CHAPTER 1
SYNTHESIS OF THE VITAL CRISIS MODEL

In order to approach the issue of creativity within the framework of healing - specifically in the field of mental health -, we need to focus on the “open” model we have developed for the last fifteen years.


We will give a brief summary of the vital crisis described in my earlier work (1987).

Every critical situation in our lives, whether evolutionary (vital cycles), accidental (significant traumatic or fortunate events) or extreme, presents the option of facing it or not. Our natural tendency is to avoid crisis just the way we tend to avoid any dangerous situation that will challenge the status quo. The illusion that we control reality when we control physical objects (things) or psychological objects (representations) is a product of the dominant ideologies of our modern times, which perceive things as if they existed by themselves; likewise, man dominates them as he names or knows them. The counterpart to this is that the shape of things from reality is designed by the significance bestowed upon them by human language. Things do not exist by themselves but by the different languages with which we describe them. Science and philosophy confer a special attraction to “things” and “objects” when they feed such illusion.1 This creates a turn “roundabout” crises, reinforcing the notion that things have a certain foundation to be unraveled and that there are laws regulating the fundamental structures or systems which explain events. This notion performs a reassuring role.

Modern ideology reached a highly significant success because it achieved an ample domain over reality due to technology, farming and objective science. It also kept a psychological balance because it “could explain” and give the ultimate reason for things being the way they are.

The cost was enormous. It distanced us time and again from live, changing, unstable reality, from the field of possibilities, and from creative freedom. The increasing experience of such an alluring illusion (that what is perceived and represented “is reality”), conditioned us in the pursuit of our own anthropocentric2 constructions, tearing us further apart from reality itself.

By means of science and philosophy man has developed a protective shield which Nietzsche and Heidegger denounce when they question all metaphysical or scientific “grounds." This is why the term “crisis” has turned into a dangerous concept for the self, to be avoided by ignoring the fear produced by what is new and, consequently, indefinite.

The subject-object relationship was founded upon a subject that provides stability because it prevails, or believes to prevail, upon the object, or vice versa, either by means of modern scientific knowledge or the representational world of language and ideological forms. Modern existing psychology did not depart from these parameters; it provided a strong libidinal nexus to the relation between the self and the objects. When this relation disappears, it produces a crisis in the form of anxiety of castration or loss of the appeasing relationship with external and/or internal objects. The notion of mourning3 in psychoanalysis takes the place of crisis and its later development, narcissistic crisis.

E.Erickson, who has rigorously studied the concept of crisis, has always referred to the self’s identity crisis. An identity built upon the illusion that the image representing us and the outside world has the power to soothe until disillusion sets in. A dynamic structure built by the self and constantly questioned by reality. The narcissistic crisis has given us many explanations as to what happens during the elaboration of mourning and the socialization4 processes. It is, perhaps, the greatest source of a firm theoretical basis to explain the dynamics of the fascination the object exerts upon the self.5
The model of vital crisis - without denying the notion of crisis as anxiety over loss to which the self’s narcissism is so sensitive - tries to approach crisis as a moment of danger and at the same time an opportunity to rid ourselves of the established forms. This is possible only if we are capable of questioning the foundations. Then, this is all about questioning over and beyond what is consciously established, even the fixed dynamic structures or empirical foundations, in order to unveil the “being” of things hidden behind the mask of the soothing relationship between the self and the objects.

Asking oneself “Who am I?” and asking “What do I have?” are not one and the same thing. The former points at the being’s identity crisis; the latter points at the self’s identity crisis with his relational, identification world (narcissistic).

The self’s identity is shaped all along its personal history; it provides a feeling of unity, sameness and continuity with all significant events (conscious or not). These events find an analogy in fantasy, which helps explain illusorily the enigma of personal reality. This elaborative form of the relationship with things and of the power over reality becomes a manner of being, determined by these dynamic representations (a system’s structure) or fixed by either repression or social ideological rigidity.

When we have a crisis, we look for the why of what is happening, and we look in these unconscious, fixed or dynamic structures.

To talk about vital crisis is to puzzle over every structural basis. That is, neither what I think nor what I perceive “is”. Nothing was there before: neither the unconscious structured as language nor reality consciously perceived and designed. It is not just a matter of a crisis which the self elaborates when facing a loss or a threat from an object, but the transformation of that danger into the opportunity to free ourselves from every determining structurization, whether metaphysical, instinctive or of language. Becoming free does not mean denying or ignoring them, but doing away with the illusion that we handle reality with “objects” while we deny the fear of the unknown. Quite often, illusion as a necessary means, is confused with the goal.

A vital crisis does not imply a narcissistic or social crisis, or mourning. It does not entail the loss of any object-relationship but the loss of every object as it suspends or debilitates the self as the subject of the relation with reality.

It means mainly to ignore every foundation based on structure and principle6 that might determine us within a linear historical reality. Opportunity underlies the capacity to experience the being of things; that is, feeling and thinking (creative imagination) out of an event that makes history, undetermined by historical events or structural evolution.

Opportunity - and we insist - to free ourselves from all explaining and to think creatively, “giving oneself up to” things independently from determinisms and any decodifying anthropocentric subject. In equal participation with things, as parts to a whole, giver of “group identity”. The subject of a dominating, decodifying language comes to an end and the “existential subject” arises in the midst of a vacuum of foundational object structures. A holographic experience, a true breeding ground for interpretative poiesis, reaching out for happening through creative imagination.

This “unveiling” is the process of de-identification7 the self goes through when he manages to “suspend” his relations, and hence his integrating and controlling experience. Freed from all determinism, his own or otherwise, he loses his identity in order to experience another “group identity”:8 “we” with nature and the cosmos. This permits the manifestation of the “open being” with a permanent presence (“being”). It is not defined by the past but comes from a vital time and space, from the future (Heidegger, 1946).

When we talk about vital crisis, we are talking of an experience lived and  felt as “group identity”. It de-identifies us of all foundation, de-centering us as subjects in relation to objects, in order to turn us into subjects of participative experience. A vital crisis, then, over and beyond the object experienced at first, to be later perceived illusorily (when the objects come back). A crisis that gets us into contact with life in its original manifestations, where we can ask about “the being”: “Who am I?” I am, above all, part of a comprehensive living cultural whole9, of a group or a family which gives me identity (sense of participation) and with whom I create a world. Not given, not represented, but generated in the vital crisis when we assume the “opportunity” events present us with.

THE FIRST YEAR OF OUR LIVES AS THE LOGICAL MODEL OF VITAL CRISIS

Later on we will deal with the difficult job implied in facing and assuming a crisis to make it vital. Right now we will define vital crisis as the logical model after lived experiences; later we will study it as a theoretical model.


Crisis is an “opportunity” to relive a vital initial moment. We are not talking of chronological childhood: that is, the therapeutic psychoanalytic regression. Nor the systemic regression which accepts the therapist as the reliable “manipulator” of our established, illness-producing structures. The original moment we are dealing with repeats itself in any critical circumstance in our lives; childbirth, however, is paradigmatic of this. The experience-registering fetal psyque leaves its intrauterine structure to embark (active attitude) on its first significant voyage; that is, to give “forms” to the in-formation received up to then.


The newborn lacks inside-outside notions. There are no limits in his immature body, where neuronal myelinization has not yet reached the surface (only at three months is he capable of telling between one and the other).


The question is: since there is not an I-the other relation, who supports the identity feeling? If it is not the self which manifests itself at the beginning? Who am I? Who do I experience with during these first three months? Which is the dynamic during this stage?


Back in 1979, in our book “Identity and Myth”, inspired on phenomenology, we dealt with the importance of differentiating the experienced from the anatomical body and the perception of the self. The live body, or the quality of being corporeal, does not share the same boundaries of the anatomical body. Instead, it extends mythically through “feeling” toward a “group identity”: a “me” or “itself”, a subject of a singularized experience within a participative background.


The newborn’s “live body” perceives itself in a very particular manner during its first three months in unison with the mother, symbol of culture and the family group. This manifestation of the initial moment takes place through a body that registers and mythically knows, silently and holistically, without any mind-body differentiation, later disassociated and upgraded in favor of the mind by the Carthusian thought.10

This “live body”, wise, experimental, contributes a preknowledge that will nourish the creative imagination and shape experience. These are early intuitions, the “voice” of the mystics, the poetic inspiration, the “seeing” of Don Juan (in Castaneda) or what I developed in my book “Vital Crisis” as a live symbol: he who experiences, registers, the whole through the part. Nothing is hidden, the part embraces the whole and vice versa (hologram).11

This “silent knowledge”12 is interested in the “feeling” identity, but as a part apart (differentiated) and part of a whole or “family group”. Within the logical framework of the first year of our lives, the early experience is not that of a self with a partial perception of reality but of an experiencing subject sharing with an identity-bestowing “group” or “us”. Body and mind form a participative unit together with the family13, nature and the cosmos (live culture). Against this background, Edmundo Roca says, “…man is play, not Desire, not language. Puer-ile
 background covered and hidden by the part and bored child unconsciousness”. At a logical moment such as this man “creates a world”, originates transmitting images that make him a “bearer” of a vital power, the foundation of all knowledge. By “vector”, he means a possible “path” leading from the identity feeling. In other words, what really matters originally is not this soothing object of satisfaction or truth but the  openness to this power14 which makes us authentic beings in resonance with the environment. We mean resonance or empathy with an identity-giving mother, symbol of our cultural reality, the vector to orient us in the midst of the unknown will arise out of this reality. The newborn will manifest itself as a healthy, free man, without prejudices or determinisms of any kind, in full swing and harmony with culture. “Only Dyonisius is innocent and healthy (puer)”, says E. Roca on Nietzsche, “buried under the deep layer of pseudocultural debris”.


As from this logical moment, which we call “group identity” or “creation context”, the baby is guided by what it experiences as mere information, finds a meaning and holistically creates his world. On the third month, it  an discriminate between outside and inside: this is the second logical moment of the vital crisis. It is then it starts to partially glimpse and perceive (M. Klein) an external object world on which it illusorily flaunts its fantasies, these will orient its drives instincts after the satisfaction in the discharge. In order to avoid frustrations, the initial self goes along a narcissistic structure; it will convert the object world into its idealized image, assuming everything negative to be external.

At this point in its first year, the original body begins to manifest itself as a corporal scheme. This is made possible by a certain degree of rigorous sensoperceptive identifications upon which the baby builds its fantasy world (the more partial the information or the object, the greater the fantasy possibility). The differentiation between alive and anatomical body coincides with the differentiation between an experienced and a representational world (this one is hardly perceived), satisfaction experience and participation experience. In the latter, we yearn for being, we do not yearn for objects.

This process of individualization and separation is supported by the simultaneous process the mother is going through as an identifiable subject that will impinge upon the baby’s fantasy world. Slowly, a system of idealized relationships will give rise to a staggering, protected discrimination leading to the autonomy of the self and the process of turning reality into an object avoiding intolerable frustrations and disillusions. These relationships become more and more conventional, less narcissistic and more psychosocial. This narcissization process ends up in the oedipal structure that opens up to a “third object”, that opens up to all the rest. This is the third logical moment of the vital crisis. It breaks up the baby’s illusion of egocentric completeness leading it to believe it is “adjusted” (adapted)  to reality. The narcissistic self as a subject weakens, and the subject-self of relationships becomes stronger. These relations become more and more social and tend toward frustration: they gratify and orient subliminal displacements (socialization process).

FROM THE LOGICAL TO THE OPERATIONAL MODEL

Both psychoanalysis and the current trends in clinical psychology have overlooked the importance of understanding the narcissistic and oedipal processes between the object relations and the self in the context of a freer elaboration and construction of the world.


Nowadays we are alienated by the drop in narcissism in the most varied forms of addictive relationships or in the conflictive ones called oedipal. The latter wear us out in the processes of competitiveness, fear, guilt and self-limitations. They have not been fully understood in terms of the opportunity implied in assuming vital crises for their correct resolution. It is necessary, then, to define the operational force of the model in the clinical practice.


The logical model presents us “a moment” in which man finds himself freed of all identifying “alienation” upon suspension of the self (perception-conscience) and, consequently, of all possibility of relation with an object. There arises a subject participating in an initial moment or context of creation. This is part of a whole which transcends him as an individual, but nevertheless represents a singular form of identity feeling out of a family group or sphere of live culture.


That moment, which we have described as “opening” to an initial sphere, does not bring us to any fundamental structure, since it functions as an energy field prior to any form of information. The “power” of this participative field is the capacity to generate more energies and new forms (creation). Human life as participative value permits human beings to transcend themselves within this context without objects. Man is the only entity which wishes more of himself, wearing himself out when confronted with the object of desire; it goes on in a never-ending search for the feeling of identity. It constitutes a vital field which works, not as a chain of determining meanings driving on objects (non-existent in this field) but as a participative set wherein non-determined meanings “play”, waiting for an open subject to shape it in freedom.


The Greek choir functioned as the voice (not the word) out of the whole as a creative vital vector (not desire), later included by the persona on to the stage. A creative imaginary world enriching the determined universe.


The vital crisis aims at reaching that level prior to language and desire, that is, what is determined and motivated. It places us outside the observed field to plunge us into a time-life that becomes and waits for our experiential commitment (mind and body fused) as open “being” (participative subject) capable of creating.


Being able to operate from this mythical level of reality is something more than what M. Klein could contribute when she studied the first year of life. According to her, everything is an image organized as fantasies.15 M. Klein moves inside an area where the processes in the search for the object take place; its aim is to soothe the loss and persecution anxieties. In short, evolutionary process determined by instinct and the development of an ego in permanent interaction.


The ego - like language - moves in a space where a determined evolutionary linear history occurs. It is important to point out that Freud, with his hypothesis on protofantasies and Jung, with archetypes, worked within a larger space. None of them defined that undetermined moment in which time comes to a subject open to a participative space which gives him identity.16 For both, time is always determined by space.


Winnicott was mainly interested in his space which he called “transitional”. And although he envisioned the underlying cultural level, he did not fail to privilege the relation the subject (ego) holds with objects in his mourning process. What is important is to transcend the subject-object relation through the space “between” as a source of transitional phenomena. These are no other than object relationships, capable of being manipulated by the ego, which tend to mature; even more so, they help it to be so or risk fetishism. Winnicott never talks about participation, that is, a non-limited space where everybody is included, without an observer. A subject open to non-perceived, only experienced “particles”. The aim is the libido, the sexual energy in search of objects for discharge or identification. In short, Winnicott does not recognize any other mobilizing force, such as the creative or life power which flows toward new forms. Consequently, according to Winnicott culture and art - as a corollary of the space “between” - are not the live culture of the vital crisis model, but culture as civilization separate from nature as well as from the cosmos and the universe. Like the rest, it operates as a space that measures time (past and present). He does not depart the Freudian unconscious which ignores time, but he never ignores the placeable space.


When we approach the model therapeutically, the operational prototype consists of reaching a transcending force or vital power which includes instincts and language. Such a force drives us to better ourselves over and beyond what is established and determined, assuming identity is an inexhaustible feeling not to be placated by satisfaction or knowing we will always be missing a certain object, but in the search of being with others in freedom (beyond the identifiable and identifying ego). We even extend the concept of healing beyond language or making the repressed unconscious conscious. This way we aim at reaching the transforming moments of freedom and creation.


I insist on the efficacy of using the first year of life as model of every vital crisis. It consists of reaching the mythical level or non-geometric “live space”, a space felt as “mine”, very singular and my own, from which I am qualified (since I participate in its vital power) to create new forms in the world. This situation contributes an important element for consideration, beyond the search into what is repressed and the changes caused in repetitive systemic structures. That element is freedom to create and generate events modifying what is established beyond every linear, evolutionary event.

The co-participation of power or energy fields with “group identity” makes us strong enough to detach ourselves from what is known and to produce unheard of elements in our relations of the self.


The knowledge of oneself does not end in the hidden history (which is important) and in its resignificance (which is even more important), but in the “increased consciousness”17 we have as “beings” when we “open” ourselves to the constant emergence of a world where life flows and man has the opportunity to transcend. A man who yearns for more of himself and not so much for satisfying objects. It is not control, position or relations security that is important, but the search for an identity feeling resounding in everybody’s destinies.18

That is why we believe vital crises are accidental or evolutionary; they produce events we may provoke in any circumstance of our lives. The decision to open up to life culture implies an exhausting job which the existing social systems make difficult. It is they, first and foremost, who look for dominance and stability. Life is as disturbing as becoming; it knows that everything flows when we do not “dominate”. The self’s job, then, will consist of adjusting to internal and external reality beginning with free self-improvement.

VITAL CRISIS: FROM PRACTICE TO THEORY


Every creative act requires a vital crisis. The firs instance of this consists of questioning what one thinks or perceives, of rejecting everything  learned up to then; an existential doubt. On second thought, once we bring up the possibility of tolerating a field without objects where identification is not possible; it is then we can open up to the event. Once it happens (third instance), reason starts developing theoretical hypotheses which science or our daily lives will start formalizing (fourth instance).

S. Suawit points out that Haendel had an afflicted private life. Even when he had become rich and famous, he plunged into a deep disbelief of everything, and took refuge in alcohol and melancholy. Finally, he determined to commit suicide, overwhelmed by a profound despairing emptiness. And when he had nothing else to lose, he heard a melody coming from the “black hole” of his soul. That melody was the Hallelujah, from which he composed that very same night, without interruption, his outstanding The Messiah. After this experience, Haendel changed his life and projected himself as a musician to the highest peak of his creativity.


We develop the vital crisis theory in several stages. We will arrange it according to vital cycles. Theoretically, we distinguish a first instance of malaise, conflict or crisis that makes us question what is established. It is as if the existing internal an/or external structure had expired, that is, had worn out or finished its cycle. This existential doubt leads the subject to a continuous process of de-identification of any object keeping him integrated to the system. He reaches such a point of “weakening” that he stops functioning as a subject in relationship with others. That is why he loses every identifying mask as well as the influence from the external milieu. The suspended self gives way to another experience qualitatively different, whether because he doubts everything he thinks and observes or because he no longer believes in the world perceived so far. Consequently, his thoughts fall into deep confusion or despair, overwhelmed by fear of the unknown. It is then we have the “leap” (second moment) from the psychosocial to live culture. Live culture experienced from a live body which holistically captures the creative power transcending sexual instincts, language structures or any other determinism privileging the past-present relationship. That is why we find ourselves in that encompassing “vital space” where the future co-participates (“everything has to do with everything”).


Faced with the insurmountable loss of the ego identity feeling, there arises another underlying “group” identity where we participate in the power of life in its constant creation. Therefore, an original initial experience or context of creation where we capture new forms through our creative imagination (non-representational). A live symbolic image reflecting the sense of experience, beyond the original cause of facts, regardless of how instinctive. We are not talking about a discovery context that reveals the cause of facts, but a sense-catching creation context devoid of any determinism, prizing the value symbolized by the flow of life. This context is never circumscribed to an identifiable object; it transcends it, an it permits us to express those cultural values in a different way, independent of what had been established biologically, psychologically or socially.


The sense-giving creative image orients us to a new way of “seeing” reality; it permits us to reshape the determining structures, it assigns a leading role for the self.


When Haendel lost the sense of his life’s value, it became a simple, easily manipulated object and thus degradation plunged him into alcohol abuse, as a means to avoid the vital crisis. He found no consolation and decided to commit suicide, downgrading his life value to a mere psychobiological fact. Freed of all ballast, he penetrated into a participative area where the ego renounces the object and thus produces the event. The creative image of the Hallelujah springs form the “power” of life (symbolic value transcending objects) which Haendel, as an open subject, discovered in the guise of an  auditive apparition that conferred sense to his life (it is not desire or search for satisfaction). His life will be restructured after creation. The Messiah was born, thus, in the outcome of an initial hypothesis: the Hallelujah melody appeared holoauditively (one tone included the whole melody, and the melody included the whole opus); he then developed it with the aid of the technical support as a social and psychological object.


The Vital Crisis theory states the hypothesis that the “values” giving sense and orientation to psychosocial structures are to be found in that cultural unconscious.

The road to healing transcends sublimation; it does not reject it but influences it independently. This theoretical second moment of vital crisis calls for an energy neither biological nor physical. This is about the “power” of life to create meaningful images that will reorient worn out structures and wait for a new cycle.

Theoretically I have formulated the third moment as illusory. This is when the self has caught the image, thus beginning the process of objectivization and socialization. The narcissistic structure is the most adequate for this process, hypothetical at first. The importance of this lies in the fact that the self illusorily recovers the objects with which it identifies without holding on to them, since the beginning of the sexual drive, which always looks for the discharge in the subliminal satisfaction (more socialized), is oriented by the sense-giving vector. Consequently, the idealization of the self of more mature objects (typical of sublimation) is guaranteed by the sense of search for values which turns this object into a simple bearer of the vital force trying to embody itself beyond mere becoming.

Finally, the fourth and last theoretical moment consists of a structural change of the objectivization and socialization processes. We switch from a narcissistic structure which equates the self with an ideal sublimated object to another, more oedipal object relationship structure, in which the ideal is shared by the others. This is how it ceases to be illusory (to believe that reality objects fit the self ideal). It does this through a gradual disillusion until it can share it with third persons (the others), thus confirming it scientifically and/or socially. It is the self, finally, which adjusts itself to an ideal conventional object. At this point it is important to keep the power of the new sense in the act of creation, since it will vouchsafe the subliminating process is still in force when that social ideal has become a mere bearer of the underlying value. If that is so, it will never be able to fix it in a closed structure unless he denies the “value” dimension.

The vital crisis theory expects the continuation of the vital cycle until the ideal is fixed in a sublimated psychosocial object. This fixation, (held for the sake of stability) diminishes the vital strength in human beings, making the self more and more determined by alienating objects, that is, enslaving it instinctively to the social and individual structures that hinder growth in freedom.

That is why acquiring values that make the experience meaningful finally liberates us from objects of satisfaction, but not because it brings us apart, but in order to form new structures which will give us stability without withdrawing any creative capacity from the system. When this happens, it means the structures have turned into an end, not into “life transmitters”. A vital cycle wraps up when a new vital crisis confronts one with the open being, so one will again manifest his creative freedom.

FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER 1
1) J.Baudrillard (1986) calls it “seduction”.

2) We establish a difference between “anthropocentric” and “anthropologic”. The latter stands for an understanding of man in a comprehensive, alive, cultural context. The anthropocentric identity is the self: the anthropological identify is a “group” identity, comprehensive, transcendent.

3) Mourning as loss of relationship with internal or external objects, lived as a threat to stability and pain over loss.
4) When the narcissistic illusion (identification of the self with an ideal object) is no longer a stage toward social maturity or the elaboration of mourning, it becomes an alienating illusory fixation. 
5) Nowadays, this fascination has reached alienating extremes in certain ideologies, such as success-mania, consumerism, and all forms of addiction.
6) Traditionally, there was a search for laws, principles, axioms, structures, objective causes, etc., in order to build growing organizations in every discipline. Within the framework of the vital crisis model we are in the line of the growing disorganization which encompasses all disciplines in a common origin or event.
7) Every self implies an other or “it” (as Buber calls it). But as opposed to the “you”, the self ceases to have relations or identifications.
8) “Group” not in the psychosocial sense, but as a cultural energy field outside a measurable meaningful time-space.
9) Living culture is not scientific; it is outside measurable time-space. We will elaborate on this further on.

10) “Behind your thoughts and feelings, my brother, there is a powerful sovereign, an unknown sage, call it himself. He dwells in your body, it is your body. There is more reason in your body than amidst the greatest wisdom”. (Nietzche, 1983).

11) It is important to differentiate this concept from the representational or linguistic symbol, where what is not there appears through its representation. In the live symbol, the part makes real the “whole” present.

12) Carlos Castaneda’s title of his most recent book.

13) Participate: “…become with the other but being oneself” (Aristoteles).

14) This is the power of freedom without determinations which the ancients called “destiny”; Nietzche called “Dyonisius” or “innocence of becoming”; Heidegger called “happening or event” (Ereignis); Heraclitus called “logos”; D. H. Lawrence called “life”. In the context of the vital crisis model I call it “power of creation”.

15) Lacan does not elaborate on the first year of life. His famous “mirror stage” is described after the first year. At that point there starts the structurization of the linkage of meanings, that is, the construction of the unconscious.

16) “First we are ‘group’ (us), then we are I”. (Fernández Mouján, 1987).

17) Term Don Juan teaches Castaneda meaning the grasping of powers connecting us to perception-conscience through invisible realities.

18) As can be seen, the social and political implications over current state of affairs are enormous. The mass media, market laws, ideological pressures, consumerism and all the alienating agents of our present society stand to lose control power.
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