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REFLECTIONS ON PSYCHOTHERAPY 

Roger N. Walsh 
Stan/ ord, California 

This is an impressionistic, retrospective account of the subjective 
changes resulting from some twenty months of intensive, individ
ual psychotherapy as experienced by the author. In recording 
these thoughts, no attempt was made to look at transcripts or 
notes taken during therapy. 

During the twenty months in which I experienced psycho
therapy, perhaps one of the major constants was surprise. I 
began therapy largely fortuitously, with the expectation of an 
interesting, but not especially productive, experience. What I 
actually received not only exceeded my expectations, but also 
comprised experiences and changes which had previously 
been totally unknown to me. 

One of the first effects was time dilation. Formerly I had gone 
through life attempting to withdraw attention immediately 
after any completed act. However, the therapy experience of 
'reflection' produced a similar change in awareness outside the 
therapy situation, and I soon found myself examining my 
experience more clC?sely. This dramatically increased the 
amount of my subjective experience such that I felt my life had 
expanded by a factor of two or three times, as though twice as 
much was happening in each day ... a very pleasant expe
rience. 

One of the most wondrous discoveries of all was the slowly 
dawning awareness of the presence of a formerly subliminal, 
continuously changing stream of inner experience. The range 

This paper was written as part of a fuller description of the therapy, which is 
being prepared by James F. T. Bugental and the author, for subsequent 
publication in a book. 
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and richness, Heraclitean and awesome nature of this internal 
universe, amazed and continues to amaze me. Here was an 
ever-present, but formerly unsuspected veritable internal uni
verse. After a couple of months I began to perceive more 
clearly a constant flux of visual images. One of the most excit
ing of many exciting memories is that of the sudden recogni
tion that these images exquisitely symbolized what I was 
feeling and experiencing in each moment. Here was a pre
viously unsuspected goldmine of information about myself 
and the meaning of my experiences. As my sensitivity in
creased I found that the images accompanied subtle, physical 
sensations in my body, and that these sensations were the 
somatic representations of emotion. With this Rosetta stone I 
was helped to a greater sensitivity of my moment-to-moment 
emotions. Experiencing this inner world began to become very 
pleasurable. Whereas initially I had believed that my inner 
world must of necessity harbor unwholesome collections of 
monsters, which I had avoided confronting all my life, I now 
came to think of this inner world as a very attractive, pleasant 
source of positive information. As this change in perspective 
occurred, I found myself escaping into mindless activities less 
often ( e.g. listening to the radio) and being more willing to 
'hang out' with my experience and my mind. 

As I spent more time tuning into my experience, my perceptual 
sensitivity increased. The absolute threshold seemed to de
crease and discriminative abilities to increase. Initially this 
change seemed particularly localized to internal percepts, but 
it gradually became apparent that it also included heightened 
sensitivity to external stimuli, though subjectively the latter felt 
like an indirect effect, i.e. an increased sensitivity to the inter
nal reactions secondary to external stimuli-perhaps an exam
ple of the adage that we only know ourselves. One unantici
pated, but very pleasurable, discovery resulting from this was 
synesthesia. Subjectively it felt as though this phenomenon of 
'cross-modality energy transfer' was always present though 
usually below threshold levels, and initially, it was only when I 
was most deeply immersed in and sensitive to my inner ex
perience that I could detect it. However,with time and a gen
eralization of this heightened sensitivity, synesthesia has be
come a frequent occurrence, recognizable at almost any time 
when I am relaxed and quiet. Traditionally, synesthesia has 
been thought of as a rare phenomenon, but this experience 
raises the question of whether we are not all capable of it, and 
only need to develop the inner sensitivity to recognize it. As the 
sensitivity to the inner experiential stream increased, so did its 
recognized richness until it soon assumed a psychedelic quality 
which I had previously thought to be only attainable with 
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Towards the end of therapy the incredible power of beliefs and 
models to function as self-fulfilling prophecies began to be
come apparent. So much so that I would now agree with John 
Lilly's (1972) comment that "within the province of the mind 
what I believe to be true is true, or becomes true, within limits 
to be found experientially and experimentally. These limits are 
further beliefs to be transcended. In the province of the mind 
there are no limits." The extent to which I, and I suspect all of 
us, underestimate the pervasiveness and power of our beliefs 
staggered me. I was particularly impressed by the number of 
negative beliefs which are the effective source of much of my 
pain. Beliefs such as "you can't feel this good for long, they 
won't like you if you seem too happy, you deserve to suffer, you 
have to suffer to feel good, you can't feel good while you're 
doing x," and many others, exert powerful influences.

Yet another amazing discovery was the incredible importance 
of the here and now. I began to become aware that my con
sciousness is usually divided with one part focusing on the inner 
and outer stimuli of the moment, and another part fantasizing 
future or past events. This effectively constitutes a diffusion of 
consciousness. Furthermore, the internal dialogue, the never
ending, repetitive statements, judging and punishing, etc., 
occur within this fantasy component of consciousness, and 
the extent to which this is discarded is the extent to which we 
are one-pointed and here now. I even reached a point of 
wondering whether in fact there can be psychological pain if 
we are completely in the here and now, since psychic pain 
comes out of comparing what is with what was or what might 
be. The corollary of this is that if there is psychological pain 
then we are not in the here and now and that the pain may be 
used as a selfwcorrecting feedback signal to guide us back into 
the present. Another corollary is that when we are conscious of 
and choose to center ourselves in our emotions of the moment, 
then the sense of available energy seems to increase dramati- 
cally. I also have the sense that our potential for changing 
ourselves is greatest when we are centered in this emotion, 
perhaps a further example of state-dependent learning. 

As the internal stream of consciousness became more accessible 
it also became more available as a source of information to 
which I could turn at any time to find out what I was feeling, 
wanting, hoping for, valuing, fearing, etc. As my faith in this 
source of knowledge increased, I began to gain an appreciation 
of the saying that "the answers are available inside," and also 
that the growth experience is one of recognizing what we 
already know. This sense of the presence of inner wisdom was 
a very beautiful one and resulted in a feeling of greater au
tonomy and field-independence and also some reduction in 
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Looking at this therapy experience from a more theoretical 
perspective, I can see therapy in general and each moment in 
particular as a microcosm of life and a tool for achieving 
whatever we really intend to achieve. Like any other experi
ence, we can use therapy to open up, to grow, to feel good, to 
feel bad, to regress, to become dependent, etc. etc.-whatever 
we want we can move towards in therapy. This may partially 
explain the strange results of studies exploring the effective
ness of psychotherapy which have repeatedly demonstrated 
that some people get better and some deteriorate: such an 
outcome is just what would be expected from this perspective. 

These experiences have, of course, led to considerable thinking 
about just what is health, and several insights emerged during 
these months. Dimensions which seem particularly important 
are trust and acceptance of self, flexibility (reduced attach
ment), and an increased ratio of approach behavior as com
pared with avoidance behavior. I can also see how difficult is 
the task of validating experimentally the effects of psycho
therapy, at least of a nonbehavioristic type. So many of the 
changes I experienced were subjective, rather than changes in 
objective behavior, that I really don't know if anyone using 
traditional psychometric methods would be able to detect 
them. In addition, the catalytic nature of the therapy experi
ence interacted with everything else in my life in such a man
ner as to open the rest of my life into a therapeutic experience. 
Thus I can only conceive of the therapeutic effects as part of an 
interacting spiral of events which, hopefully, still continues. In 
any event, whether externally validatable or not, this voyage of 
discovery was the most incredible I've ever known. 
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