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HOW IS IT THAT EXPERIENCE CHANGES?

Gendlin’s (1964, 1968, 1997) theory offers a philosophically sophisticated account of the way in which human beings process experience. Gendlin’s theory avoids the sorts of problems of objectification that occur when theorists speak as if fully formed feelings exist under the surface.  He suggests that rather than any machine-like computation, human organisms have ’implicit’ within them a kind of seeking that is ’carried forward’ as the organism finds something that at least partially completes that which is implicit and, in the process, changes the nature of the seeking. Meaning is a particular sort of carrying forward that is characteristic of human beings. One metaphor for carrying forward into meaning is the completion of a poem (Gendlin, 1995).  If a poet has written nine lines and is looking for a final tenth line, he or she may try on any number of lines before finding one that ’works.’ Once the poet has written the final line, it may well feel like the only line that could have been written.  Yet, if he or she had waited until a week later she might have come up with a different last line, one that also worked.   Meaning, in Gendlin’s philosophy, is like the last line of the poem in that it is neither totally constrained nor is it totally arbitrary.

Gendlin (1964, 1968) also emphasizes that making sense (or carrying forward into meaning) is a whole body process.  There is no mind-body split.  Following Gendlin’s theory, I would place human experiencing on a continuum from that which is implicit to that which is articulated as follows: 
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At every point on this continuum, the body offers a lived way of responding to the person’s whole situation. Under some circumstances, physiological processes are carried forward into subjective experience. And, human beings can take action in response to such subjective experience at any further point in this continuum without further articulation of their experience.


Sometimes human beings attend to experience spontaneously, sometimes with conscious intention. However it occurs, attending to experience tends to create a shift in the quality of experiencing and to bring related experiencing into play in ways that can easily carry forward into increasing articulation of meaning.  If a male client attends to tightness in the shoulders, he may come to sense a feeling of dread.  If he attends to the feeling of dread, life scenes or thoughts relating to this sense may to come to mind. For example, he may picture the scene of a recent fight with his boss. If he pictures that scene he may picture other times that he felt helpless and humiliated.  From there he may articulate a version of what happened and why.  For example, ‘It wasn’t fair to expect me to know what he wanted when he never told me.  That’s just the way my stepfather always was.’ In each step of such carrying forward into meaning, the whole body changes—EEG, galvanic skin response, pupil size and the like (Gendlin and Berlin, 1961; Don, 1977; Bernick and Oberlander 1969).

Gendlin, E. T. (1964).  A theory of personality change. In P. Worchel and D. Byrne (Eds.), Personality Change . New York:  John Wiley & Sons, Inc., pp. 100-48. 

Gendlin, E. T. (1968). The experiential response. In E. Hammer (Ed.), The Use of Interpretation in Treatment. New York: Grune &  Stratton, pp. 208-27.

Gendlin, E. T. (1995). Crossing and dipping: Some terms for approaching the interface between natural understanding and logical formulation.  Minds and Machines,  5 ( 4 ), 547-60.

Gendlin, E. T. (1997).  How philosophy cannot appeal to experience, and how it can.  In David Michael Levin (Ed.), Language Beyond Postmodernism: Saying and Thinking in Gendlin’s Philosophy. Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, pp. 3-41
Gendlin, E. T. & J. I. Berlin (1961). Galvanic skin response correlates of different modes of experiencing. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 17 (1),

73-7.

