas and literature concerning metaphor or storytelling in therapy. In this new millennium, this is the first book to embrace such a courageous goal. I am thrilled to say that Battino has succeeded in his effort. Not only is Metaphoria comprehensive in scope, but it is also very readable. At several points in the book readers feel they are sitting around a fire with Rubin and hearing his opinions and detailed summaries of all the contributors in the area of metaphor.


Maybe I failed to mention a story about a therapist with a great deal of experience who attempted to put his own expertise into a presentation. Laying aside his personal opinions, he attempted to be balanced and fair about the professional colleagues he knew. He spoke about the skill, the contribution, the value, and the intricacies of each colleague. At times it seemed he had to resort to story-telling, or, more precisely, he chose to entrain his listeners with tales that enchanted them. Sometimes, he presented examples of his colleagues’ ideas, and at other times he perfectly articulated teaching their contributions to the field and the details of their approaches. His listeners—people from universities and private training institutes, competitors, young hero-worshippers, trained professionals seeking direction, and experienced clinicians needing a comprehensive overview for reference—all of them came to listen. All of them walked away after the experience, enriched. All of them realized that they were enhanced and stimulated by this therapist’s ideas and his grasp of the ideas of others. There was no competition, no ego, no games. All there was, in the therapist’s recitation, was value. All there was was learning. All there was was accurate details, footnoted backup, and creative examples.


Rubin Battino, a long-time colleague of mine, has done just this in his magnificent work. Is this volume about metaphor worth the time to buy and read? Absolutely! In fact, it is a must-buy and a must-read book. There are so many ideas about the use of metaphor in professional circles that it would be nearly impossible for an individual therapist to look at and review all of it. Furthermore, there are dozens of authors and clinicians who are ever so insistent that their material be accurately represented. I am but one of those authors. And I can say from my personal experience that Rubin Battino has accomplished the task of accuracy, comprehensiveness, and brevity everywhere throughout this book.


Here is a glimpse of what you find within. Battino reviews the literature and covers every imaginable angle of metaphor in therapy, whether they be spoken or enacted metaphors. He provides numerous examples and at all times speaks to you, the reader, as a person who is a colleague and collaborator. His freshness and honesty are unparalleled, and his grasp of the subject matter is uncanny. Readers will know how and why to construct all manner of therapeutic metaphor, and can act with confidence, knowing what sorts of responses clients will create. From creation of metaphors to rapport, from application to specific case illustrations, this book is a chest of golden treasures. It will shine for some time to come.


—Phoenix, AZ


February 2002
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Preface





When I was asked to consider writing a book on the subject of metaphor, my first reaction was that there were several books already available. (This project was recommended to the publisher by John Roberts, Ph.D.—thank you, John.) I thought about the project at odd moments—in one of those the title of this book, Metaphoria, popped into my head. Somehow, this invented word caught my imagination with its hints of euphoria, metamorphosis, passion, and moments of delight. Once I had this working title, the book became an established entity, just waiting for an opportune time to put words to paper. This preface is being written in the lakeside town of Mondsee, Austria. The “opportunity” is that my wife, Charlotte, is singing in the Berkshire Choral Festival in Salzburg, with rehearsals and accommodations in Mondsee. So, while she vocalizes and rehearses, I write (or tour!).


For a while, I felt that “Metaphoria” was sufficient as a title, until I decided that an explanatory subtitle was needed. This is: “Metaphor and Guided Metaphor for Psychotherapy and Healing.” The word “guided” connects with my work in guided imagery, and the phrase “guided metaphor” is an accurate description of the ways I use metaphor in a structured manner for both psychotherapy and healing. With this extended title the book had to be written.


There are a number of good books on metaphor (see Chapter 1 for a guide to these books). How is the present book different? The major difference arises from my many years in academia—this book is written more in the style of a textbook or primer on the subject than a collection of case studies with some theory thrown in. That is, the book is designed to systematically teach the reader new to the field how to construct and use metaphors in a variety of circumstances. In addition, the style and content of the book are influenced by my training in and practice of Ericksonian psychotherapy and hypnosis. Milton H. Erickson, M.D., was a master storyteller and his ability to weave helpful ideas into his stories is legendary. I have been much influenced by his work. The accompanying audio material for this book provides an illustration of metaphors for a variety of purposes, and also a guide to their delivery.


Chapter 1 deals with definitions and a survey of the literature. Throughout the book illustrations of relevant uses of metaphor are given by using both published metaphors and those created by me. Since metaphors are basically stories using words, Chapter 2 is a systematic summary of appropriate language forms and usage—just what words, phrases, and grammatical structure will enhance the content of a metaphor? There is a section on language-rich metaphors.


Metaphors are stories, and you need to be a good storyteller to use them effectively. Chapter 3 is then concerned with the delivery of metaphors. This involves material on rapport building as a basis for connected communication. Theatricality is important, as well as the discipline of speech and communication. Chapter 4 covers the basic structure of a metaphor—what are the essential elements and how are they combined? This chapter recognizes that there are many storytelling styles. There is a section on themes for basic metaphors.


A special feature of the book is the analysis of published metaphors that is presented in Chapter 5. Using a two-column format, parts of several published metaphors are critiqued and analyzed. Alternate ways of saying the same thing more effectively are also given. Metaphors can involve a complex structure as in multiple-embedded metaphors; these are treated separately in Chapter 6 on advanced metaphor, which also contains several literature and author examples.


Richard R. Kopp’s Metaphor Therapy is such a significant contribution, basically a paradigm shift from therapist-generated to client-generated metaphors, that an entire chapter (7) is devoted to describing his pioneering work. This chapter includes a critique and some alternate ways of doing Metaphor Therapy.


Chapter 8 describes the author’s guided-metaphor approach. This is based on guided imagery, Metaphor Therapy, and the author’s experience as a hypnotherapist. This chapter also includes a workbook for structured writing on guided metaphor. 


The next group of chapters connects metaphor with a number of therapeutic approaches. Reframing, or the art of changing the meaning of an event or idea or memory, is discussed in Chapter 9. This chapter starts with a discussion of first-order and second-order change, or the nature of change. Chapter 10 deals briefly with the uses of metaphor in psychotherapy and hypnotherapy. Ambiguous-function assignment (Chapter 11) and ordeal therapy (Chapter 12) are special applications of metaphor.


Solution-focused therapy as practiced by Steve de Shazer and his colleagues generally involves the use of the “miracle question,” a special application of the “as-if” frame. Pretending is an inherent part of listening to and being engrossed in a story—Chapter 13 covers this aspect of metaphor. Narrative therapy (see Chapter 14) was developed by Michael White and David Epston and is a creative and effective way of using a person’s own story to help them. The elements of narrative therapy work are presented.


Many of the “art” therapies (Chapter 15) are variants of metaphor in media other than words. There is a section on guided-metaphor art therapy. Chapter 16 is a specialty chapter on psychodrama and metaphor written by my guest contributor Joan Chappell Mathias, M.D. There are illustrations and a discussion of psychodrama.


In Chapter 17 the uses of metaphor for healing are presented, particularly the use of guided metaphor. The use of stories for preparation for surgery and other invasive interventions is the subject of Chapter 18. A major use of metaphor has been in the search for meaning and in spiritual practices (Chapter 19). Two examples are given in the lives and experiences of Viktor E. Frankl, M.D., and Douglas Mawson, Ph.D. Chapter 20 is on rituals and ceremonies with definitions and illustrations of different kinds of ceremonies. Finally, Chapter 21 is a summarizing chapter ending in a closing metaphor. There is an extensive list of references.


Special thanks are due to my friend and colleague Howard H. Fink, Ph.D., whose helpful comments and suggestions improved the manuscript, and whose enthusiastic support was always evident. Jane Chernek-Shaw did all of the rough typing and graciously adapted to my requirements. Bridget Shine, editor, sustained me through many of the ups and downs in the process of writing this book—her considerate support was and is gratefully appreciated.
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Chapter 1


Introduction





1.1 A brief history of the use of metaphor


The tribe gathers around the fire. It is night and the sparks that fly upward mimic the stars. The sparks last for moments, the stars are eternal, slowly moving across the sky in their daily trek, their yearly changes. Backs are cold and faces and hands are warm in the glow of the fire. In the ever-changing patterns of flame and glowing embers there is mystery and myth and the world of dreams. Enchantment. And the Old One tells once again the story of their origin, how the world began, how man was formed, how this tribe came about. And there is great comfort and wonder in hearing the old stories. Each member of the tribe is part of the story, is the continuing story. This is who they are. It is also who we are—simply a story, words strung together, connections with our past, our present, and our future. Words and stories …


Stories are transformative. When you listen to or read or observe a story unfolding there is a magical transformation into the world of story, its events, and its participants. You become “entranced” in the tale. Your boundaries extend beyond your body to the limitless “out there” of the imagination. You fill in the details out of your uniqueness, your memories and connections. The story may take place in a forest or a city or a room—the forest is your forest, as is the city and the room. We all know what a forest is—trees and undergrowth and open spaces. Your forest may be all evergreen, or all deciduous, or some unique personal combination. Is the forest flat or hilly, does it have a stream or a river, is it winter or summer, are there animals and insects and flowers, are you alone or are others present? Such a simple word, “forest.” The magic, the power of a story, a word, an image, a metaphor, is in the detail that you realize about it in this moment. This book is about the transformative power of words consciously used as metaphors for therapy and healing. 


“Read me a book.” “Tell me a story.” Most stories at this time are the retelling in some medium of those created by a writer. It is rare to experience a spontaneously generated story. The medium controls the amount of detail explicitly presented. Printed stories generally allow the most variation in the recipient’s mind. Illustrated printed stories are more restrictive in presenting specific images. Listening to a story is much like reading one, except for the reader’s delivery, which highlights particular words and phrases. Theater is more restrictive in the way the words are spoken, in the movements and body expressions of the actors, and in the visual constraints of the sets. Movies and television restrict even more with the images chosen by the director. There is less left to the imagination and more is controlled.


It is my contention that the most effective use of metaphor, of stories, is in the precise use of vague language. All poets know this. It is no mistake that the great epics and sagas of many cultures are in poetic form. This holds for The Iliad and The Odyssey as well as for the Bible and other religious writings. The poet knows the art of the minimal use of precise words to create an image or evoke a feeling. Too much detail confines the reader. What about the myriad details in Look Homeward Angel or Moby Dick? Although the reader may be overwhelmed with descriptive words, each reader still interprets all of those details in her own way.1 Sufficient information is needed to match your client’s language, interest in detail, and own personal story; or to utilize her own self-descriptive metaphors.


The history of humanity is a story that is manifested in many ways. There are the oral traditions of preliterate man, whereby significant tribal stories were learned verbatim and passed on for thousands of years, as in the case of the Australian Aborigines. The accuracy of those oral-tradition stories is quite incredible. When all you have to rely on is remembering stories to tell over and over again, then that is what storytellers do. Since it is easier to remember rhymed poetry, or even blank verse, many of these old stories were in poetic form. In fact, the language forms of poetry have much in common with the language forms of metaphor. The writings and sayings, and particularly the parables, of all religions are rich in metaphor. God and the Great Spirit or other deities are mostly described indirectly by metaphor rather than directly. In Judaism you cannot even speak or write the name of God. Through all ages wandering storytellers (troubadours in the Middle Ages) were always welcome for their diversions and their news.


Joseph Campbell (1968) has written about the “ hero’s journey,” a particular kind of story that appears to be universal. The Hero sets out on a quest for either personal enlightenment or advantage, or for some communal benefit. After many adventures involving “Heroic” challenges and deeds, the heroine wins through to her personal goal or that of the tribe. The difficulties of the journey are many, as are the obstacles in everyone’s life. The retelling of these stories provides a comfort to ordinary people in identifying with the hope of success. The hero’s journey also becomes a rite of passage into manhood or womanhood in many cultures. Is the modern involvement of many with the superheroes of sports a current re-enactment of the hero’s journey? Most probably. Of course, there has been an evolution in particular in Western cultures over who is considered to be a hero, and what deeds are considered heroic. We have Nobel laureates, and sports stars, and selfless people like Mother Theresa and the Dalai Lama, but rarely political leaders in modern times.



1.2 Some definitions



When searching for definitions I always like to start with my treasured copy of the second edition of Webster’s New International Dictionary, unabridged. For me, the very weight of this tome adds value to the definitions therein. The word “metaphor” is a noun, and comes from the French metaphore, the Latin and Greek metaphora, and from the Greek metapherein, which means to carry over, to transfer, as in its roots of meta, meaning beyond or over, plus pherein, to bring or bear. So in this sense a metaphor is something that is brought or carried over or beyond. In the context of rhetoric it is defined as the use of a word or phrase literally denoting one kind of object or idea in place of another by way of suggesting a likeness or analogy between them (the ship plows the sea; a volley of oaths). A metaphor may be regarded as a compressed simile, the comparison implied in the former (a marble brow) being explicit in the latter (a brow white like marble). The only synonym listed is the word “comparison,” although the reader is also directed to the word “trope.” The rhetorical definition of this latter word is: “The use of a word or expression in a different sense from that which properly belongs to it, for giving life or emphasis to an idea; also, an instance of such use; a figure of speech.” Tropes are chiefly or four kinds: metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony.


Continuing with this merry chase of definitions, metonymy (whose Latin and Greek roots mean changing a name) is: “Use of one word for another that it suggests, as the effect for the cause, the cause for the effect, the sign for the thing signified, the container for the thing contained etc. (Darkness was the saving of us, for the cause of saving; a man keeps a good table, instead of good food; we read Vergil, that is, his poems; a man has a warm heart, that is, warm affections.” The roots for synecdoche indicate that it means to receive with or jointly, and the rhetorical definition is: “A figure of speech by which a part is put for the whole (fifty sail for fifty ships), the whole for a part (the smiling year for spring), the species for the genus (cutthroat for assassin), the genus for the species (a creature for a man), the name of the material for the thing made, etc.”


The word “ irony” comes from the Greek for “dissimulation,” a bit different from the previous words. Three definitions are given: “1. Dissimulation; ignorance or the like feigned to confound or provoke an antagonist. 2. A sort of humor, ridicule, or light sarcasm, which adopts a mode of speech the intended implication of which is the opposite of the literal sense of the words, as when expressions of praise are used where blame is meant; also, the figure of speech using this mode of expression. 3. A state of affairs or events which is the reverse of what was, or was to be, expected; a result opposite to as if in mockery of the appropriate result; as the irony of fate.” Simile is defined rhetorically as: “A figure of speech by which one thing, action, or relation is likened or explicitly compared in one or more aspects, often with as or like, to something of different kind or quality; an imaginative comparison (‘Errors, like straws, upon the surface flow’; ‘Reason is to faith as the eye to the telescope.’).” 


Finally, with respect to definitions, it is commonly said that when you are using metaphors you are telling “stories.” The word “story” has its roots in the Latin historia or history. Definitions of story include: “1. a. An account or recital of some incident or event. b. A report; an account; a statement; as, the man’s story was not convincing. c. An account of the career of a particular individual, or of the sequential facts in a given case; also, a group of facts, told or untold, having a particular significance in respect of some person or thing, as, the story of my life; the story of a mine. d. An anecdote, especially an amusing one; as, his speech contained several good stories. 2. In literature: a. A narrative in either prose or verse; a tale, especially a fictitious narrative less elaborate than a novel. b. The intrigue or plot. 3. A fib; a lie; a falsehood. 4. Tradition; legend; as, to live a story.”


In his later years it was said that a significant amount of Milton H. Erickson’s teaching was via the telling of stories. He had an enormous fund of these “teaching talks” (Rosen, 1982) and was adept at adapting them to individual clients and audiences. He also did symbolic metaphoric teaching via activities such as taking quite a bit of time and effort to pick up a rock near his wheelchair and to suddenly throw it at someone. The “rock” was a realistically painted piece of Styrofoam. He didn’t need to emphasize the message of “things are often not what they appear to be.”


1.3 The power of metaphor


I recall a radio interview with Isaac Bashevis Singer, the Nobel Laureate for literature. Singer was asked about his own writing style. In reply, he was essentially critical of “modern” novelists who were too analytical and too much in the heads of their characters. He said that these authors were forever telling the reader what was going on in their characters’ minds, and also what were their feelings and motivations. Singer said that he was basically a storyteller, and that he let the stories of his characters convey what was going on inside of them. So Singer left a great deal up to the imagination of the reader. The making and creating of connections within the reader’s/listener’s mind is the power of metaphor. The artfully constructed metaphor permits the listener to develop her own unique interpretation. This, then provides an alternate way of perceiving her own reality. Rather than being stuck on one response, the metaphor opens up the possibility of alternate responses, many of which may be more appropriate and healthful.


Combs and Freedman (1990) devote an entire chapter (pp. 27–43) to a “Batesonian Perspective,” based on the work of Gregory Bateson (1979). Kopp (1995) writes about Bateson’s ideas (pp. 97–9) and builds on them in his Epilogue (pp. 170–3), where he considers that Bateson’s ideas serve as a fundamental theoretical basis for the effectiveness of metaphor. Bateson (1979) proposed that mind and nature are unified within a single principle, that of “the pattern that connects.” He maintained that metaphor is the pattern that connects, i.e. a pattern that characterizes the evolution of all living organisms. Bateson stated that patterns within a person that connect are first-order connections; and that second-order connections are external, i.e. between people and things. Metaphoric structure identifies the pattern that connects two different things. Kopp (1995, p. 99) states:




Metaphor, does, in fact, point to a resemblance between two different things. The two things compared in a metaphor can be both different and similar because their difference and similarity involve different levels of comparison. The fact that a metaphor is false as a literal statement does not address or pertain to the way in which it is true as a correspondence of similar pattern or organization.





Kopp also states (1995, p. 99):




… the “pattern that connects” is a “nonlinear” resemblance of pattern and organization between two things that are different when considered as discrete entities belonging to two different “linear” logical classes.





Thus, metaphors are characterized by nonlinear causal chains—in other words, the patterns that connect are not logical. We close this discussion of Bateson’s work with several quotations from Combs and Freedman (1990), with the page citation at the end of each quotation:




	… Bateson argues persuasively that in mind all is metaphor. 



	We can never definitively know anything about external reality. The best we can do is to seek more and more workable metaphors for it … (p. 30)


	… the metaphor is not of the same logical type as the idea it represents. A metaphor can point to an idea, but it can never BE the idea. (p. 31)


	Because metaphor is indirect, multidimensional, and multimeaningful, it is a communication form that incorporates some randomness. (p. 39)


	… stories are how a mind connects individual bits of data. (p. 42)


	… each person is his own central metaphor. (p. 43, part of “metalogue” written by Mary Catherine, Bateson’s daughter)


	… telling stories is a natural technique for evoking resources in clients. (p. 53)


	The indirectness of metaphor allows clients to try out a new perceptual frame without having to decide consciously whether to accept or reject it. (p. 68)





Words, stories, images, imagination, as-if, and dreams allow safe explorations of new ideas, new feelings, new connections, new ways of being in the world. There are fairy tales and fables and myths and heroic journeys in which we can participate vicariously. The magic of all these metaphoric activities lies in the fact that the mind finds it hard to distinguish “reality” from “fantasy.” How real is it really? When you imagine it, whatever it is, it takes on its own reality. These ideas, used effectively, can be and are effective change and healing agents.


There is a line in Robert Burns’s “To a Louse. On Seeing one on a Lady’s Bonnet at Church” that goes:






O wad some Pow’r the giftie gie us


To see oursels as others see us!








To see ourselves as others see us, to step outside our mind/body boundaries, to get perspective, a new vantage point—this is the power of metaphor. 


1.4 A brief guide to books on metaphor


There have been quite a variety of books published on metaphor, particularly as applied to its use in psychotherapy. This section is a brief guide to those books with my comments on each. Each book has good things to offer in its own way. Many of these books will be referred to in more detail in later chapters. There is a general reference list at the end of this book. (The following is arranged by date of publication.)


Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim (1947)


Buber’s book begins with (p. 1): “The purpose of this book is to introduce the reader to a world of legendary reality.” The Hasidic movement was founded by the Baal Shem Tov (1700–60), and the core of Hasidic teachings is the concept of a life of fervor, or exalted joy. These tales are in two books: those of the early masters followed by those of the later masters. They are full of mysticism, wisdom, and wonder, with a richness of metaphor that is inspirational.


Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (1959, 1962, 1984)


Frankl’s remarkable story is not technically about metaphor: it is a metaphor. It is the story of one man’s search for meaning during his time in the Nazi concentration camps of World War II. In fact, the story of the rest of his life (Frankl, 1997; Klingberg, 2001) continued that search. His life and his works have had a profound effect on millions of readers.


Sheldon B. Kopp, Guru. Metaphors from a Psychotherapist (1971)


After a general introduction in Part I, Kopp discusses in separate chapters, under the heading “An Enchantment of Metaphors”, metaphors from primitive religion, Judaism, Christianity, the Orient, ancient Greece and Rome, the Renaissance, tales for children, science fiction, and the “Now Scene.” There are many illustrative metaphors in this erudite book. The perspective is that of becoming a guru via the use of metaphor. Kopp’s many books are well worth studying and are rich in the use of metaphor. He was a storyteller. You may particularly enjoy reading If You Meet the Buddha on the Road, Kill Him! (1972). 


David Gordon, Therapeutic Metaphors (1978)


Gordon’s book was the first that really popularized the use of therapeutic metaphors. He comes out of an NLP (neuro-linguistic programming) background and the book reflects this. The material on the nature and structure of metaphor is quite good, as are the sections dealing with language usage. There are many illustrative metaphors, a good list of references, but no index. This is the book to read first in a serious study of metaphor.


Sidney Rosen, My Voice Will Go With You (1982)


The subtitle of this book is, “The Teaching Tales of Milton H. Erickson.” These tales have been edited by Rosen and also have his illuminating commentary. Erickson was a master storyteller and did much of his psychotherapy via these tales. This is a rich source, and will be utilized later in this book. If you are interested in Erickson’s work, look at the guide to his complete clinical cases by O’Hanlon and Hexum (1990), which is quite useful.


Stephen R. Lankton and Carol H. Lankton, The Answer Within (1983)


The Lanktons did the first careful analysis of multiple embedded metaphors, a complex construction in which several metaphors are built into one consciously designed story for a client. They call this the multiple-embedded-metaphor framework and, “We define framework as an association of one or more related metaphors and bundles of experience that results in specific attitudes and influences perception” (p. 247). Their chapter on this subject (pp. 247–311) discusses the structure and characteristics of this framework, as well as giving several examples.


Lee Wallas, Stories for the Third Ear. Using Hypnotic Fables in Psychotherapy (1985)


This collection of stories is based on Erickson’s work. There are nineteen elaborate stories, and each is for a particular type of client, such as a paranoid personality, a client with separation-anxiety disorder, and an obese client. There is a foreword by Sidney Rosen. 


Philip Barker, Using Metaphors in Psychotherapy (1985)


Barker’s book is solidly based with many useful case illustrations with suggested metaphors. There are metaphors for developmental problems, conduct disorders, emotional and family problems. There is a useful chapter on the delivery of metaphors.


Joyce C. Mills and Richard J. Crowley, Therapeutic Metaphors for Children and the Child Within (1986)


Mills and Crowley’s book is specifically written for developing and using metaphors therapeutically with children. To this end there is good background information relevant to child therapy. In Part II they give the basics of this kind of work in a three-level model of communication: (1) storyline; (2) interspersed suggestions; and (3) interweaving. There are case illustrations with metaphors. They include in their Chapter 8 the use of the artistic metaphor, and in Chapter 9 cartoon therapy. A delightful and useful book.


William H. O’Hanlon, Taproots. Underlying Principles of Milton Erickson’s Therapy and Hypnosis (1987)


This book contains a relatively brief but good description of the use of metaphors from an Ericksonian perspective.


Carol H. Lankton and Stephen R. Lankton, Tales of Enchantment (1989)


The subtitle of this book is “Goal-Oriented Metaphors for Adults and Children in Therapy.” This is a detailed book about the design and construction of metaphors for particular purposes for each client. They emphasize the importance of gathering sufficient information to build a metaphor as part of a total treatment plan. There are many examples for specific classes of cases, such as metaphors for affect, attitude, behavior, family-structure change, self-image thinking, and children. This book is a valuable resource. 


Ronald A. Havens and Catherine Walters, Hypnotherapy Scripts. A Neo-Ericksonian Approach to Persuasive Healing (1989)


This book is a collection of hypnotherapy scripts. These scripts are a good model for learning about this type of work. There are complete scripts in various categories, such as affirming the self, alleviating unwarranted fears, developing spontaneity, and improving performance. In addition, there are five “general-purpose” metaphors.


D. Corydon Hammond, Handbook of Hypnotic Suggestions and Metaphors (1990)


This edited tome put out by the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis contains almost endless contributions for many conditions on the uses of metaphor and suggestion in the context of a hypnotic session. The contributors are experts in their respective areas and the metaphors are both useful and adaptable.


Michael White and David Epston, Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends (1990)


The jacket blurb for this book states:




The authors start with the assumption that people experience problems when the stories of their lives, as they or others have invented them, do not sufficiently represent their lived experience. Therapy then becomes a process of storying or re-storying the lives and experiences of these people. In this way narrative comes to play a central role in therapy.





Drawing on the theories of the French philosopher Michel Foucault, they develop their ideas and their system for doing therapy based on the client’s story. White and Epston’s approach is a significant paradigmatic shift in how therapy is done—more on this later.


Gene Combs and Jill Freedman, Symbol, Story and Ceremony Using Metaphor in Individual and Family Therapy (1990)


This important book on metaphor starts with the contributions of Milton H. Erickson to the use of metaphor in clinical practice, and those of Gregory Bateson to the theory of how metaphor works. The Batesonian perspective is particularly clarifying. There is then a systematic approach to the construction of metaphors, as well as the use of symbols and ceremonies in doing therapy. There are many case examples and illustrations.


Lee Wallas, Stories that Heal. Representing Adult Children of Dysfunctional Families Using Hypnotic Stories in Psychotherapy (1991)


This is a continuation of the style of stories in her preceding book, but now keyed to developmental stages, such as normal autistic phase, separation and individuation, Oedipal phase, puberty etc. The emphasis of the stories is on reparenting.


Richard R. Kopp, Metaphor Therapy. Using Client-Generated Metaphors in Psychotherapy (1995)


In my readings about the use of metaphor in psychotherapy and healing I found this book to be the most significant since it turned my thinking around 180 degrees with respect to how to use metaphor therapeutically. All of the other books cited in this section are about how the therapist can construct metaphors to deliver to a client. Of course, this is based on client-supplied information, and is tailored to that particular person. Kopp listens for the metaphors that a client relates about her own life, and then simply suggests that she can change that metaphor to get what she wants. So, this is working within the client’s own story or stories. Kopp also gives details about how to similarly use metaphoric memories. There are many examples. Kopp’s approaches will be given much room later in this book (see Chapter 7). There is a connection to narrative therapy.


Henry T. Close, Metaphor in Psychotherapy. Clinical Applications of Stories and Allegories (1998)


Close’s book has many illustrative metaphors for particular cases. They are quite cleverly constructed. Since he is an ordained minister, there is a distinct religious slant to some of the metaphors. 


George W. Burns, Nature-Guided Therapy (1998)


Burns has integrated nature as a psychotherapeutic and healing metaphor into his practice. He also calls his approach “ecopsy-chotherapy.” Via a “Sensory Awareness Inventory” and specific assignments involving interactions with nature he has added an extra dimension to this work.


Rubin Battino and Thomas L. South, Ericksonian Approaches: A Comprehensive Manual (1999)


These authors present two chapters on basic and advanced metaphors (with illustrations) from an Ericksonian perspective. Some of the metaphors are on an accompanying audiotape.


Michael Berman and David Brown, The Power of Metaphor. Story Telling and Guided Journeys for Teachers, Trainers and Therapists (2000)


This is an excellent source of metaphors that have been developed from a shamanic perspective and background. If that is your interest, this is a useful book.


Rubin Battino, Guided Imagery and Other Approaches to Healing (2000)


The stories told in a guided-imagery session are metaphors for healing. This book is a systematic development of guided imagery and contains many illustrations. The audiotapes accompanying this book are useful not only for the content, but as a guide to delivery.


There is no listing of relevant websites—if you wish to explore the Internet for information on metaphor, a search engine will produce many, many “hits.”


1.5 Varieties of metaphors


The previous section was a brief guide to books on the subject of metaphor. There are also many articles on the subject, which means that there is a great variety of metaphors, how to construct them, and how to use them for different purposes. Within this book metaphors will be explored for psychotherapy, for helping people with mental or psychological concerns, and for healing. The emphasis in almost all of the cited books is for the use of metaphors for psychotherapy.


Before touching on the use of metaphor for healing it is useful to make a few distinctions. The word “disease” applies to a physical ailment or condition such as a broken bone, an infection, or a cancer. Diseases can be “cured,” that is, broken bones can be set, infections can be treated with antibiotics, and cancers can go into remission or disappear via the use of surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy. An illness has to do with the meaning you give to your disease. Thus, an illness is how you feel about the disease, and this is controlled by your upbringing, your social group, your family, and your religious and spiritual beliefs. Illnesses are healed, where the healing applies to understanding, accepting, or being comfortable with the physical disease. You can continue to “fight” the physical manifestations of the disease while you are at peace with yourself and in balance or harmony with your life. You would then be working in a partnership with your body and your beliefs, rather than in some adversarial mode. It is not uncommon that healing is accompanied by a physical improvement.


The use of metaphor for healing has been in use from early times in tribal stories and shamanic rituals. It has been said that the history of medicine until about the 1950s, with the advent of controlled and double-blind studies, is the history of the placebo effect. A neutral or known ineffective substance or treatment is given to a patient with the suggestion (implied or direct) that she will be helped, and she is helped remarkably frequently. In fact, one of the purposes of a double-blind study is to separate the placebo effect from the intervention effect—how much is due to each? The placebo effect typically is in the 30 to 70 percent effectiveness range. The level of belief and conviction of the deliverer of the placebo is directly connected with its effectiveness. The placebo can then be considered to be a metaphor for the healing connection. (See Battino, 2000, for the connection between the placebo effect and guided imagery for healing.)


Guided-imagery work uses “images” for healing—these are personal metaphors developed in conjunction with the client. The healing agent may be some fierce predator (all of this within the mind) that seeks out and destroys cancer cells; it can also be a personal angel who gently persuades with loving kindness the cancer cells to leave the body; a marching band may surround and escort the cancer cells away; or a wise “helper” may teach the immune system how to function more effectively. These are all healing metaphors.


Art and movement therapies use visual and physical metaphors to help clients. The play therapy done with children is essentially metaphoric, as is the acting in psychodrama. Group therapy may even be considered to be metaphoric. In fact, we can consider to be metaphoric any therapeutic approach in which the client goes within her own mind and gets involved in the “as-if” game. Can this also be said of the transformative powers of theater, movies, opera, poetry, and books? Yes.


1.6 Metaphors for learning and exploration


This section contains three of Erickson’s teaching tales taken from Rosen (1982) with a page citation at the end of each. Then there will be one of my stories, followed by some brief concluding comments.


Learning To Stand Up




We learn so much at a conscious level and then forget what we learn and use the skill. You see, I had a terrific advantage over others. I had polio, and I was totally paralyzed, and the inflammation was so great that I had a sensory paralysis too. I could move my eyes and my hearing was undisturbed. I got very lonesome lying in bed, unable to move anything except my eyeballs. I was quarantined on the farm with seven sisters, one brother, two parents, and a practical nurse. And how could I entertain myself? I started watching people and my environment. I soon learned that my sisters could say “no” when they meant “yes.” And they could say “yes” and mean “no” at the same time. They could offer another sister an apple and hold it back. And I began studying nonverbal language and body language. 


I had a baby sister who had begun to learn to creep. I would have to learn to stand up and walk. And you can imagine the intensity with which I watched as my baby sister grew from creeping to learning how to stand up. And you don’t know how you learned how to stand up. You don’t even know how you walked. You can think that you can walk in a straight line six blocks—with no pedestrian or vehicular traffic. You don’t know that you couldn’t walk in a straight line at a steady pace!


You don’t know what you do when you walk. You don’t know how you learned to stand up. You learned by reaching up your hand and pulling yourself up. That put pressure on your hands—and, by accident, you discovered that you could put weight on your feet. That’s an awfully complicated thing because your knees would give way—and, when your knees would keep straight, your hips would give way. Then you got your feet crossed. And you couldn’t stand up because both your knees and your hips would give way. Your feet were crossed—and you soon learned to get a wide brace—and you pull yourself up and you have the job of learning how to keep your knees straight—one at a time and as soon as you learn that, you have to learn how to give your attention to keep your hips straight. Then you found out that you had to learn to give your attention to keep your hips straight and knees straight at the same time and feet far apart! Now finally you could stand having your feet far apart, resting on your hands.


Then came the lesson in three stages. You distribute your weight on your one hand and your two feet, this hand not supporting you at all [E. raises his left hand]. Honestly hard work—allowing you to learn to stand up straight, your hips straight, knees straight, feet far apart, this hand [right hand] pressing down hard. Then you discover how to alter your body balance. You alter your body balance by turning your head, turning your body. You have to learn to coordinate all alterations of your body balance when you move your hand, your head, your shoulder, your body—and then you have to learn it all over again with the other hand. Then comes the terribly hard job of learning to have both hands up and moving your hands in all directions and to depend upon the two solid bases of your feet, far apart. And keeping your hips straight—your knees straight and keeping your mind’s attention so divided that you can attend to your knees, your hips, your left arm, your right arm, your head, your body. And finally, when you had enough skill, you tried balancing on one foot. That was a hell of a job!


How do you hold your entire body keeping your hips straight, your knees straight and feeling hand movement, head movement, body movement? And then you put your one foot ahead and alter your body’s center of gravity! Your knees bent—and you sat down! You got up again and tried it again. Finally you learned how to move one foot ahead and took a step and it seemed to be good. So you repeated it—it seemed so good. Then the third step—with the same foot—and you toppled! It took you a long time to alternate right left, right left, right left. Now you could swing your arms, turn your head, look right and left, and walk along, never paying a bit of attention to keeping your knees straight, hips straight. [pp. 47–9]





He Will Talk




A lot of people were worried because I was four years old and didn’t talk, and I had a sister two years younger than me who talked, and she is still talking but she hasn’t said anything. And many people got distressed because I was a four-year-old boy who couldn’t talk.


My mother said, comfortably, “When the time arrives, then he will talk.” [pp. 58–9]





Swimming




Learning by experience is much more educational than learning consciously. You can learn all the movements of swimming while you’re lying on your belly on a piano stool. You can establish your rhythms, breathing, head movement, arm movements, feet movements, and so on. When you get into the water, you only know how to dog paddle. You have to learn to swim in the water. And when you have learned that, you have got a learning.


Learning experientially is the most important thing. Now, we have all learned while we are going to school that we should learn consciously. You did things unconsciously, in relationship to the water. 


And you learned to roll your head, paddle with your hands, and kick with your feet in a certain rhythm—in relationship to the water. And any of you who are not swimmers don’t know, can’t describe to me, the feeling of your feet in water, the feeling of water on your hands, the suction of the water as you turn your body right and left in the Australian crawl, for example.


When you swim on your back you know about this. How much attention do you pay to the spring of the water under your back as you swim backwards? If you have ever gone skinny-dipping, you will find out what a horrible drag a bathing suit is. The water skips over your skin so much more easily when you are in the nude. And the swimming suit is definitely a handicap.


I am not concerned with how much any of you learn about hypnosis here in this room, because all of you know, from time to time—in that neither-here-nor-there period, when you are not asleep and not awake—you learn a whole lot, in that hypnagogic state, about hypnosis. I used to like to awaken in the morning, have my feet hit the floor as I opened my eyes, and my wife always liked to take fifteen to twenty minutes to wake up slowly, gradually. My blood supply goes instantly to my head. Her blood supply goes very slowly. We all have our own individual patterns. How many times do you have to go into a trance, maybe a dozen times, until you lose interest in watching the experience yourself?


Have you ever taken a swim in the Great Salt Lake? It looks like water, and feels like water. I knew ahead of time that I couldn’t swim in it. I wondered what would happen if I tried to swim. I had all the understanding of the lake being supersaturated salt water. But I had to have the experience of trying to swim before I could figure out what would happen to a swimmer who tried to swim. And most hypnotic subjects want to understand as they experience. Keep the experience separate. Just let things happen. [pp. 163–4]





Learning to Write




One of the joys of being a grandparent is to be able to re-live those great adventures of childhood that we all passed through without being aware of the incredible things we were learning. How did we master the complex coordination needed to be able to crawl, to pull one’s self up, to stand, to fall, to walk? One step at a time, one teeter, one adjusting of the tension in this muscle and that one. A step or two towards mommy, five steps to daddy and being lifted into the air, laughing, smiling, with that special baby giggle. Then, just walking, and running, and climbing, and standing on your head looking between your legs. How did that all happen, all that complicated coordinated movement? And, watching a grandchild grow is reliving, one muscle, one step, one fall at a time.


I am writing this now, ink flowing from a pen, arm moving, wrist, fingers moving these, oh, so precise ways, forming letters, words, sentences. And, can you remember what letter you wrote first? Was it an A with its two straight lines touching and a bar across the middle? Sort of like two poles touching. Or was it an H with the two parallel (more or less!) vertical lines and the bar connecting? O’s were sort of easy to draw—just a circle. Was it flat on one side or more oval in shape? And the letters were big, and the lines scraggly and uneven. Yes, that is an A, and that is an O, and that is an E. T’s were quite easy to draw—just a line with a hat.


Slowly differentiating, learning the names of each letter, recognizing them in books. Just one letter at a time. And when did you start putting the letters together, to make words? Recognizing that group of letters as CAT or HAT. The real thrill was having someone write your name—DAVID or BOB or ELLEN or JANE. Those marks are me! What excitement. Lines on a piece of paper are you. Other lines are animals and people and objects like trees and balls. Do you recall at all the magic of writing, of words on paper that were the same (or were they?) with the images in your head, the objects you played with, the people you knew?


Words are magic, and isn’t magic using special words like “abracadabra” to do extraordinary things? The magic is that the words on the page, the words in your head, connect you to the real things out there. The words are how you know.


And, there are words for feelings and states. “Mama” is a person, “No” is quite different. “I hurt” is different again. Slowly, slowly, words become more than the representation, the connection, to things. Words are also feelings—happy, sad, hungry, cold, warm, loved.


Words are what and who we are, or are they? The metaphor of metaphors. And, how much have you learned today?





Words, words, words, and the images they call to mind. Metaphors all. This chapter ends with a special metaphor, stated by Jean Valjean at the end of his life in the musical Les Misérables. He said: “To love another person is to see the face of God.”






1 To avoid awkward constructions the feminine pronoun will be used in odd-numbered chapters, and the masculine in even-numbered chapters.
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