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Abstract

This dissertation sets out to explore the two modes of consciousness, the conceptual and the 

non-conceptual, to see how they interact in the process of holistic learning. It explores them 

from many different points of view and discovers that they are in fact two different realities that 

we inhabit. These realities are integral to our human experience but have fundamentally 

different values and are involved in a kind of struggle for dominance. The analytical mode is 

currently winning and this is leading to many of the problems that we now face. Goethean 

science, the two modes of consciousness and the concept of wholeness are used to look at 

education in an archetypal way and ask “what is the fundamental purpose of education?” I 

discovered  problems in the world today are an outward manifestation of this inner struggle and 

any solution needs to come from, understanding and, utilizing the relationship between the two 

modes of consciousness.
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Introduction

The research for this dissertation takes the form of a literature review. I did consider 

interviewing experts in the field but came to the conclusion that, because of the amount of 

thought and effort they have put into crafting their written texts, interviews would not provide 

as accurate analysis as is found in their books. The literature review doesn't take the form of a 

single section but, in line with holistic principles, is integrated into the dissertation as a whole. 

It is not just quotes to back up my thesis, the integral literature review helps to form the flow of 

the dissertation and has moulded my thoughts and opinions in a dynamic fluid way.

At the beginning of August I set myself the task of writing one thousand words per day for 

thirty days. I managed twenty four thousand and have since completed the rest. At the outset I 

had a topic and a handful of books. Each day as I sat down, I had no idea what I was going to 

write, I simply read the previous days work and started writing. This gave me a good degree of 

anti-structure, or room for emergence, while the fixed subject matter and books used gave me 

enough structure to stay on track. This relationship between structure and anti-structure is the 

subject of the dissertation and it is also the methodology used to write the dissertation. This is 

in line with the principles of wholeness and the relationship between the whole and the parts 

and therefore fulfills the requirement of being a holistic methodology.

In the first chapter, holistic learning and the two ways of knowing are explored from the point 

of view of the poet and the engineer, the hermeneutic circle, the child and adult and the as a 

teaching allegory used in the Bible. In the second chapter I draw extensively on the work of 

Iain McGilchrist to look at the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain and the qualities associated 

with the two modes of consciousness. I use the work of Henri Bortoft to talk about, holistic and 

non-holistic distinctions and, authentic and counterfeit wholes. I then go on to suggest that the 

ego or self-entitiy is produced by a positive feedback loop which is a function of the left 

hemisphere mode of consciousness. Finally I use the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric 

relationship and Owen Barfield's stages of participation to look at how the two worlds interact 

from both a neurological and mythological perspective.
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Chapter three examines the creation of the subject/object divide and uses Goethe's ur-

phenomenon to suggest that the moment of division is the birth of questioning in an archetypal 

sense. My experience teaching kitesurfing is then used as a practical example to bring in the 

subject of embodied learning and how the two modes of consciousness cooperate in the 

learning process. Then using deep ecology and Goethean science I look at how the two modes 

of consciousness can be actively utilized when learning.

Chapter four explores the presence and absence of the 'self-entity' as another lens through 

which to view the two modes of consciousness and discovers the sense of ourselves, or ego, is 

intimately linked to many of the problems we are now facing. Chapter five draws all the 

previous work together and focuses on the topic of holistic education using the work of Stephen 

Sterling and Manfred Max-Neef. Goethe's ur-phenomenon is used to question the fundamental 

purpose of education and the root cause of the problems we face in the world today. Max-Neefs 

system of basic human needs is suggested as a methodology that could be used to work with 

the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship in a learning environment. Finally a few 

comments are made about my experience of the learning environment at the Schumacher 

College and the changes taking place there and I offer my intuitive insights on the miracle of 

this human existence.
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Chapter one

Holistic learning and

The two modes of consciousness

The poet and the engineer

In the spring of 2009 I had the good fortune to be offered the opportunity to sail across the 

Atlantic Ocean. It had been a dream of mine for many years to stretch myself beyond the 

realms of the coastal cruising that I had become accustomed to and to set off into the blue 

yonder. The idea of spending weeks at a time at sea seemed like a great adventure to me so I 

took the opportunity and signed up for  a passage from Antigua in the Caribbean to Falmouth in 

the south of England. I want to share some of my thoughts about my ocean experience by way 

of an introduction into the nature of the two realities’ that we inhabit.

My journey began with a flight to Antigua and a taxi ride to the port called English Harbour. I 

was dropped by a beach bar where a group of well dressed sailors were having lunch in the 

shade of the palm trees. I walked out along a rickety old wooden jetty stained white by the 

Caribbean sun and sat looking over the clear blue water to the many different yachts lying at 

anchor in the harbour. The cool breeze of the trade winds provided some relief from the heat of 

the land. Many of the boats belonged to long term cruisers who were preparing for the trip 

around the top of the Azores high pressure system and back across the Atlantic.

There are two types of people who go to sea. 

There are poets who become engineers 

And there are engineers who become poets.1

In the world of yachting the many people who take to the cruising life generally fall into one of 

two groups. There are those who have the romantic notion of life on the ocean, who feel the 

mystery and adventure in the wind and the waves, and who dream of discovering far away 
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lands. In the context of the above, they are the ones referred to as poets. If we think of the poet 

in the broader archetypal sense as it is intended here we can imagine that the poet is someone 

who is in touch with the mystery, with the non conceptual aspect of life. In the Jungian sense 

the poet would have a strong intuitive function, the function that divines meaning from direct 

experience. They would be deeply in touch with this way of knowing and, as a poet, would try 

to bring something of this to expression through the creative use of concepts and words. The 

poet within each of us plays an important role in understanding the first of these two ways of 

knowing the world.

The other category is that of the engineer. An engineer would be a very practical person who is 

familiar with all of the boats systems and is able to maintain and fix them as and when they 

need to. The archetypal role the engineer plays is that of the person who can take concepts and 

apply them in a practical way to solve problems. In a Jungian sense the engineer would have a 

strong thinking and sensing function.

I spent almost three weeks in English harbour living aboard various boats as I waited for the 

start of the voyage. During that time, as I met the different characters in the harbor, my 

appreciation for the life afloat deepened. Cruising sailors are very much like birds, they 

emigrate in flocks around the world with the seasons. They spend the winter in the Caribbean, 

leaving in spring before the hurricane season to sail around the top of the Azores high and 

calling in at the Azores before heading for Europe. In late summer and early autumn hundreds 

of yachts gather in the Canary islands while they wait for the trade winds to establish 

themselves before setting out once more for the Caribbean. 

I think it is interesting that in the saying it is acknowledged that it is the 'going to sea' which 

transforms the poet into an engineer and the engineer into a poet. Setting off on a sailing trip is 

a very significant event with many interesting and vital aspects to learn and remember. You 

need to prepare well in order to ensure your own survival. In the deeper context of this saying 

'going to sea' represents entering into life as a dynamic participant as opposed to living life as 

an objective observer. The very act of going to sea means that theory and abstraction soon get 

left behind in favor of practicality and survival. The stable ground and security of the shore is 
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left behind and the unpredictable world of the ocean is entered into. The dynamic participation 

in life on the ocean becomes the teacher. The poet is forced to become an engineer in order to 

survive and maintain the systems necessary for life on board. The engineer is immersed for 

long periods of time in the world of the wind and the waves, the sea and the sky, the natural 

elements which inevitably draw them beyond the realm of concepts and into the world of 

meaning; the world of a deeper knowing beyond concepts.

This brings me to the general topic of this dissertation which is Holistic Education and more 

specifically the important role that the two ways of knowing play in holistic learning. The aim 

of Holistic Education is to 'take the students to sea'. That is, to immerse them in the world of 

dynamic participation. Therefore life becomes the teacher. No longer is it possible to stand on 

the shore, as an observer, in the world of abstraction. The wind and the waves are imminent and 

real, they mould and shape the student. The relationship with the other crew members can not 

be avoided as you all depend on each other to make the ship sail in the intended direction. The 

workings of the ship are looked after and maintained by the crew members as they learn new 

theories and skills, and the dynamic participation draws them into the mystery of life and the 

divining of meaning. Therefore the process of learning becomes the process of transformation. 

The engineers discover the poet within and the poets learn the practical skills of the engineer. 

The being becomes whole, no longer one or the other but able to occupy both worlds, the 

conceptual and the non-conceptual with awareness.

For holistic learning to extend to the breadth and depth necessary for the process of learning to 

be deeply transformative, it is necessary to become intimately familiar with these two ways of 

knowing the world. To begin with I will refer to them as two ways of knowing but later I hope 

it will become clear that these are two different realities that we inhabit, each as real as the 

other and in some ways each contradicting the other in a form of paradox. Firstly however it is 

necessary to understand these different ways of knowing and secondly we must be able to 

identify them in our lived experience. If we can't recognize these two ways of knowing in our 

lived experience then we may just remain seeing the world from the one point of view and not 

be able to utilize the other. Thirdly we must understand how the two interact with each other in 

our lived experience and bring forth our knowing of the world. 
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I would like to say at this point that throughout the course of this dissertation I will not use 

consistent labels to describe these two ways of knowing the world. I believe this is important as 

it will help me to consistently avoid falling into the trap of putting a fixed concept onto a real 

phenomenon and then making the mistake of believing that I know what I am referring to just 

because it is labeled. This will help me to maintain a degree of anti-structure or poetic mindset 

as I use concepts and will therefore be in line with the participative way of knowing. Having 

said that I will be trying to give as much clear discernment and elucidation to the concepts that 

I do use in order to deepen my understanding and provide an element of clear structure to 

support the more intangible aspects of this subject. The relationship between the poet and 

engineer will not just be a subject for abstract discussion; it will also be played out in the 

process of writing, as the poet and engineer within me work together to try and understand each 

other.

This relationship of the poet and engineer, the non-conceptual and conceptual lies at the heart 

of holistic science. When looked at from a Jungian perspective2 holistic science requires a well 

developed use of the thinking function in the form of reasoning and analyzing, the skilful use of 

the sensing function in the form of careful (care-filled) observation through our five senses and 

the apparatus we have created to extend their reach. It requires the skilful use of the feeling 

function by always being aware of our inner reaction to 'the other' and cultivating a wholesome 

relationship with all manifestations of life, and finally it requires being open enough to let go 

into the deeper knowing of the intuitive function.

Through the following sections I will be looking at these two ways of knowing from many 

different points of view. I expect they will not correspond accurately to each other but within 

their own context I will endeavor to present them as clearly and accurately as possible. Please 

consider the different manifestation of the two ways of knowing as the parts and allow the 

whole (the meaning) to emerge simultaneously with the presence of the parts. 

This concept of wholeness and the relationship between the whole and the parts is central to 

holistic science and I intend to use it as one of the main methodologies for this exploration. The 
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nature of this relationship is covered extensively in Henri Bortoft’s book 'The Wholeness of 

Nature – Goethe's way of Science'3. I will be referring to this book throughout the course of the 

dissertation but the specific point that I want to illustrate now is that of the hermeneutic circle, 

the meaning that is derived from the written word.  The written word is the chosen medium for 

this dissertation and it is important to understand how it works for two reasons. Firstly it is 

helpful because understanding the way that the written word works can help to provide greater 

clarity and distinction to what is said. This is similar to how a painter must understand the 

paints, brushes and paper that he uses, as well as the subtle relationship between, and meaning 

held within, the colors and shades of light and dark. Secondly understanding the hermeneutic 

circle (how meaning arises from a text and the text gives rise to meaning) will help to fill in 

part of the picture of holistic learning, the two ways of experiencing the world, and will 

therefore give an introduction to the concept of wholeness and the relationship between the 

whole and the parts.

The hermeneutic circle

The relationship between the whole and the parts is reflected in many different aspects of life. 

In the context of the written word the meaning of the text can be thought of as the whole and 

the words can be thought of as the parts. The parts give rise to the whole (the words give rise to 

the meaning) and the whole emerges from the parts (the meaning emerges from the words). I 

am now going to draw on Bortofts work from 'The Wholeness of Nature' to explain this more 

fully.

The hermeneutic circle '...was first recognized by Friedrich Ast in the eighteenth century and 

subsequently developed by Schleiermacher in his program for general hermeneutics as the art 

of understanding. At the level of discourse, this circle says that to read an author we have to 

understand him first, and yet we have to read him first to understand him. It appears that we 

have to understand the whole meaning of the text “in advance” to read the parts which are our 

pathway towards the meaning of the text as a whole.'4 What this reveals to us doesn't make 

sense from a linear logical point of view. It shows us that we need to have read the text before 

we read it in order to understand the meaning arising from the words. The logical linear way of 
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viewing the world has in fact broken down; it can't be applied to meaning. Just as the engineers 

way of seeing means that he struggles to understand the poet, or concepts can't be used to 

describe the non-conceptual, logical linear reasoning can't make sense of meaning. Meaning in 

the context of the Hermeneutic circle isn't linear or logical, it requires a different way of seeing. 

Meaning is an emergent co-arising, it is holistic. 

'The reciprocal relationship of part and whole which is revealed here shows us clearly that the 

act of understanding is not a logical act of reasoning, because such an act depends on the choice 

of either/or. The paradox arises from the tacit assumption of linearity – implicit logic of reason 

– which supposes that we must go either from part to whole or from whole to part. Logic is 

analytical, where as meaning is evidently holistic, and hence understanding cannot be reduced 

to logic. We understand meaning in the moment of coalescence when the whole is reflected in 

the parts so that together they disclose the whole. It is because meaning is encountered in this 

“circle” of the reciprocal relationship between the whole and the parts that we call it the 

hermeneutic circle.'5

I plan to explore this relationship between concepts and meaning from many different points of 

view as we progress. It seems apparent that there are a couple of traps that it would be possible 

to fall into during this exploration so I would like to outline them from the start. The 

predominance of the conceptual thinking mind in the western world and especially the 

academic western world means that by default the whole subject is often viewed through the 

lens of linear logic. However we have seen from the example of the hermeneutic circle that this 

way of seeing doesn't prove to be functional when it comes to understanding meaning or 

wholeness. We have seen that the whole (meaning) arises from the parts (words) but this 

doesn't mean that the words are primary in a linear sense. The words don't come first in writing 

or reading, and give rise to the whole. The linear mind may now assume that the meaning must 

come first and that from that meaning the words are formed. Nether is true. 

'We think of developing the whole, even of making the whole, on the practical basis of putting 

the parts together and making them fit. In this conventional way of working, we see the whole 

as developing by “integration of parts.” Such a way of seeing places the whole secondary to the 
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parts, because it necessarily implies that the whole comes after the parts. It implies a linear 

sequence: first the parts, then the whole. The implication is that the whole always comes later 

than its parts’6. If one thinks that the words come first and give rise to the whole in a linear 

sense then hopefully the distinction between the totality and the whole will provide further 

clarity. In the context of the written word the totality would refer to all of the text written on the 

pages whereas the whole refers to the meaning that arises from the text. So in a linear sense we 

can see that the parts can be assembled to create the totality but this linearity doesn't apply to 

the relationship between the parts and the whole. 

So we have seen that the parts are not primary to the whole and the same is true the other way 

round, the whole isn't primary to the parts. To say that the whole is primary to the parts is to 

turn it into a part and it is therefore no longer whole. This is what Bortoft refers to as a 

counterfeit whole. If we were to say that the whole was primary to the parts then 'It puts the 

whole in the position of a false transcendental which would come earlier than the parts, and so 

would leave them no place. This approach effectively considers the whole as if it were a part, 

but a “superpart” which controls and dominates the other, lesser parts. It is not the true whole, 

and neither can the parts be true parts when they are dominated by this counterfeit whole. 

Instead, there is only the side-by-sideness of would-be parts and the counterfeit whole. This is 

false dualism.' 7

 

I would now like to return to the analogy of the poet and the engineer to help to link the 

concept of the whole and the parts to the two ways of knowing world.

There are two types of people who go to sea. 

There are poets who become engineers 

And there are engineers who become poets.8

Even as you are reading these words it is quite likely that there are creative/intuitive type 

sailors busy reading manuals on board their boats trying to work out how on earth to fix their 

faulty diesel pump and likewise there will be practical/logical types on watch at night under the 

brilliant night sky bathing in the mystery of the universe. Each of these two ways of knowing is 
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generally present in all of us in every moment but they can't know each other except on their 

own terms. I believe this is the cause of much of the confusion and conflict in the world today 

and over the course of human history. As we saw with the hermeneutic circle it isn't possible for 

the logical linear mind to understand meaning because the very nature of meaning exists 

outside the realm of concepts. I have been reflecting on this inability for one way of knowing to 

see the other and an interesting memory came to mind. 

The world created in the mind of a child

I have distinct memories of meal times as a child. I can remember one particular occasion when 

I was sitting at the table eating as the adults were talking. Their conversation seemed boring; in 

fact it wasn't even boring from a content point of view because I would have needed to be able 

to hear it to discern that. It was just noise without joy or excitement. There were other children 

present and we had been playing together before dinner. As soon as the meal was finished we 

asked if we could get down so we could continue playing. I can remember not understanding 

why on earth the adults would continue sitting at the table and not join us playing on the floor. 

Their world seemed so dull and lifeless compared to the world that we children occupied. I 

literally couldn't see them in their own context. I couldn't see their world. The reason I couldn't 

see them in their world was because they existed in my world and in my world they appeared to 

be shadows, lost people, blind to the real world of joy and play. Why didn't they join us running 

around the house and rolling on the floor?

As adults we are in charge and rightly so. We are responsible for the well being, education and 

development of children. But it seems that the disposition of western culture is that it views the 

world through the lenses of concepts and objectivity. In line with this objective way of seeing 

the playful childlike way of seeing has been compartmentalized. It has been turned into 

something we do at a party or after work in our leisure time. Certainly it has no place if we 

have a serious job with responsibility. If we become a dynamic participant in life then just as 

the sailor is taught by the sea in a way that transforms them then maybe the adult in us can 

learn to value the kind of world that is created in the mind of a child. 
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Now when I visit my friends as an adult we have great engaging conversations over the dinner 

table. The children struggle to finish their food as their heads are full of much more important 

things like the joy of playing. They get down from the table and start running around probably 

wondering why we adults are so lost and so boring. We seem to be patient with them as they 

desperately try to invite us into their world of play, pausing briefly to tell them not to interrupt 

the grownups when they are speaking. I am immersed in the world of concepts, relating to my 

friends through concepts, involved in the process of creating a certain way of knowing. Once 

again we can see these two ways of knowing playing out their way of relating albeit in a 

different context. 

The child's world as a teaching allegory

Interestingly these are not new concepts. Even in the Bible the imminent world filled with 

meaning, which is brought forth in the mind of a child, is used as an analogy when talking 

about being open enough to receive the kingdom of heaven. In this context the kingdom of 

heaven would be an imminent experience of life as opposed to a transcendent world traveled to 

after death.

'People were bringing even infants to him that he might touch them;

and when the disciples saw it, they sternly ordered them not to do it.

But Jesus called for them and said,

"Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them;

for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.

Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child

will never enter it.'9

Luke 18: 15-17 (NIV)
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'At that time the disciples came to Jesus saying, 

“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”

He called a child, had him stand among them, and said, 

“I tell you the truth, unless you turn around and become like little children, 

you will never enter the kingdom of heaven!

Whoever then humbles himself like this little child is

the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.

And whoever welcomes a child like this in my name welcomes me.'10

Matthew 18:1-4 (NIV)

These quotes have been used for many purposes over the centuries to control the population by 

instructing them to be subservient to the church, like little children would be to adults. I think, 

however, that what Jesus may have been referring to is the importance of the non-conceptual 

mode of consciousness as we would find in the imminent world of a child. This important but 

undervalued mode of consciousness will be explored more fully in the next chapter.

According to the relationship between the whole and the parts the whole is present in each of 

the parts but the whole comes most fully into presence through the totality of the parts. In this 

dissertation the whole can be thought of as representing 'a deep understanding of holistic 

learning' or of 'how the two ways of knowing relate to each other.' The parts can be thought of 

as the different manifestations of this relationship, the hermeneutic circle, the poet and 

engineer, the child and adult, and I will introduce more as we go along. My theory is that if I 

present enough different manifestations of the two ways of knowing, distinct in there own 

context, then the meaning and implications for the way we think about education will naturally 

emerge.
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Chapter two

The two modes of consciousness and

 the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain

In this section I am going to draw on the work of Iain McGilchrist in his book 'The Master and 

his Emissary' in order to illustrate that these two ways of knowing the world are more than just 

two ways of knowing the same world, they are actually two different realities that we inhabit. 

According to McGilchrist the relationship between these two realities is at the heart of the 

multifaceted problems that humans have faced historically and for specific reasons they are 

becoming an evermore immanent danger in the modern world. The relationship between these 

two ways of knowing is at the heart of the problems we face, so a deep understanding of them 

needs to be the foundation upon which any solutions are based.

The thesis that McGilchrist puts forward in his book, 'The Master and his Emissary', is '…that 

for us human beings there are two fundamentally opposed realities, two different modes of 

experience; that each is of ultimate importance in bringing about the recognizably human 

world; and that their difference is rooted in the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain. It follows 

that the hemispheres need to co-operate, but I believe that they are in fact involved in a sort of 

power struggle, and this explains many aspects of contemporary western culture' 11 In this 

dissertation I am focusing on the two modes of experience and how they relate to each other in 

relation to holistic learning. According to McGilchrist it is the very structure of the brain that is 

at the heart of giving rise to these two worlds, so I think it will be helpful to include some of his 

work on the nature of the human brain to help set the context for my thinking on the two modes 

of consciousness.

McGilchrist believes it is necessary to look at the structure of the brain in order to understand 

the workings of the mind and that the study of the mind alone will give us an impoverished 

understanding of the two worlds. He believes that the study of the structure of the brain will 

yield valuable insights into the workings of the mind. 'However one conceives the relationship 
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of mind and brain – and especially if one believes them to be identical – the structure of the 

brain is likely to tell us something that we couldn't so easily see. We can inspect the brain only 

'from the outside' (even when we are probing its inner most reaches), it is true: but we can 

inspect the mind only 'from within' (even when we seem to objectify it.)' 12

McGilchrist asks the questions ‘...why are there two cerebral hemispheres at all? After all there 

is no necessity for an organ whose entire function, as it is commonly understood is to make 

connections, to have this almost wholly divided structure.'13 In order to try to understand the 

function of the divided brain it is interesting to look at both how the human brain has evolved 

over the course of history and how the brain grows in an individual from conception through to 

birth and then into adulthood. The evolution of the human brain over time looked at in the 

context of what we know historically about the evolution of culture can yield valuable insights 

into the role that each half of the brain plays in a human consciousness. However for now I 

want to focus on what the two hemispheres of the brain do.

So why does the brain have two hemispheres? An early suggestion was made by Arthur Wigan 

in 1844 in his paper The Duality of the Mind. His thinking was '…..prompted by a handful of 

cases which he stumbled across where an individual who had remained apparently 

unremarkable in life was found at postmortem to have one cerebral hemisphere destroyed by 

disease. Over a period of 20 years Wigan collected further instances, concluding that each 

hemisphere on its own could support human consciousness, and therefore we 'must have two 

minds with two brains', with mental disease resulting when they were in conflict.'14 This view 

held that if one hemisphere was damaged then the other could maintain the human 

consciousness and ensure survival. I think that the interesting point that Wigan makes here 

though is that it is as if one had two minds and two brains. This may be a simplistic view 

compared to what is known today but maybe intuitively he was onto something, the fact that 

each hemisphere was capable of supporting a human consciousness. 

So how are these two hemispheres connected and how do they relate to each other? Maybe 

looking at this connection from the outside can yield some valuable insights into how the two 

worlds relate from within. In fact why are there two hemispheres at all and not just one whole 
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brain? Embryologically the brains '...origins lie in two distinct halves. But this cannot be the 

answer [as to why there are two hemispheres], not only because earlier still, the primitive 

hemispheres themselves arise from a single mid-line structure, the prosencephalon, at about 

five weeks' gestation, but because mid-line structures and connections between the halves of 

the brain do develop later in fetal development at some levels, even though the hemispheres 

themselves remain deeply divided.'15 So the reason for the division between the brains 

hemispheres seems to be intentional (evolutionarily speaking) because embryologically the 

brain starts as one and divides during the growth of the embryo only to go onto develop 

connections again at a later stage. These connections take the form of the corpus callosum.

'The corpus callosum contains an estimated 300 – 500 million fibers connecting topologically 

similar areas in either hemisphere. Yet only 2 per cent of cortical neurons are connected by this 

tract. What is more the main purpose of a large number of these connections is actually to 

inhibit – in other words to stop the other hemisphere interfering..... Inhibition at the 

neurophysiological level does not necessarily equate with inhibition at the functional level, any 

more than letting your foot off the brake pedal causes the car to halt: neural inhibition may set 

in train a sequence of activity, so that the net result is functionally permissive. But the evidence 

is that the primary effect of callosal transmission is to produce functional inhibition. So much is 

this the case that a number of neuroscientists have proposed that the whole point of the corpus 

callosum is to allow one hemisphere to inhibit the other...... Clearly the corpus callosum does 

also have excitory functions – the transfer of information, not just the prevention of confusion, 

is important – and both this and the inhibitory role are necessary for normal human 

functioning.'16 

In this dissertation it is my intention to explore not only the nature of these two different ways 

of knowing the world, or two different worlds that we inhabit, but to also explore how they 

interact with each other. I am interested in how one views the other. I think that understanding 

how the corpus callosum functions may help to provide further richness to understanding this 

relationship and may help to provide intuitive insights. As McGilchrist pointed out 

understanding the brain gives an opportunity to view the mind from the outside, so 

understanding the corpus callosum provides an opportunity to view the relationship between 
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the two worlds from the outside. One of the functions of the corpus callosum seems to be to 

allow one hemisphere to inhibit the other. This relationship of inhibition in turn seems to reflect 

the inability of one way of knowing to know the other.

So what could be the purpose of the inhibiting role that the corpus callosum plays? It strikes me 

that without the inhibiting role within the connecter of the two worlds the worlds would not be 

two at all there would just be one world. If there were just one brain and one mind then maybe 

it would not be able to know itself. Or rather it would not be able to experience itself as 

another. In fact it would not be able to know anything as an 'other' it would be 'at one with the 

one'. This immediately brings up a very interesting point which is a very fundamental 

assumption about ourselves as a real independent entities and the world as having an 

independent inherent existence. Our commonsense view of the world which I will talk about 

more in the next chapter is that I exist here and the world exists out there and 'I' can know 'it'. If 

this were indeed true we would not need a divided brain at all because we could just use our 

single brain to know the real world that exists 'out there'. As you will come to see this 

commonsense view isn't in reality true even though we spend most of our time experiencing it 

as such.

I would like to illustrate what I mean by this before I continue talking about the divided brain 

and the nature of the two hemispheres.

If our brain was not divided we would not be able to know the world or know ourselves 

because the world 'out there' doesn't have an independent inherent existence and neither does 

our 'self'. Maybe we could still exist but there would just be no knowing of it. The world that 

we know is created from a combination of sensory data and memory within our mind and does 

not exist out there as it would seem to. We therefore need a divided brain so that the world can 

be created and then it can also be known. The same is true for ourselves, we need the divided 

brain so that a sense of ourselves can be created and then known, and reflected upon.
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Absent without leave

To illustrate what I mean by this I would like to draw on an example given by Antonio Damasio 

in his book, 'The Feeling of What Happens'. We normally think of a loss of consciousness as 

being a passive state like that of deep sleep or a comer and the presence of consciousness as 

being an active state with autonomous control however Damasio gives an example where it 

seems that a high level of consciousness is present but there is no knowing of it. I am going to 

suggest that this is a similar state that a human would inhabit if it weren't for the bi-hemispheric 

structure of the brain. 

'Thirty two years ago, a man sat across from me in a strange, entirely circular, gray-painted 

room. The afternoon sun was shining on us through a sky light as we talked quietly. Suddenly 

the man stopped, in mid sentence, and his face lost animation; his mouth froze, still open, and 

his eyes became vacuously fixed on some point on the wall behind me. For a few seconds he 

remained motionless. I spoke his name but there was no reply. Then he began to move a little, 

he smacked his lips, his eyes shifted to the table between us, he seemed to have seen a cup of 

coffee and a small metal vase of flowers because he picked up the cup and drank from it. I 

spoke to him again and again he did not reply. He touched the vase. I asked him what was 

going on, and he did not reply, his face had no expression. He did not look at me. Now, he rose 

to his feet and I was nervous; I did not know what to expect. I called his name and he did not 

reply. When would this end? Now he turned around and walked slowly towards the door. I got 

up and called him again. He stopped, he looked at me, and some expression returned to his face 

– he looked perplexed. I called him again, and he said, “what?”' 17

In neurological terms this man suffered an absence seizure followed by absence automatism.18 

These symptoms are both brought on by epilepsy, a condition which interestingly until recently 

had a crude treatment which involved the severing of some of the connections between the two 

hemispheres. This suggests that the problem of over connectivity between the hemispheres 

could lead to the absence of self awareness, of a sense of self. This would mean that the bi-

hemispheric structure of the brain has evolved as a necessary feature for the presence of self 

awareness.
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So what do the two hemispheres do? According to McGilchrist each hemisphere gives rise to a 

different quality of attention. In conventional neuropsychology these different qualities of 

attention are referred to as the intensity axis of attention and the selective axis of attention. The 

intensity axis of attention contains within it the categories of vigilance, sustained attention and 

alertness. The selectivity axis comprises of focused and divided attention. 'Looking at the 

evidence from brain research, it becomes clear that vigilance and sustained attention are grossly 

impaired in subjects with right-hemisphere lesions especially right frontal lobe lesions, by 

contrast, in patients with left hemisphere lesions (therefore relying on their intact right 

hemisphere) vigilance is preserved. Patients with right-hemisphere lesions also exhibit what is 

called perceptuomotor slowing, a sign of diminished alertness, associated with lapses of 

attention.'19 What this means is that overall the intensity quality of attention has been shown to 

be more reliant on the activity of the right hemisphere of the brain. 

The selectivity quality of attention is how ever a different story. 'Deficits in focused attention 

are more severe with left-hemisphere injury......And scanning studies suggest focused attention 

is associated with activity in the left orbitofrontal cortex and basal ganglia.'20 Interestingly the 

same clear preference between the hemispheres isn't true for dividing attention. 'As regards 

dividing attention, the evidence is divided. While some studies suggest that both left and right 

hemispheres are involved, there appears to be a clear primary role for the right hemisphere, 

especially the right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex.'21  I think  this shows firstly that focused 

attention is definitely a feature of the world that is created by the left hemisphere. This means 

that focused attention will take us into to the world of the left hemisphere but also the left 

hemisphere will tend towards focused attention. Focus in this context refers to focus on a 

specific object or part to the exclusion of the whole. It is necessary to make the distinction here 

between this kind of focus and the absorption which can result from focused attention.

Although instinctively I would feel that divided attention should be a feature of the left 

hemisphere I think that it is very interesting that the right hemisphere has been shown to play a 

predominant role in this quality of attention. It makes sense that both hemispheres will play an 

active role in division because it is the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain that allows the 
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experience of division. It would be very unlikely that we could experience division solely in 

one hemisphere because division by its nature needs the knower and that which is known, 

which is probably one of the most important features made possible by the bi-hemispheric 

structure of the brain.

Distinguishing/relating

I would like to say at this point that something within me feels as if division should be a feature 

of the left hemisphere. In fact it is only in re-reading that I am writing this. After reflecting on 

why I feel like this it has become apparent to me that my view of the subject of division is a 

result of a very interesting one-sided view, which is actually a result of the objectifying nature 

of the mind. In order to explain this more fully I would like to draw on Bortofts work on the 

'organizing idea in cognitive perception' in his book 'The Wholeness of Nature'.  By 'organizing 

idea' Bortoft is referring to 'the primary act of “distinguishing which is relating,” and not the 

secondary operation of ordering what is already distinguished.' 22 My feeling that division 

should be a feature of the left hemisphere results from an assumption that division by its nature 

is objectifying. But this is due to my superficial unexamined assumption which is that division 

is the dividing of an object and subject that have an independent inherent existence as opposed 

to, division which creates the appearance of subject and object in the first place (the first is 

objective and the second is relational).

Bortoft points out that the act of distinction is also simultaneously the act of relating and that 

the mistake comes when we consider division to be the organizing of that which is already 

distinguished. If we look at the organizing idea which is the creating of our world then we can 

see that division is holistic. The act of distinction in the primary sense is the act of 

simultaneously distinguishing and relating. 'There is the one act of “distinguishing which is 

relating,” and not two separate acts: distinguishing and relating. This act takes place in 

“opposite” directions simultaneously. This polar movement, intrinsic to the primary act of 

distinguishing, is before analysis and synthesis, which come later, at the secondary stage of 

separating and then unifying. Analysis and synthesis are two separate acts. The original 

“distinguishing which is relating” falls apart into analysis and synthesis as the act of 
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distinguishing falls into “separating the already distinguished.” This is the fall from the living 

present of the process to the dead past of the product.' 23 This is why I felt intuitively that 

dividing should be a feature of the left hemisphere because I was seeing in terms of “separating 

the already distinguished” as opposed to seeing the “distinguishing which is relating.”

Dividing attention may be a predominantly right hemisphere holistic function, however the left 

hemispheres way of seeing can only see the result of this division in terms of separate parts. 

This is important as later I will talk about the left hemispheres role in creating the 

subject/object divide.

Bortoft talks about this when he points out that at the level of our ordinary consciousness we 

are already in the past of ourselves because we miss the process that leads to us coming into 

being, the process of “distinguishing which is relating.” 'This is a fall from the living present of 

the process to the dead past of the product. It is because our ordinary consciousness is 

ontologically at the level of the past that we miss this simultaneous polar movement of 

“distinguishing which is relating,” which is before analysis and synthesis. We are already too 

late.' 24 

If we want to move from this everyday mode of consciousness that sees 'what is distinguished' 

into the holistic mode of consciousness, which sees the coming into being or 'distinguishing 

which is relating', then we need to change the focus of our attention. We need to change the 

focus from attention on what is seen to the seeing activity itself. 'If this happens, we become 

aware of the appearance of what appears instead of what appears.' 25

The bi-hemispheric brain

We have seen that although the two hemispheres are both used in almost every activity, there is 

a clear bias in different activities towards one hemisphere or the other. It seems that the left 

hemisphere plays a stronger role with focused attention whereas the right hemisphere seems to 

play a greater role in alertness, vigilance and sustained attention but divided attention is a 

function of both. There are many different lenses through which we can discern the different 
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roles the hemispheres play. In the following pages I would like use information gathered from 

many different scientific studies and presented in McGilchrist's book as a form of research into 

the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain. Therefore gaining further insights into the two ways 

of knowing the world. I will review these one at a time and, I hope build up a more 

comprehensive picture of the two worlds that we inhabit. My holistic science research 

methodology is that of the hermeneutic circle, in this case applied to the understanding of the 

two realities (the whole) through the presencing of the parts (the involvement of the two 

hemispheres in various functions of the mind).

Authentic and counterfeit wholes

'The scope of the right hemisphere's world is broad. Patients with a right-hemisphere lesion 

(therefore relying on their intact left hemisphere) start with the pieces and put them together to 

get the over all picture, where as those with a left-hemisphere lesion (relying on their right 

hemisphere) prefer a global approach'.26  

There is an interesting correlation here with Bortofts thinking on authentic and counterfeit 

wholes. If the parts are assembled to create a whole the result is a counterfeit whole. Bortoft 

refers to this as 'belonging together' (emphasis on together) as opposed to allowing the whole 

to become present itself through the presencing of the parts 'belonging together' (emphasis on 

belonging) and therefore an authentic whole.

The new versus the known

According to McGilchrist '….in almost every case what is new must first be present in the right 

hemisphere, before it can come into focus for the left'.27 The reasons that he gives for this are 

firstly that '…..the right hemisphere alone attends to the peripheral field of vision from which 

new experience tends to come; only the right hemisphere can direct attention to what comes to 

us from the edges of our awareness, regardless of side'.28 It has also been shown that 'Anything 

newly entering our world instantly triggers a release of noradrenalin – mainly in the right 

hemisphere'.29 And 'novel experience induces changes in the right hippocampus, but not the left. 
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So it is no surprise that phenomenologically it is the right hemisphere that is attuned to the 

apprehension of anything new'.30 This right hemisphere dominance applies not only to new 

experiences but also to the learning of new skills (even if they are learned by verbal means). 

Once learned though if the skills become familiar they become a left hemisphere activity even 

for creative skills such as playing a musical instrument. So to summarize it is the right 

hemisphere that can bring us that which we don't already know and it is the left hemisphere 

which deals most efficiently with familiar routine subjects and situations. 

Possibility versus predictability

In the context of possibility versus predictability it logically follows that the right hemisphere 

deals with the realm of possibility whereas the left hemisphere is more involved with 

phenomena that can be predicted. This can be shown by looking at cases where the right 

hemisphere has been damaged. 'The right frontal lobe is especially important for flexibility of 

thought, with damage in that area leading to perseveration, a pathological inability to respond 

flexibly to changing situations. For example, having found an approach that works for one 

problem, subjects seem to get stuck, and will inappropriately apply it to a second problem that 

requires a different approach..... It is similar with problem solving. Here the right hemisphere 

presents an array of possible solutions, which remain alive while alternatives are explored. The 

left hemisphere by contrast, takes the single solution that seems to best fit what it already 

knows and latches onto it'.31 Even though language is often thought of as a left hemisphere 

activity the right hemisphere is predominant when it comes to the creative use of language or 

the expression of distant connections. 'Because the right hemisphere makes infrequent or 

distantly related word meanings available, there is increased right hemisphere involvement 

when generating unusual or distinctly related words or novel use for objects. This may be one 

of the many aspects that tend to associate the right hemisphere with a freer, more 'creative' 

style'.32 

 

McGilchrist puts forward an argument that, contrary to the popular belief, the world of the right 

hemisphere is in fact the primary world. One of the reasons he suggests for this is that the right 

hemisphere is involved in many more functions of human activity than the left. 'The more 
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flexible style of the right hemisphere is evidenced not just in its own preferences, but also  at 

the 'meta' level, in the fact that it can also use the left hemisphere's preferred style, where as the 

left hemisphere cannot use the right hemisphere's. For example, although the left hemisphere 

gains more benefit from a single strong association than several weaker associations, only the 

right hemisphere can use either equally'.33 This is an introduction to the argument which places 

the world of the right hemisphere in the role of the 'master' and the world of the left in the role 

of the 'emissary'.

Possibility and the role of the right and left hemisphere are also reflected in how our memory 

works. A common experience seems to be that when trying to recall a name or think of a word 

it can feel as if it is on the tip of ones tongue. The harder one tries to remember it the more 

difficult it is to recall the word. McGilchrist suggests that this is because the harder one tries to 

remember the more the focus is narrowed and the left hemisphere is engaged. The left 

hemisphere functions very well in the realm of the predictable and that which is already known. 

When it is engaged in trying to recall that which is currently in the realm of the unknown the 

very 'trying to remember' is what inhibits the ability to recall. Very often when we let go or stop 

trying to recall then the right hemisphere can start to function and seemingly from no-where 

what we were trying to remember appears in our consciousness.

Integration versus division

It seems that on the neurological level it is apparent that the left hemisphere is wired in such a 

way that facilitates self referencing (that is it establishes an 'other' in relation to its self) whereas 

connectivity with the senses and the ability to construct a broad view is a function of the right 

hemisphere. 'In general the left hemisphere is more closely interconnected within itself and 

within regions of itself, than the right hemisphere. This is all part of the close focus style, but is 

also a reflection at the neural level of the essentially self-referring nature of the world of the left 

hemisphere: it deals with what it already knows the world it has made for itself. By contrast, as 

I have mentioned, the right hemisphere has a greater degree of myelination, facilitating swift 

transfer of information between the cortex and centers below the cortex, and greater 

connectivity in general..... We would expect on first principles that having widely different 
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kinds of functions grouped together in the more diffusely organized right hemisphere should 

lead to a different quality of integration from that characteristic of the more focally organized 

left hemisphere: there would be a greater convergence of disparate types of information, and 

one might predict heteromodal integration to an extent surpassing that possible in a focally 

organized hemisphere. In plain English, this means bringing together in consciousness different 

elements, including information from the ears, eyes, and other sensory organs, from memory 

and the other qualities of attention, so as to generate the richly complex, but coherent, world 

that we experience. By contrast, the left hemisphere would be inadequate for the more rapid 

complex syntheses achieved by the [right] hemisphere'.34

The result is that the right hemisphere is better equipped to see the bigger picture and the 

different relationships going on. However the left hemisphere's emphasis on focused attention 

and self referencing means that it is unable to deal with the bigger picture or complex 

relationships.

'This broader field of attention, open to what ever may be, and coupled with greater integration 

over time and space, is what makes possible the recognition of broad or complex patterns, the 

perception of the 'thing as a whole', seeing the wood for the trees. In short the left hemisphere 

takes a local short-term view, whereas the right hemisphere sees the bigger picture'.35

The hierarchy of attention

So far we have been looking at the differences between the hemispheres and seen that the left 

hemisphere excels in focused attention, self-referencing and the familiar where as the right 

takes in the broader overview, makes distant connections and encounters the new. So in a way 

we have just been gathering information about the two worlds. Now lets look at how the two 

relate to each other. 

A very fundamental question that appears in many different forms is addressed this time in the 

context of the two hemispheres. Which hemisphere is 'in charge’, or primary and which is 

subservient. In the context of McGilchrists work he refers to 'the master and his emissary.' But 

which is which? Is the logical, rational world of the thinking mind the master and the world of 
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the intuitive right hemisphere the emissary, or the other way around? Of course there is always 

a degree of mutual co-operation; it has already been shown that each hemisphere is involved in 

every moment of bringing forth a recognizably human world. But according to McGilchrist 

these two worlds are locked in a kind of power struggle with each one vying for supremacy. 'It 

seems that they [the two realities created by each hemisphere] coexist together on a daily basis, 

but have fundamentally different sets of values, and therefore priorities, which means that over 

the long term they are likely to come into conflict. Although each is crucially important, and 

delivers valuable aspects of the human condition, and though each needs the other for different 

purposes, they seem destined to pull apart.'36

If we look at which comes first in a temporal sense, which is primary, we can see that world of 

the left hemisphere arises as a result of a process of self-referencing, whereas the world of the 

right hemisphere is created through the use of the senses and attending to that which is new, 

both in a linear sense and experience wise. The attention to the new therefore means that the 

world of the right hemisphere is in fact primary in a temporal sense to the world of the left. 'If 

what ever is new to experience is likely to be present in the right hemisphere, this suggests a 

temporal hierarchy of attention, with our awareness of any object of experience beginning in 

the right hemisphere, which grounds experience, before it gets to be processed in the left 

hemisphere.... Global attention courtesy of the right hemisphere, comes first not just in time, 

but takes precedence in our sense of what it is we are attending to; it therefore guides the left 

hemisphere's local attention, rather than the other way about'.37

According to McGilchrist in schizophrenia and in schizotypy the right hemisphere's ability to 

see the whole becomes lost, the individual tries to create the whole from the parts and therefore 

the normal hierarchy is reversed. This can also occur in normal individuals; '….the normal 

hierarchy can also be inverted in certain circumstances in normal individuals. When there is a 

high probability that what we are looking for lies at the local level, our window of attention 

narrows, in order to optimize performance at this level, thus reversing the natural tendency to 

favour the global aspect. Essentially the left hemisphere's narrow focused attention beam, 

which it believes it 'turns' towards whatever it may be, has in reality already been seized by it. 

It is thus the right hemisphere that has dominance for exploratory attentional movements, while 
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the left hemisphere assists focused grasping of what has already been prioritized. It is the right 

hemisphere that controls where that attention is to be orientated'.38

The illusion of the 'real world'

So we see that in a linear sense the world of the right hemisphere is primary and that the role of 

the left hemisphere is to provide commentary on and analysis of the primary world of the right. 

The trouble is that the implications of the primary nature of the right hemisphere are huge and 

very personal. They go right to the core of our being, and to the core of everything that we 

believe about ourselves and about the world. In fact they can challenge our very sense of self 

and sense of existence. They expose a fundamental paradox, the paradox of existence and non-

existence, of presence and absence. This is quite literally counter-intuitive because it goes 

against our ordinary commonsense experience. It goes against the commonly held assumption 

that there is an objective world that exists independent of our knowing of it and that there is a 

real independent self-entity here to know it. In our everyday mode of consciousness the 

objective world is 'real' and our rational conceptual knowing of it is therefore primary in terms 

of human consciousness. In fact the creation of the illusion of an objective 'real' world that 

exists prior to our knowing of it has been necessary in order for the world created by the left 

hemisphere to gain dominance over that of the right. Without the illusion of the objective 'real' 

world it would be impossible for the left to claim dominance over the right. The left hemisphere 

has created an idea of the world in its own image and that image in turn reinforces the objective 

idea of an 'autonomous self' that exists independently of and is destined to rule over 'that which 

it is not'. The 'whole' world of the right hemisphere can be negated and seen as a kind of 

colourful add on which can be used to create some nice paintings or songs while the serious 

business of running the world is left to the analytical world of the left hemisphere. In reality 

however we have seen that the 'whole' world of the right hemisphere is in fact primary and the 

conceptual world of the left hemisphere is quite literally an 'after thought'. In case this sounds 

as if I am negating the value of the conceptual thinking mind (which would be ridiculous as it is 

an essential facet of a human being) I would just like to say that I am merely trying to 

understand exactly what the conceptual mind is and is not.
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The analytical mind may tell us that it builds up a picture of the world using information from 

the senses because this is how things are seen to happen when looked at through the lens of the 

left hemisphere. But this 'whole' world exists in our knowing before any such process of 

actively putting parts together has happened. 'We may think that we build up a picture of 

something by a process of serial scanning – putting bits together – because this is the way that 

our conscious, verbal, left hemisphere, when asked to work out how it is done after the fact, 

accounts for it. But in reality we see things first whole: serial attentional processing is not 

needed. In other words, we do not have to orientate our attention to each feature of an object in 

turn to understand the overall object; the features are all present without the need to combine 

the products of focal attention'.39 The focused attention of the left hemisphere is not needed to 

bring forth the primary world of the right hemisphere. All of the features are present in the 

whole. 

The left hemisphere's blind spots

By looking at cases where individuals have suffered damage to the brain it is possible to get 

further insights into this left-right hemispheric relationship. In this case we see that the actual 

physical space that each hemisphere attends to can give an insight into the characteristics of 

each. Particularly it can give an insight into how the left hemisphere sees the world of the right. 

'The right hemisphere is concerned with the whole of the world as available to the senses, 

whether what it receives comes from the left or the right [half of space]; it delivers to us a 

single complete world of experience. The left hemisphere [is concerned] narrowly with the 

right half of space and the right half of the body – one part, the part it uses'. This is a tangible 

example of the left hemisphere right hemisphere relationship, the inability of the left to know 

the world of the right. It can think that it knows the whole world of the right but it only sees it 

in its own terms, in the realm of concepts. This inability of the left hemisphere to know the 

world created by the right is also reflected in the case of split-brain patients.

'In split brain patients, for example, the right hemisphere attends to the entire visual field, but 

the left hemisphere only to the right visual field. This refusal of the left hemisphere to 

acknowledge the left half of the world accounts for the fascinating phenomenon of 'hemi-
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neglect' following a right hemisphere stroke, after which the individual is completely dependent 

on the left hemisphere to bring his body and his world into being. Because the concern of the 

left hemisphere is with the right half of the world only, the left half of the body, and everything 

lying in the left part of the visual field, fails to materialize. So extreme can this phenomenon be 

that the sufferer may fail to acknowledge the existence of anyone standing to his left, the left 

half of the face of a clock, or the left page of a newspaper or book, and will even forget to 

wash, shave or dress the left half of the body, sometimes going so far as to deny that it exists at 

all'.40 

This 'denial of existence of the left half of the body' brings up a very interesting point. It shows 

that it is possible for the left hemisphere to 'not see' something which in reality obviously 

exists, to not know that it isn't seeing it and then to deny its existence because it can't see it. 

This adds further weight to the argument that concepts cannot be used to understand meaning 

or wholeness. Even when the conceptual mind thinks that it understands wholeness, it is still 

not seeing the whole picture. Furthermore the part that it is seeing is in fact just that, a part. It 

can't be said to be whole because that would be a counterfeit whole. It is only in the lived 

experience of the world of the right hemisphere that meaning or wholeness can be experienced 

or understood.

This form of hemi-neglect occurs in the case of a right hemisphere stroke but interestingly 

enough the same is not true the other way around. '….you do not get the mirror-image of the 

neglect phenomenon after a left hemisphere stroke, because in that case the still functioning 

right hemisphere supplies a whole body, and a whole world, to the sufferer. And, because the 

right hemisphere alone subserves the extremities of the attentional field (whether left or right), 

where hemi-neglect results in loss of the left field, there is extraordinarily enough, also loss of 

the extreme right field'.41
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Creation of the self-entity by the

Feedback loop of focused attention and familiarity 

Cases of Hemi-neglect have shown up other interesting traits which may provide further 

insights into the workings of the world created by the left hemisphere. It is suspected that this 

neglect of what is appearing on the right isn't so much neglect as it is the fact that the 

'…..attention [is] being captured by the right side of space, and being unable to let go. The left 

hemisphere has difficulty disengaging; and this seems to be precisely because, instead of 

familiarity causing it to disattend, it causes it to attend all the more. Patients start off by being 

attracted towards items on the right, but then become stuck to them, because instead of causing 

inhibition (negative feedback), as would normally be the case, repeated or familiar stimuli on 

the right side cause facilitation (positive feedback)42. This shows a tendency within the 

workings of the left hemisphere, if it is not adequately balanced by the right, to become fixated 

on an object and unable to see the bigger picture.

This facilitation or positive feedback loop which causes the left hemisphere to become stuck to 

an object in extreme cases is also present in the normal human condition albeit in a more 

invisible way. I did want to say in a subtle way but I think it is only subtle in terms of our 

awareness of it and not subtle in terms of its affect upon us. In terms of it's affect on us I would 

say that it is invisible to our everyday mode of consciousness but is hugely prominent in our 

human realm of experience. If we take this phenomenon of a positive feedback loop of fixation 

on the already known, the familiar, and combine it with another left hemisphere activity, that of 

self referencing, we see something very interesting. The sense of 'self', created in every moment 

of conceptual awareness by the constant self referencing, is a sense of ourselves which becomes 

very familiar. So although our daily experience will always change and we will meet new 

objects and situations, the sense of ourselves which is created in relation to these objects and 

situations will remain familiar and is a facet of the left hemisphere's illusion of dominance. This 

fixed sense of ourselves is one of the most interesting areas to investigate as it is the very often 

unquestioned foundation upon which our relationship to the natural world and other humans is 

based. I will go into this in more detail later when we look at the 'self-entity'.
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The Right ~ Left ~ Right Hemispheric Relationship

So far we have looked at the characteristics of each of the hemispheres and seen what we can 

learn from dysfunction within the brain; but what is the role of the world of the left hemisphere 

in relation to the right? McGilchrist suggests that experience begins with the whole world of the 

right hemisphere. The left is a vital tool which provides focused attention, distinction and a 

sense of ourselves, and this feeds back into the whole world of the right. 'It is probably relevant 

that the right hemisphere controls conjugate eye movements, that is that it makes the two eyes 

move together, leading to the interesting thought that it may be the right hemisphere that also 

keeps the hemispheres together, in the interests of a whole world of experience, rather than 

allowing the left hemisphere willfully go its own way. In summery, the hierarchy of attention, 

for a number of reasons, implies a grounding role and an ultimately integrating role for the 

right hemisphere, with whatever the left hemisphere does at the detailed level needing to be 

founded on, and then returned to, the picture generated by the right. This is an instance of the 

right ~ left ~ right progression which....lies at the very foundation of experience: attention, 

where the world actually comes into being'.43 

Just as the whole is present within each of the parts this pattern of right ~ left ~ right is also 

reflected in other areas. Here it refers to the coming into being of consciousness and the role of 

the worlds created by each hemisphere. We can also see a similar pattern in the course of 

evolution which Owen Barfield refers to in his book 'Saving the Appearances' and Jules 

Cashford then uses when she talks about the myth of the goddess and the divine feminine. 

Barfield notes three stages comprising of original participation, withdrawal from participation 

and final participation. Cashford then uses these stages to illustrate the presence of the Goddess 

Gaia in the human psyche. The first stage of 'original participation' is used to refer to the phase 

of an imminent connection with nature this is known as the Goddess phase. 'What this means is 

that nature and humanity did not stand in opposition and did not, therefore, have to be 

apprehended by different modes of cognition.' 44 Next comes the phase of withdrawal from 

participation when the divine became a transcendent masculine God. No longer was the divine 

imminent in life and inherent in nature. The divide was 'up there'. Mankind had fallen from 

grace. This was the phase which has allowed the abstraction of the left hemisphere to evolve to 



36

its point of dominance. It was the '…..dissolution of the human bond with nature: setting the 

outer and inner world free from each other, so that each could be explored separately. This 

polarizes humanity and nature: Nature becomes an 'other', an object without soul or spirit, an 'it' 

as 'it' has been for the last three thousand years. Barfield calls now for a phase which he calls 

'final participation', in which the old participation is made possible in a new way: through the 

imagination.' 45 This could be likened to the sacred marriage of the Goddess and the God, the 

conscious union of the left and right hemisphere. I will talk more about this mythical union 

later on.

Summary

We started off this section with McGilchrists thesis that there are two opposed realities we 

inhabit and that their difference is rooted in the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain. He puts 

forward that these two opposed realities are in a constant power struggle with each other and 

this struggle explains many aspects of our contemporary western culture. We saw that when 

investigating these two worlds, looking at the structure of the brain can provide valuable 

insights into the nature of each. As McGilchrist points out we can only investigate the mind 

from within and we can only investigate the brain from without. Looking at these two worlds 

from each perspective will help to give us a more holistic over all view. The brain structure 

gives us something tangible and objective to work with which compliments the 

phenomenological first hand experience of looking at the mind from within. This way of 

working is the basis of holistic science, the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods. 

The quantitative evidence provided by neurophysiology about the brain structure and the 

qualitative evidence of first hand experience together provides a holistic research approach to 

the two ways of knowing.

We have seen that the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain is not an accident, the structure has 

evolved for a purpose and the worlds created by each hemisphere are both essential in bringing 

forth a recognizably human experience. Having said this it is possible for each of the 

hemispheres to support a human consciousness and research with sufferers of brain damage has 
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led to valuable insights into the characteristics of and roles played by each hemisphere. The 

corpus collosum connecting the two hemispheres doesn't just facilitate communication it also 

plays a large role in actually inhibiting communication between the hemispheres. This may 

form part of the mechanism which allows the two different realities to exist side by side and 

may also explain why one can't know the other except within the context of its own world. We 

also saw that without the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain, conscious consciousness may 

not be possible at all.

In conventional neuropsychology the two hemispheres each give rise to a different quality of 

attention. These are called the selective axis of attention and the intensity axis of attention. The 

intensity axis of attention arises as a function of the right hemisphere and comprises of 

vigilance, sustained attention and alertness. The selectivity axis of attention arises as a function 

of the left hemisphere and comprises of focused and divided attention (although divided 

attention is a function of both hemispheres). This gives us an insight into the qualities of the 

two realities.

As we looked at the evidence that had been gathered it became increasingly apparent that the 

world of the right hemisphere was open to receive the new, where as the left could only deal 

with that which was already known. The right would see the world of possibilities where as the 

left was at home working with predictability. The left is wired in such a way that lends itself to 

self-referencing where as the right hemisphere has a greater connectivity with the senses, 

memory and the broader view. Therefore the right hemisphere will be able to see the bigger 

picture whereas the left will have a more limited short term view. Because of its connectivity 

with the senses and memory, and its ability to see the bigger picture the right hemisphere is 

primary in terms of our experience of the world where as the left hemisphere provides the self 

referencing commentary and analysis of what the right has already brought into our knowing. 

There is a positive feedback loop within the world of the left hemisphere between focusing in 

and familiarity. The more familiar something is the greater the tendency for the left hemisphere 

to focus in on it and the more that it focuses on it the more familiar it becomes. In a normal 

mind the greatest effect of this feedback loop is probably when it is combined with self 

referencing (another feature of the left hemisphere). A sense of ourselves (a subject) is created 
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simultaneously in relation to what is known (an object). While what is known will constantly 

change the main constant appears to be the sense of ourselves created in relationship to it. 

The interesting thing is that in order for the left hemisphere to become dominant when in reality 

it is in fact subservient to the immanent world of the right hemisphere it needs to create a sense 

of 'a self'. In order to do this it simultaneously needs to create an objective world which this self 

exists in relationship to. Therefore the presence of the right hemisphere which quite literally 

brings forth our world can be easily forgotten because according to our left hemisphere the 

world that we know has now become an objective reality that exists independently of our 

knowing of it. All we need is our (left hemisphere) self in order to know this real (left 

hemisphere) world.

The implications of this are vast. The familiarity of the sense of ourselves goes hand in hand 

with the objectifying of the world. The stronger the sense we have of ourselves as autonomous 

individuals the more objectified the world becomes. The culmination of which is the objectivity 

which pervades the western culture. If the objectifying of the world were to die then the sense 

of ourselves would die along with it. So our cultural return to a world of meaning, imminent 

presence and seeing all forms of life as intrinsically valuable just because of there existence 

also, by its very nature, requires the seeing of the  illusory nature of the 'self-entity' within each 

of us. (This will be covered in more detail later.)

So where does this leave the master and his emissary? The relationship that exists between the 

right and left hemispheres in reality is that the right hemisphere brings forth the wholeness of 

experience which exists before the subject/object divide. The Left hemisphere through self-

referencing creates an objective world and an autonomous individual to know it. This objective 

knowing of it be it in the form of conceptualizing, analyzing and using language is then fed 

back into the whole to provide a richer knowing of the whole. The function of the world of the 

left hemisphere is that it is intended to be a discriminating tool of focused awareness. It is a tool 

which divides experience into that of the subject and object so that what it discovers through 

this way of knowing is then fed back into the 'whole' world of the right hemisphere.   
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We have seen that in reality the world of the right hemisphere is the master and the world of the 

left is the emissary. However something has happened to upset the balance in this relationship. 

In the western world and in the western mind there has been a coupe, the emissary has taken 

over from the master and is claiming his place of dominance with devastating consequences for 

ecological systems, human cultures, other species and most interestingly with devastating 

consequences for the human spirit. Culturally and within the human psyche the lunatics have 

taken over the asylum.

I would like to end this section with the story of the Master and his Emissary.

'There was once a wise spiritual master, who was the ruler of a small but prosperous domain, 

and who was known for his selfless devotion to his people. As his people flourished and grew 

in number, the bounds of this small domain spread; and with it the need to trust the emissaries 

he sent to ensure the safety of its ever more distant parts. It was not just that it was impossible 

for him personally to order all that needed to be dealt with: as he wisely saw, he needed to keep 

his distance from, and remain ignorant of, such concerns. And so he nurtured and trained 

carefully his emissaries, in order that they could be trusted. Eventually, however, his cleverest 

and most ambitious vizier, the one that he most trusted to do his work, began to see himself as 

the master, and used his position to advance his own wealth and influence. He saw the master's 

temperance and forbearance as weakness, not wisdom, and on his missions on the master's 

behalf, adopted his mantle as his own – the emissary became contemptuous of his master. And 

so it came about that the master was usurped, the people were duped, the domain became a 

tyranny; and eventually it collapsed in ruins.' 46
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Chapter three

Creation of the subject/object divide, the birth of primordial question.

We have seen in the previous chapter that the two worlds which cooperate together to bring 

forth our knowing of the world, compete with each other for dominance in terms of our 

awareness and therefore influence our way of being in the world accordingly. These two worlds 

are made possible because of the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain and together they form 

our normal human experience. The right hemisphere world forms the bigger picture and the 

world of the left hemisphere takes the big picture and creates a sense of self that can 

analytically view the world and feed its findings back into the whole to enrich our knowing of 

it. We can see that the dysfunction which has been created by the dominance of objectivity and 

the rational mind within the western culture has been caused by the lack of general 

understanding about this process and how our minds work. Because of this lack of 

understanding it has been possible for the world of objectivity and abstraction to claim its 

superiority over the world of imminent presence which is imbued with meaning, and to quite 

literally enslave our minds. We have become a slave to the 'self-entity' or the 'sense of 

ourselves'. Many would disagree with this and may feel threatened or simply not understand. It 

is interesting here to note who it is that doesn't agree or feels threatened. If we look carefully 

we will find that it is the self-entity, of course. This chapter however is not going to dwell on 

the dysfunctional aspect of the human mind it is going to look at the radiant aspect of 

consciousness and delve deep into the mystery of the human experience through the lens of the 

divine moment of the subject/object divide and the birth of primordial question.

Through looking at the creation and non-creation of the subject-object divide in relation to 

questioning I hope to further deepen the understanding of the two ways of knowing the world 

and how they are used in the process of questioning. We have seen that the 'sense of ourselves' 

as independent autonomous individuals is inherently linked to the objectifying of the world; the 

two co-exist as partners in the same way of knowing. This view that the world is real and that it 

exists independently of our knowing of it is so ingrained in our psyche that it is rarely 

questioned. When it is questioned however, it is often done so in the realm of concepts which 

arise as a result of the process of the creation of the 'real world' and the 'autonomous 
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individual’, which is what is being questioned. So concepts and discussion arise as a result of 

the very process that we wish to investigate;  our knowing of the world prior to the 

subject/object divide and the coming into being of the knower and the known.

I want to start with commonsense because that is a sensible place to start. Commonsense is 

very often used as a term to describe something that all reasonable people would agree with. 

Commonsense quite literally means something that can be sensed by everyone. Commonsense 

tells us that the world is as real and tangible as we are, and we can all agree that this is true 

because we all experience it as being so. From the point of view of the subject/object way of 

knowing this is true, however this isn't the whole story. When we experience the world without 

the subject/object divide the whole known universe is arising in our knowing and doesn't exist 

independently of our knowing of it. This may seem like a mind bending incomprehensible 

mouthful. This is because it can't be known in the realm of concepts. What we call our 'rational' 

mind just doesn't get it because it can't, it is not possible. This doesn't mean however that one 

gives up and says that this way of knowing is unknowable.

We don't need to give up just because our conceptual mind struggles to understand. In fact it is 

through this struggle, if undertaken skillfully with the right support, that deep learning and 

transformation occurs, and our experience of what it means to be a human being can be greatly 

enriched. This enrichment of understanding will naturally lead to wholesome qualities such as 

empathy and compassion for others.

In order to counter this commonsense view of a 'real world' and a 'real self' that is knowing the 

world, and to introduce another take on the world that exists before the subject/object divide, I 

would like to draw on Henri Boftofts work in 'The Wholeness of Nature' and talk about the 

'organizing idea in cognitive perception'. The organizing idea in cognitive perception refers to 

the process which leads to us having the experience of knowing. Organizing here refers to the 

primary act of distinguishing as opposed to the organizing of that which is distinguished. This 

is relevant to the subject of 'deep questioning' and therefore holistic learning because it is 

looking at the process by which a question comes into being.



42

There are two main difficulties that we encounter when talking about the organizing idea in 

cognitive perception. The first is that the process that leads to our knowing happens so quickly 

that we are not aware of it. We are only aware of the result of the process unless the normally 

smooth running of things breaks down. This we have seen in the previous chapter when 

sufferers of brain damage yielded valuable insights into the workings of the mind. The normal 

smooth running of the process had broken down and this means that the process could be 

investigated instead of the result of the process. '….the process of knowing the world happens 

very quickly, so that it is over before we can catch it. This problem can be overcome to some 

degree by having recourse to situations where the normally smooth-running process breaks 

down, so that the process of knowing is revealed instead of just the result of the process'.47 The 

second difficulty is that we arise as a result of the process of knowing so if we try to look into 

this process we are already too late because our very conceptualization of it is the end result of 

it. However conceptualization is our starting point but we need to know that our thinking about 

it, however wonderful our thoughts are, is not it. '….we our selves are part of the process of 

cognition. We are participants, and not onlookers outside of the process. But also the way that 

we are participants in the process of cognition is not quite how we imagine it to be. We are 

participants in a dynamic and genetic way, not in a static and finished way. The inner dynamic 

of the process of cognition is also an inner dynamic in the process of the self. What this means 

is that the “self-entity” itself emerges from the process of cognition and is not there as such 

beforehand'.48

In the previous chapter we referred to the process by which the worlds of the right and left 

hemispheres relate to each other. We saw that the right is primary in terms of knowing the 

whole, the big picture. The world of the left hemisphere then divides the whole into 

subject/object or knower/known. The experience and knowledge gained from this is then fed 

back into the whole to produce a new enriched knowing of the whole. So we had the right ~ left 

~ right pattern. What we are looking at now is the process by which the whole is divided into 

parts. In our commonsense view of the world we exist prior to the knowing of the world 

however looking more deeply into these processes shows this not the case. 'To our everyday 

consciousness it seems evident that we are a self-entity which is present before cognition (to 
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our everyday consciousness it also seems that the Earth is at rest). So in trying to understand 

the process of cognition, we start from what is really a result of the process of cognition'.49 As 

McGilchrist said “we can understand the brain from the outside” but we can only “understand 

the mind from within even when we try to objectify it.”

Concepts, however are our starting point. It is the very division of the whole into the knower 

and the known that creates questions in the first place. The questions don't arise prior to the 

subject/object divide. The subject/object divide is the question in its most elemental form. In 

fact every question ever asked could be thought of as a manifestation of the initial divide into 

the knower and the known. I remember as my friends son was growing up he went through a 

phase of asking “What's this?” “What's this?” He would walk around the room with great joy 

picking up objects and asking what they were. I would answer him and then he would move 

onto the next it was like a big game for him. Next time I saw him he was still questioning but 

this time he would be deliberately pushing the boundaries of what is allowed to the point where 

he would be told off. Then would come the second big question, “Why?” The concept of 

wholeness and the relationship between the whole and the parts becomes relevant here. We 

could think of the initial knower/known divide as the whole and every question that was ever 

asked as the parts. The whole gives rise to the parts and the parts are an expression of and give 

rise to the whole.  The knower/known divide gives rise to questions and questions are all 

manifestations of the initial knower/known divide. This could be thought of as the human quest 

or the quest of humanity. The quest gives rise to the questions and the questions are all different 

expressions of the quest.

Goethe's Urpflanze

In order to help explain what I mean I would once again like to draw on Bortoft's work on 

Goethe's way of science and the concept of 'the one and the many'. Goethe was a scientist and 

poet who died in 1832. One of his greatest contributions to biology is considered to be his work 

on the flowering plant which he described in his essay The Metamorphosis of Plants. I will 

return to Goethe's methodology later when I talk about holistic learning and deep questioning 

but for now I would like to introduce the concept of the Urpflanze. Urpflanze can be translated 
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as '….the primal or archetypal plant, whose variations are what we see as all the many different 

plants.' 50 This archetypal plant was discovered by Goethe while he was in the holistic mode of 

consciousness. It doesn't exist independently from its manifestation in the different forms of 

plants. It is not a primal plant from which all other plants have evolved that can be discovered 

by identifying what all plants have in common. Bortoft refers to this as trying to find 'unity in 

multiplicity' or 'reducing multiplicity to unity' and is the way that the analytical mind 

approaches the Urpflanze. Instead '….he was able to see into the individual plant to perceive it 

holistically, so now he saw into all of the plants holistically. He saw into the coming-into-being 

of the plants so deeply that he saw all the plants as one plant. What he saw could be described 

as “the possibility of plant.”' 51 Bortoft refers to this as 'multiplicity in unity.' 'This has to be 

understood intensively, not extensively, so as to avoid implying the contradiction that unity is 

divided. What this means is that, whereas extensively there are many plants, intensively there is 

only one plant because each plant is the very same one – yet without being identical in the 

extensive sense, i.e., like a number of copies.' 52

The reason that this is relevant in the context of questioning is that the primal or archetypal 

question can be considered in a similar way. Using the holistic mind to view it it is possible to 

see that in three different contexts there is an archetypal or primal question of which all 

questions are manifestations. I think that the term 'quest' refers more accurately to the primal 

question in this sense because it has an active quality as opposed to a static finished form. The 

coming into being of this quest is not just a result of the subject/object divide – it is the 

subject/object divide. The moment of creation of the knower/known is the birth of the quest. 

This can be seen in three different contexts. Firstly in the course of a lifetime with the 

development of a human consciousness in an individual, secondly in an evolutionary sense with 

the evolution of subjective awareness and thirdly in every instance of existence as a dynamic 

process which maintains our very knowing of ourselves.

Before I carry on looking at the coming into being of the knower and that which is known I 

would like to draw on the great fictional work of Douglas Adams in 'Hitchhikers Guide to the 

Galaxy'. In the story there is a scene where the mouse characters return to a super computer that 

they constructed thousands of years before. The purpose of the computer was to answer the 
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'ultimate question', that is to divine the answer to life the universe and everything. There is a 

big party when it comes time for the computer to reveal the answer and a huge disappointment 

when the computer reveals the answer to be '42'. This is a comical example of what happens 

when the logical analytical mind tries to divine meaning. During the ensuing argument 

between the mice and the computer the computer points out that if you want to know the 

'ultimate answer' you need to first ask the 'ultimate question'. This gets the mice thinking and 

the result is that they create the Earth and its human inhabitants as a sort of super computer 

which can come up with the ultimate question. So now we are here and the mice are waiting for 

us to come up with the ultimate question the 'Ur-question.' 

What I am suggesting in this chapter is that the questions that arise within each of us all arise as 

a direct result of the initial subject/object divide whether we are aware of it or not. The divided 

knower/known world is our normal everyday mode of experience even though, as we have 

seen, it is secondary to, and in service of, the non divided whole mode of experience. Normally 

questions are asked and answered in this divided mode of experiencing without acknowledging 

the role that the holistic mode of consciousness plays. The whole of our cultures objective 

scientific endeavor is based in this mode of experience. The language of mathematics and 

objective logic, which has become the foundation upon which we have organized our western 

culture, doesn't acknowledge the primary world of wholeness, which it is in fact subservient to, 

apart from to see it as an appendage. It sees it in its own compartmentalized terms which 

relegate wholeness to a part therefore becoming a counterfeit whole.

Questioning is an integral part of learning and I think it is interesting to look at questioning 

through the lens of the two ways of knowing in the form of the creation and non-creation of the 

subject/object divide. All humans, whether they know it or not question in each of these ways 

of knowing. Conventional questioning exists in the realm of the subject/object divide and what 

I will call embodied questioning exists in the realm of the non-creation of the subject/object 

divide. Both of these types of questioning are an essential part of human learning. It would be 

difficult to survive, and impossible to lead a normal life, without the ability to question 

conventionally, and survival wouldn't be possible at all without embodied questioning. 



46

Kitesurfing

As a professional kitesurfer I used to run a school and teach beginners how to kitesurf. When 

the students arrived at the beginning of the day we would sit in the cabin and I would run 

through an introduction to the theory of the sport and give them an outline as to what we were 

going to do that day. As my experience with teaching grew my introductory theory session 

became shorter and shorter. I soon learned that to tell the participants how a kite worked and 

the way to use it to generate power before they had actually flown one was pretty pointless. 

They had nothing in their real experience to refer my instructions to. So having given them the 

most basic welcome and introduction I would take them down onto the beach so that they could 

set up and fly a kite themselves. Kitesurfing kites are hugely powerful and a fully powered-up 

kite can lift you high in the air and drag you off down the beach. To become competent at 

flying one requires mostly embodied learning combined with minimal conceptual theory here 

and there. When flying one of these powerful kites there is no room for abstraction you are a 

dynamic participant and your body learns through doing. You learn how to adjust your weight 

to balance as the power in the kite increases and decreases. Once the students had sufficient 

experience flying the kite it was then possible for me to introduce some theory to them in a 

meaningful way. They actually had something in their real experience to refer the theory to. 

The embodied learning isn't something that can be learned theoretically. Trying to tell someone 

when and how much they would have to lean back in proportion to how hard they pull on 

which hand in relation to the position of the kite in the wind window wouldn't have worked. 

They needed to learn with their bodies. This is an example of embodied learning; it is the same 

way that a baby may learn to build a coherent picture of what is around her and how far away it 

is by experimenting with her body. The kitesurfer learns to kitesurf using her body and senses. 

The conceptual mind only plays a small role which acts in service of the embodied learning. 

This is another example of the right ~ left ~ right relationship. The embodied experience of 

flying the kite is enhanced by the appropriate theoretical instructions given at the right time. If 

the theoretical instructions are given too soon they won't be understood. In fact they can't be 

understood because the student can't find what they are referring to in their lived experience.
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Conventional questioning, has its routes in the use of language which in turn mutually co-arises 

with the creation of the divide into the knower and that which is known. Conventional 

questions exist in the realm of words or numbers. These are symbols which originally 

represented something real. With the rise of abstraction they no longer have to. For example in 

mathematics one could say that A+B=C. The symbols in this equation no longer represent a real 

phenomenon like the words hot water + tea leaves = a drink. One of the features of 

conventional or analytical questioning is that questions have answers. The question takes the 

form of a concept and the answer also takes the form of a concept. As we saw with learning to 

kitesurf, embodied questioning is non-conceptual. The question is non-conceptual and the 

answer is also non-conceptual. In fact as far as embodied learning goes the question isn't a 

question and the answer isn't an answer. This is because neither is a fixed beginning or end. 

Embodied questioning is entering into a process and the process is also the answer.

The problem with using concepts is also present in cutting edge science. According to Bortoft 

our current language structure becomes inadequate to describe the discoveries being made in 

modern physics. 'A basic structure of modern languages is their subject-predicate grammar, 

which has the effect of dividing experience into separate elements which are then treated as if 

they existed independently of each other. For example, “I see the tree” seems to entail the 

external union of a disjoint set of elements comprising subject, object, and the act of seeing 

which links them together. But the experience indicated by this sentence can only artificially be 

considered to be put together like this, because in the case of cognitive perception there is no 

seeing without somebody there to see and something to be seen...... the grammatical structure 

of language articulates the world analytically. It discloses the analytical world. But we believe 

this to be “the way the world is,” independent of language, because language itself is 

transparent in the act of disclosing this world. It is this analytical structure of language which 

has made it inadequate for describing the domains which have been discovered in modern 

physics'.53

We can see that there are more cases where our analytical, subject/object mode of questioning 

proves to be inadequate. It functions very well in it own terms but because of its divided nature 
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'quests' are also divided into a question and an answer. This way of questioning is present in the 

realm of language from the curious child who picks up an object and asks “what is this?” to the 

complex mathematical answers that are needed to send a rocket into space. In this world of 

objectivity questions have answers, be it the name of a colour, the distance to the moon or 

quantity of rocket fuel needed to get there. These are questions to which there is a linear logical 

answer. The difficulty arises when the analytical mode of consciousness is used in the wrong 

situation, it is then assumed that all questions should have these kind of solid answers and if we 

can't find a solid answer then a concept is put in its place which becomes a solid answer in and 

of itself. We may be able to build cosmological theories about how the universe came into 

being like 'God made it' or 'there was a big bang and it appeared' etc but this gets confused with 

the answer as to why it came into being? The answer to 'how' comes in the form of a concept 

and when the analytical mind asks 'why' the concept replaces the potential quest for meaning 

with a fixed end. Questions of 'why' should be asked in the holistic mode of consciousness as a 

form of 'quest for meaning' and the answers will come in the form of intuitive insights not in 

the form of concepts.

The world of the non-creation of the subject/object divide is the holistic mode of 

consciousness. This is the mode of consciousness in which meaning is divined and wholeness is 

experienced. As we have seen it is primary to the divided mode of consciousness and is the 

mode of consciousness with which we can bring forth the new. It is the mode in which meaning 

can be known and with which we need to work if we want to ask bigger questions regarding the 

mysteries of life. If questioning and learning are to be meaningful and deeply transformative 

one needs to learn how to question in the holistic mode of consciousness. There is a 

relationship between the two ways of knowing which needs to be understood and used in order 

to do this. 'The holistic mode of consciousness is complementary to this analytical one. By 

contrast, this [holistic] mode is nonlinear, simultaneous, and intuitive instead of verbal 

intellectual and concerned more with relationships than with the discrete elements that are 

related. It is important to realize that this mode of consciousness is a way of seeing, and as such 

it can only be experienced in its own terms. In particular, it cannot be understood by the verbal-

intellectual mind because this functions in the analytical mode of consciousness, for which it is 

not possible to appreciate adequately what it means to say that a relationship can be 
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experienced as something real in itself. In the analytical mode of consciousness it is the 

elements which are related that stand out in experience, compared with which the relationship 

is but a shadowy abstraction. The experience of a relationship as such is only possible through a 

transformation from a piecemeal way of thought to a simultaneous perception of the whole. 

Such a transformation amounts to a restructuring of consciousness itself'.54

Deep Ecology

This leads us on to holistic learning in the form of deep questioning. As we have seen deep 

questions don't have answers as we would normally think of them. Instead entering into the 

process of deep questioning is a process of transformation. It is a process of discovering 

meaning. If we have the experience of finding an answer to our question in the form of words 

or concepts then we must be aware that we have moved into the analytical way of knowing 

which is alright so long as we are aware it has happened. If we are unaware that this has 

happened then what we are left with is an often exciting concept which we mistake for the real 

experience which gave birth to it. Deep questions are holistic by their nature, they may have a 

conceptual label but for the questioner when they try to share their quest their label is very 

often a pale shadow of their deep question.

The way to tell the difference between a deep question which exists in the holistic mode of 

consciousness and a deep question that has moved into the analytical mode of consciousness is 

by observing its qualities over time. A deep question that moves into the analytical mode of 

consciousness will fade over time. It will lose its feeling of aliveness and become a faded 

shadow of the original deep quest. Any joy, aliveness, interest and clarity of mind will also fade 

until all  one is left with is empty words. If, however, one can enter into the process questioning 

in the holistic mode of consciousness (aided by the analytical mode where appropriate) then the 

qualities of aliveness, interest, excitement, joy and clarity of mind will be present. The skill is 

to know which mode you are operating in and especially how to move from the analytical to 

the holistic mode of questioning.

Arne Naess was a Norwegian philosopher who spent much of his life living up a mountain 
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named Hallingskarvet in south-central Norway. He wrote many works on philosophy and he 

coined the term 'deep ecology'. Deep ecology grew from Naess's deep experiences of spending 

much time up the mountain immersed in the natural elements of wind, snow and sunshine. 

Naess ' ….first saw the mountain Hallingskarvet in south-central Norway when he was seven 

years old. Even at such a young age he sensed that the mountain was a living being that 

emanated benevolence, magnificence and generosity. So great were these feelings that Naess 

vowed to live on his mountain as soon as he was old enough, for as long as he could. He held 

onto his dream, and in his late twenties he built himself a cabin high up on the mountain, at the 

place called Tvergastein – the place of crossed stones. During his long periods of living close to 

his beloved mountain, Naess gradually began to ask himself how the astonishing, and 

sometimes overpowering living qualities in the rock wind and ice which encircled his eyrie 

high up in the tree line could help him to discover the right way to live. Naess's answer which 

he calls 'deep ecology', aims to help individuals to explore the ethical implications of their 

sense of profound connection to nature, and to ground these ethical insights in practical action 

in the service of genuine ecological sustainability.' 55

In his book 'Animate Earth' Stephan Harding outlines three aspects of deep ecology which have 

an interconnected cyclical nature. The first is deep experience, which leads to the second, deep 

questioning, from which arises the third, a deep sense of commitment and from the deep sense 

of commitment further deep experiences can arise. Deep experience in this context refers to a 

deep connection with the natural world as a dynamic participant not as an objective observer. 

This way of experiencing is not possible in the analytical mind with its subject/object divide 

and neither is it possible in the realm of the 'official' discipline of science in which the whole 

purpose is to be an impartial objective observer. This deep way of experiencing is firmly rooted 

in the world of the non-creation of the subject/object divide. It is very important to understand 

it as such otherwise the next two stages have no firm foundation and will remain at the level of 

concepts and lacking the needed depth. In the context of the interconnected cycle that Harding 

portrays, deep questioning refers to the use of the rational mind to question the implications of 

how one is living in light of the deep experiences. 'Deep experience is easily invoked, but its 

ethical implications are more difficult to assimilate. This assimilation happens when one 

engages in deep questioning of both oneself and society. In questioning oneself, one asks 
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whether one is living in a way which is consistent with the general flavour of one's deep 

experience by using the rational mind to tease out the web of connections between assumptions 

and actions at all levels of one's life in order to articulate an ethical standpoint, which, although 

provisional and always under revision, can help to guide our lifestyle choices.' 56

Harding puts this kind of deep questioning in contrast with the view of the reformists which is 

to take a more superficial look normally at single issues in isolation and to then make 

adjustments such as 'greening business' or increasing efficiency and minimizing waste. But the 

whole emphasis is on keeping on going with business as usual. 

Deep analytical questioning following deep experience can lead to paradox and confusion 

because as we have seen it is not possible for the analytical way of knowing to know the 

holistic mode of consciousness. So the question is, is it even possible to live the implications of 

deep experience in the world of the knower and known? The paradox exists because the two 

different worlds that are the foundation of our human experience cannot know each other 

except in their own terms. Deep experience occurs in the realm of wholeness, the world of the 

non-creation of the subject object divide which is primary in terms of the human experience. 

The difficulty occurs when moving from this realm of immanent experience and meaning into 

the realm of the knower/known analytical way of viewing the world. Perhaps the difficulty 

occurs if the process is viewed with the analytical mind. This can lead to the process and role of 

the two worlds being used in reverse from the way that they work in reality. The intuitive world 

is treated as secondary to the analytical world of the knower/known. The divided analytical 

mind is treated as if it were primary. The world of wholeness, of intuitive experience, is dipped 

into in the form of deep experience and then there is an attempt to assimilate the deep 

experience into the 'real' world of the analytical mind. 

When the right ~ left ~ right relationship is made explicit in the process then it becomes clear 

that deep experience occurs in the holistic mode of consciousness. Deep experience therefore 

means entering into the process of questioning in the holistic non-verbal mode of 

consciousness. In this mode questions are not asked using words and answers don't come in the 

form of concepts. It is the process of dynamic participation with knowing. Therefore a 

complementary form of deep questioning can take place in the analytical mode of 
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consciousness. Then this is once more assimilated back into the holistic mode of consciousness 

in the form of deep commitment. 

If the process is understood in this way, in terms of the primary nature of the holistic mode of 

consciousness, then it would mimic the way our mind works. Deep questioning would use the 

analytical mind to spark interest and lead us into the deep quest which is deep experience. The 

deep intuitive experience would naturally give rise to meaning which would underpin a sense 

of deep commitment to live the implications of what we find. By trying to live the implications 

of our deep experience in our analytically structured culture we come up against paradox and 

confusion, this in turn leads us back into deep questioning. It is the very confusion and 

paradoxes of life which are the fuel for the furnace of deep questioning. 

As we saw in the previous chapter the primary world of the right hemisphere brings our 

knowing into being through connectivity with the senses and memory. It can bring forth the 

new, see relationally and see the bigger picture. The secondary world of the left hemisphere 

divides wholeness into subject and objects and then can use its self-referencing way of seeing 

to analyze the 'other'. The knowing that this produces is then fed back into the whole to produce 

a new more refined knowing of the whole. The difficulty occurs when we assume the 

commonsense 'real' world of knower/known to be primary and that the purpose of the intuitive 

world is to work in service of it. I believe this is holding back all kinds of environmental, social 

justice, spiritual and healing movements that are working in the world today. Many of these 

movements still work and organize themselves as if the analytical way of knowing is primary 

and the intuitive world of meaning is secondary which is natural because it is the commonsense 

experience of the world. This inevitably means that they will struggle to fulfill the purpose for 

which they were created because solving these problems requires the analytical mode of 

consciousness to work in service of the holistic way of being. What they need to acknowledge 

is that the analytical mind needs to play a secondary role to the real world of imminent 

knowing.
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Goethe's way of science

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe developed a way of questioning deeply using the holistic mode of 

consciousness from which has arisen a useful methodology for gaining intuitive insights into 

natural phenomena and human cognition. Once again we can use Goethe's scientific 

methodology as another lens with which to view the two different modes of experience and 

how they relate to each other.

Goethe's way of science begins with direct perception of the phenomenon. This is not the kind 

of observation of the phenomenon which is the foundation of conventional science. That would 

be too passive. It is not a feature of the analytical mode of consciousness where the 

autonomous individual just needs to direct their gaze towards the object of observation which 

exists 'out there' in the real world. Instead Goethe's way of seeing takes place in the holistic 

mode of consciousness; you are not independent from what you are observing. You are a 

dynamic participant in the act of seeing. The way into this mode of seeing is to put attention 

into the act of seeing instead of putting attention onto what is seen. 'Observing the phenomenon 

in Goethe's way requires us to look, as if the direction of seeing were reversed, going from 

ourselves towards the phenomenon instead of vice versa. This is done by putting attention into 

seeing so that we really do see what we are seeing instead of just having a visual impression.' 57 

This way of seeing means it is possible to experience the qualities of the phenomenon.

The second stage in Goethe’s methodology is referred to as exact sensorial imagination. This 

stage involves a similar quality of attention as the first but this time the aim is to repeat the 

observations in the realm of the imagination as accurately as possible. The aim isn't to 'think 

about' the phenomenon (which would be a function of the analytical mode of consciousness). 

The aim of this is to 'think the phenomenon' in the form of a visualization therefore bringing a 

perceptive sensory quality to the activity of thinking. 'The aim is to think the phenomenon 

concretely in imagination, and not to think about it, trying not to leave anything out or to add 

anything that cannot be observed. Goethe referred to this discipline as “recreating in the wake 

of ever-creating nature.”' 58  Undertaking this process of entering into relationship with the 

phenomenon makes it possible to gain intuitive insights into qualities and relational aspects 
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which would be impossible to see in the analytical mode of consciousness.

Goethe never laid out his exact scientific methodology but through studying his writings and 

through the experience of practicing Goethean science it has been possible to identify a 

methodology for his phenomenological way of science. In his book 'Natures Due' Brian 

Goodwin lays out the Goethean process in the form of eight stages which he points out are not 

intended to be a rigid structure but merely a guide to aid the process of investigation. I will 

summarize each of these stages as I think this methodology can provide valuable insights into 

how the relationship between the holistic and analytical mode of consciousness can be used in a 

practical way. It also a good example of a functional relationship between the two modes of 

consciousness with the analytical mode acting is service of the holistic mode. As I go through 

the stages I will talk in terms of the four Jungian functions in order to provide further definition 

to the process. I will also be referring to Bortoft's work and Barfield's stages of original 

participation, withdrawal from participation and final participation.

In the beginning mountains are mountains and streams are streams

In the middle mountains are not mountains and streams are not streams

In the end mountains are mountains and streams are streams59

According to Goodwin the first stage in the Goethean process is referred to as an 'intuitive 

meeting', '…..an encounter that seeks to be free of all preconceptions, in the way that a child 

engages with a new experience, being open and receptive. This is an intuitive perception of the 

phenomenon as a whole, without analysis or ideas, based on the initial encounter only.' 60 It is 

interesting that the beginning point of the process acknowledges the primary nature of the right 

hemisphere's holistic mode of consciousness. This correlates with the beginning of the right ~ 

left ~ right hemispheric relationship referred to by McGilchrist in 'The Master and his 

Emissary'. Beginning with the holistic mode of consciousness makes sense because it mimics 

the way our mind actually works. Also it is the mode of consciousness that can experience the 

new. In a Jungian sense the intuitive function is fully engaged as is the sensing function. These 

are the senses which operate in the holistic mode of consciousness before the knower/known 

divide. From a neurophysiology point of view the right hemisphere's intensity axis of attention 
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is engaged using its three qualities of vigilance, sustained attention and alertness. When looked 

at in Barfield's mythological terms in the context of the dynamic process of bringing forth 

awareness of the moment this stage could be thought of as original participation.

The second stage is 'exact sensorial perception'. 'This involves detailed sensory perception: 

look, taste listen, touch, and smell; describe the details in factual language. This empirical study 

can involve drawing, taking notes, verbal descriptions and other observations.... No ideas or 

preconceptions are used or discussed in this sensory encounter with the phenomenon.' 61  What 

we see here is the move to using the world of the left hemisphere; this takes the form of 

division of the whole into the subject/object way of seeing and the use of focused attention 

which is a major function of the left hemisphere. In a Jungian sense the main function being 

emphasized here is the sensing function. So although the left hemisphere is engaged it is 

engaged in a holistic manner with out the abstraction and theorizing of the thinking function. 

Also although there is a clear subject/object divide the self-referencing aspect of the mind is not 

engaged to the point of forming a full blown ego or self-entity. When Bortoft talks about 'exact 

sensorial perception' he emphasizes the need to put attention into the act of seeing instead of 

onto what is seen. I think this has the effect of creating the minimum level of subject/object 

divide necessary to make sense perception possible. Too much subject/object divide and the 

attention becomes focused on what is seen. Too much divide and you become an objective 

observer instead of a dynamic participant. I think this emphasis on seeing is also relevant to the 

first stage as it can help the scientist to enter the holistic mode of consciousness and enrich the 

intuitive first meeting. At this stage in Goodwin's system the emphasis is put onto what is seen 

as opposed to being focused on the dynamic act of seeing. This is obviously because the 

process has been split into more stages.

The next stage is referred to as 'exact sensorial fantasy' and comprises of two parts. The first is 

to reconstruct the phenomenon as accurately as possible within the realm of the imagination. In 

a Jungian sense this would mean using the thinking function but using it in the holistic mode of 

consciousness. That is to use the sensing function within the thinking function. As Bortoft says 

this brings a sensory perceptive quality to the act of thinking so instead of thinking about the 

phenomenon you think the phenomenon. This would be done by using the thinking function 
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without the subject/object divide and would therefore be an example of the integration of the 

two ways of knowing which is the foundation of holistic science. If we were to look at this way 

of working through the lens of mythology it could be represented as the sacred marriage of the 

Goddess and God within the human mind. It would be the stage of final participation that Owen 

Barfield referred to in 'Saving the Appearances'62. As I said earlier the process of original 

participation, withdrawal from participation and final participation is happening simultaneously 

in three realms: within the realm of evolution, within the lifetime of an individual and as a 

dynamic process that gives rise to each moment of knowing. It is interesting that this stage of 

'exact sensorial fantasy' is an example of final participation occurring in all three realms 

simultaneously. It is the completion of a cosmic evolutionary process, the culmination of a 

lifetime’s quest and the coming into union in the dynamic process of the moment all at once. It 

is a synergistic and holistic moment of grace.

The second part of 'exact sensorial fantasy' is to bring a temporal and spatial quality to the 

visualization. Bringing temporal quality into the visualization is done by imagining the 

phenomenon coming into being and passing on into the future. The spatial quality is brought in 

by visualizing the phenomenon in the context of its surroundings in terms of its relationship to 

the whole. This is the point where the emissary emerges from the wings ready to be of service 

to the master. Conventional science and abstract thinking can now be used in service of the 

holistic exploration. This would be an example of the 'withdrawal from participation' which is 

necessary to enrich our knowing of the whole. In a Jungian sense the thinking function is used 

to gather information about the history and the likely future of the phenomenon. It is also used 

to gather factual information about the phenomenon’s relationship to its surroundings (in a 

deeper sense it's relationship to the whole). When this is done the thinking process is then over 

and the emissary can exit stage left as the master integrates the temporal and spatial knowing 

into the visualization. This is obviously once again a moment of grace but this time the 

analytical mind has helped to enrich the knowing of the whole.

The fourth stage of the process is referred to as 'seeing in beholding'. 'This is the step where the 

other being is encountered and recognized in its distinctive nature, both in itself and in its 

relationship to the broader context.' 63  The question is asked “Who are you?” To the analytical 
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mind this won't make any sense. It is intended to be asked in the holistic mode of 

consciousness. The right hemispheres holistic mode of consciousness can bring forth the new, 

divine meaning and therefore give rise to intuitive insights. In this stage the phenomenon is met 

as a subject instead of as an object, it is allowed to introduce itself. You can probably see this 

isn't a linear system where one step clearly follows the next, stages can co-arise and intuitive 

insights can come at any time. It is just intended as a guide to help the holistic scientist. 

Although the question “Who are you?” may be initially asked by the emissary he needs to step 

out of the way and allow the master the freedom to receive the answer. In the Zen tradition of 

Buddhism it is said that enlightenment is like climbing right to the top of a sixty foot pole and 

then taking three more steps. In this context the emissary or the analytical mind can't take the 

three more steps, that is the master’s realm, the realm of the holistic mode of consciousness.

The fifth stage Goodwin calls 'becoming one with the essence.' 'At this point the being is 

experienced in such a way that knowing is combined with an ethical relationship in a unified 

scientia intuitiva that leads towards responsible creative action. It is the moment of bonding in 

full recognition of the other. This experience is often not distinctly separate from the process 

but seems to fulfill it.' 64 As Goodwin says becoming one with the essence is not so much a 

stage as an aspect of the process. Becoming one with the essence happens throughout the 

process but what he is drawing our attention to is our ethical relationship with the phenomenon 

that arises as a result of the process so far. In a Jungian sense the feeling function is now 

activated. Up until now the feeling function's involvement has been limited to the fact that we 

need to maintain an awareness of our inner reaction to the phenomenon while in the divided 

mode of consciousness. In the holistic mode of consciousness the feeling function is not 

present. This is because for the feeling function to exist it requires the ‘other’; it requires the 

divided mode of consciousness. In the holistic mode of consciousness there is no 'other' and 

there can therefore be no feeling function. As Goodwin points out it is the deep intuitive 

experiences that occur in the holistic mode of consciousness that are what will inform our 

ethical relationship to the phenomenon. A distinction needs to be made here between holistic 

science and the holistic mode of consciousness. In the holistic mode of consciousness the 

feeling and thinking functions cannot exist because they require the divided mode of 

consciousness. In holistic science however both the holistic and analytical mode of 
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consciousness are used so all four Jungian functions are engaged at some point. 

The last three stages that Goodwin identifies are 'growing a plan', 'putting it into action' and 

'assessing the new whole'. This is when the role of the poet and the engineer come into play. 

The whole process is one of dynamic participation with the analytical mind working in service 

of the holistic mode of consciousness. The archetypal role of the poet is to delve deep into the 

holistic mode of consciousness. Then to bring something back to the realm of concepts so that 

it can be expressed in the world of the subject/object divide. The aim of the poet is to try and 

express something of the mystery in the world of concepts so that others may use it as a 

gateway into their own holistic way of knowing. We have seen this in the Goethean process 

when, through deep questioning, the scientist has entered into the world of dynamic 

participation in the holistic mode of consciousness. Assisted by the analytical mind a new 

intuitive knowing of the whole has come into being. Now the poet within the scientist aims to 

bring some new expression of the whole into being, maybe in the form of a hypothesis, a 

decision, a new plan, a piece of writing or a new way of being within themselves. The 

archetypal role of the engineer could be thought of as taking concepts and applying them in a 

practical way. The application of concepts that have arisen from the process holistic science 

will inevitably meet with resistance, paradoxes and even conflict because this is the place 

where the holistic way of seeing meets the current western paradigm. It is the cultural meeting 

point of the left and the right hemisphere where the courtship of Goddess and God takes place, 

a sacred realm full of conflict and potential, pain and joy. It is a place of process and not 

knowing where cosmically the bed will be prepared, ready for the consummation of the 

marriage of Goddess and God. The engineer within the scientist will discover that true 

engineering is a dynamic creative process and will work hand in hand with the poet as they 

together bring forth the stage of final participation (which is not a stage as much as a dynamic 

process).

By looking at the Goethean science process through the lens of the two ways of knowing we 

can see that McGilchrist's right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship is present. This means 

that Goethe's way of science mimic's the way the brain works neurophysiologically. I think that 
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this could be thought of as a form of bio-mimicry,65 where a human methodology is created in a 

way that mimics a natural process. In terms of Barfield's work, the Goethean science process 

begins with what could be thought of as 'original participation'. The rest of the process is a 

dance between 'withdrawal of participation' and 'final participation', so in mythological terms it 

is a process which brings forth a sacred union of the masculine and feminine. In fact it is the 

dance of courtship within the human psyche between God and Gaia. However this union is not 

the result of the Goethean process. That would be like trying to put the parts together to create a 

whole and would therefore produce a counterfeit whole. The process itself is the union of God 

and Goddess. It could be thought of as process/union or union/process. They are one.

 

I recently heard a fantastic example of this concept at the 2010 Holistic Science conference 

held near Assisi in Italy. Ilan Pappe was talking about his experience of the Israeli Palestinian 

conflict. Pappe has been working for peace in the Middle East for many years and he said 

something that I heard on a deep level. Pappe has been involved with organizing a dialogue 

between Palestinian and Israeli historians with a view to trying to make some kind of progress 

towards a resolution of the conflict. The big insight that Pappe had from his work is that 

dialogue isn't going to lead to a solution. But that 'dialogue is the solution'. This sentence 

doesn't necessarily explain what I think that Pappe intended when he said it, or convey the 

depth to which it touched me. This comment could be understood in either the analytical or the 

holistic mode of consciousness. If it is understood in the analytical mode then dialogue could 

be seen as a solution or resolution as in a fixed end. Or it could be seen as a way of pacifying 

the situation without addressing the cause of the problem. However when viewed in the holistic 

mode of consciousness 'dialogue is the solution' takes on a different meaning. The holistic 

mode of consciousness is non-linear so 'solution' is not a state that you arrive at; it is a dynamic 

process that is entered into. Solution becomes solution-ing; it is a process as opposed to a 

result.

Goethean science gives a clear illustration of a way in which the two modes of consciousness 

can be used to gain intuitive insights which can then be used to inform action. It shows how the 

two modes of consciousness can relate to each other and how this relationship when understood 
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empowers the scientist with a powerful tool of investigation. We can see that each mode of 

consciousness plays a vital role and that, when understood, the dysfunction caused by the 

application of the wrong mode of consciousness can be avoided. Words are like signposts they 

point towards real phenomenon. The instructions for Goethean science are also like signposts, 

they point towards the way that the inquiring mind works. This method of holistic thinking 

wasn't invented by Goethe; he simply noticed it as a function of the human mind and explained 

it in his cultural context. Its relevance today is becoming ever more evident as the objective 

way of viewing is laying waste to both the outer natural world and the inner landscape of our 

souls.

The next chapter is going to explore this relationship between the perceived inner and outer 

world, and how the inner reflects the outer and the outer reflects the inner. It will look at the 

role that the two modes of consciousness play in the creation of the 'self-entity' and the 

implications of this for the subject of holistic learning.
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Chapter Four

The Self-Entity

What or who is the self-entity? We can understand what the self-entity is using the analytical 

mode of consciousness and the study of disciplines such as psychology and philosophy etc. But 

to understand who the self-entity is we need to use a holistic process such as Goethean science. 

The reason I believe that this is important is that a deep understanding of the 'self' will lead to a 

deep understanding of the world we inhabit. We have seen previously that our sense of 

ourselves arises in relation to our sense of the other and the degree to which we turn the other 

into an object exists in proportion to the degree to which we establish the sense of ourselves as 

autonomous separate individuals. In our everyday mode of consciousness the world is 

experienced as real and 'out there' and we experience ourselves as being independent entities 

who can know this objective real world. 

It is very difficult to transcend this way of seeing because of the self-entity's dominance in the 

human psyche. It seems very often we are willing to put everything up for question apart from 

our own independent existence. How can we not exist? If we really don't exist then, who 

exactly is it that doesn't exist? This is a paradox! But more importantly if the self-entity doesn't 

exist in the primary world of wholeness who is it that is having this experience? I think that 

because our objectification of our world exists in relation to our sense of ourselves we really 

need to examine this 'self entity' if we are ever going to understand the miracle of our existence 

and the cause of dysfunction in the world.

This isn't a new question. From an anthropomorphic point of view it is as old as human 

consciousness. From a speculative point of view some degree of self reflection may have been 

happening in other creatures before we came along. I think everyone would agree that our 

ability for self refection far exceeds that of animals. Many sages, saints and religious traditions 

of times gone by have tried to direct our attention towards this question. The famous poem by 

St. Augustine alludes to this.
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St. Augustine: 

'Men go forth to wonder at the heights of 

mountains, the huge waves of the sea, 

the broad flow of the rivers, the vast 

compass of the ocean, the courses of the 

stars: and they pass by themselves 

without wondering.'66

One of the many features of a good poem is the many different layers of meaning individuals 

can read into it. It seems to me that the 'Men' he refers to are in the stage of withdrawal from 

participation and he is encouraging them to contextualize all of their outward explorations by 

entering into an exploration of the self-entity, therefore moving into the stage of final 

participation.

Deep questioning of the self-entity is also a central feature of the Buddhist tradition. Venerable 

Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche is one of the great Dzogchen masters and has this to say about the 

creation of the self-entity.

The mind, dividing experience into subject and object,

First identifies with the subject, 'I,' then with the idea of 'mine'

And starts to cling to 'my body,' 'my mind' and 'my name'.

As our attachment to these three notions grows stronger and stronger,

We become more and more exclusively concerned with our own well-being.

All our striving for comfort, our intolerance of life’s annoying circumstances,

Our preoccupation with pleasure and pain,

 Wealth and poverty, fame and obscurity, praise and blame,

Are due to this idea of 'I'.'67
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He goes on to say that 'We are usually so obsessed with ourselves that we hardly ever even 

think about the welfare of others in fact, we are no more interested in others than a tiger is 

interested in eating grass. This is completely the opposite outlook of the Bodhisattva [an 

awakening being]. The ego is really just a fabrication of thought, and when you realize that 

both the object grasped and the mind that grasps it are void, it is easy to see that others are not 

different than yourself. All the energy we normally put into looking after ourselves, 

Bodhisattvas put into looking after others. If a Bodhisattva sees that by plunging into the fires 

of hell he can help even a single being, he does so without an instant of hesitation, like a swan 

entering a cool lake.'68

There is a trap that some spiritual seekers and philosophers fall into when investigating the self-

entity. They may read in a book that the self is just an illusion and therefore doesn't exist or 

they may have an experience of oneness and then declare their own non-existence. But if we 

take the two ways of knowing into account we can see that in the holistic mode of 

consciousness the self-entity doesn't exist but in the analytical divided mode of consciousness it 

does. Therefore to argue one way or the other while in the analytical mode of consciousness 

misses the point. The point is to know when one is in the analytical mode of consciousness and 

when one is in the holistic mode of consciousness and be able to utilize the relationship 

between them.

We have seen that according to Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche the idea of the self-entity or ego 

gives rise to preoccupation with pleasure and pain, wealth and poverty, fame and obscurity, 

praise and blame. These are known in the Buddhist tradition as the eight worldly winds. The 

eight worldly winds are said to blow one around the world (to be our motivating factors) until 

enlightenment is reached. Seen in the context of the two modes of consciousness we see that in 

the analytical mode of consciousness the self-entity is present and so is the objective world. 

Therefore the eight worldly winds as motivating factors are also present. In the holistic mode of 

consciousness the self-entity is not present and neither are the eight worldly winds as 

motivating factors. The environmental, social and psychological problems so prevalent in the 

western culture today could be seen as a direct result of individuals preoccupation with praise 

and blame, pleasure and pain, wealth and poverty, fame and obscurity. The strength of these 
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eight worldly winds is proportionate to the experienced solidity of the self-entity. In the holistic 

mode of consciousness there is no self-entity, it doesn't exist. In the analytical mode of 

consciousness it can seem very real. As we have already seen the analytical mode of 

consciousness is vital for bringing about a recognizably human experience so even if we 

wanted to the self-entity cannot be negated. This suggests it is a lack of awareness of the 

relationship between the two modes of consciousness that is the problem. The Buddha was 

once challenged by two yogis. They said to him “if you are enlightened then why do you still 

use concepts?” To which the Buddha replied “I too use concepts but I am just not fooled by 

them.” This suggests that it is the awareness of the nature of the two modes of consciousness 

which is important, not trying to escape the analytical mode of one's nature. This was eluded to 

by the Sufi mystics when they said:-

“No matter how fast you run

Or how hard you dig in your heels

You can't get away from your own two feet”69

I think it would be very interesting to carry out and attempt to write about a Goethean 

exploration of the self-entity. There would be obvious limitations because one would have to 

use language to describe intuitive experience which is never an easy thing to do. This, however, 

is the role of the poet – to try and express something of the ineffable in words. Maybe the poet 

within could express the meaning-full aspects of the inquiry. There is an archetypal story where 

an adventurer goes into the forest and there, after many trials and tribulations, he finds his 

treasure in the form of beautiful gold jewelry and coins. He gathers up as much treasure as he 

can, filling his pockets and his hands with gold. He makes his way back to the edge of the 

forest and as he leaves the forest and emerges into the clear light of day all of his treasure turns 

to dust in his hands.70 This is what happens when one leaves the forest of deep experience (the 

holistic mode of consciousness) and returns to the clear light of day (the analytical mode of 

consciousness). When you look at your treasure or try to show it to others all that can be seen is 

dust. This is when the skilful poet will tell a story of the treasure so a felt sense of it can emerge 

in the mind of another. The Goethean exploration of the self-entity will have to wait for another 

occasion because I would like to focus now on the subject of holistic education.
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Chapter five

Holistic Education

And the

Right ~ Left ~ Right

Hemispheric Relationship

We have seen so far that holistic learning is a process by which students enter into the activity 

of learning as dynamic participants as opposed to as objective observers. This requires an 

embodied familiarity of the two modes of consciousness and an ability to utilize the 

relationship between the two ways of knowing that emerge from them. This could be in the 

form of deep ecology explorations; Goethean science or other ways of working that also utilize 

the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship. 

We have seen that the sense of ourselves as autonomous individuals is created by the same 

process that simultaneously creates the 'outside world' we inhabit. The commonsense view that 

there is an objective world that exists prior to our knowing of it, is like an illusory daydream. 

Also the commonsense view that there is an independent self-entity that exists prior to the 

knowing of the world is another illusory daydream. Each is created in relation to the other in 

every moment of knowing 'an other'.

'The Buddha often used the example of a dream to illustrate his teachings on emptiness and this 

example can be applied with increasing subtlety at each stage of the meditation progression on 

Emptiness. It is a good example showing how the two truths, relative and absolute, work 

together. In a dream there is a sense of a person with a body and mind living in a world of 

things to which one feels attracted or averse depending on how they appear. As long as one 

does not realize it is just a dream, one takes all of these things as real and feels happy or sad on 

account of them.'71

 

 The subject/object experience is a function of the conceptual mode of consciousness. While in 

that mode of consciousness the subject/object divide is experienced as real. Much the same as 
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when, in a dream, the features of the dream are also experienced as real. However when one 

wakes from the dream the dreams true nature is revealed as being not real. So just because in 

the daydream of the analytical mind the self-entity and outside world are experienced as real 

doesn't mean that in an absolute sense they are. Having said this it doesn't mean one should try 

to negate the self-entity while in the analytical mode of consciousness. Because of the self 

referencing nature of the analytical mode of consciousness this is not possible. If one tries to do 

this it usually presents the paradox of existence and non-existence and therefore results in 

confusion. The illusory nature of the self-entity can, however, be experienced when one wakes 

from the dream of the self by entering the holistic mode of consciousness. To be more accurate 

one doesn't enter the holistic mode of consciousness because it is always present. Rather for 

periods of time the illusion of duality created by the analytical mode of consciousness falls 

away. This is quite a normal human experience and it happens many times a day. However 

awareness of this as it happens is more elusive and requires a sharp mind to catch it in ones 

experience as it happens.

There is a common lack of understanding about the relationship between the two modes of 

consciousness, the nature of the relationship of the master and his emissary and the illusory 

nature of the knower/known divide. This misunderstanding is at the heart of the ecological, 

social and psychological problems we face in the world today. Logically it follows that any 

organization or persons working towards any kind of solution must first understand, and 

secondly be able to utilize, the relationship between the two ways of knowing. The reason I say 

that the lack of understanding about this relationship is the root cause of these problems is 

because the degree to which we establish a phenomenon as 'an other' is directly proportional to 

the degree to which we can exploit it, abuse it, ignore it, try to possess it or try to help it (this is 

even true if we establish our self as 'an other'). Trying to help an other with out a deep 

understanding of their true nature or ones own true nature can very often fail to address the 

cause of the problem or can do more harm than good because the end that is worked towards is 

used to justify the means. When viewed through the holistic mode of consciousness is becomes 

apparent that the means and the ends are one and the same, they are a process which is entered 

into.
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A holistic education system is an education system that facilitates holistic learning. Holistic 

learning isn't just the transmission of information from a teacher to a student. For holistic 

education to be possible the teacher or learning establishment needs to work on a deeper level, 

they need to utilize the relationship between the 'master and his emissary'72. The institution or 

teacher needs to teach the relevant subject matter in an 'embodied' manner. A subject matter can 

be considered relevant if it has emerged from a process of deep questioning and the utilization 

of the relationship between the two modes of consciousness. If it hasn't emerged from this 

process of participatory exploration the subject will exist solely in the realm of the analytical 

mode of consciousness and be of little use unless it is developed further. The second aspect of 

holistic education is maybe more difficult to address. It is the aspect of embodied or 

transformational learning, it is how you teach.

As I mentioned earlier, when I used to teach kitesurfing I found it was quite meaningless to 

introduce almost anything except the most basic theory before the course participants had 

experienced flying the kite. Once they had set up and flown the kite I could then explain how it 

worked because they had something in their lived experience to refer the theory to. The 

embodied aspect of learning happens in the lived experience through dynamic participation in 

the present moment. The analytical mind plays a relatively small but complimentary role in this 

process. If I apply this experience to the topic of holistic education then it becomes apparent 

that the topic that is taught needs to be embodied in the way that it is taught and in the workings 

of the learning environment, just like with the kite flying. The student would fly the kite, be 

given a little theory and then they could feed this theory directly back  into the dynamic activity 

of flying the kite. The abstract theory is in service of the direct experience.

I recall once going to a government meeting in Wales where we were tasked with coming up 

with ideas of how to reduce the carbon footprint of Wales. Most people in the meeting were 

treating the subject in a superficial analytical way. The food for the meeting had been provided 

by a catering company and most of it went to waste as people were in a hurry to get away. The 

whole meeting took place in the realm of abstraction and the only embodied learning that took 

place, as far as I was concerned, was that I saw clearly that we can't rely on processes such as 

this to solve our problems. 
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On another occasion I recall sitting and having a very interesting conversation with someone 

who had chosen to dedicate her life to environmental issues. We were actually talking about 

connectedness with the environment and transformative learning when a small fly landed on 

their pen. I was amazed; as this person was talking about respect for the environment they were 

simultaneously squashing the fly. I didn't say anything because I don't think they even realized 

that they had done it. At that moment there must have been very little connection between the 

abstract idea of an environment which needed saving and the embodied world where a life was 

ended.

The learning environment at the Schumacher College utilizes the right ~ left ~ right 

hemispheric relationship. The beautiful surroundings, loving people and participatory nature of 

everyday life at the college provide an embodied right hemisphere world where the participants 

can intuitively feel what it is they are there to learn. Then they attend classes where the intellect 

is engaged normally in a holistic manner and this new knowing is then integrated back into the 

more intangible holistic environment created at the college. This, as I have said before, is a 

form of bio-mimicry because the learning methodology reflects the natural way that the brain 

works. If the many interconnected problems we face today are to be addressed in any kind of 

meaningful way this methodology needs to be applied.

If you want to 'change the world' for the better then the first step is to create a microcosm of the 

type of world you would like to see. This microcosm could take the form of a college, a 

department, an Eco-house, a business, an organization or simply a way of being in ones own 

life. It is important that the microcosm is as authentic as possible. For example if the emphasis 

is on social justice then maybe the organization could be structured so that everyone is paid the 

same amount and treated as equally important even though they may have different roles. Or if 

the organization is concerned with CO2 reductions then the way that energy is used would be 

reflected in the running of the organization. In the case of the Schumacher College it seems that 

their concern is with the root cause of the multifaceted problem the world is now facing. This 

runs deeper than pollution, politics, exploitation and sociology although these are all relevant 

topics. 
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It is interesting to note that the college environment, from which participants intuitively learn 

and which provides the right hemisphere base of the right ~ left ~ right learning relationship, 

has certain qualities which reflect the depth of what it is they are trying to teach. In order to 

illustrate some of these qualities I would like to refer to a body of work attached on a CD in the 

appendices titled 'Capturing the essence of Schumacher College.'73 The research was carried out 

by four Schumacher MSc students, including myself, and submitted as a module 3 applied 

holistic science assignment. These are some of the comments which help to give a flavor of the 

right hemisphere whole from which students intuitively learn at the college.

“The place fosters connection, honesty and respect.”

“It was everywhere which taught me to slow down and share.”

“The greatest web of positive interaction I have ever experienced on a large scale.”

“We are not rule bound and there is trust that everyone will use the college respectfully.”

“Oodles of affection and laughter which was heavenly.”

“It felt very open and democratic in a deeper sense.”

“Encouraged to make this place our home.”

“Everyone transformed in their own way.”

“Community spirit.”

“Sense of belonging.”74

These are just a few of the many comments recorded but it gives a flavour of the right 

hemisphere whole, which is the foundation for transformative learning at the college. I think 

the interesting thing to note when viewing the 'Essence of Schumacher' document as a whole is 

that it gives a very good picture of the intuitive underpinning of a holistic learning 

environment. There is no mention of hopes for the future and even though some comments 

were written in the past tense they were referring to imminent experiences which occurred in 

the present moment. This shows that a holistic learning environment is truly about imminent 

experience and that the important qualities of that imminent experience are qualities such as 

love, respect, belonging, trust, participation, honesty, affection and beauty. It is only from this 

intuitive holistic base that the analytical subjects such as climate change or social justice can be 
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explored in any kind of meaningful way. 

The holistic learning environment of Schumacher College has evolved over a period of 20 or so 

years largely as a result of all the subjects that have been taught there. This is an example of 

how the left hemisphere analytical way of knowing feeds into and enriches the whole right 

hemisphere mode of consciousness. Every time a new course is taught it some how feeds back 

in and enriches the whole essence of the college. This is an example of the practical application 

of the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship.

The Purpose of Education

In order to take this method of holistic learning and look at how to apply it in a practical way I 

would like to draw on the work of Stephen Sterling and Manfred Max-Neef. To apply the 

implications of the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship to education I think it is 

important to first look at what the purpose of education is considered to be.

Stephen Sterling is the author of the Schumacher briefing on Sustainable Education re-

visioning learning and change. According to Sterling the many different intended purposes of 

education tend to fall into one of the four categories below.

'To replicate society and culture and promote citizenship – the socializing function;

To train people for employment – the vocational function;

To develop the individual and his/her potential – the liberal function; and

To encourage change towards a fairer society and better world – the transformative function.'75

Sterling also makes a distinction between intrinsic values and instrumental values in education. 

'...an instrumental view of education tends to stress purpose and product. It is concerned more 

with 'what education is for', rather than the nature of education. The intrinsic view stresses 

process – the quality of experience of teaching and learning, and is concerned with 'what 

education is' rather than what it may lead to or influence.'76

According to Sterling the socializing and vocational functions fall into the category of 
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instrumental values and the liberal function falls into the category of intrinsic values. The 

transformative function is both instrumental and intrinsic in that it seeks change for the better 

but it also values the intrinsic aspect of education. It '….values the quality of learning, stressing 

democratic and participative methodologies.'77 The transformative function of education is 

therefore holistic as it can utilize both ways of knowing.

When it comes to transforming the whole education system progress seems to be extremely 

slow. Sterling points out that 'in human-scale learning situations, the potential for 

transformative learning is always more immediate.... At the macro level of the institution or 

organization, however, transformative and systemic change is much more difficult.'78 'If 

governments changed their conception of education and announced its primary role was to 

contribute to a sustainable society it would be momentous. But after some 25 years' 

involvement in lobbying government on environmental education and education for 

sustainability, I think that this is unlikely. Outside certain safe parameters, governments and 

most policy makers at all levels tend to follow rather that lead. Furthermore, many leaders have 

lost both the habit to learn and the freedom to learn.'79

Sterling outlines four possible stages of engagement with the subject of sustainability from 

ignorance to working with full commitment towards change. These four stages can be applied 

to individuals, organizations and institutions, and are as follows

'No Change (no learning: ignorance, denial, or tokenism);

Accommodation (first order learning, adaptation and maintenance);

Reformation (second order learning, critically reflexive adaptation);

Or

Transformation (third order learning, creative re-visioning).'80

Transformative education is the stage I would like to focus on at this point because it is the 

stage that can most fully utilize the holistic learning methodology. 
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I think one of the interesting features of the whole education for change movement is that the 

change which is referred to seems, on the face of it, to be something quite simple. Maybe it 

could be summed up by saying something like 'education for an environmentally sustainable, 

socially just, spiritually fulfilling world.'81 Most individuals or organizations working for 

positive change in the world could say that they fit into this statement somewhere. The problem 

however seems to come on two levels. Firstly how big is your world? This determines who you 

want to create this change for. Is it just for ones self, ones family, ones village, ones business, 

ones country or for the entire globe? Secondly and this is the more complex issue. What is the 

true nature of the problems we face? What is their cause and what is their solution? When 

viewed with the analytical mind alone it seems as if there are many individual problems for 

which we need to find many individual solutions. The problem that occurs from this way of 

viewing is lightheartedly referred to as 'the law of unforeseen consequences'. What this means 

is that when we try to solve one problem in isolation using the analytical mode of 

consciousness alone we very often create another. There have been some classic examples of 

this in recent times, with the use of bio-fuels to solve the problems of global warming and peak 

oil, the invasion of Iraq to liberate the Iraqis from a tyrannical regime, the war on terror to 

make the world a safer place, the SATS tests in schools to improve education; in fact almost 

every policy that is implemented in this way will produce unforeseen consequences.

'In the throes of the terror of the French Revolution, Marquis de Sade uttered in dismay: "There 

is no longer any beautiful individual death." In an analogous way, in the midst of the present 

reality that overpowers us we can exclaim: "There is no longer any beautiful specific problem." 

Only a transdisciplinary approach allows us to understand, for example, how politics, 

economics and health have converged. Thus, we discover an increasing number of cases where 

poor health is the outcome of unsound politics and bad economics.'82
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The Ur-Problem

The law of unforeseen consequences is a natural by-product of the analytical way of viewing 

the world; the ends are used to justify the means and the means produce unforeseen 

consequences. However if the world was viewed through the holistic mode of consciousness 

then maybe one would see that there is only one fundamental problem albeit with many 

different manifestations.83 This would be similar to Goethe's Ur-phenomenon, which he 

discovered through his work with plants and which I outlined when talking about the primal 

quest and how all questions could be thought of as manifestations of an archetypal or primal 

question. When the concept of the Ur-phenomenon is applied to the many problems we face in 

the world today then maybe we can see that there is one primal or archetypal problem of which 

all the individual problems are manifestations. The archetypal problem is, in fact, a problem of 

relationship. How we relate to the natural world (the ecological crisis), how we relate to other 

human beings (social injustice) and how we relate to ourselves (the crisis of the human spirit). 

Like the Urpflanze, the archetypal problem only comes to presence through its many 

manifestations. Thinking in this relational way can help to holistically address the cause of the 

problems and can help to avoid any unfavourable unforeseen consequences occurring as a 

result of our actions.

I would like to point out that while adopting the ur-phenomenon as a theory may be helpful it is 

not really what is intended here. The point is to see and experience the ur-phenomenon through 

direct perception. 'For Goethe, the primal phenomenon was a concrete instance – what he called 

“an instance worth a thousand, bearing all within itself.” In a moment of intuitive perception, 

the universal is seen within the particular, so that the particular instance is seen as a living 

manifestation of the universal.'84 It is the direct perception of the ur-phenomenon which can 

inform the right action to take in any given situation. 'Once the primal phenomenon has been 

discovered in a single case, it can be recognized elsewhere in nature and in artificial situations 

where superficially it may seem to be different.'85

The likelihood of all policy and decision makers discovering the archetypal or primal quest 

which is the birth of the knower/known divide and seeing the archetypal problem which is one 
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of relationship is pretty remote. Because of this I would like to suggest another lens through 

which one could view the topic of education which may be more helpful. This way of viewing 

is tangible and has practical implications which may help to bring institutions and individuals a 

step closer to viewing education in a holistic framework.

The Primary Purpose of Education

I would like to suggest that at its essence the purpose of education is to enable people 

individually and collectively to meet their basic human needs. I think that one would be hard 

pushed to argue that this is not the case and the value of this view is that it may provide a fresh 

perspective when looking at what education really is. In fact it could be considered a tangible 

framework to use when looking at the primal or archetypal reason for education. It sounds 

simple but by using Max-Neefs system of nine basic human needs we can see there are 

profound implications.

Manfred Max-Neef is a Chilean economist and the founder / Executive Director of the 

Development Alternatives Center in Chile. In his book, 'Human Scale Development', he 

outlines a system of basic human needs and makes some important distinctions such as the 

difference between a need and a satisfier for a need. I think this system is probably about as 

close as one can currently get to a structure that can be used to work with the education system 

in an archetypal or primal way. Max-Neefs system of basic human needs was created as a lens 

through which to view and assess development. Given that education is integral to development 

the system can be applied equally well to learning and education systems.

Max-Neef postulates that development is about people and not objects. This can easily be 

applied to education and one could say that education is about people (students and teachers) as 

opposed to objects. Objects in the case of education could be considered to be any 

measurements made of the educational institute such as exam results, truancy rates or school 

league tables. 

Max-Neef also makes a very important distinction between needs and satisfiers. Traditionally 
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human needs are thought to be infinite and ever changing86. Max-Neef asserts that this view is 

inaccurate because it is the product of a conceptual shortcoming. It is necessary to make a 

distinction between a need and a satisfier for that need. For example a basic human need may 

be subsistence and a satisfier for that need could be a bowl of soup. What Max-Neef suggests is 

that our basic human needs remain unchanged throughout time and across cultures but the 

satisfiers for those needs will change depending on the period of history and the culture the 

humans live in. It is easy to see that a beef steak, a bowl of rice or the meat of a wooly 

mammoth all satisfy the same unchanging human need for subsistence.

According to Max-Neefs system there are nine basic human needs. They are the need for 

Subsistence, Protection, Affection, Understanding, Participation, Idleness, Creation, Identity 

and Freedom.87 'From the classification proposed, it follows that, food and shelter, for example, 

must not be seen as needs but as satisfiers of the fundamental need for Subsistence. In much the 

same way, education (either formal or informal), study, investigation, early stimulation and 

meditation are satisfiers of the need for Understanding. The curative systems, preventive 

systems and health schemes in general are satisfiers of the need for Protection.'88

A distinction needs to be made, however, between different types of satisfiers:-

Synergistic satisfiers may fulfill multiple human needs simultaneously. 'For example, a mother 

breastfeeding her baby is simultaneously satisfying the infant's needs for Subsistence, 

Protection, Affection and Identity.'89

Destroyers, refers to satisfiers which instead of satisfying the given need they actually destroy 

the ability for the need to be satisfied. 'These paradoxical satisfiers seem to be related 

particularly to the need for Protection. This need may bring about aberrant human behavior to 

the extent that its non-satisfaction is associated with fear. The special attribute of these violators 

is that they are invariably imposed on people.' This is often the case when fighting for peace.

Pseudo-satisfiers are satisfiers that promise to fulfill a given need but turn out to be a false 

sense of satisfaction and 'may on occasion annul, in the not too long term, the possibility of 
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satisfying the need they were originally aimed at fulfilling. Their main attribute is that they are 

generally induced through propaganda, advertising or other means of persuasion.'90

 Max-Neef gives much more detail in his book 'Human Scale Development' and one can see the 

practical application of his concepts in terms of education in the 'Essence of Schumacher'91 

document which is on the attached CD. The real value of the system is that it gives us a 

different lens through which to view the purpose of education. We can see that the purpose of 

education the world over and throughout history has been to educate people to be able to 

provide satisfiers for their basic human needs individually and collectively. Dysfunction in 

education systems has occurred through deliberate manipulation resulting from greed, fear or a 

lack of understanding. This system of human needs, when used to assess a learning 

environment, will expose both authenticity and in-authenticity within a learning environment. It 

will lend a stronger voice to those advocating transformative learning and therefore help to 

support the move towards sustainable education.
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Conclusion

I started the dissertation with the story of the poet and the engineer and the following saying:-

'There are two types of people who go to sea. 

There are poets who become engineers 

And there are engineers who become poets.'92

We saw that holistic or transformative education is a process that is entered into as a dynamic 

participant, like the act of going to sea. The poet within learns the practical skills needed in real 

life from hands-on experience and the inner engineer is immersed in the world of imminent 

experience, and intuitively learns from the Whole. We then looked at how these two worlds 

struggle to understand each other. Logical linear reasoning breaks down when it tries to 

understand meaning and while in the holistic mode of consciousness the analytical world seems 

like a pale shadow of itself. We used the example of the world created in the mind of a child 

and the world created in the mind of an adult, and saw how each could only see the other in 

their own terms. This difficulty of relationship between the two modes of consciousness was 

then further explored in terms of neurophysiology and the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain. 

It was suggested by McGilchrist that you can only view the mind from within even when you 

try to objectify it and you can only view the brain from the outside, even when you probe its 

inner most reaches. McGilchrists thesis was that each of the hemispheres brought forth a 

different reality, and that the two modes of experience created were essential in bringing forth a 

recognizably human world. McGilchrist also suggests that the 'whole' world of the right 

hemisphere is primary because it can experience the new and bring forth the whole, which is 

what is known. The left hemisphere takes the whole and creates a subject/object divide so that 

the whole can know itself. This means we can know an-other or we can even know ourselves as 

an-other. Using the example from Antonio Damasios book, 'The Feeling of What Happens', I 

suggested that if the brain was whole then there would be no consciousness. This was 

demonstrated in the example 'absent without leave'. The bi-hemispheric structure of the brain 

makes knowing possible and it also gives rise to dysfunction. McGilchrist suggests that the 

holistic world of the right hemisphere is 'the master' and that the analytical world of the left 
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hemisphere is the emissary. The master has been usurped by his emissary and it is the 

emissary's attempt to assert his dominance over the master which is the cause of most of the 

problems we now face in the world.

According to McGilchrist the holistic world of the right hemisphere is split into a knower and 

known by the left hemisphere mode of consciousness, this new knowing is then fed back into 

the right hemisphere whole. This forms the basis of the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric 

relationship which we can also see utilized in a holistic learning environment. Whilst in the 

holistic right hemisphere mode of consciousness there is very little sense of the self-entity or 

the objective world, which is what is known. It is, in fact, created by the left hemisphere when 

it divides the whole into the knower and known. The act of bringing forth 'that which is known' 

simultaneously brings forth the sense of ourselves. This could be referred to as the self-entity or 

the ego. The degree to which we objectify 'the other' is proportional to the degree to which we 

establish ourselves as real autonomous self-entities. The degree to which we objectify the other 

is also directly proportional to the degree to which it is possible to harm, exploit or destroy the 

other. Even if we establish a solid other which needs our help if the other is only seen in a 

highly objective way then trying to help will often result in unforeseen consequences (wars for 

liberation, bio-fuels etc.).

The self-entity (our sense of ourselves) cannot be negated while in the analytical mode of 

consciousness, attempting to do this leads to paradox and confusion. Awareness needs to be 

refined so that one becomes familiar with both ways of knowing and can recognize their 

interaction as they weave together to bring forth our human experience. 

The right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship is also talked about in mythological terms by 

Owen Barfield when he refers to the three stages of original participation, withdrawal from 

participation and final participation93. I suggested that these three stages are happening 

simultaneously in three different realms, over the course of human history, over the course of a 

human lifetime and in the present moment as a dynamic process which gives rise to each 

moment of knowing. Final participation represents the union of the God and the Goddess or the 

union of the two modes of consciousness. A moment of union within a human consciousness 
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simultaneously is a moment of final participation in all three realms and therefore is a 

synergistic moment of grace fulfilling the quest of human consciousness, a human lifetime and 

the dynamic present.

In the third chapter we looked at the creation of the subject/object divide and the birth of 

question. By using Goethe's work with plants and his discovery of the Urpflanze it was possible 

to work with questioning in an archetypal way. I suggested that the initial subject/object divide 

was also the primordial birth of questioning. This again can be seen in the three contexts. That 

of human evolution, the course of a human lifetime and as a dynamic process which gives rise 

to every moment of experience. In fact the initial knower/known divide is the Ur-question or 

the primordial quest of which all questions are a manifestation. This is what was referred to in 

the Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy when the mice were told that if they wanted to know the 

ultimate answer then first they would need to ask the ultimate question94. This ultimate question 

is a way of being that is entered into in the holistic mode of consciousness and doesn't exist in 

the realm of concepts.

Coming back to holistic education I talked about my experience teaching kitesurfing and the 

topic of embodied learning. The theory of how to fly the kite meant very little to my students 

without the embodied experience of actually flying the kite. Once the students had some 

experience of flying the kite then the theory was very helpful because they had something in 

their lived experience to refer it to. This is an example of how the right ~ left ~ right 

hemispheric relationship works when learning. This relationship is also reflected in holistic 

learning with subjects such as Deep Ecology and Goethean Science. It is also present in the 

learning environment of the Schumacher College. 

There are many individuals and organizations working for good causes and positive change in 

the world today but many of them are nowhere near as effective as they could be if they utilized 

the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship in a form of Bio-Mimicry95. Currently their way 

of viewing the world is dominated by the analytical mode of consciousness. The outer world is 

considered to be real, as is the self-entity which co-arises in relation to it. This is natural 

because it is what we all experience on a day to day basis (we also experience the earth as 
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stationary, but it doesn't mean that in reality it is). This commonsense view gives rise to a left ~ 

right ~ left way of working. We start with the 'real world' and the 'autonomous self-entity', then 

we try to use the holistic mode of consciousness to divine meaning which often gives rise to 

concern and caring for an 'other' (the other could be people, animals, the ecosystem  or even 

ourselves). An attempt is then made to feed this concern and caring back into the left 

hemisphere analytical mode of consciousness. So even though an individual or organization 

may have good intentions their analytical way of viewing means that the emissary is still 

claiming dominance over the master.96 Therefore attempts to solve problems often produce 

unforeseen consequences or lack the power that would be available to them if they adopted a 

holistic way of working.

Schumacher College utilizes this right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship.

The learning environment of the college, which is illustrated more fully in the Essence of 

Schumacher document,97 provides the right hemisphere whole. When participants arrive at the 

college they can intuitively feel what it is that they are there to learn even before they have 

attended a class. The classes and discussions provide the left hemisphere analytical input and 

this new learning is then integrated into the whole college environment, producing a new 

enriched whole. The whole learning environment now present at the college is a result of the 

many courses run over the years. Each course and each individual has somehow added to and 

enriched the essence of the college. This essence is the wholeness of the college and is easily 

negated by the analytical mode of consciousness; this is similar to the way that the emissary 

negates the primary function of his master. 

The intuitive 'Whole' of Schumacher College is the foundation or base from which 

transformative learning occurs. The college is currently playing out the archetypal struggle 

between the master and his emissary. The Whole, which is in fact the master, is in danger of 

being usurped by the well meaning emissaries because, while in the analytical mode of 

consciousness, they can't see their true relationship with the master. It is interesting to view the 

college through the two modes of consciousness. While in the analytical mode of consciousness 

it is obvious that the college is owned by and run by the Dartington Hall Trust. However when 

viewed through the holistic mode of consciousness it becomes apparent that the college is 
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owned by all of the students, course participants, staff, volunteers and teachers who have spent 

time there over the years. In the holistic mode of consciousness ownership isn't ownership in 

the sense of possession of; it is ownership more in the sense of belonging to. Without the staff, 

students, course participants and teachers there would be no college.

Now with the big changes happening at the college, which are incidentally mirroring the big 

shifts happening worldwide, the Whole must be both valued and maintained in its position as 

master. The archetype of the right ~ left ~ right hemispheric relationship must be understood 

and recognized so it can continue to form the base from which transformative learning can take 

place. Everything changes at the college; students, staff, teachers, volunteers, now even the 

building may change. Somehow the 'Whole', forming the foundation of the college, has 

retained its authenticity and has provided the intuitive underpinning for transformational 

learning to flourish. As these big changes occur I think there is a great opportunity to 

understand holistic, transformative learning and to widen the influence of the Schumacher 

College. The loss of the Old Postern as a campus could provide an opportunity to rally the 

wider Schumacher community and create a networked organization, which could be an 

embodiment of the 'Whole' and become a fertile breeding ground, from which new ideas could 

emerge and the holistic way of learning and working could continue to flourish.

According to the theory of wholeness, the whole is reflected in each of the parts and the parts 

give rise to the whole. In order to work functionally for positive change in the world it is 

essential to be able to see the whole expressed in every part of life. The archetypal problem, or 

ur-problem, which is laying waste to the natural world, human cultures and the human psyche 

is currently manifesting in many different forms. It originates in our psyche, in our way of 

seeing, and it forms a 'left ~ right ~ left' relationship where the analytical way of knowing is 

falsely believed to be primary to the holistic way of knowing. We can try all we like to change 

outward circumstances but unless we address our way of seeing the world our attempts will 

prove to be fruitless.

The glorious miracle of life unfolding, (Why is there anything anyway?), is also reflected in 

every moment of knowing. The the ultimate question, the archetypal quest to know, or the ur-
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question is the heart of human experience. Every question ever asked is a manifestation of this 

primal quest, which is not only formed by the subject/object divide but it actually is the 

subject/object divide. We are all on a cosmic journey which is so much greater than our 

individual hopes and fears. Upon entering into the holistic mode of consciousness we can intuit 

this. By using the analytical mode in service of the holistic mode, as illustrated in the right ~ 

left ~ right hemispheric relationship, we can deepen our knowing of this. 

On this tiny blue sphere spinning in the depths of space something miraculous is happening and 

it is our task to discover what.
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