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FOREWORD 

In classical psychology  the phenomenal world of conscious-
ness, the world of subjective human experience, was viewed as 
internal by its very nature, and as having no connection with 
external objective reality. And alone with this, action  was seen 
as mechanical execution of commands, and movement as con-
traction of muscles and extension of tendons. Thus classical 
psychology did not allow action even to approach the threshold 
of the psychologist’s study. The subsequent history of 
psychological science is full of ingenious attempts to overcome 
this dichotomy between human consciousness and human ex-
istence in the everyday world, and to lead psychology out of the 
self-enclosed phenomenal world of consciousness. A serious 
step towards bridging the gap between the internal and the 
external was achieved by L.S. Vygotsky, A.V. Zaporozhets, 
A.N. Leontiev, A.R. Luria, S.L. Rubinstein, and their pupils 
and successors, who laid the foundations for construction of a 
psychological theory of activity. According to this theory, a 
mediated structure of psychological processes in the human 
being emerges as a result of the social activity of that being. 
Mental processes are born of activity, and become functional 
organs of activity. The theory was originally developed on the 
basis of investigating cognitive processes — perception, atten-
tion, memory, and thought. Within the framework of this theory 
these processes are seen as particular forms of perceptive, 
mnemonic and mental actions, which pass through a long 
period of development. The data accumulated make it evident 
that something in consciousness has existential characteristics 
(susceptible of being objectively analysed), characteristics 
which have their source in human object-oriented action; and 
the action has in turn its own biodynamic, sensory fabric. Here 
we have the content of the principle of unity of consciousness 
and activity. 
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At the same time, within the theory of activity there has been 
a certain gap  between its treatment  of cognitive processes and 
its treatment of consciousness. One cannot progress from cog-
nitive processes to consciousness, bypassing an activity-related 
treatment of human emotions and experiences. Of course ad-
herents of the psychological theory of activity have turned their 
attention to the sphere of the emotions and to the world of 
subjective experiences. Here one may mention first of all the 
name of L.S. Vygotsky, who towards the end of his life under-
took a major theoretical study of Spinoza’s teaching on the pas-
sions. He wrote of how the world of inner consciousness is 
generalised and perceived in a system of meanings — the human 
being emerges from “the slavery of affects” and acquires inner 
freedom.  S.L. Rubinstein  advanced  the  thesis  that emotions 
are born of action, and that every action therefore contains at 
least some seeds of emotionality. A.V. Zaporozhets initiated 
investigations into the genesis of emotions in children, and saw 
these  as functional organs of the individual,  as specific forms 
of   action.   More  than  forty  years  ago  A.N. Leontiev and 
A.R. Luria were stating the necessity of viewing complex 
human experiences as a product of historical development. In 
other words, during the time over which the psychological 
theory of activity has been elaborated, definite methodological 
theses have been advanced as to how an activity theory of 
human emotions and experiences might be constructed. The 
logic of development of the activity theory itself points in that 
direction. And this is the task which the author of this book, 
F.Ye. Vasilyuk, a disciple of A.N. Leontiev, has taken upon 
himself. 

Does  this mean that we have here a book about the emo-
tions?  No, it does not.  To view  the book in that way would be 
to disguise new psychological content in old, familiar clothing. 
The problem  of experiencing,  as posed in this book,  does not 
fit into the traditional range of questions relating to emotional 
processes. The activity theory in fact calls for thematic demar-
cations quite other than those we have inherited from classical 
psychology. 

The author has taken as his object of study the processes 
whereby a human being copes with critical situations in life. 
F.Ye. Vasilyuk poses the problem broadly and boldly. One may 
summarise the basic thrust of his intention thus: to investigate 
from  the psychologist’s  standpoint just what a person does 
when there is nothing to be done, when he or she is in a situation 
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that renders impossible the realisation of his or her needs, at-
titudes, values, etc. In order to fix this subject-matter within a 
theoretical framework,  the author introduces a new category 
into the conceptual apparatus of the activity theory — the 
category of experiencing. In this book experiencing is not seen 
as a reflected gleam, in the subject’s consciousness, of one or 
another state — not as a particular  form of contemplation,  but 
as a particular form of activity, directed towards the restoration 
of mental equilibrium, of the lost meaningfulness of existence; 
directed, in a word, towards “the production of meaning”. 

The main aim of the study is to establish the regularities fol-
lowed   by   the   processes  of   experiencing.  To  do  this,  
F.Ye. Vasilyuk employs the method of categorical typology. This 
method is one of various possible practical realisations of Karl 
Marx’s “ascent from the abstract to the concrete”, and it is this 
method which is responsible for the success of this work’s 
typological analysis of experiencing. Four principles are isolated 
to which the processes of experiencing are subordinated. These 
are the principles of pleasure, of reality, of value, and of creativity. 
It should be stressed that here we have the establishment (one 
might even say, the discovery) of a system of psychological 
regularities, rather than the mere addition of two new principles 
of experiencing, value and creativity, to those which have long 
been familiar to us. The latter principles, pleasure and reality, are 
subjected to critical reappraisal within the framework of the new 
system; they are in effect rediscovered, since their inner 
psychological structure is here elucidated for the first time. No 
less important is the fact that fitting these principles into an in-
tegrated system of regularities indicates their true place in the 
human psyche and thereby demonstrates the philosophical and 
methodological limitations of psychoanalytical theory, which 
makes an absolute of the principles of pleasure and reality and in 
consequence reduces the higher, spiritual phenomena of mental 
life to the same level as the lower ones. 

The book presents a convincing demonstration of how the 
processes of experiencing are mediated by distinct patterns or 
“constructs” in social consciousness, while stressing that these 
patterns are not of natural origin, as C.G. Jung, for one, con-
sidered, but are historico-cultural formations. 

Of very great importance and value to the psychological 
theory of activity as a whole (not only to the theory of experienc-
ing) is the transition effected in this work from a schema of a 
single activity  to a  schema of  the lived world. Within  this  on- 
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tology of the lived world the idea of experiencing is built up as 
of a person’s  “working-over”  of himself within the world, and 
of the world within the self, when crises occur. The concept of 
the lived world is important for the purpose of doing away with 
the  lingering  remains — still  persisting  in  psychological 
circles — of the classical epistemological approach which saw 
subject and object as existentially separate and opposed to one 
another and as meeting only on the perceptual plane. The con-
cept of the lived world establishes the fact that nowhere, except 
in  our  own theoretical constructs,  do we find a person  before 
or outside of the world in which he lives, and that to consider 
him in abstraction from that world is a theoretical fallacy, one 
which has in its time brought psychology into a state of crisis, 
the consequences of which are felt to this day. 

The psychological theory of activity has a high potential for 
practical uses. Its conceptual schemata are being used with 
success in child and educational psychology, in work psychol-
ogy  and  ergonomics,   in  social  and  clinical  psychology. 
F.Ye. Vasilyuk’s book is purely theoretical. But its basic thrust 
is towards  the practical provision of help to the person over-
taken by a crisis in life. 

F.Ye. Vasilyuk’s study makes a real contribution to the 
development of the activity theory and extends thefield of prac-
tical application of that theory by bringing within it what has 
become known as “life psychology”. Let us recall the words of 
L.S. Vygotsky: “Not only does life need psychology and prac-
tises it everywhere in other guises; within psychology itself we 
must expect contact with life to have a stimulating effect.” 

Prof. V.P. Zinchenko 



FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH EDITION 

What  does a human being do when there is nothing to be 
done?  A misfortune has occurred, the situation cannot be put 
right,  it is hopeless, the whole of life is bereft of meaning,  it 
seems as though nothing and no one can be of any help...  But 
time passes, and we see the same  person  cheerful once again 
and  full of hopes.  How  has he managed to emerge from the 
crisis, to pass from grief to happiness?  These  questions, or, to 
be more precise, the amazement evoked by this strength of the 
human spirit, provided the starting-point of the present study. 

The main aim of this book is to construct a theory of the 
psychological processes whereby a human being copes with 
critical situations in life. These processes are best denoted, in 
Russian, by the word perezhivaniye. It is a very comprehensive 
word: in colloquial speech the verb perezhivat’ can mean “to be 
alarmed, worried, upset”; “to suffer mental torment”; “to un-
dergo some trial and survive it, having overcome the difficulties 
and troubles involved”;  “to experience  a state or feeling and 
then outlive or vanquish it”, and many other things. Out of all 
these meanings, scientific usage takes only one — here pere-
zhivaniye  means the direct sensation or experience by the sub-
ject of mental states and processes. We propose to use this term 
to denote  also  a particular activity,  a particular internal work, 
by means of which a person overcomes and conquers a crisis, 
restores  lost spiritual equilibrium,  resurrects  the  lost meaning 
of existence. 

But what term should be chosen for the English translation? 
The area of psychological reality which is our concern is no 
terra incognita for Western psychology. It is described and ex-
plained in, for the most part, the theories  of  defensive and 
coping processes. Within these theories a vast number of im-
portant facts, profound hypotheses, well-founded conceptual 
constructions  has been amassed.  And yet we are obliged to 
eject   the   terms   “psychological   defence”   and    “coping  be- 
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haviour” , first,  because the categories they represent delimit 
only  some  partial  aspects of the integral problem seen here, 
thus  none  of them  can aspire to the role of general category; 
and second,  because the terms  “defence”  and  “coping” have 
too many associations with psychoanalysis and behaviourism, 
whereas this study has been conducted along lines proper to a 
quite different school of psychology, that of Vygotsky, Leontiev 
and Luria, a school which in many ways stands opposed to 
psychoanalysis and behaviourism, but which in our opinion is 
potentially capable of assimilating all that is true in the concepts 
of the above-mentioned schools, and of making a major con-
tribution towards creating a psychological theory of the proc-
esses through which critical situations are dealt with. For those 
reasons, then we need a new, fresh term.  We have  decided to 
use the term experiencing to denote the subject-matter of our 
study. 

But this term is already bespoken in English-speaking 
psychology. We may refer the reader to, for instance, E.T. 
Gendlin’s interesting book Experiencing and the Creation of 
Meaning (Glencoe Free Press, New York, 1962; No. 105 in bibli-
ography to this volume). Gendlin’s object of study is the subjec-
tive (the book is sub-titled “A Philosophical and Psychological 
Approach to the Subjective”). The “molecule” of the subjective 
is meaning. As a molecule of water is made up of atoms of 
hydrogen and oxygen, so meaning is formed from experiencing 
and symbolism (of various kinds). Experiencing as a “chemically 
pure element” is “...partly unformed stream of feeling that we 
have every moment” [105, p. 3]. Gendlin brings in a direct 
phenomenological criterion by which his concept may be 
verified, in the shape of an appeal to the personal experience of 
each of us: “Experiencing is simply feeling as it concretely exists 
for us inwardly, and as it accompanies every lived aspect of what 
we are and mean and perceive” [ibid., p. 15]. Gendlin repeatedly 
reminds us that his concept is not merely a logical construct, that 
it is backed up by subjective reality “to which you can every mo-
ment attend inwardly, if you wish” [ibid., p. 3]. 

The  process  of  experiencing  is involved in perception  and 
in personality changes. These are two principal functions of 
experiencing. Personality changes in the patient during 
psychotherapy take place not because the person treated forms 
exact concepts of his or her problems, but because he or she 
succeeds in feeling them through, “by facing them” or “by work-
ing  through  them”.  “Facing”  and  “working  through”  are  im- 
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precise  colloquial terms for this vital function  of  experiencing 
in psychotherapeutic change. One of the functions of ex-
periencing, then, is that it carries on a processing of problems, 
and brings about personality changes. 

Now let us compare Gendlin’s concept of experiencing with 
the meaning we propose to give the term in these pages. For 
Gendlin, in defining his concept of experiencing it is its on-
tological status that is of primary importance (his indication of 
the phenomenological  “body” of the process),  while its func-
tions are of secondary interest (specifically, its function in deal-
ing with personal problems). The process of direct feeling, 
regardless of what functions it may be performing, can, accord-
ing to Gendlin, be called “experiencing”. But for us, in defining 
the concept “experiencing” it is its function in coping, in achiev-
ing control, which is of primary importance, while its ontologi-
cal status is secondary. We shall be denoting as “experiencing” 
any process which brings about resolution of a critical life-situa-
tion, irrespective of how that process is directly felt by the in-
dividual.  Not that  we consider this process of direct feeling to 
be unimportant, it is simply that we are commencing our inves-
tigation of “experiencing” not from that phenomenological 
angle, but from the point of view of function, seeing experienc-
ing as, first and foremost, a special kind of inner working 
towards the solution of a critical situation.  Only  later on shall 
we be posing the question of the phenomenological forms in 
which the process takes place. From this standpoint even some 
external act, one single instance of behaviour, can be “ex-
periencing” or a fragment of experiencing, if it performs the 
function of enabling a person to cope psychologically with a 
crisis. 

While we are aware of all the difficulties of terminology and 
style that will ensue, we are nonetheless standing by our choice 
of the term “experiencing”, primarily because here we have a 
task that psychology must face up to — the construction of an 
integrated theory of experiencing which will satisfactorily bring 
together  the phenomenological  and the functional  aspects of 
this process.  Freud,  Sartre,  Rogers and Gendlin  have made 
great strides towards construction of such a theory,  but  we are 
as yet far from reaching the goal. It is in the hope that this study 
may serve as one small brick in the structure of a future theory 
that  the author  has decided  to retain  the term  “experiencing” 
to denote the subject-matter of his work. 



INTRODUCTION 

Soviet psychology long ago ceased to be a purely academic 
discipline but it still has great undischarged responsibilities in 
practical matters. In various areas of the life of society such a 
responsibility is being actively met, the figure of the 
psychologist is becoming more and more familiar in the modern 
factory,  in medical establishments, in the world  of education 
and in that of law. But the need for the psychologist’s help exists 
not only in the wider social setting but in personal and family 
life also, and that need is not, so far, being met satisfactorily. 
Conversely, psychology itself, particularly the part of it some-
times called “interests” psychology — that studying human mo-
tives, emotions and personality — cannot productively develop 
any further within the four walls of the laboratory, taking no 
active part in real life. 

Under  the pressure  of these  mutual interests a new (and 
long-awaited) era in the development of Soviet practical 
psychology is now opening up: before our very eyes a whole 
new sector of psychological service to the public is being born — 
family counselling; suicide prevention service with its network 
of “socio-psychological assistance centres” and in-patient 
facilities for crisis management; psychological counselling 
within higher educational establishments, etc. [6,7,41 et al.]. 

It is still not altogether clear what organisational forms such 
psychological services will take as they become an independent 
branch  of practice,  but whatever the forms may be,  the very 
fact that such work is being done obliges the discipline of 
general psychology to work out basic theoretical principles 
which will underpin this practical work. 

These guiding principles must take account of the 
professional position to be occupied by the psychologist who 
does   practical   work   with   individual   patients.  Whereas  his 
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psychologist colleagues working in the fields of education, 
medicine or law have operated and have been seen as consult-
ants and assistants to the teacher, the doctor or the lawyer — as 
ancillary workers serving specialists — once a psychologist 
starts to work in the kind of service mentioned above, he be-
comes  the responsible  practitioner directly serving the in-
dividual who has come to him for help. And if formerly the 
psychologist saw his patient through the prism of the questions 
posed by other specialists (making a more precise diagnosis, 
deciding on degree of legal responsibility, etc.), or through the 
prism of a psychologist’s own theoretical questions, now he is, 
in the capacity of responsible and independent practitioner, for 
the first time coming face to face professionally with — not “a 
patient”, “a student”, “a suspect”, “an operative”, “an ex-
perimental subject”, etc. — but with a human being, in all the 
fulness, actuality and tension of that being’s real-life problems. 
Of course, this does not mean that the professional psychologist 
has to act “as one human being to another”, so to speak; the 
main point here is to single out the strictly psychological aspect 
out of all the everyday problems involved, and by so doing to 
delineate the zone of competence of the psychologist. 

Delimitation of that zone is determined by the fact that the 
psychologist’s professional activity does not coincide, direc-
tionally, with the pragmatic or ethical targeting shown by the 
patient, with the latter’s emotional-volitional attitudes; the 
psychologist  cannot  borrow his professional goals from the 
array of actual goals and wishes presented by the patient, and 
consequently the psychologist’s operations and reactions to 
events in the patient’s life cannot be automatically determined 
by what the patient wants. 

This  of course  does not mean  that the psychologist has to 
kill off  within himself all capacity  for sympathy and empathy, 
to foreswear forever any right to react to a “cry for help” [295] 
not as a specialist but simply as a human being, i.e., with moral 
support.  What responses to another’s misfortune  come under 
this head? On the emotional plane — to attempt to console, to 
offer sympathy; on the intellectual plane — to advise; on the be-
havioural — to give practical assistance. But all these actions 
come within a dimension of life where professional duty is ir-
relevant,just as no professional duty can prescribe that a doctor 
should, or should not, give his own blood to a patient. 

What a psychologist really must do, if he or she wishes to be 
useful as a specialist to a fellow-human, is to learn — while keep- 
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ing the capacity for sympathy which is after all the soil of feeling 
and  motive  that nourishes practical action — how to subor-
dinate immediate moral reaction arising from sympathy to a 
specific  programme  of psychological treatment, just as a sur-
geon  does  in performing  an operation, or as a teacher does 
when  applying  educational  techniques which may not always 
be pleasant for the pupil. 

Why, though, is it so essential to be able to subordinate im-
mediate moral reactions to a professional, psychologist’s, at-
titude? Because, first of all, consolation and pity are not quite 
what  a patient requires  (and  often quite  the  opposite  of what 
is required) if the crisis is to be weathered. And secondly, be-
cause advice on what to do in daily life — which many patients 
are very eager to have — is mostly quite useless or may even be 
harmful  to  them, because  it panders  to their  unconscious 
desire to rid themselves of responsibility for their own lives. In 
any case a psychologist is not a specialist in giving practical 
advice, the training he has had  is far from being  equivalent to 
the acquisition of wisdom, and the fact of holding a diploma 
confers  no moral right to lay  down the law  to another  person 
on  how  to behave  in this  or that  situation.  Furthermore, 
before  consulting  a psychologist a patient has usually con-
sidered all the possible ways out of the situation troubling him 
and  found  them  unsatisfactory.  There  is  no  reason to think 
that a psychologist, discussing  a real-life  situation  with a 
patient in terms of everyday life, is going to find a way out that 
the patient has not noticed. The very fact of such a discussion 
taking place  tends  to maintain  unrealistic  hopes  in  the 
patient’s mind that the  psychologist  can  solve  his  life-
problems for him,  and  the almost inevitable failure of the ad-
vice given saps the psychologist’s authority and lessens the 
chance  of treatment being  ultimately  successful,  not to men-
tion the fact that  the patient  often  takes  a morbid  satisfaction 
in having  “won the game” against  the  psychologist, as 
described by E. Berne [36] in Games People Play, under the 
heading “Why Don’t You... Yes, But... ”. And thirdly, to take 
the last-mentioned possible moral reaction to another’s mis-
fortune — offering practical assistance — this cannot be any 
part  of the  professional  psychologist’s resources simply be-
cause a psychologist cannot, with the best will in the world, 
improve a patient’s  material  or social circumstances,  alter his 
or her looks for the better, or  bring  back  a lost  loved  one,  i.e., 
14  



cannot  exert any influence on the existential side of the prob-
lem. 

All these points are very important if a sober view of the 
possibilities and tasks of psychological treatment are to be 
formed in the minds of patients (and of psychologists). But the 
principal reason why the psychologist must operate beyond the 
bounds of immediate moral reaction when seeking means of 
treatment  which are strictly psychological — the principal 
reason is simply this: only the person concerned can experience 
the events, circumstances and changes in life which have 
produced a crisis. No one else can do it for him just as even the 
most skilful teacher cannot understand for a pupil the material 
presented. 

But the process of experiencing can to some extent be 
controlled — one can stimulate it, organise it, direct it, ensure 
favourable conditions for it — with the aim that the process 
should, ideally, lead to the strengthening and improvement of 
the patient’s personality or, at the very least, that personality 
changes  should not take  a pathological  or  socially 
unacceptable direction (alcoholism,  neurotic  or  psychotic 
states, suicide, crime, etc.).  Thus  experiencing  is the main 
object upon which the efforts of the practical psychologist are 
focussed, when attempting to help an individual in a life-crisis. 
That being the case, it is quite natural that the process of 
experiencing should become the central object of general 
psychological investigation within the study of crisis 
management,  if  we  are  to build a firm theoretical foundation 
for psychological practice. 

Let me repeat that the term  “experiencing”  is used  here not 
in the sense most  familiar  in psychological  literature — that of 
a direct, usually emotional form in which the content of his 
consciousness is given to the subject — but to denote a special 
inner activity or inner work by means of which an individual suc-
ceeds in withstanding various (usually painful) events and situa-
tions in life, succeeds in regaining the mental equilibrium which 
has been  temporarily lost — succeeds,  in short,  in coping with 
a crisis. Why is it necessary to bring in this term at all? Because 
we are proposing to make our analysis on the basis of one par-
ticular concept of psychology — A.N. Leontiev’s activity theory 
[10; 152; 156], which is a major off-shoot of the work of L.S. 
Vygotsky,  and  there is  no appropriate category or term avail-
able within this body of work. 
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Although many studies made within the framework of this 
theory do touch upon the problem concerning us — the 
psychological conquest of critical situations [13; 14; 15; 47; 152; 
154; 156; 193; 196; 248; 255; 277 et al.] — as yet no attempt has 
been made to pose this problem as such. The reason why activity 
theory has so far touched only in passing on this area of mental 
reality is to be found in the fact that this school of thought has 
paid most attention to the study of object-oriented practical 
activity and mental reflection, while the need for experiencing 
arises in precisely those situations which cannot be resolved by 
practical activity,  however perfect their  mental  reflection. 
When  misfortune  comes  upon a person,  neither  practical ac-
tion nor perception of the situation can help  to cope  with  it. 
That person must go through with the labour of experiencing. 
Experiencing is not practical activity, nor cognitive activity, but 
this does not mean that it is not activity at all, and therefore “of 
its very nature” falls outside the general picture given us by the 
activity theory. On the contrary, experiencing fills out that pic-
ture, since it represents, alongside external-practical and cog-
nitive activities,  a particular type  of activity processes* which 
are specified by their product. The product of the labour of 
experiencing is always something internal and subjective — men-
tal equilibrium, comprehension, tranquillity, a new sense of 
values, etc. — in contrast to the external product of practical 
activity and the internal but objective (not in the sense of being 
always veracious in content, but in that of being formally related 
to the external) product of cognitive activity (knowledge, 
image). 

In the problem of experiencing, then, the activity theory 
discovers a new dimension.  And this  determined the main aim 
of this investigation: taking  activity  as  the  general  line  of  ap- 
                                                           

* Emotional processes are not mentioned in this series, but not because 
experiencing replaces them — that is not the case. They cannot figure as a 
rightful unit in the series because  they are not  processes  of activity.  Con-
sider the questions proper to activity: “How?”, “By what means?”, etc., can 
be posed on the practical plane, on the cognitive plane, and on the plane of 
experiencing.  One of  the  playwright Ostrovsky’s  characters tells  a story 
thus — “This spring a pawnbroker hanged himself — they’d robbed him of 
twenty thousand. No wonder he strung himself up. How would you live 
through that?” [perezhivat’/perezhit’=experience (lit. “live through”). See 
Foreword to the English Edition. — Trans.].  But  on the emotional plane 
those questions are meaningless; one cannot conceive of asking how or by 
what means one should feel joy, pain or longing  (feel  them when they al-
ready exist, that is not evoke such feelings within oneself).                                                       
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proach,  to work out a system  of theoretical representations of 
the processes  whereby people  overcome crises in their lives, 
and  thus to advance  the frontiers of the activity theory in 
general psychology,  establishing  the psychology of experienc-
ing  within  that  theory  as  a separate sector for theoretical 
studies and for the development of practical techniques. 

Clearly such an aim could not be realised empirically, by 
accumulating more facts, of which there is already an abun-
dance. An aim of this nature presupposes use of a theoretical 
method. The theoretical method we have employed is Karl 
Marx’s “ascent from the abstract to the concrete” [65; 125; 181; 
182; 241]. As regards the technical method, we relied on the 
technique  of  categorical-typological  analysis;  the principles 
and technical devices of this analysis have been borrowed from 
the published work and the lectures etc. of O.I. Genisaretsky 
[107; 108].* The aim thus formulated,  and  the  method  chosen 
to achieve it, as well as the state of the science and the prevailing 
historical  conditions  determined the order in which  the ques-
tions to be dealt with in our study should be approached. 

First, it was essential to place the problem of experiencing 
within the context of the psychological theory of activity, to 
introduce the category “experiencing” into that context in a 
systematic way. “Introducing” is perhaps not the most exact 
expression to apply to this operation, for the category “ex-
periencing” is not something we took up ready-made from out-
side the activity theory, from some other theory; what we have 
tried to do is rather to take the extra-scientific, intuitively com-
prehended  idea  of experiencing  and “facet” it,  using  as tools 
the concepts and categories of the activity theory. This “facet-
ing” was rather like the process of recollection, when we cannot 
precisely recall something, but gradually narrow down the field 
of search by defining what that “something” relates to, and what 
it is not. 

Only when the idea of the subject concerning us had been 
crystallized  within the “maternal body”  of general  psychologi-
cal theory, and a foothold thus obtained, could we then proceed 
to a review of the concepts of that subject current in psychologi-
cal literature, without  the  risk  of  drowning  in  the  superabun- 
                                                           

* O.I. Genisaretsky is  a Soviet  philosopher and psychologist specialising 
in systems studies, psychotechnology and experimental design. The author 
would   like   to   take   this   opportunity   of   expressing   his   gratitude  to 
O.I. Genisaretsky for the unusual generosity with which he has made avail-
able his knowledge and his skill in methodology. 
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dance of material available, of becoming bogged down in detail 
and losing sight of the main point. This review is made almost 
totally  without  regard   to chronological order,   it is structured 
in terms of system. The reader will therefore find in the first 
chapter not a gallery of integral theories but something that 
would remind a playing-room with details from different 
children’s construction sets scattered over the floor which we 
have to sort out. To do this we have, first of all, to find out what 
is the purpose of each detail before we start to join them. 

The aim of the second, constructive chapter is to take the 
basic abstractions,  the  points  of departure,  of  the  psychologi-
cal theory of activity and — guided by the general idea of ex-
periencing  on  the one hand and the data of  our  analytical 
review on the other — to deploy those abstractions in the 
direction of the empirical area which concerns us, with the ob-
ject of transforming empirical facts into knowledge of a kind 
that will reveal the uniformities in processes, not their general 
characteristics  only.  As a result, having removed all unneces-
sary details, we shall have a set of units to start the work. 

But at this point it may turn out that we have all necessary 
units but we do not know how to join them. The third chapter 
shows how the “ideal” types of experiencing that we have 
singled out are related to each other. 

Identification of those uniformities does not of course com-
plete the  “ascent to the concrete”.  In our  fourth  chapter  we 
pose the question  of the  cultural  and  historical  determination 
of experiencing, our intention being to thereby provide a bridge 
leading from the general uniformities of the process — i.e., from 
experiencing in general, from the experiencing of some abstract 
individual — to the experiencing of a real person living among 
people  at a particular historical period.  This  chapter  contains 
our hypothesis on the experiencing process being mediated by 
specific structures of social consciousness; it also offers a 
detailed analysis of an actual instance of experiencing — one 
taken from Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. 

In the fifth chapter we make another step towards con-
cretisation. It elucidates the differences between experiencing 
processes  taking  place  at  different  levels of consciousness.  It 
is noteworthy that this chapter also marks a fundamentally new 
turn in our study. We attempt to outline the principles of a 
“psychotechnical” approach which can serve both as a method 
of investigation of experiencing processes and as a method of 
psychotherapy. 
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Finally, the appendix dealing with the experiencing of grief 
gives an example  of concrete analysis  based  on the methodol-
ogy suggested in this book. 

The author  would  like to honour,  with  heartfelt  apprecia-
tion, the gracious memory of the late A.N. Leontiev, under 
whose guidance this study was commenced; sincere thanks are 
also due to Professor V.P. Zinchenko, without whose sympathy 
and support this book would never have appeared, and to N.A. 
Alexeyev, L.M. Khairullayeva and I.A. Pitlyar for the help they 
have provided. 

Thanks are also due for the help extended in preparing the 
English edition of the book to Farrell Burnett, Julian Good- 
burn, Anastasia Veschezarova, Alexander Gvozdievsky, Yuri 
Semyonov, Natalia Nekrasova, Tatyana Gaisaniuk, Era 
Pchelkina, Sergei Silischev and, in particular, to the translators 
Ruth English and Alison Rice. I owe a debt of especial gratitude 
to my wife and to my friend Slava Tsapkin. 



C h a p t e r  I  

Modern Ideas on Experiencing 

1. THE CONCEPT OF EXPERIENCING 

Experiencing as Contemplation  
And Experiencing as Activity 

When we worry whether a close friend will “come through” 
the experience of losing a loved one,  we  are  not  doubting  his 
or her ability to suffer, to feel pain (i.e., the capacity “to ex-
perience”  in the traditional  psychologists’ sense  of the word), 
we are worrying  about something quite different — how he or 
she will succeed in overcoming the suffering, in standing the 
test, in emerging from the crisis and regaining mental equi-
librium — in short, in coping with the situation psychologically. 
We are speaking of an active, result-producing internal process 
which actually transforms the psychological situation, of ex-
periencing as an activity. 

The traditional psychological concept of experiencing has 
little in common with that of experiencing as an activity. This 
traditional meaning is determined by the category of the mental 
phenomenon. Any mental phenomenon is characterised out-
wardly as belonging to one “modality” or another (feeling, will, 
imagination, memory, thought, etc.), and as regards its inner 
structure by, firstly, the presence of what Franz Brentano called 
“immanent reality” [48] known to modern psychology as the 
real  content  of a mental  phenomenon [223]  and secondly  by 
the fact that it is directly experienced by the subject. It is the 
latter aspect of the mental phenomenon which is defined in the 
concept of “experiencing” as traditionally employed. Ex-
periencing, then, is understood in psychology as the direct, in-
ternal, subjective presentation of a mental phenomenon, as 
distinct from its content and “modality”.  From  this point  of 
view it makes theoretical sense to speak, as is occasionally done, 
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of “thought experience”, “sight experience”, etc. [31; 275], 
clumsy as such expressions may sound.1 

To  elucidate  the  concept  more  precisely,  one  must 
consider experiencing in relation to consciousness. Both 
structural  components  of  a  mental  phenomenon — real 
content  and  experiencing — are  presented  to  consciousness, 
but they are presented in different ways, under quite different 
régimes of observation. Where the forms of apprehension are 
active — thought, memory — the real content apprehended 
appears as a passive object upon which mental activity is 
directed.  That  is,  real  content is presented to  us  in 
apprehension,  which is  a special act  of observation  in  which 
the Observed  is the object  and  the Observer is the subject.  But 
in the case of experiencing these relations are reversed. Every 
one of us can bear witness that experiencing takes place 
spontaneously, without requiring any particular effort on our 
part,  that it is given  to us  directly,  of  itself  (compare 
Descartes’ “we apprehend it of itself”). To say of experiencing 
that “it is given of itself” is a way of underlining the fact that it 
comes  of its own force,  that it is not reached  by any  effort  or 
act  of  apprehension  or  reflection,  in  other  words  the 
Observed  here is  active  and is therefore the logical  subject, 
while the Observer, on the contrary, only feels or suffers the 
effect of what is presented, is passive, and therefore appears 
logically as the object. 

To bring  out  even  more  sharply  the specific characteristics 
of experiencing as a particular régime of functioning of con-
sciousness, one should name two other possible combinations. 
When consciousness functions as an active Observer, seizing 
upon its own activity, i.e., when both the Observer and the Ob-
served are of an active, subjective nature, then we are dealing 
with reflection. And finally, the last possible case — when both 
the Observer and the Observed are objects, and that being so, 
observation as such disappears — gives the logical structure of 
the concept  of the unconscious.  From this standpoint,  one 
begins to understand physicalist ideas of the unconscious as 
being the site of silent interaction between things and 
psychological forces [295]. 

The outcome of this train of argument is a categorical typol-
ogy which shows us the place of experiencing among the other 
functional régimes of consciousness. 
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Typology of Functional Regimes of Consciousness 

We cannot pause here for a detailed consideration of this 
typology; to do so would lead us too far away from our main 
theme,  and  in any case  our  principal  object  is  already 
achieved — we have formulated a system of appositions and op-
positions which determines the basic sense of the traditional 
psychological concept of experiencing. 

Within this general idea, the variant of the concept most 
frequently found in modern psychology is that which limits ex-
periencing to the sphere of the subjectively valid. Here ex-
periencing is understood as being in opposition to objective 
knowledge: experiencing is a special, subjective, partial reflec-
tion, and a reflection, moreover, not of the surrounding real 
world per se, but of the world in its relation to the subject, as 
regards the possibilities it offers for satisfaction of the subject’s 
immediate motives and needs.  Noteworthy  in  this  under-
standing of the matter is not the distinction between experienc-
ing and objective knowledge, but that which unites the two: 
experiencing is here seen as a reflection of the objective world. 
What is meant here is experiencing as contemplation, not ex-
periencing as activity, which is the concern of our investigation. 

In Soviet psychological literature on experiencing a special 
place belongs to the work of F.V. Bassin [26; 27], whose name 
is associated, in Soviet psychology of the 1970s, with questions 
of  “meaningful  experiences”  (Bassin’s own  term)  and  the  at- 
22 



tempt to represent these as “the most promising subject-matter 
for psychology” [27, p. 107]. In his work the concept of ex-
periencing received what one might perhaps call a good shake-
up, resulting in its bounds  becoming  blurred  (but  widened, 
too!) by the bringing together of this concept with a large and 
hetero geneous  mass  of  phenomena  and  concepts  (including 
A. Adler’s “inferiority complex”; B. Zeigarnik’s “unfinished 
action effect”; psychological defence mechanisms; A.N. Leon-
tiev’s “shift of motive towards goal” [25; 27], and so on). This 
enabled Bassin to advance a number of promising hypotheses, 
reaching beyond the bounds of the traditional concept of ex-
periencing — we shall return later to one of these. The most 
important aspect of Bassin’s work, in our opinion, is his move-
ment — discernible,  though  not  clearly  formulated — towards 
an “economic” view of experiencing, that is towards glimpsing, 
beneath the surface of the phenomenally perceived stream of 
experiencing, the work wrought by it, work which produces real, 
meaningful changes in a human being’s consciousness, of im-
port to that being’s life. If this conceptual transition could be 
carried through strictly and systematically, we should have a 
single theory of experiencing, uniting experiencing-contempla-
tion and experiencing-activity in one representation. 

Neither Bassin nor anyone  else  has  so far  succeeded  in 
doing this at the level of an integrated theory; investigations of 
experiencing-contemplation, made mostly in terms of study of 
the emotions, and investigations of experiencing-activity made 
within the bounds of theories of psychological defence, com-
pensation, coping behaviour  and  substitution,  have  for  the 
most part proceeded  along  parallel  lines,  never  coming 
together. Yet the history of psychology knows examples of 
successful combination of these two categories in clinical 
analyses of specific cases of experiencing (e.g., in Freud’s 
analysis of “the work of mourning” [93]; Lindemann’s — of 
“the work of grief” [167];  in Sartre’s interpretation  of  emotion 
as “magical action” [228]) and this gives reason to hope that 
sooner or later a unifying theory of experiencing will be con-
structed. 

Introducing the Concept of Experiencing 
into the Categorical Framework of the Activity Theory 

But construction of such a unifying theory is still in the 
future. We face a humbler task by far:  to  develop  our  ideas  of 
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experiencing-as-activity starting from the theses of the 
psychological  theory  of  activity.  The  concept  of 
experiencing-as-activity does not, then, claim to replace or to 
subsume  the  traditional concept of experiencing.*  It is 
introduced not instead of but alongside it, as an independent, 
free-standing concept. 

In Western psychology the problem of experiencing is being 
actively studied within the framework of investigations into 
processes of psychological defence, compensation and coping 
behaviour. An immense mass of facts has been described, 
sophisticated techniques have been developed for their study, 
much methodological experience  of  working  with  individuals 
in crisis situations has been accumulated. In recent years this 
field has attracted close attention of Soviet psychologists and 
psychiatrists also. The psychological theory of activity, though, 
has stood somewhat aside from this complex of problems. 

Yet if this theory lays claim to be valid for psychology in 
general, it cannot just calmly contemplate the existence of vast 
deposits of psychological facts (known to other systems of 
psychology), and of large areas of practical psychological work, 
and make no attempt to theoretically  assimilate  these  facts  to 
the corresponding intellectual and technical expertise. 

It cannot of course be asserted that the activity school of 
psychology has totally failed to notice this area of psychological 
reality. Quite frequently the course of an investigation has 
brought many authors with the theory-of-activity approach face 
to face with the problem of experiencing. In the works of these 
authors we find analyses of particular cases of experiencing (let 
us recall, for instance, A.N. Leontiev’s description of the 
psychological solution found by the revolutionaries imprisoned 
in Schűsselburg fortress, which enabled them to cope with the 
necessity of performing senseless forced labour2); likewise the 
elaboration of ideas  on  those  psychological  situations  and 
states which produce experiencing processes (among them 
“disintegration of consciousness” [156], personality develop-
ment crises [293], state of mental tension [193; 194; 196], and 
conflict within an individual’s system of meanings [249; 255]). 
Some authors arrive at the  idea  of experiencing  via  the  study 
of     particular    mental     functions     (we    may    name    here 

 
                                                           

* From here on, we shall use “experiencing” as meaning experiencing-as-
activity, noting with an asterisk all cases where the word is used in its 
traditional meaning. 
24 



V.K. Viliunas and his view of “the emotional way of solving a 
situation” [277, pp. 128-30] and the attempt to explain percep-
tive phenomena, such as “perceptive defence”, through the 
concept of personal meaning [249]); other researchers have 
arrived  at the same point while  studying the  general 
mechanisms of the mind’s functioning (e.g., while looking from 
an activity standpoint at the phenomenon of attitude [13]). Fur-
ther, we fmd within the activity theory itself a number of general 
concepts which can be directly utilised to develop our ideas on 
experiencing. Worthy of special note, among these, is the con-
cept of “internal work” or “the work of consciousness” [293, p. 
139; 152, pp. 206,222]. 

All these ideas and conceptions, valuable in themselves, are 
however desultory and incidental so far as our problem is con-
cerned, inasmuch as they were put forward occasionally, so to 
speak, in the course of addressing quite different theoretical 
tasks, and they cannot of course suffice to provide a theoretical 
foundation for such an important subject as experiencing.3 If 
such a foundation is to be systemically sound, if it is to be 
achieved not by a mere mechanical transplantation of concepts 
from other systems into different theoretical soil, but as the 
natural growth of the activity theory itself, then a new category 
must be introduced into that theory, upon which an indepth 
treatment of the problem can be based. We are putting forward 
experiencing as the category that can perform this function. 

But what does it mean — to introduce a new category into an 
already established conceptual system? Firstly, it means 
demonstrating that there is  a state  or quality of the  object 
studied through the system concerned, for which it finds itself 
unequipped, i.e.,  one must  demonstrate  that  the  system  needs 
a new category; and secondly, one must relate the new category 
to the other basic categories of the system. 

One need only take one  of the classical  situations,  in  terms 
of the theories of psychological defence and coping behaviour, 
say, the death of a loved one, to find that the activity theory can 
comparatively easily answer some questions — why does this 
situation evoke a psychological crisis? and how does this 
manifest itself phenomenologically? — but that it does not even 
pose the main question of how a person comes through the 
crisis. 

Of course it is not that  the system  is  in  principle  incapable 
of operating here: it is simply a fact of its historical evolution 
that  until  now  its  main  interests have been in another plane — 
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that  of object-oriented  practical activity and its mental  reflec-
tion.  These are  the categories which  have determined  the na-
ture of the basic questions with which investigators have 
approached psychological analysis of reality. But in this real 
world, in life,  situations exist where  the main  problem  cannot 
be  solved either  by practical activity,  even  the best-equipped, 
or by  the most  highly  accurate  reflection  of that problem  in 
the mind. If a person is threatened by danger he can try to save 
himself by running away, but as R. Peters writes, “if a man is 
overcome  by grief  because  his wife is dead,  what can be done 
of a specific sort to remedy that situation?” [201, p, 192]. Such 
action does not exist, because there is no objective transfor-
mation of existing reality  which would  resolve  the  situation, 
and there is  correspondingly  no possibility  of establishing  a 
goal which both has  internal meaning  and  is  externally ade-
quate  to  the situation  (i.e., realisable).  Objective  action,  then, 
is powerless. But so is reflection, either rational (obviously) or 
emotional. Indeed emotion, insofar as it is a particular form in 
which a certain phenomenon  is reflected  in  the  mind,4  can 
only express  the subjective meaning  of the situation,  offering 
the subject the possibility of bringing it within rational recog-
nition; the meaning is tacitly supposed to have existed before 
and  independently  of such  expression  and  such  recognition. 
To put  it another way:  emotion  only states  the relation  be-
tween “what is and what must be”,  but c annot  change it.  That 
is the view offered by the activity theory.  Nor  can  psychologi-
cal crisis situations  be resolved  by  the  process,  developing 
from a basis of emotion, of “solving the problem of meaning”,5 

since this continues on another level, as it were, the reflection 
begun by emotion. 

So our “test” situation has proved insoluble either by the 
processes  of practical-objective activity  or by the processes  of 
its reflection in the mind. However far we pursue these proces-
ses we shall never reach a point where a person can by their 
means cope  with an irreversible disaster,  regain the lost  mean-
ing of life, or “recover spiritually”, to use Mikhail Sholokhov’s 
expression. The most that a person can do with their help is to 
realise very deeply and exactly what has taken place in his life, 
what that event means  for him, i.e.,  become  conscious  of what 
a psychologist calls the “personal meaning” of the event, which 
the person actually, in the given situation, may well feel to be 
loss of meaning, nonsense.6 The real problem facing him, its 
crisis point,  lies  not in recognising the meaning of the situation, 
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not in elucidating a hidden but existent meaning, but in creating 
a meaning, in generating meaning or constructing it. 

Processes of this kind are that very dimension of psychologi-
cal reality for which the activity theory provides no appropriate 
category. Advancing the claim  of experiencing  to take  this 
place,  and thus passing  on to the second,  “positive”  phase  of 
its introduction, one does however require to dispose of any 
claims to this role made on behalf of the concept of meaning-
formation. The latter, as current in activity-theory usage, is fre-
quently employed to refer to the process whereby any personal 
meaning comes into being (and not to the formation of mean-
ingfulness), i.e., without reference to special meaning-forming 
motives. But even this is not the main point: formation of mean-
ing is here considered as a function of motive [139; 140; 152], 
but when we speak of “generating meaning” what we have in 
mind is a special activity on the part of the individual. 7 

The specifics of this activity are determined by the 
peculiarities of the situations  which  put  the  individual  under 
the necessity of experiencing. We shall refer to these as critical 
situations. If one had to use one word only to define the nature 
of such situations one would have to say that they are situations 
of impossibility. Impossibility of what? Impossibility of living, 
of realising the internal necessities of life. 

The struggle against that impossibility, the struggle to realise 
internal necessities — that is experiencing. Experiencing is the 
repair  of a “disruption” of life, a  work  of restoration,  proceed-
ing as it were at right angles  to the line  of actualisation  of  life. 
If the psychological theory of activity studies, figuratively 
speaking, the way in which a human being travels life’s road, 
then the theory of experiencing studies the way in which he or 
she falls and rises again to continue the journey.  The  fact  that 
the processes  of  experiencing  are  counterposed  to  actualisa-
tion of life, i.e., to activity, does not mean that they are mystical 
processes taking place outside life; in their psychophysiological 
constitution they are processes of life and activity like any 
others, but in their  psychological  meaning  and  purpose  they 
are processes acting upon life itself, in order to ensure the 
psychological possibility of actualising life. This is the most 
abstract formulation of experiencing on the existential plane, 
abstracted, that is, from consciousness. 

That which on the level of existence appears as the possibility 
of actualising the needs of life, the possibility of life-assertion, 
appears  on  the  level  of  consciousness,  or  more  precisely the 
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level of one of its layers, and that the lowest, “existential con-
sciousness”,8 as the meaningfulness of life. This is the general 
name (derived from description at the phenomenological level) 
used for a number of actual psychological states directly recog-
nised in consciousness in the shape of corresponding experien-
ces*, varying from pleasure to a sense of “existence being 
justified”, this last being, as A.N. Leontiev puts it, “the whole 
meaning and the happiness of life” [152, p. 221]. “Impossibility” 
also has its own positive phenomenology where the general 
heading  is meaninglessness,  and the actual states — despair, 
hopelessness, unrealisability, inevitability, etc. 

Since life can have internal necessities of various kinds, it is 
natural to suppose that the realisability of each of these has its 
own, corresponding to it, type of “possibility” states, and their 
unrealisability, a corresponding range of “impossibility” states. 
The precise nature of these types of necessities and of these 
states cannot  be determined  in  advance — their  determination 
is one of the main goals pursued in this investigation. One can 
only say that in  a situation  of  impossibility  (meaninglessness) 
a person is faced with a “problem of meaning” in one form or 
another — not the problem of clothing in significations a mean-
ing which is objectively present in the individual’s life but not 
yet clear to his consciousness, the problem treated by A.N. 
Leontiev in his activity-theory writings9 — here the problem is 
of arriving at meaningfulness, of seeking out sources of mean-
ing, of “exploiting” these, of actively extracting meaning from 
them, etc. — in short, of producing meaning. 

It is  this general idea  of producing meaning  which  enables 
us to speak of experiencing as of a productive process, as of a 
special kind of work. Although  one  may suppose in  advance 
that the idea of production is applicable to different types of 
experiencing to a varying extent and in varying forms,  it  is  for 
us a central idea in terms of ontology, epistemology, and 
methodology. Ontology, because the idea of experiencing as a 
productive act is an expression of the general idea of man as a 
being called upon, and able to be free and creative — creative, 
moreover, not only in respect of the external world, but in 
respect of his own self also.10 Productivity and, ultimately, 
creativity, is (as we shall later see) an integral part of experienc-
ing in its higher, more fully developed forms. The idea of 
productivity is important epistemologically because the higher 
developmental forms of an object studied are, as Karl Marx’s 
thesis stated,  the  key  to  understanding  its  lower  forms.  And 
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lastly, productivity is an important idea with respect to 
methodology because in it, as nowhere else, we find con-
centrated the very essence of the activity approach to psychol-
ogy, since that approach takes as its methodological model, its 
guiding principle, Marx’s conception of production and its in-
herent “superiority” to consumption [152, pp. 192-93]. 

If on the existential level experiencing is the renewal of the 
possibility of actualising life’s internal necessities, and on the 
level of consciousness it is the establishment of meaningfulness, 
then when it comes to the inter-relationship of consciousness 
and existence, the work of experiencing is towards achieving 
correspondence of meaning between consciousness and exist-
ence — providing meaning for the latter, and inducing the 
former to accept a meaning for existence. 

As regards the relationship between the concept of ex-
periencing  and the concept of activity,  the assertion  that the 
need for experiencing arises in situations which cannot be 
directly resolved by object-oriented activity, however perfectly 
this may be reflected, as we have already said, must not be taken 
to mean that  the  category “activity”  is  altogether  inapplicable 
to experiencing, that the latter is therefore either an auxiliary 
functional mechanism within activity and reflection, or “by na-
ture” falls outside the activity theory’s picture of psychological 
reality. In fact experiencing fills out that picture, representing, 
along with external practical activity and cognitive activity, a 
special type of activity processes, characterised first and 
foremost by their product — meaning (meaningfulness). Ex-
periencing is, precisely, activity, i.e., an independent process 
relating the individual  to the world  and  resolving  his  actual 
life-problems; it is not a special mental “function” of the same 
order as memory, perception, thinking, imagination, or the 
emotions.  These “functions”  and external object-oriented  ac-
tions are all switched in to perform the work of experiencing, 
just as they are involved in performing any human activity. But 
the significance of both the intra-psychic and the behavioural 
processes  which take part  in experiencing can only  be 
elucidated  if we  start off from the  general purpose  and  direc-
tion of experiencing, from the integrated work it does in trans-
forming a psychological world, a work which is the only thing 
capable of resolving a situation of impossibility in which exter-
nal activity is powerless. 

Coming to the question of the bearers or agents of ex-
periencing,  let  us  first  consider  external  behaviour.  External 
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actions perform the work of experiencing not directly, by 
producing objective results, but by changing the consciousness 
of the individual, his psychological world in general. This be-
haviour is sometimes of a ritual or symbolic character, and in 
such a case operates by linking up the individual consciousness 
with special  symbolic structures  that organise its  movement, 
and that have been developed within the given culture, con-
centrating within themselves the longhuman acquaintance with 
experiencing typical events and circumstances in life. 

The part played in the work of experiencing by intra-psychic 
processes can  be well brought out  if we paraphrase  a “theatri-
cal” metaphor of Sigmund Freud’s: in the productions of ex-
periencing the whole theatre company of mental functions is 
usually brought on stage, but in eachplay one function performs 
the leading part, taking  upon itself  the lion’s share of the  work 
of experiencing, i.e.,  of the work required  to resolve an  in-
soluble situation. The “stars” are often emotional processes 
(distaste for “sour grapes” can solve the contradiction between 
the desire to taste them and the impossibility of doing so [190]); 
but to offset the ingrained association or even equation of the 
words “emotion” and “experiencing”, still widely current in 
psychological literature, it must be especially stressed that 
emotion has no sole right to the starring role in the actualisation 
of experiencing. The  main part  may be  played  by  perception 
(in the various phenomena of “perceptive defence” [51; 114; 
247; 248 et al.]),  and  by thinking (in cases  of “rationalisation” 
of urges, the so-called “intellectual processing” [230] of 
traumatic events), and by attention (“defensive switching of 
attention  to  matters  irrelevant  to  the traumatic event”11 [220, 
p. 349]), and by other mental “functions”. Only it must be 
stressed that in carrying on the work of experiencing, mental 
processes operate in a specific capacity — that of processes of 
consciousness (but not necessarily conscious processes).12 

Experiencing as an activity, then, is realised through both 
external and internal actions. This thesis is of exceptional im-
portance in its methodological implications  and  in   those  relat-
ing to general world outlook. Traditional psychology in its 
idealist forms confined experiencing to the narrow world of 
individual subjectivity, while its vulgar-materialist trends took 
experiencing to be an epiphenomenon,  thus  putting  it  outside 
the scope of scientific investigation. Only a materialist psychol-
ogy, based on the Marxist teaching of man’s active and social 
nature, is capable of releasing experiencing from the tether — so 
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appropriate  in  the view  of traditional  psychology — attaching 
it exclusively  to internal psychic processes.  A human  being 
often succeeds in overcoming a crisis not so much by working 
through  the traumatic event  internally  (though  that  is  neces-
sary as well) as by active, creative, socially useful activity, 
which as an object-oriented practical activity realises a con-
scious aim  on the subject’s  part  and  has,  also,  a socially  use-
ful end-product, while as an activity of experiencing it creates 
and fosters a fund of meaningfulness for the individual’s life. 

Let us sum up what has been said so far. There are certain 
life-situations which cannot be  resolved  either  by  object-relat-
ed or cognitive activity. They are resolved by the processes of 
experiencing. Experiencing must here  be  distinguished  from 
the concept of experiencing* traditional in the psychological 
literature, where it denotes the direct presentation of psychic 
content to consciousness.  We  understand  experiencing  as 
being a special activity,  a special  kind  of  work  reconstructing 
a psychological world and directed  towards  the  establishment 
of correlation between  consciousness  and  existence  in  terms 
of meaning, the overall aim of the world of experiencing being 
to give greater meaningfulness to life. 

Such are the very general, introductory theses concerning 
experiencing as seen from the standpoint of the psychological 
theory of activity. 

We shall now turn to the existing psychological literature on 
experiencing, and consider two  fundamental  questions.  The 
first of these relates to the nature of critical  situations  which 
give rise to the need for experiencing. The second concerns 
ideas on the processes of experiencing themselves. 

2. THE PROBLEM OF THE CRITICAL  
SITUATION 

A psychological situation is determined by, first, what the ac-
tual “internal necessity” of a person’s life is at the given moment; 
second, what the internal and external conditions of life are; and 
third, what means are available to the person for realising that 
“internal necessity” under the given conditions. A situation be-
comes critical when the relationship between these three com-
ponents is such that realisation of the “internal necessity” 
becomes impossible. This is the general idea we shall take as our 
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starting-point in analysing the key concepts employed in modern 
psychology for describing critical situations. These concepts are: 
stress, frustration, conflict, and crisis. 

Before proceeding to the characterisation of these types of 
critical situations it would be sensible to give a little time to two 
general problems. The first of these lies in elucidating the struc-
ture of description of empirical critical situations. The second 
arises over the transformation  of an ordinary,  “normal”  situa-
tion into a critical one. 

The descriptive pattern most frequently  met with  in  works 
on critical situations (especially in writings on frustration and 
crisis) includes objective circumstance (e.g., loss of a valued ob-
ject, “hindrances”, prohibitions), subjective state (e.g., dissatis-
faction, despair), and behavioural consequences (e.g., panic or 
aggressive reactions) [74]. This pattern sometimes assumes the 
existence of a simple, one-way causal linkage between these 
entities; objective circumstances evoke subjective states which 
in turn evoke behavioural consequences. It would  in our  view 
be more adequate to use a pattern showing development of an 
integral psychological situation, a development which takes 
place through mutual influences operating among all these 
components of the situation, each of these being “reflected” in 
the other and acting upon it, thus altering  the situation as  a 
whole [cf. 86]. 

In employing this pattern for analysing a critical situation 
faced by a specific person, it is important to bear in mind the 
following methodological points. Since we are speaking of a 
psychological situation, the “objective circumstances” bringing 
it about are not circumstances placed outside the subject’s life. 
They must be described in their unique context of the given 
individual’s life, i.e., not as physical circumstances but as exis-
tential circumstances  which offer him (or deprive him of)  cer-
tain possibilities for the realisation of his motives and values. 
Further, whatever the existential aspect may be, it does not fully 
indicate, or mechanically predetermine, the nature of the situa-
tion. The actual character of a psychological situation is, in the 
last count, determined  by the  “internal  state”  created.  Al-
though a situation may be objectively insoluble, so long as the 
individual retains a belief in its solubility, so long as and inas-
much as he is making attempts to solve it, that situation has not 
become critical in the exact sense of the term. Conversely, even 
if the situation is from the viewpoint of an outside observer 
entirely resolvable,  so soon as  the individual  acquires a convic- 
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tion of its being impossible13 the situation then becomes a criti-
cal one, with all its attendant consequences. 

The “behavioural consequences” observed in a critical 
situation must be  viewed not so much as consequences,  rather 
as formations which are, on the one hand, the direct expression 
of the individual’s actual perception of his world, “symptoms” 
from which the observer can attempt  to  reconstruct  it,  while, 
on the other hand, they are the bearers of that world perception, 
the living body without which it simply does not exist (clenched 
fists are not merely a sign of anger, not merely a form of its 
expression, they are a form of its bodily existence), and thirdly, 
these phenomena are attempts to resolve,  indirectly,  the situa-
tion itself. 

Within the framework of our idea of the development of the 
integral psychological situation, we must find space, for the 
question of the threshold, or critical point, at which a “pos-
sibility” state and orientation towards solution of life-problems 
are replaced by an “impossibility” state and a reorientation of 
consciousness   and  activity  to  an  “experiencing”  régime. 
M.H. Appley, for instance, distinguishes four critical points at 
which, given continuing  difficulties  in  problem-solving,  there 
is a change in the essential features of behaviour: at the first of 
these points, the “instigation threshold”, inborn and acquired 
skills which have proved inadequate are replaced by coping 
behaviour; the second point, the “frustration threshold”, is a 
watershed between previous  solution-oriented behaviour  and 
the ego-oriented behaviour which succeeds it (anxiety reac-
tions); at the third point, the behaviour acquires features of 
“desperation and panic”; and finally, when the “exhaustion 
threshold” is passed, disturbances in behaviour occur [11]. 

The construction is a very interesting one, but it leaves many 
questions unanswered and, most importantly,  it is not  univer-
sally applicable. It can be applied only to a certain category of 
critical situations, where the problem  put to  the  subject 
involves achieving a definite practical result; it is totally inap-
propriate for, say, analysis of the development of an inner-con-
flict situation. Here too a whole series of stages can be 
distinguished, the study of which, incidentally, shows that the 
customary causal patterns of one-way relationship between a 
“situation-in-itself” and an internal state (conflict-anxiety) are 
here inadequate. Thus L. Rangell’s fine-drawn analysis, distin-
guishing 13 stages of development in intra-psychic conflict, 
demonstrates  that  anxiety  is  a  cause of conflict as much as an 
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effect of it. In many cases of infra-psychic conflict the individual 
first rehearses in consciousness, as it were, the actualisation of 
the prohibited activity (a “trial temptation” as Hartman and 
Loewenstein put it [116]), in order to check, from the alarm 
signals generated, what the danger of punishment would be if 
that activity were really carried through. It is not conflict, yet, 
but a miniature, controlled model of conflict — one which can, 
however, get out of control  under certain circumstances  and 
turn into a real conflict [213]. 

The conclusion to be drawn from studies  of this kind is  that 
in a more generalised perspective the question of critical-situa-
tion threshold should be seen as a matter of the individual’s 
“investigation” of the situation for “possibility”. This “inves-
tigation” is not cognitive in intent, nor is it intellectual in 
method, it is trying to find answers not  to universal  questions 
but to questions of vital interest to the individual. It is not ra-
tional cognition, but probing  of the internal  and  external 
bounds of possibility, a testing-out of the world and of the self. 

Seen in this way, the points at which experiencing becomes 
essential are always points on a border-line,  where  the in-
dividual comes up against a reality “such as never was”, to which 
he has no answer; thus such points require creativity and can 
become growing-points of the personality, points where “new 
conscious experience” [178] is built, where wisdom can be 
gained, etc. 

Let us recapitulate: there are four key concepts used in 
modern psychology in descriptions of critical life-situations — 
stress, frustration, conflict, and crisis. In spite of the enormous 
amount of literature14 that has been produced, theoretical con-
ception of critical situations  is still  inadequately  developed. 
This applies with particular force to theories of stress and crisis, 
where many authors confine themselves to a simple recital of 
actual events having stress or crisis situations as their conse-
quence, or characterise these situations in general terms such as 
loss of equilibrium (mental, spiritual, emotional), without any 
theoretical   definition  of   these  terms.   Frustration  and  con-
flict have been, separately, dealt with much more fully, but in 
spite of this it is not possible to establish clear correlations even 
between these two concepts [74], not to mention the total ab-
sence of attempts to bring all four of the concepts mentioned 
above into an ordered mutual relationship, to establish whether 
they cut across one another, how each of them should, logically, 
be used, etc.  The  prevailing  situation  is that researchers study- 
34 



ing one of these problems tend to bring any critical situation 
under the heading of their  own favourite  category,  so  that  for 
a psychoanalyst every such situation is a conflict situation, for 
disciples of Hans Selye it is a stress situation, and so on, while 
authors whose interests are not  particularly  bound  up  with 
these problems will choose to speak of stress, conflict, frustra-
tion or crisis on largely intuitive or stylistic grounds. All this 
leads to great confusion in terminology. 

In view of this situation it is a theoretical task of the first 
importance  that  we  are  about to address  in the  following 
pages — to distinguish, for each of the concepts applied to criti-
cal situation, a special categorical field, which will give us the 
area in which it may properly be used. In setting about this task, 
we are going to start from a general provision in which the type 
of critical situation is determined by the nature of the “impos-
sibility” state in which the individual is trapped. And this “im-
possibility” is in turn determined by the kind of life necessity 
which remains unfulfilled as the result of the inability of the 
types of activity available to the individual to cope with the ex-
isting external and internal conditions of life. So external and 
internal conditions of life, type of activity on the part of the 
individual, and the specific necessity he faces, are the principal 
points by which we shall characterise the main types of critical 
situations and distinguish them from one another. 

Stress 

The concept of stress has suffered the most from the lack of 
clarity in establishing and delimiting categories. Initially it 
meant a non-specific response by an organism to the action of 
harmful agents, a response apparent in symptoms of a general 
adaptational syndrome [235; 237]. Now the concept  is  applied 
to anything and everything, to the extent that a sort of tradition 
has grown up to start reviews of relevant studies by a catalogue 
of the entirely heterogeneous phenomena that have by some 
miracle contrived to shelter under the umbrella of the concept, 
such as reactions to cold and reactions to criticism, hyperven-
tilation of the lungs during intensive breathing, the joy of suc-
cess, fatigue, and humiliation [111; 150; 194; 276, et al.]. It has 
been remarked, by Rolf Luft, that many people count as stress 
anything that happens to a person not actually lying in bed [162, 
p. 317], while Hans Selye goes further and says that “even while 

35 



fully relaxed and asleep, you are under  some  stress”  [237, p. 
32] and that “complete freedom from stress is death” [ibid.]. If 
we add that Selye considers that stress reactions are to be found 
in all living things including plants, then we can see how this 
concept, with its obvious derivatives (stressor, micro- and 
macro-stress, good stress and bad  stress),  has  become  the 
centre of a system with positively cosmological claims, boasting 
itself to be nothing less than “the leading stimulus of life-asser-
tion, creativity and development” [268, p. 7], “providing the 
foundations for all aspects of human life” [ibid., p. 14] — or, 
more probably, the foundations for home-grown philisophical 
constructs. 

Similar transformations  of a specific  scientific  concept  into 
a universal principle are so well-known in the history of psychol-
ogy, the workings of the transformation process have been so 
well described by L.S. Vygotsky [282], that the present state of 
the concept under consideration can very well be indicated in 
some words which Vygotsky used on another occasion, long 
before the “stress boom”: “This discovery, which has been in-
flated into a world-outlook like the frog which blew itself up to 
the size of an ox, this bourgeois turned gentilhomme, is now 
coming into the most dangerous stage of its development — it 
can explode as easily as a soap-bubble;15 it is at all events enter-
ing upon a period of contestation and condemnation, both of 
which surround it on all sides” [282, p. 304]. 

Indeed, in today’s psychological works on stress determined 
efforts are being made to set limits, one way or the other, to the 
pretensions of this concept, by bringing it into line with traditional 
subject-divisions and terminology. With  this  aim  in  mind, 
R.S. Lazarus introduces the concept of psychological stress, 
which unlike a physiological highly-stereotyped reaction to a 
harmful agent is a reaction mediated by an assessment of threat 
and by  defensive  processes  [149; 150].  J.P. Averill  follows 
S.B. Sells [234] in considering the essential feature of a stress 
situation to be loss of control, i.e., absence of a reaction adequate 
to the given situation, when the consequences of refusal to react 
are of significance to the individual [15]. P. Fraisse proposes that 
stress should be the name given to a particular kind of emotive 
situations, that “this term should be reserved for repetitive or 
chronic situations in which adaptation disorders may show them-
selves” [84, p. 112]. Yu.S. Savenko defines psychological stress as 
“a state in which a person finds himself under conditions which 
hinder his setf-actualisation” [230, p. 97]. 
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The list could be made much longer, but these examples will 
suffice to show the main tendency in efforts made to find the 
right place in psychology for the concept of stress. The general 
line of argument is against the non-specific character of stress-
producing situations. Not every demand of the environment 
produces stress, only those demands which are assessed as 
threatening [149; 150], which disrupt adaptation [84] or control 
[15], or which hinder self-actualisation [230].  “No  one  seems 
to think” to quote R.S. Razumov’s appeal to common sense, 
“that any muscular exertion must  be  a  stress-producing  agent 
to the organism. No one considers a quiet stroll to be stressful 
situation” [216, p. 16]. 

But none other than the very father of the theory of stress, 
Hans Selye, considers that even sleep, let alone taking a walk, is 
not without stress. Stress, according to Selye, is “the non-specific 
response of the body to any demand made upon it” [237, p. 27]. 

One can understand the psychologists’ reaction — in truth, 
how is one to reconcile this formulation with the idea, in-
separable from the concept of stress, that it is something un-
usual, out of the ordinary, exceeding the bounds of an 
individual’s functional norm? How can you subsume in one 
thought “any” demand and “extreme” demand? It would seem 
impossible, and psychologists (and physiologists too—see 111) 
are discarding the “any”, i.e., the idea of stress being non-
specific, and substituting the idea of it being something specific. 
But removing the idea of the non-specificity of stress (of situa-
tions and reactions both) means killing the very thing in the 
concept which called it into being, its  fundamental  meaning. 
The force of the concept lies not in the denial of the non-specific 
nature of stimuli and of the organism’s responses to them [236; 
237] but in the assertion that any stimulus, alongside its own 
specific action, makes non-specific demands  upon  the  or-
ganism, to which the response is a non-specific reaction in the 
organism’s internal environment. 

It follows from the above that if psychology is going to 
employ the concept of stress, then the task is to avoid the un-
justifiable overextension of the term but to preserve its basic 
content — the idea of stress being non-specific. To do this, we 
must make explicit what the conceivable psychological condi-
tions are under which this idea offers an exact reflection of that 
section of psychological reality which is created by those con-
ditions. It is not disputed that breakdowns in self-actualisation, 
in control, etc., evoke stress; those are  sufficient  conditions  for 
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its existence. The problem is to discover what are the minimal 
necessary conditions which give rise to stress. 

Any demand made by the environment can evoke a critical, 
extreme situation only if a person is incapable of coping with 
any demands whatsoever, if his whole internal necessity is im-
mediate (here-and-now) satisfaction of any need — in other 
words, if his normal lived world is “easy” and “simple”, i.e., 
such that satisfaction of any need takes place directly and im-
mediately, encountering no obstacles either  from  external  for-
ces or from other needs, therefore without calling for any 
activity on the individual’s part. 

Such a hypothetical state of existence, where good is given 
directly and immediately and all life is reduced to immediate 
“being”, can be seen fully realised only in the case (and even 
then with some reservations) of the foetus in the mother’s 
womb, but partial relics of such a state enter into any and every 
life, appearing as the set towards here-and-now satisfaction, 
what Sigmund Freud called “the pleasure principle”. 

Obviously, realisation of such a set is continually disrupted by 
the most ordinary demands, by any demand, of reality; if we char-
acterise such disruption as a particular critical situation called 
stress, we are then approaching a concept of stress in which one 
can indeed conjoin the “extreme” and the “non-specific”. The 
logic and the content of the conditions described above make it 
quite clear how one may consider stress a critical event and at the 
same time view it as a permanent life-state. 

The category area appropriate to the concept of stress, then, 
may be denoted as “vitality”* or “sheer being”, this to be un-
derstood as indicating  an inalienable  dimension  of  existence, 
its “law” being the set towards here-and-now satisfaction. 

Frustration 

The essential indicators of the frustrating situation — the 
majority of definitions are agreed on this — are the presence of 
strong motivation to achieve a goal (to satisfy  a  need)  and  of 
an obstacle preventing this [118; 131; 137; 165; 195; 227 et al.]. 

Accordingly, frustrating situations may be classified by the 
nature of the motives frustrated  and  by  the  nature  of  the  bar- 
                                                           

* Vitality is here used in the sense of   “that  which  differentiates  the 
living from the non-living”. — Trans. 
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riers. One  classification  of  the  first  kind,  for  instance,  is 
A.H. Maslow’s [183], which distinguishes between basic, “in-
born” psychological needs  (security, respect, love),  frustration 
of which is pathogenic in nature, and “acquired needs”, frustra-
tion of which does not provoke mental disorders. 

The barriers hindering an individual’s advance to a goal may 
be physical (e.g., the walls of a prison), biological (illness, old 
age), psychological (fear, intellectual insufficiency), and socio-
cultural (norms, rules, prohibitions) [118; 137]. We may recall 
also the division of such barriers into external and internal, 
employed by T. Dembo [68] in her description of her experi-
ments; she called those barriers which hindered  attainment  of 
the goal “internal”, and those which prevented the subject from 
escaping the situation, “external”. Kurt Lewin, analysing the 
external (in this sense) barriers which adults use to control 
children’s behaviour, distinguishes “physical-corporeal”, 
“sociological” (“the instruments of power possessed  by  the 
adult in virtue of his social position” [165, pp. 126-27]) and 
ideological (a form of social barrier marked by the inclusion 
within it of “goals and values recognised by the child”) [ibid.]. 
The illustration given for this last is “Remember you are a girl!” 

The combination of strong motivation to attain a given goal 
and obstacles barring the path to it is, undoubtedly, an essential 
condition for frustration, yet at times we overcome considerable 
difficulties without falling into a state of frustration. So one must 
pose the question: what conditions suffice to produce frustration 
or, to put it another way, where and bow does a situation of im-
peded activity pass over into a situation of frustration? [cf. 163]. 
It is natural to look for the answer in assessments of the state of 
being frustrated; after all, it is this state which differentiates a situa-
tion of frustration from one of difficulty only. Yet in the literature 
on frustration we do not find an analysis of the psychological mean-
ing of the state, most authors confining themselves to descriptive 
statements — that a frustrated person experiences anxiety and ten-
sion [118], indifference, apathy and loss of interest [227], guilt and 
alarm [137], fury and hostility [118], envy and jealousy [100], etc. 
In themselves these emotions do not provide an answer to our 
question, and apart from them we are left with only one source of 
information — the behavioural “consequences” of frustration, or 
frustrated behaviour. Perhaps the special features of such be-
haviour can shed light on what occurs at the transition from a 
difficulty situation to a frustration situation? 
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The following forms of frustration are usually quoted: (a) 
motor excitation — aimless and disorderly reactions; (b) apathy 
(in a well-known study by Barker, Dembo and Lewin [24] one 
of the children placed in a frustrating situation lay down and 
stared at the ceiling); (c) aggression and destructiveness; (d) 
stereotype — a tendency towards thoughtless repetition of fixed 
behaviour; (e) regression, which can be understood as “a rever-
sion to behavioural patterns that were dominant earlier in the 
course of the individual’s life” [227, p. 247] or as a “primitivisa-
tion” of behaviour (measured in the Barker, Dembo and Lewin 
experiment as a lowering of “constructiveness” in the be-
haviour), or fall-off in “quality of execution” [59]. 

These then are the types of frustration behaviour. What, 
though, are its most essential, central characteristics? Norman 
Maier’s monograph [175] answers the question in the title itself — 
it is “behaviour without a goal”. In another work, the same author 
explained further that the central assertion of his theory is not that 
a frustrated person has no goal, but that “a frustrated person’s 
behaviour is without a goal, i.e., that the behaviour sample under 
discussion lacks goal orientation” [176, pp. 370-71]. Maier il-
lustrates his thesis by an example, in which two people hurrying 
to buy a train ticket get into an argument in the queue and start 
fighting, the net result being that both miss the train. This be-
haviour does not have as its content the goal of getting a ticket, it 
is therefore, in Maier’s definition, not adaptive (i.e., not meeting 
a requirement),  but “behaviour provoked by frustration”.  The 
old goal is not replaced here by a new one [ibid.]. 

To bring out this author’s position precisely we need to view 
it alongside some other opinions. Erich Fromm, for instance, 
considers that frustrated behaviour (particularly aggressive be-
haviour) “constitutes an attempt,  although  often  a  futile  one, 
to attain the frustrated aim” [100, p. 26]. K. Goldstein on the 
contrary asserts that behaviour of this kind is  not  subordinated 
to any goal, that it is disorganised and chaotic. He calls such 
behaviour “catastrophic” [110]. 

Against this background, Maier’s point of view may be for-
mulated as something like this: the essential characteristic of 
frustrated behaviour is the loss of orientation to the original, 
frustrated goal (this is in opposition to Fromm’s opinion); this 
characteristic  is  sufficient in itself (contrary to Goldstein’s 
view) — frustrated behaviour is not without all goal orientation, 
it can contain an aim of some sort (that, say, of insulting the 
opponent  in  a  frustration-provoked  quarrel as painfully as pos- 
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sible). The important point is that attainment of this goal is 
entirely meaningless as regards the original goal  or motive  in 
the given situation. 

The disagreements among these authors help us to pick out 
two most important parameters by which  we  should  charac-
terise behaviour in a frustrating situation. The fufst, which we 
may call “accordance with motive”, lies in the presence of a 
meaningful, result-promising link between the  behaviour  and 
the motive behind the situation. The second parameter is the 
organised nature of the behaviour — organised by any goal 
whatsoever, regardless of whether achievement of that goal will 
lead to realisation of the motive. If we suppose that  each  of 
these parameters can in every individual case have either posi-
tive or negative significance, i.e., that behaviour can be either 
ordered and organised by a goal, or disorganised by it, and can 
also be either in accordance with motive or  not,  we  then  get 
the following typology for possible “states” of behaviour. 

Typology of “States” of Behaviour 

 

In a situation presenting a person with difficulties we may 
observe behaviour corresponding to all these four types. 

Behaviour of Type 1, in accordance with motive and subor-
dinated to an organising goal, is obviously not frustrated. 
Moreover,  these  internal  characteristics  of  behaviour  are  im- 
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portant,  because  the  outward  appearance of behaviour 
(whether it be the individual’s indifference to a goal previously 
attractive, or destructiveness, or aggression) cannot of itself be 
an unambiguous indication of the individual’s being  in  a  state 
of frustration: we maybe dealing  with  intentional  exploitation 
of aggression (or of any other actions commonly attributed to 
frustration), such exploitation being  usually  accompanied  by 
the individual “working himself up”  to an  appropriate  emo-
tional state (rage, say) in conscious calculation of attaining his 
goal by this means. 

Such pseudo-frustrated behaviour can pass over into be-
haviour of Type 2: having deliberately “thrown hysterics” in the 
hope of getting his own way, the individual loses control over 
his own behaviour, he can no longer stop  himself  or  regulate 
his actions at all. Control by the will has been lost, but this does 
not mean that control through consciousness has been com-
pletely lost too. Since the behaviour is no longer organised by 
the goal, it loses the status of goal-directed action, but it still 
retains, nonetheless, the status of a means of realising the basic 
motive in the situation. In other words a meaningful connection 
is retained in the consciousness between the behaviour and the 
motive — the hope of resolving the situation. A good illustration 
of this type of behaviour is provided by “profitable” hysterical 
reactions originating in “voluntary heightening  of  reflexes” 
[146, p. 72], but later becoming involuntary.  The  observations 
of army doctors, for instance, made in cases of soldiers suffering 
from hysterical hyperkineses, show that the men were quite 
conscious of the connection between violent shaking and the 
chance of avoiding return to the battlefield. 

Behaviour of Type 3 is chiefly characterised by loss of the 
connection whereby motive gives meaning to action.  The  per-
son loses conscious control over the connection between his 
behaviour and the original motive: although  his  separate  ac-
tions still remain in accord with some aim, he is not now acting 
“in pursuit of” something, but “in consequence of” something. 
Such is the behaviour of the man purposefully fighting his op-
ponent at the ticket-office while the train pulls out of the station. 
“Motivation therefore,” says Maier, “is separated  from  causa-
tion as an explanatory concept” [l76, p. 371; cf. 255, p. 101]. 

Behaviour of Type 4 may be denoted by the word Goldstein 
used — “catastrophic”. This behaviour is controlled neither by 
the will nor by the consciousness of the individual, it is both 
disorganised  and  lacking  any  connection,  in content or mean- 
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ing, with the basic motive in the situation. The last part of this 
statement, be it noted, does not mean that other possible forms 
of connection between motive and behaviour are also broken 
(first and foremost “energetic” connections),  for  if  that  were 
the case there would be no grounds for considering the be-
haviour as having any relationship to the frustrated motive, or 
for describing it as “out of accordance with motive”. The sup-
position that the psychological situation continues to be deter-
mined by the frustrated motive is an essential premise for 
considering the behaviour as a consequence of frustration. 

To return to  a question  posed earlier,  that  of  distinguishing 
a difficult situation from a frustrating situation, we can now say 
that according to our typology  behaviour  of  Type 1  is  proper 
to the first (difficulty), and behaviour  of the  other  three  types 
to the second (frustration). From this  standpoint  one  can  see 
the inadequacy of the  linear  representations  of  ability  to 
tolerate frustration that are usually employed to describe the 
transition from a difficult to a frustrating situation. In fact the 
transition occurs in two dimensions — along the line of loss of 
control by the will, i.e., disorganisation of behaviour, and/or 
along the line of loss of control by consciousness, i.e., loss of 
“accordance with motive” in behaviour, which on the level of 
internal state is correspondingly expressed in loss of patience 
and loss of hope. We shall leave it at that  for the present;  later 
on we shall have further opportunity to consider the relation-
ships between these two phenomena. 

It is not difficult to define  the  categorical  field  appropriate 
to the concept of frustration. It is quite obvious that it is deter-
mined by the category of activity. This field may  be  imaged  as 
a lived world where the conditions of existence are chiefly char-
acterised by difficulty, and the  internal  necessity  of  existence 
is realisation of motive. Active conquest  of  difficulties  along 
the way to “motive-accordant” goals is “normal” for such ex-
istence, and the critical situation specific to it arises when dif-
ficulty becomes insuperable [163, pp. 119,120], i.e., passes into 
impossibility. 

Conflict 

To define the psychological concept of conflict is a compli-
cated business. If one aims at a definition which will not con-
tradict any of the current views on conflict, one will end  with  a 
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formula absolutely devoid of  psychological  content — conflict 
is the collision of something with something else. The two main 
questions in conflict theory — exactly what comes into collision, 
and what is the nature of the collision — are given totally dif-
ferent answers by different authors. 

The answers given to the first question bear  a close  relation 
to the general methodological orientation of the writers. The 
adherents of psychodynamic  conceptual  systems  define  con-
flict as simultaneous actualisation of two or more motives 
(drives) [124; 137]. Researchers with a behaviourist orientation 
assert that one can only speak of conflict when alternative pos-
sibilities for reaction are present [74; 85]. And lastly, from the 
standpoint of cognitive psychology the collisions of conflict are 
between ideas, wishes, aims, and values — the phenomena of 
consciousness, in a word [49; 79; 266]. These  three  paradigms 
of consideration of conflict intermingle, in some authors’ work, 
to produce compromise or  “syntagmatic”  constructions  [see, 
for example, 227], and although the actual products of such 
combination do in most cases appear eclectic, the  general  idea 
of such a synthesis looks very promising; after all, behind the 
three paradigms one can easily glimpse three categories which 
are basic to the development of contemporary psychology —
motive, action and image [288], which ideally should be organi-
cally fused in each and every theoretical construct. 

Our second question — the nature of the  relationship  be-
tween the colliding forces in a conflict — is  equally  important. 
It subdivides into three constituent questions, the first of which 
concerns the comparative intensity of the opposing forces, and 
the answer usually given is that these forces are approximately 
equal [165; 174; 186 et al.]. The second sub-question concerns 
the directional correlation of the conflicting tendencies. Most 
authors do not even consider any alternative to the customary 
view of conflicting urges as being diametrically opposed. Karen 
Horney brought this view into question  with  her  interesting 
idea that only neurotic conflict (conflict marked, in her defini-
tion, by incompatibility of the conflicting forces and by the per-
sistent and unconscious nature of the urges involved) can be 
viewed as the result of collision between diametrically opposed 
forces. The “angle” between the directional  lines  of  the  urges 
in a normal, non-neurotic conflict is less than 180°, so that under 
certain conditions behaviour can be evolved   which  will  more 
or less satisfy both urges [124]. 
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The third sub-question concerns the content of the relation-
ships between the conflicting tendencies. Here one should, in 
our opinion, distinguish between two basic forms of conflict — 
in one, the tendencies are inherently opposed, i.e., they are 
contradictory in content, and in the other, they are not fun-
damentally incompatible but only owing to conditions of place 
and time. 

To clarify the category basis for the concept of conflict one 
should remember that ontogenetically conflict is  a  compara-
tively recent formation [213]. RA. Spitz [254] holds that true 
intra-psychic conflict starts to exist only when “ideational” con-
cepts have appeared. Karen Horney [124] names one’s being 
conscious of one’s own feelings, and the presence of an internal 
value-system, as the essential conditions  for conflict,   while 
D.R. Miller and G.E. Swanson consider the essential precon-
dition to be the ability to feel guilt —  “Only if a man has learned 
to become guilty about a particular impulse does he experience 
conflict” [186, p. 14]. All of which demonstrates that conflict is 
possible only when the individual possesses a complex inner 
world and when that complexity is actualised. 

Here lies the theoretical frontier between the “frustrating 
situation” and “conflict”. A frustrating situation, as we have 
seen, can be created by barriers that may be material but may 
also be ideal, for instance by a prohibition  laid  upon  engaging 
in a certain activity. These barriers, and  prohibitions  particular-
ly, when they appear to the subject’s consciousness  as  some-
thing self-evident and not to be discussed, are in effect external 
barriers, psychologically speaking, and produce a situation of 
frustration, not conflict, despite the fact that it may seem to be 
two internal forces that are coming into collision. The prohibi-
tion may cease to be self-evident, may become a matter of inner 
doubt, and then the frustrating situation is transformed into a 
conflict situation. 

Just as the difficulties of the external world are opposed or 
dealt with by the individual’s activity, so the complications of 
the internal world, i.e., crossed wires among the individual’s 
life-relationships, are opposed or dealt with by the  activity  of 
his consciousness. The internal necessity, or directional force of 
activity of the consciousness, is towards achieving a state of 
consonance and non-contradiction within the inner world. The 
consciousness is called upon to measure motives against one 
another, to choose between them, to  find  compromise  solu-
tions, etc. — in a word, to overcome the complication. The criti- 
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cal situation here is one where it is  subjectively  impossible 
either to get out of the conflict situation or to resolve it, by 
finding a compromise between contradictory urges or by 
sacrificing one of them. 

In the same way as earlier we distinguished between a situa-
tion of impeded activity and a situation that makes activity im-
possible, here one should distinguish between a complicated 
situation and a critical, conflict situation, which sets in when 
consciousness surrenders in face of a subjectively insoluble 
contradiction between motives. 

Crisis 

Although the problems produced by crises in the life of in-
dividuals have always received attention from humanitarian 
thought, including psychological thought [see, e.g., 129], it is 
only comparatively recently that  “crisis theory”  appeared  on 
the psychologist’s horizon as an independent theory developed 
mainly within the frames of reference of preventive psychiatry. 
It is an accepted thing to see its origin in E. Lindemann’s 
remarkable paper analysing acute grief [168]. 

“Historically, ‘crisis theory’ has been influenced by four 
major intellectual developments: evolution and its implications 
for communal and individual adaptation, fulfilment or growth 
theories of human motivation, a life-cycle approach to human 
development, and interest in coping behaviour under extreme 
stresses... ” [190, p. 7]. Among the intellectual sources of crisis 
theory one also finds  mentioned  psychoanalysis  (especially 
such concepts as mental  equilibrium  and  psychological 
defence), some of the ideas of Carl Rogers, and the theory of 
role-playing [127, p. 815]. 

Let us turn first to the empirical level of description of crisis 
as understood in this general conception. On the empirical level 
we find the causes of crisis indicated as being events like the 
death of someone close,  other  forms  of  separation  (divorce, 
for instance), severe illness, organic changes due to age, drastic 
changes in living conditions and responsibilities (getting mar-
ried, losing social status, retiring), and many others [8; 56; 62; 
114; 121; 167; 238; 285]. 

The forms through which crisis is expressed are usually sub-
divided into the somatic (headaches,  loss of appetite,  distur-
bance of sleep, sexual disorders, etc.), the psychic (anxiety, 
depression,   anguish,   derealisation,   depersonatisation,   etc.), 
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and the behavioural (lowered efficiency in activity, aggressive 
and auto-aggressive reactions, difficulties in communication, 
disorganisation  of settled modes of conduct, etc.).  Almost  all 
the phenomena mentioned in such catalogues can arise within 
other kinds of critical situations also — in stress, conflict and 
frustration — and consequently are not specific to crisis. More 
specific are: the sense that “life (like this) is impossible”; the 
feeling that existence is meaningless, that one has lost oneself; 
intention or attempts to commit suicide; and similar all-
embracing inner experiences which affect the whole of life, or 
the most essential, basic aspect of the individual life. 

Studies made of various life-crises  have  built  up  a  rich 
stock of empirical material. Set against  this,  the  theoretical 
work done on the problem looks so scanty that  it seems  too 
soon to speak of a psychological theory of crisis. The current 
ideas on crisis have achieved  a status  of  some  independence 
not on account of any original theoretical constructs,  but  be-
cause they play an integral part in the practical provision — in-
tensively developed in many countries — of short-term 
psychological and psychiatric help for people  finding  themsel-
ves in difficulties, such help being made available without the 
great expense to the client involved in psychoanalysis. This 
“crisis theory” is inseparable from the mental health services, 
crisis prevention programmes, etc., which explains both its ob-
vious merits — direct interchange  between  theory  and  prac-
tice, concepts firmly rooted in clinical observation — and its 
equally obvious shortcomings — eclecticism, insufficient 
elaboration of its own system categories, and lack of clarity  as 
to the connections between the concepts  employed  and  the 
ideas of academic psychology. 

Let  us  consider  the  dominant  theoretical  approaches  used 
to describe crises. 

The clinical approach. This is most clearly represented in 
Lindemann’s famous paper [167]. The event  serving  as  cause 
of the crisis is interpreted, within the lines laid down by this 
approach, as a psychotraumatic affect (usually external). So far 
as the crisis itself is concerned, although it is held to be a normal, 
non-pathological state, it is nevertheless described in terms fol-
lowing a medical paradigm, as a species of illness (or more 
precisely as a syndrome with its own pathognomonic symptoms, 
characteristic course and various  possible  outcomes),  some-
times requiring short-term treatment, usually psychotherapy. 
Emergence   from   the   crisis   is   accordingly   described  as  a 

47 



recovery, expressed in disappearance of symptoms, restoration 
of work capability and of normal functioning. 

The homeostatic adaptational approach.  Those  favouring 
this approach include such a great authority in crisis studies as 
G. Caplan. In terms of this approach, the cause of the crisis is 
seen in the individual’s confrontation with a problem which he 
cannot escape and which he is unable to solve [56; 58], i.e., the 
arisal of crisis is understood as a consequence  of  insufficiency 
of the subject’s available skills in adaptive behaviour. The crisis 
itself is described as “short psychological upsets” [56, p. 521]. 
G. Caplan writes: “in a crisis ...  the  homeostatic  mechanisms 
are temporarily unable to maintain  the  usual  balance  because 
of the alteration in the environment... This leads to a rise of 
tension... and to a temporary lowering of the efficiency of the 
system because its various parts are no longer acting in har-
mony” [ibid., p. 522]. Let us take special note of that last for-
mulation: the crisis state is being characterised on the one hand 
as an internal disharmony in the system, on the other as a dis-
location of its outward-directed activity. The struggle with crisis 
is interpreted as development of “internal  adjustive  changes, 
and also changes in the relation of the system to its external 
world”, and the emergence from crisis as the  establishment  of 
“a new balance between the altered system and its altered en-
vironment” [ibid.]. 

These first two approaches were elaborated through the 
practice of preventive psychiatry and refer mainly to situational 
crises arising more or less accidentally as a result of abrupt 
changes in the individual’s external world. The third approach 
has been produced prior to and independently of preventive 
psychiatry, within the field of developmental psychology. 

The individual development approach. This is an attempt to 
bring within the scope of psychological analysis not only iso-
lated acts and situations within a human life, but  the  life  itself 
as a whole. The “whole”  is differently  seen  by  different 
authors — as a journey through life, as a biography, as a life-
cycle, as an individual’s fate, as a life-story. Nor is there any 
unanimity in their definitions of the motive forces and deter-
minants in a life; some authors put the accent on biological 
factors, others on the social and historical,  and  yet  others  on 
the strictly psychological ones. All these differences apart, one 
can say that this approach sees the life of an individual as a 
process of development which progresses through a regular 
series of “phases” or stages,  while  the  transitions  from  one  to 
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another of these take the form of crises. The cause of crisis is 
understood to be the ending, in bankruptcy, of one of these 
phases, which occurs because the possibilities open to the given 
personality no longer match up to its own and/or society’s ex-
pectations and demands at the given stage of development. The 
crisis itself is described as a period of break-up of the outlived 
integrated state of the personality, and in the course of this 
break-up the person experiences a painful sense of loss of iden-
tity. Conquest of the crisis is seen as a process in which new 
formations in the personality  are developed,  a  new  integrity 
and a new internal organisation is formed; emergence from the 
crisis is the opening-up of a new phase of development. 

Which of these theoretical approaches measures up most 
adequately to the reality of crisis, and is most productive for 
development of our theoretical conception of crisis? 

The first, clinical  approach  has  made  a  great  contribution 
to the study of crises, for by supplying the fine-drawn observa-
tions of clinicians it has helped to give us striking empirical 
descriptions of how crisis declares itself. But at  the  present 
stage the clinical approach offers no further perspectives either 
theoretically or practically, for to pursue it consistently would 
mean distinguishing between a limitless multitude  of  empiri-
cally discovered crisis “syndromes” (the grief syndrome, the 
disablement syndrome, the jealousy syndrome, the dismissal 
syndrome, etc.), each of them corresponding to an actual life-
problem and subdividing, naturally, into a large number of pos-
sible variants. It may be that distinguishing and describing such 
separate syndromes has its uses, but it needs to be done with a 
general psychological understanding of crisis in terms of its 
content as the point of departure, not just the formal medical 
paradigm. The latter, following  its own  immanent  logic 
founded in the study of somatic diseases, is liable to see human 
experiencing in too “naturalistic” a manner. In fact the laws of 
experiencmg cannot be deduced from the general laws of 
functioning, normal and pathological, of the human organism. 

The second, homeostatic approach also has its origin in 
physiological studies of the organism. It is, fortunately, so 
devoid of psychological content that it does little to hinder the 
actual practice of psychological analysis or of psychological 
assistance to people in crisis  situations.  The  authors  adhering 
to this approach in fact do no more than  declare   their  support 
of it (one must after all offer some sort of general theoretical 
structure),  and  then,  passing  on  to  actual  analysis, rely on an 
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adaptation approach (but one far from being the same as the 
homeostatic). 

The main point in making an evaluation of the clinical and 
homeostatic approaches in their relevance to the problem of 
crisis, is that they are incapable of capturing the specific nature 
of this kind of critical situation, the ways in which it differs from 
other critical situations, and from others which  are  not  critical 
at all. The “homeostatic” description of crisis which was quoted 
earlier could have been applied just as well to a frustrating 
situation or a stressful situation. 

It is our impression that the third of the approaches men-
tioned, that of personality development, is the most productive 
and the most adequate for describing the particular critical 
situation to be called crisis. Our grounds for saying so  are  that 
in this developmental system the human being is seen not as an 
organism but as a personality and, most importantly, is seen 
from the standpoint of his specifically human integrity — on the 
one hand the synchronous, structural integration of his per-
sonality and on the  other  the  diachronous,  temporal  integrity 
of his life. And the chief intuitive sign  of crisis  is  indeed  its 
all-embracing character: when we say that someone is in crisis, 
we cannot help but picture this person as undergoing essential 
changes of some kind, to imagine that not some part  of  him 
only, but his entire make-up is affected, that everything most 
essential in him is being shaken, that the processes under way 
are vital not at one isolated moment only, but for the whole 
future of his life. 

But if we accept the  individual  development  approach  as 
the most adequate and specific  for describing  crisis,  we  are 
then faced with the problem of how to bring together develop-
mental crises and situational crises. On the other hand we have 
the theoreticians who have worked on the concept of normative 
or developmental crises making  a strict distinction  between 
these and situational, traumatic crises [76], primarily on the 
grounds that the latter are accidental while the former follow 
known lines and are preceded by a developmental build-up. 
However, we have also the theoreticians of situational crises 
refusing on principle to analyse the integrated line of develop-
ment of a personality but picking out from the long-term 
perspective of development,  to  put  under  the  microscope,  as 
it were, a particular crisis period [127]. 

If we want to summarise the main differences between these 
two kinds of crises, each with its  corresponding theory,  we  can 
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say that they differ in origin and in outcome. In origin, because 
situational crises occur at random, from the operation of ex-
ternal, unforeseen factors, while developmental  crises  arise 
from the operation of certain laws, as a result of internal 
restructuring. In outcome, because emergence from situational 
crises is seen mostly as restoration of a previously existing state 
which was disturbed by the crisis event (it is hardly accidental 
that ideas of homeostasis should figure so prominently in crisis 
theory), while emergence from “normative” crises is seen as a 
transition to a new stage in individual development. 

Real and important as these differences maybe,  one  cannot, 
in our view, take them to be absolute, so that the two kinds of 
crises must be kept entirely separate  from  one  another  and 
dealt with in different theoretical  compartments.  The  fact  is 
that the regularity in the onset of “normative” crises is only very 
comparatively “regular”, firstly, because the transition to a next 
stage of development is frequently accomplished without crisis, 
in a gradual, evolutionary manner, and secondly, because ex-
ternal causes are always needed to set in motion the crisis that 
has been prepared  by the preceding  course  of  development, 
and these external causes are often so important in themselves 
that they cannot be viewed as “triggers” and nothing more. 
Furthermore, the randomness of situational crises is sometimes 
fairly dubious, as the accumulated experience of psychotherapy 
shows. Of course the traumatic event precipitating a crisis takes 
place quite independently of the individual’s intentions, but 
analysis of data on real cases shows that patients at times them-
selves contribute to (or do not do enough to prevent) the event’s 
occurrence, and quite often it proves to have been not entirely 
unexpected to them. 

The second difference, in outcome, is likewise not absolute. 
The underlying categories involved  in this distinction  include 
the archetypal opposition of human identity and human 
metamorphoses [23, p. 262]. Analysis of actual cases of people 
in crisis indicates that the real processes taking place are un-
derlain by the dialectics of identity (preservation) and 
metamorphosis (development). After all, situational problems 
reach the stage of crisis precisely because they are making it 
impossible for the individual to actualise himself in his old form. 
One cannot emerge from  a situational  crisis  unchanged.  Even 
if a person succeeds in retaining the integrity of his personality, 
in preserving self-identity, that retention and  preservation  is 
only possible  at  the  price  of  some  development  (or  degrada- 
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tion). In order to  remain  oneself  one  must  become  different. 
A similar logic holds good for normative crises also: develop-
ment of the personality and its transition to the next stage of 
one’s life-journey are unthinkable unless one preserves one’s 
own personal self-identity, unless  there  is  an  unbroken  chain 
of history of one and the same personality, otherwise the result 
of every crisis would be that an individual did not “find himself” 
but on the contrary “lost himself”. 

The differences between developmental  and  situational 
crises, then, are not absolute.  Of course  all  these  differences 
are real and important, and must be borne in mind, when we 
elaborate general theoretical concept of crisis, as factors which 
are opposed but dialectically conjoined. 

It now remains for us to define the fundamental charac-
teristics of our concept of crisis as a particular critical situation. 
The category field within which the specific nature of crisis has 
meaning is presented in the concept “a human life as a whole”. 
This field can be imaged on the ontological plane as a lived 
world in which the subject is the individual, and the specific 
internal necessity is the self-actualisation of the individual, the 
realisation of one’s own life-need, one’s own life-plan. The nor-
mal conditions of this existence are: (a) complexity of the in-
dividual, requiring him to struggle to maintain his own integrity, 
and (b) difficulty in existence, requiring efforts to be made to 
achieve the real embodiment and realisation of that integrity. 
The psychological  “organ” carrying  out  the  integrated  intent 
of the personality with regard to oneself and one’s own life, 
under conditions of difficulty  and complexity,  is  the will (for 
the time being we merely assert this axiomatically, grounds for 
the assertion will be given later). The will is the tool used to 
overcome the forces of difficulty and complexity, “multiplied” 
one by another. When in the course of a person’s life and 
development conditions are created which break down the in-
tegrity of his personality and his self-identity, and/or hinder his 
self-actualisation, and the will proves helpless in face of these 
conditions (and not for a given isolated moment,  but in the  
long-term perspective of life-intent actualisation), then the 
critical situation specific to this dimension of life’ — crisis — is 
brought about. 

*    *    *  
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Thus each of the concepts embodying the idea of a critical 
situation has a particular category field corresponding to it and 
giving the functional norms of that concept, which must be 
borne in mind if its employment for theoretical  purposes  is  to 
be precise. On the ontological plane, the category field reflects 
one particular dimension of human life, a dimension with its 
own regularities and characterised by the conditions of life, the 
type of activity, and the specific internal  necessity  appropriate 
to it. We shall now bring all these characteristics together, in 
Table 1. 

Table 1  

Typology оf Critical Situations  

Ontological 
field 

Type of 
activity 

Internal 
necessity 

Normal 
conditions 

Type of 
critical 
situation 

“Vitality” Life of the 
organism 

Here-and -
now 
satisfaction

Directly 
given life-
benefits

Stress 

A particular 
life relation 

Action Actualisation 
of motive 

Difficulty Frustration 

The internal 
world 

Conscious-
ness 

Internal 
consonance 

Complexity Conflict 

Life as a 
whole 

Will Actualisation 
of life-intent 

Difficulty 
and 
complexity 

Crisis 

What significance have these distinctions for the analysis of 
critical situations and for the theory of experiencing in general? 
The above typology enables us to achieve better differentiation 
in describing extreme situations. 

Of course an actual event may affect all these “dimensions” 
of life at once, evoking stress, frustration, conflict,  and  crisis, 
but it is this very interpenetration of critical situations, found 
empirically, which makes it essential to differentiate between 
them with exactitude. 

The actual critical situation is not a rigidly set formation, it 
has a complex inner dynamic, in which the different types of 
“impossibility” situations influence  one another  through  inter-
nal states, external behaviour  and  the  objective  consequences 
of that behaviour. For instance, difficulties encountered in an 
attempt to attain some goal can, owing to prolonged non-satis-
faction of the need felt, evoke a build-up  of stress,  which  in  its 
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turn has a negative effect  upon  actions  performed  and 
produces frustration; further, aggressive urges or reactions 
evoked by frustration may come into conflict with the 
individual’s moral attitudes, that conflict again produces an 
intensification of stress, and so on.  In  the  course  of  all  this, 
the main problem area of  a  critical  situation  can  shift  from 
one “dimension” to another. 

Furthermore, from the first moment of the onset of a critical 
situation the psychological struggle with it, put up by the 
processes of experiencing, also starts to operate, and these 
processes further complicate the general  picture  of  the 
dynamics of the critical situation, since they may, while having 
an advantageous effect in one dimension, merely make things 
worse in another. But all this is matter for our next section. 

It only remains for us to underline the practical importance of 
the conceptual distinctions made above. They assist in achieving 
a more precise description of the critical situation in which a 
person is caught up, and on this description largely depends the 
correct choice of psychological help to be offered. 

3. THE PROCESS OF EXPERIENCING 

In the preceding section the subject under discussion was the 
critical situation, i.e., that which precedes experiencing, and we 
must therefore proceed now to a review of the ideas now current 
on the “future” and the “present” of the process. We shall look 
first at the future-in-intent, i.e., the aims and motives of ex-
periencing, and then at the future-in-eventuation, i.e., its results. 
The sub-section after that will be devoted to the “present” of ex-
periencing, the way in which psychological literature views the 
actualisation itself, the techniques or “machinery” [230] of ex-
periencing. The last item to be dealt with in the section is the 
problem of classifying different kinds of experiencing. 

Determination of Experiencing by Goal 

Although it is rare for experiencing, whatever its interpreta-
tion in different conceptions — as psychological defence, com-
pensation or coping behaviour, to be considered as a process 
directly determined by a consciously recognised goal, it is con-
sidered by all authors to  be  a  process  subject,  in  one  way  or 
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another, to determination by goal. Analysis of relevant 
psychological writings shows that goal determinants ascribed to 
experiencing processes coincide with the main “internal neces-
sities” of life which we found in our discussion of the critical 
situation: 

1. Here-and-now satisfaction 
2. Actualisation of motive (satisfaction of need) 
3. Establishment of order in the internal world 
4. Self-actualisation. 
Of course all these “internal necessities” appear in 

psychological literature under varying names, but as a rule the 
goal postulated for the experiencing process in this or that con-
ception is fairly obviously related to one of these “necessities” as 
listed. For example, behind defence-mechanism goals such as 
avoiding pain [68], removing an unpleasant state [118], and 
denying painful elements in experience [88], it is not hard to 
glimpse the same hedonistic urge towards here-and-now satis-
faction. 

For the purpose of classifying and analysing the views now 
current on determination-by-goal of experiencing,  it is  helpful 
to imagine the process being simultaneously subordinated to 
more than one of the four  determinants  already  named,  and 
that one of these operates as ultimate goal or motive, and the 
others as immediate or intermediate goals. If the overall “goal 
formula” of an instance of experiencing is expressed as the 
relationship between  immediate (and intermediate) goals  and 
the ultimate goal, we then get quite a large number of possible 
combinations. Let us consider those which are most distinctly 
presented in the literature on experiencing. 

For Sigmund Freud the dominant understanding of 
psychological defence was that which may be denoted, ac-
cording to the proposed pattern, as 3/1. The “denominator” in 
the goal formula  of psychological defence, i.e.,  the  ultimate 
goal of defence processes,  was  held by Freud to be  the 
“pleasure principle”. This follows from, for instance, his rep-
resentation of displacement as the prototype of all the special 
mechanisms of defence [95], while the “motive and goal of all 
displacement is nothing else but avoidance of unpleasure” [94, 
p. 153]. It also follows from Freud’s view that the motives be-
hind defence mechanisms are consequences of cognitive 
(ideational) and emotional infantilism, and in infantilism the 
pleasure principle is all-important. So far as concerns the 
“numerator”   in   the   formula,   or   the   immediate   goals   of 
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defence mechanisms, Freud held that they  are  in  the  majority 
of cases intended to achieve harmony in the internal world. 
Displacement is a means of avoiding a disharmony which has 
arisen in the inner  (ideational)  life,  this  dissonance  being 
either an incompatibility between the ego  and some  ex-
perience*, idea or feeling,  as  Freud  considered  during  the 
early period of his work [99], or a contradiction between the 
conscious and the unconscious, as he later held, or a con-
tradiction between id, ego  and  superego,  as  he  formulated  it 
in 1923, when The Ego and the Id was written [92].¹6 

The concept outlined in Thе Ego and the Id provided the basis 
for further elaboration of ideas on psychological defence by 
Anna Freud, in her book The Ego and the Mechanisms of 
Defence. The ego defends itself against instincts and against af-
fects. The motives of defence against affects are determined by 
the motives of defence against instincts, for the affect is one of 
the representatives of the instinctive process. However, “if the 
ego has nothing to object to in a particular instinctual process 
and so does not ward off an affect on that ground, its attitude 
towards it will be determined entirely by the pleasure principle: 
it will welcome pleasurable affects and defend itself against 
painful ones” [89, p. 62]. This variant of experiencing can be 
denoted as 1/1 in the table as proposed, immediate and ultimate 
goals coincide, and both are concerned with “here-and-now” 
satisfaction. 

Matters are rather more complicated when it comes to 
defence against instincts. In all cases defence is called forth by 
anxiety, but there are anxieties and anxieties: the fears  of  the 
ego can be evoked by most diverse  threats,  and  the  goals  of 
the defence process will vary correspondingly. When what is 
called anxiety of the superego is present, the ego defends itself 
against instincts not because these are contradictory to its own 
requirements, but in order to maintain good relations with the 
superego, to which the given instincts seem unacceptable [89]. 
The “goal formula” of this sort of defence may  be  represented 
as a two-stage relation, 3/3/1: the  defence  process  seeks  to 
alter the internal links between the ego and the instincts (3) in 
order to achieve harmony between the ego  and  superego  (3) 
and so avoid pain (1). When so-called “objective anxiety” is 
present, the organisation by goal of the defence mechanisms is 
somewhat different — 3/2/1: the main motive — to avoid pain 
(1) — compels the ego to accommodate  itself   to  the  demands 
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of external reality (2)* and for this purpose to achieve certain 
inner relationships, in particular to inhibit instincts (3). 

Although many kinds of psychological defence, as described 
by Sigmund and by Anna Freud, have other “goal formulae”, 
one can state nevertheless that the dominant note in their un-
derstanding of this process is the recognition of the pleasure 
principle as providing the ultimate goal. 

Among those who have studied coping behaviour, its main 
aim is seen as achievement of a realistic accommodation of the 
individual to the environment, which will allow the individual to 
satisfy his needs. In terms of our table, the denominator in the 
goal formula for this type of experiencing will be (2). The 
defence mechanisms that are considered by theoreticians of 
coping behaviour to be a sub-species of coping-behaviour 
mechanisms are here classifiable as 1/2 variant, which means 
that the immediate goals of these defence mechanisms are seen 
as being achievement of the greatest possible emotional well-
being under the given conditions, but this goal is viewed in its 
relation to what is considered the more important goal of 
adaptation to reality. The function attributed to the defence 
mechanisms is that of providing time for other, more productive 
coping processes to come into play [114; 131 etal.]. 

Among the mechanisms where the principal motive is the 
second of the types of “internal necessities”  in our table,  we 
may point also to a fairly widespread variant indicable as 3/2: 
these are the mechanisms which, through achieving internal 
accommodations (the actual technical  process  of  achieving 
such accommodations is something we shall be speaking of 
later), make permissible the actualisation, direct or indirect, of 
an activity which is psychologically forbidden and therefore 
internally impossible. Among them are numbered the 
mechanisms which in psychoanalytical descriptions are shown 
as furthering the channelling, control and direction of impulses 
[147; 233; 244 et al.]. They are, incidentally, often counterposed 
to defence mechanisms [214; 233]. 

In many descriptions of the processes of experiencing their 
main goal is considered to be achievement of a non-contradic-
tory and integrated state of the internal world, while all other 
goals are seen as intermediate only. In the opinion of many 
authors,  the  defence  processes  serve  specifically  to  integrate 

 
                                                           

* The grounds on which we classify the urge to accommodation as an 
“internal necessity” of Type 2 will be made clear in Chapter II. 
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the ego. The ego’s need for synthesis, harmony and integration 
is often acknowledged as an  independent  motive  in  defence 
and compensation, in the literature of psychoanalysis [89; 124; 
134]. The same “internal necessity” is appropriate, too, for the 
processes of reducing cognitive dissonance described by Leon 
Festinger [62; 79]. 

The most widespread variant of experiencing subject to this 
main goal can be given the formula 3/3 (such, for example, is sup-
pression, as treated by Karen Horney: “giving predominance to 
one trend by submerging all discrepant elements is an uncon-
scious attempt to organise the personality” [124, p. 57]); though 
the variants 4/3 and 2/3 are conceivable. An example of the first 
of these two is provided by self-actualisation processes, seen as a 
means of resolving inner conflict between the real ego and the 
ideal ego. The second, 2/3, may be illustrated by behaviour in 
which realisation of even such an apparently self-sufficient mo-
tive as the sexual proves in fact to be a means of avoiding disin-
tegration of consciousness [143]. 

Variants 1/4, 2/4 and 3/4, where the basis  of  the  experienc-
ing process is the urge to self-actualisation, are clearly 
delineated in Yu.S. Savenko’s presentation [230] of the 
mechanisms of psychological compensation: whatever the im-
mediate goal of a compensating process may be — “achieve-
ment of a comfortable internal state” (1)  or regulation  of 
varying urges (3) — its ultimate goal is to ensure the possibility 
of self-actualisation (4). 

We have now reviewed the main varieties of determination- 
by-goal of experiencing.  

“Success” of  Experiencing 

One of the most far-reaching distinctions drawn when ex-
periencing processes are being  analysed  bears  something  of 
the nature of a value judgement, since it consists in a division 
into “successful” and “unsuccessful”. 

Researchers for whom  the  central  categories  are  “coping” 
or “compensation” usually bring  in  the  concept  of  “defence” 
to denote “unsuccessful” processes, keeping their key term for 
the “successful” processes [114; 190; 230; 257]. But the authors 
who consider the concept of psychological defence to be a 
general category, covering all processes of experiencing, either 
speak of “successful/unsuccessful” defence, or else  insist   that 
the  traditional   meaning  of  defence — which  they  feel  to  be 
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linked only with “unsuccessful”, negative or pathological 
processes — must be extended to include the more effective, 
positive and healthy processes as well [28; 29; 226]; or they 
propose that “successful” defences  should  be  brought  under 
the head of sublimation [78].17 These nuances of terminology 
will have to be borne in mind when we come to speak of the 
negative sides of defence mechanisms. 

The concept of “unsuccessful”  experiencing has   consider-
able variations in import  for  different  authors.  There  is  a 
whole scale of degrees, at one end of which we find compara-
tively mild intimations that  processes  of  this  kind  distort 
reality and are based  on  self-deception,  etc. [114; 120; 131; 
186; 188 et al.], while at the other end of the scale “unsuccess-
ful” experiencing is qualified as  potentially  pathogenic  [58; 
109; 214; 257; 293],  or even as pathological, not  just 
pathogenic, psychodynamic activity [252]. However, even the 
most negative qualifications of these processes are always ac-
companied by reminders of their  positive functions,  especially 
in assisting integration [ibid.]. 

One has to admit that the optimal variant seems to be the 
position, taken up by some researchers, of “blaming” defence 
processes not so much for the content of their goals as for the 
shortsightedness of the goals, for lack of scruple as to the means 
of achieving them, and for negative side-effects of their 
operation. (From this standpoint the defence mechanisms are 
rather like lazy and not-too-honest servants who may have good 
intentions but carry them out  by regrettable  means,  making 
their master pay dearly for their “help”.) 

We already know what these goals are — defence processes 
are aimed at releasing the individual from discord among impul-
ses and ambivalence of feelings [89], at preventing him from be-
coming conscious of undesirable or painful contents [114; 123; 
131; 244], and, most importantly of all, at removing anxiety and 
tension [118; 122; 123; 137 et al.]. But the means of achieving 
these goals, that is the defence itself, is represented by rigid, 
automatic, compulsive, non-voluntary and unconscious proces-
ses, which operate unrealistically, without taking account of a 
situation as a whole and without any long-term perspective [118; 
147; 186; 188; 233 et al.]. So it is hardly surprising that even if the 
goals of psychological defence are achieved, it is at the price of 
objective disintegration of behaviour [137], of concessions, 
regression, self-deception [120; 147; 230], or even neurosis. 
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In short, as Theodore C. Kroeber said, “an individual with 
adequate defence mechanisms but nothing more may avoid the 
fate of hospitalisation... ” [147, p. 184], but that is the most he 
can count on. 

This maximum result of defence is at the same time the mini-
mum result which “successful” experiencing can produce. The 
highest forms of human experiencing — the top end of the scale 
of “success” — leading to development, self-actualisation and 
improvement of the personality, are very rarely analysed in 
psychological literature. The upper limit set by the overwhelm-
ing majority  of  psychologists  for  the  “success”  of experienc-
ing — for its results, means and nature — is not set very high. 
“Successful” coping behaviour is described as raising the 
subject’s adaptive capabilities [58], as being realistic, flexible, 
for the most part conscious, embodying voluntary choice, active 
[56; 147; 186]. Even those authors who consider the principal in-
ternal necessity of human life to be self-actualisation, the urge to 
perfection, and the full realisation of potential [3; 183; 230] and 
who view experiencing as related to this move, usually see it only 
as a means of removing or compensating for hindrances to self-
actualisation, not as a process capable  of making  an inde-
pendent positive and irreplaceable  contribution  to  the 
perfecting of personality, as capable not merely of ridding the 
personality of something negative but of adding something posi-
tive to it.18 

We find isolated hints in the work of a number of researchers 
that the highest forms of human experiencing  proceed not  on 
the plane of adaptation but in the context  of  assimilating  cul-
tural values [104; 179], that they are creative in their manner of 
operation [230], and that their result can be “a widening of the 
boundaries of the individual consciousness to reach the univer-
sal” [80, p. 569; 81], but on the whole the investigation of these 
processes by modern psychological science has been totally in-
sufficient. 

Two types of experiencing, then, broadly characterised as 
negative and positive, the “unsuccessful” and the “successful”, 
have been analysed in greater or lesser detail in psychological 
literature. Accepting the generally found (though not  univer-
sally accepted) terminological identification of “unsuccessful” 
processes with psychological defence and of “successful” 
processes with coping, we can now bring their general charac-
teristics together in tabulated form (see Table 2).  
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Таble 2 
Characteristics of  “Successful” and “Unsuccessful” 

Experiencing Processes  
Characteristics Defence Coping 

Basic goals Removal, prevention or 
mitigation of unpleasure 

Accommodation to real-
ity, making satisfaction of 
needs possible 

Course of devel-
opment as re- 
gards: 
voluntary 
intent, 
consciousness 

 
 
 
Processes involuntary,  auto-
matic, mainly unrecognised in 
consciousness, rigid 

 
 
 
Processes goal-directed, 
largely recognised in con-
sciousness, flexible 

relation to ex-
ternal and  in-
ternal reality 

Denial, distortion and con-
cealment of reality from one-
self,       flight       from      it, 
self-deception 

Set towards admission 
and acceptance of reality, 
active investigation of 
real situation 

differentiation Forms of behaviour taking no 
account of overall situation, 
operating by “frontal attack” 

Realistic assessment of 
overall situation, ability 
to sacrifice a partial and 
immediate good. Ability 
to break situation down 
into small, potentially 
soluble tasks 

attitude to out-
side  help  dur--
ing   experienc-
ing 

Either no effort to seek help 
and rejection of help offered, 
or desire to lay whole burden 
on helper and refusal  to  try 
and solve one’s own problems 

Active search for and 
acceptance of help 

Results, 
consequences 
and functions 

Can      lead     to      partial 
improvement  (e.g.,  localised 
decrease of tension, subjective 
integra-tion    of    behaviour, 
removal   of   unpleasant   or 
painful sensations), but at the 
price   of   deterioration    in 
overall situation (regression, 
objective    disintegration    of 
behaviour up to and including 
neurosis). Function positive in 
that   an   escape-route   from 
shock is  provided,  giving a 
person  time  for  preparation 
of other, more effective forms 
of experiencing 

Processes ensure orderly, 
controlled satisfaction of 
needs and impulses; they 
preserve a person from 
regression, lead to ac-
cumulation of individual 
experience in coping with 
life problems 
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The Techniques and Processes of  Experiencing 

Up to now we have been mainly concerned with the char-
acteristics of the functional “locus”, or place, of experiencing, 
i.e., its causes, goals, functions and results. We  have  now  to 
turn to analysis of what fills that place, to the actual “body” of 
the process, to investigation of how the “technology” or “en-
gineering” of experiencing is depicted in psychological litera-
ture. The problem falls into three parts: first  we  shall  touch 
upon  the   question   of the  carriers  of  the  experiencing 
process — of what can carry out its functions; next we shall dis-
cuss the various technical dimensions of the process and the 
elementary operations executed within each of those dimen-
sions; and lastly, we shall touch on the question of the internal 
structure of experiencing. 

a) “Carriers” of Experiencing 

We have already seen that any mental function, “any 
psychological process or quality can under certain conditions 
take on a compensatory significance” [230, p. 100], i.e., can 
execute the work of experiencing. 

There is in the literature a plethora of studies  in  which  we 
find discussed the compensatory and defensive functions of an 
amazing variety of kinds of behaviour — from artistic creation 
and professional work19 to theft [2] and crime in general. The 
same role can be performed even by what might seem such 
peripheral processes  as  disturbance  of constancy   in 
perception.20 E. Menaker [185] sees the self-image as a 
defensive  formation,  and H. Lowenfeld [172]  asserts  that 
shame is also defensive in origin. In experiencing a situation 
“executive” work can be done by wit, humour, sarcasm, irony, 
clowning [97; 189; 221]. 

This catalogue, which could be continued indefinitely, indi-
cates that the range  of possible carriers  of  experiencing  in-
cludes absolutely all forms and levels of behavioural and 
psychic processes. 

b) “Technological”  Dimensions  and  Elementary  Operations 
of Experiencing 

Any carrier of experiencing produces the desired effect be-
cause it  produces  certain  changes  in  the  psychological  world 
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of the person concerned. To describe these one has to have a 
special language, or more than that — a special conception of 
the psychological world, and every researcher studying the 
processes of experiencing either relies, intentionally or other-
wise, on an already available conception, or creates a new one. 
The activity theory also cannot avoid this problem. To solve it, 
consciously and purposefully, is so complex a matter that it 
would be unforgivable to refuse to take full advantage provided 
by the present stage in the history of science: the fact that the 
activity theory is lagging behind in dealing with this problem 
allows it to make use of the experience in this area already 
accumulated in psychological science. 

Even using all resources, though, the task is far from simple. 
In the following pages we are to make the first step only towards 
its solution — to try and systematise  the main  transformations 
in the psychological world which, according to descriptions in 
the literature, bring a person through a critical situation. Two 
methods of making such a systematisation are possible.  One  is 
to search for the simplest mechanisms, the elementary com-
ponents from which the ego constructs more highly organised 
formations [252]. A more productive approach seems to be that 
attempted by Yu.S. Savenko [230]: the units of systematisation 
here are not elementary mechanisms but “dimensions” of the 
personality, each of which has a whole cycle of transformations 
of the psychological world corresponding to it. 

Our own  attempt at systematization  will follow a  similar 
path, but with the difference that we are not taking as our point 
of departure any particular conception of the structure of per-
sonality which would prescribe  the “dimensions”  to  be  used, 
but — since we are here concerned with an overall review — are 
merely making a first deduction of what the “dimensions” are, 
from the descriptions available in the literature of various 
processes and mechanisms involved in experiencing. Since the 
material to be analysed consists of these descriptions (although 
the subject-matter of course remains the reality  of  experienc-
ing), we shall speak of various paradigms for analysis of the 
technology of experiencing. 

The Energy Parodigm 

Conceptions involving energy are very current in psychology, 
but they have been very poorly worked out from the 
methodological standpoint. It is not  clear  to  what  extent  these 
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conceptions are merely models  of our understanding  and  to 
what extent they can be given ontological status. Equally 
problematic are the conceptual links between energy and 
motivation, energy and meaning, energy and value, although it is 
obvious that in fact there are certain links: we know how “ener-
getically” a person can act when positively motivated, we know 
that the meaningfulness of a project lends additional strength to 
the people engaged in it, but we have very little idea how to link 
up into one whole the physiological theory of activation, the 
psychology of motivation, and the ideas of energy which have 
been elaborated mainly in the field of physics. 

Among the more specific theoretical problems raised one 
should point first of all to the paradox involved in the 
psychological idea of energy: on the one hand it is held that no 
“non-objective” energy, mental energy as a thing-in-itself, can 
exist, but on the other hand the existence of surplus energy 
seeking an outlet is also admitted. This problem is linked with 
the opposition  of  the  concepts  “energy”  and  “force”.  Al-
though Joseph Nuttin [195, p. 5] writes that “in psychology it is 
generally very frequent for no distinction to be made between 
‘force’ and ‘energy’”, we should mention that the distinction is 
sometimes made. David Rapaport and Morton M. Gill, for in-
stance, assert that both concepts are vitally necessary in 
psychology, since the concept of force cannot explain such 
phenomena as “substitution” and “transformation”, while 
“energies which (by definition) are directionless quantities 
cannot account for directional phenomena” [215, p. 156]. 

We cannot, however, plunge into these problems here. Our 
task is to distinguish, from available descriptions  of  experienc-
ing processes, those transformations — presumable  or  obvious-
ly present — which involve energy-related ideas, and illustrate 
these. 

Withdrawal of energy. The most widely encountered of the 
operations of experiencing is the “withdrawal of energy” from 
some content of the consciousness. As  an  example  we  can 
quote the well-known interpretation  which  Sigmund  Freud 
gave of the work of mourning — a gradual withdrawal of the 
libido attached to the image  of the loved one  now  lost  [93]. 
The separation from an object or an idea of a corresponding 
“sum of excitation” is one of the most important hypotheses in 
the psychoanalytical theory of defence processes [244]. In 
purely formal terms the same operation, “withdrawal  of  ener-
gy”,  forms  the  basis  for  the  particular  mechanism  of  “intra- 
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psychic adaptation”  which  F.V. Berezin  identified  (34, pp. 
287-88] and called “lowering the level of inducement”. The 
sense of the process is to remove anxiety evoked  by a  threat 
(real or imaginary) to the person’s vital urges, by lowering the 
level of inducement associated with those urges. 

Discharge of energy. This operation can be illustrated by such 
mechanisms as reaction and catharsis (in the psychoanalytical 
sense), which are often taken to be identical, and  mean  release 
of the energy of suppressed affects  by means  of  recollection 
and verbalisation of the displaced content. 

Supply of energy. As illustration we can take the “cathectic” 
mechanism which supplies psychic energy to actions, objects 
and ideas [73; 126]. The process of learning conscious control 
over the energy-supply operation is one of development of the 
art of self-motivation. An instance we have already mentioned, 
the “psychological way out” evolved by  political  prisoners in 
the Schlüsselburg fortress [154], can be interpreted as  just  such 
a channelling of energy by the prisoners into the activity forced 
upon them by the prison administration. 

Transmission of energy. This operation does not always rep-
resent the sum of the operations of energy withdrawal and ener-
gy supply, as might at first seem to be the case, since the law of 
conservation of energy does not apparently extend to the 
psychological category of energy. Transmission of energy from 
one mental content to another does not necessarily imply cor-
responding reduction in the “charge” of energy still present in 
the first of the two. In the case we have just spoken of, we can 
say that the basic motive of the revolutionaries (the fight against 
the autocracy), from which they drew the energy to carry out 
their forced labour, was itself in no way weakened, but rather 
strengthened. This “violation” of the law of conservation of 
energy is bound up with the operation of its generation. 

Transmission of energy has two main forms — transfer from 
one content (motive, action, idea) to another,  and  transforma-
tion from one form into another. 

As an illustration of the first we can take the mechanism of 
“impulse transformation” — “the ability to appropriate some 
energy from an impulse by disguising it through symbolisation 
as its opposite” [147, p. 188]. In its defensive function the 
mechanism is a “reaction formation” — transformation of an 
impulse into its opposite, with the possibility of the first one 
breaking through, in which case it is usually considered not to 
have been transformed [89; 147; 226].21 

65 



It is exceptionally important to distinguish between two pos-
sible results of transfer of energy. In one (as happens with reac-
tion formations) the content receiving the energy does not 
become organically bound  to it.  This  recipient-content  be-
comes strong enough to determine actions appropriate to itself. 
However, its strength is not its own but the borrowed energy 
from the “donor” motive; it does not alter this motive, but in 
most cases actually serves it, although the two may seem to be 
opposites. In the second type of transfer the energy becomes 
fixed within the new content, “grows into” it, and here we have, 
it would seem, the genesis of a motive — a new motive is born, 
a new activity only genetically connected with the “donor” mo-
tive, and functionally already “autonomous” [4]. Fixation of 
energy differs from supply of energy and can be considered a 
separate operation in the energy paradigm. As illustration of 
transfer of energy with fixation one can take  the process  of 
“shift of motive towards goal” (when it appears as a develop-
mental mechanism),22 and also sublimation, in the sense not of 
finding socially acceptable channels  for  satisfaction  of primi-
tive impulses, but in that of actual transformation of those im-
pulses. 

The second type of energy transfer is linked with transfor-
mation of its form. Examples of this operation are: the 
mechanism of conversion,* and one of the phases  of  catharsis 
(as understood in psychoanalysis) linked with psychosomatic 
interchange. “The operation  of Breuer’s  cathartic  method  lies 
in leading back the excitation,” writes Freud, “from the somatic 
to the psychical sphere deliberately, and in then forcibly bring-
ing about a settlement of the contradiction by means of thought-
activity” [99, p. 50]. 

Generation of energy. This operation scarcely  figures  at  all 
in descriptions of experiencing processes, yet it deserves to be 
seen as having great theoretical significance. Generation of 
energy is exactly what we ought to see (viewing things in their 
formal relation to energy) in  the  result  (in  one  of  the  results, 
to be more precise) of aesthetic catharsis: “The spectator goes 
away not ‘discharged’ but ‘filled’, ‘inspired’... ” [80, p. 568]. Any 
success, achievement or good fortune  raises  a  person’s  energy 
                                                           

* Freud introduced the concept of “conversion” to denote the transfor-
mation of a free “sum of excitation” (i.e.,  energy which  has  become 
separated from an idea incompatible with the ego  when that idea  is  dis-
placed) into somatic symptoms [99, p. 49].  
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potential, as it were, and this is expressed  in his setting  up 
higher goals for attainment [195] and being capable of over-
coming considerable difficulties and obstacles. 

The Space Paradigm 

Here we consider the “spatial” dimensions used in descrip-
tions of experiencing processes. Two classes of dimension can be 
distinguished — the content-psychological and the formal-topi-
cal. In the first class are such specifically psychological opposi-
tions as conscious — unconscious, intrapsychic — interpsychic, 
and in the second are spatial references not specific to psychology 
but nonetheless important to it, such as far — near, wide —narrow, 
etc. Let us consider these. 

Content-Psychological Dimensions 

The psychosomatic dimension may be illustrated by the 
mechanisms mentioned in the last section, conversion and 
catharsis. 

Conscious — unconscious. This is the most fundamental 
dimension for psychoanalytical theory of defence mechanisms. 
A whole series of defence processes, displacement above all, 
presuppose the existence of two “spatial” fields, the conscious 
and the unconscious, and  the crossing-over  of  contents  be-
tween these are psychologically vital events.  Freud  said [96] 
that displacement is a topical-dynamic process. 

Interpsychic — intrapsychic. Crossing of the interpsychic (or 
more precisely,  the interpersonal)  into  the  intrapsychic,  and 
the reverse movement,  is particularly characteristic  of  projec-
tion (projection being here defined as a process whereby a per-
son attributes his own personality traits, characteristics and 
motivations to other people [123]),23 and of introjection. Intro-
jection is “the process by which the functions of an external 
object are taken over by its mental representative, by which the 
relationship with an object ‘out there’ is replaced  by  one  with 
an imagined object ‘inside’. The resulting mental structure is 
variously called an introject, an introjected object, or an internal 
object…”; the superego, in particular, “is formed by introjection 
of parental figures...” [226, pp. 77-78]. The function of intro-
jection as a defence mechanism,  in the psychoanalytical  view, 
is to reduce the anxiety caused by  separation  from  the  parents. 
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The mechanism is known to others, outside the world of 
psychoanalysis. Its operation is quite clearly traced in Lin-
demann’s “work of grief” [167]. And in Yuri Trifonov’s story 
Starik (The Old Man) we read: “Pavel Yevgrafovich’s wife died, 
but her conscience is alive.” 

Intrapsychic space itself can serve as the arena of experienc-
ing processes. This includes most of the mechanisms  we  shall 
be  considering  under  the  informational-cognitive  paradigm. 
As one example we can cite “isolation”, which Anna Freud 
describes as removal of “the instinctual impulses from their 
context, while retaining them in consciousness” [89, p. 35]. Ex-
periencing processes can also develop in interpsychic space, the 
space of communication (see below). 

Activity space. Experiencing  processes  are  often  described 
as transforming or replacing structural components  of  activity, 
in other words as effecting substitution. The basic concept of 
substitution is that two activities are involved in the exchange, 
the two being separated in time and to some degree at least 
differing one from the other, the later one being capable of 
solving, at least partially, problems which faced  the  previous 
one and were unresolved by it. The substitute activity may differ 
from the original one by being transferred to another plane (to 
that of fantasy, for instance, from that of practical activity); by 
change in the form of activity (request may be replaced by 
demand, demand by threat); and by a shift towards genetically 
earlier modes of behaviour. Besides change in the activity itself, 
one can point also to change in the immediate goal or objective 
of the activity. This list of “parameters”  of substitution  is  not 
the only one possible. Miller and Swanson,  for  instance, 
propose as the parameters of substitution the following: source 
of action, action itself, corresponding  emotion,  and  object 
[187]. 

Kurt Lewin sees substitution as close to “instrumental” ac-
tivity in the sense that the substitute activity serves as an instru-
ment for the satisfaction of “the inner  goal  of action” [165]. 
This is so, but only under certain conditions. In our view sub-
stitution can perform two functions in relation to the original 
activity, that of an “instrument” or means, and that of ex-
periencing, depending on the psychological content of the in-
termediate situation between the original and the substitute 
activity. If this was a situation of difficulty only, then the sub-
stitute activity appears in an “instrumental”  function,  as  a 
means of attaining the same goal:  if  you  cannot get through  on 
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the telephone, you can send a telegram. If there is no such al-
ternative and the person falls into a state of frustration, the 
substitute activity appears in its function of experiencing. This 
latter function gives meaning to the action of one of T. Dembo’s 
experimental subjects: after  prolonged  failure  to  accomplish 
the experimental task (throwing rings over bottles)  she  burst 
into tears, went out of the room and hung the rings on a coat-
hook [165, p. 181]. 

We must emphasise that we are speaking  of the  psychologi-
cal meaning to the person of the substitute  activity,  and  this 
may change essentially in the course of its performance, ac-
cording to the objective course of events and to change in the 
subjective state of the person, so that one and  the same  sub-
stitute activity can realise both functions described above. 

Many authors follow Sigmund Freud in considering sub-
stitution to be not a particular defensive or compensatory 
mechanism but the basic mode of functioning  of the  uncon-
scious [254]. Miller and Swanson [186; 187] used the concept of 
substitution as the central category in their theory of 
psychological defence, interpreting every defence as one or 
another form of substitution. 

Formal-Topical Dimensions 

“Direction”. Yu.S. Savenko refers to this dimension both the 
mechanism of “rebound action” — the term he uses for “an ex-
haustive single-stroke response to its cause, directed not upon 
that cause but upon an unconnected object” [230, p. 103], and 
likewise the mechanism of switching. ‘Transferred aggression” 
[118], when anger is discharged not upon the person causing 
offence but upon someone else, is one of the most striking ex-
amples of change in the “direction” of activity. Clearly change 
of “direction” is also found in object substitution, sublimation, 
and reaction formations, which have already been mentioned. 

Widening—narrowing of the personality’s psychological 
spасе. This dimension is very capacious as regards the number 
of mechanisms that can be referred to it. Yu.S. Savenko defines 
narrowing of the personality’s space as a “renunciation” of self-
actualisation, of certain self-actualising actions already ac-
complished, this being expressed  in various kinds  of 
concession, retreat, limitation, inhibition, etc. [230]. 

Anna Freud devotes a whole chapter to the defence 
mechanism of “restriction of  the  ego”.  In  one  of  her  descrip- 
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tions, a small boy abandons an occupation which a moment 
before had been affording him intense pleasure — painting over 
“magic drawing blocks” — on seeing how these came out for 
Anna Freud herself, who was sitting beside him. Evidently, runs 
her explanation, he was unpleasantly  struck  by  the  difference 
in quality of execution, and decided to limit or deny himself in 
order to escape the galling comparison [89, p. 101]. Different 
processes of self-limitation (self-denial) are very important in 
coping with somatic illness, when the interests  of  health  re-
quire, or the illness itself obliges, the patient to abandon plans 
which have become unrealisable, to forswear a level of ambition 
that has ceased to be realistic [35; 62; 114 et al.]. 

Effective functioning of the mechanisms for “widening” the 
psychological space is particularly vital for adequate ex-
periencing of events which are positive for the individual con-
cerned — success, social recognition, recovery from illness, 
unexpected good fortune, etc., since these events just  as  much 
as negative ones pose a problem for the individual which may 
not be solved successfully [119]. 

Openingout—closing down of psychological space. Opening 
out and closing down are operations linked to those just men-
tioned, but not fully coinciding with them. Under this head 
comes fencing off, separation and raising of barriers in inter-
personal communication, as well as their opposite, opening 
oneself out, etc. (for illustrations see Chapter IV). 

“Distance”. A change in psychological “distance” [217] often 
serves the purposes of experiencing. Here we include 
mechanisms operating both on the interpsychic  plane  (distanc-
ing oneself from former intimates, former values, or on the con-
trary drawing close to them) and some on the intrapsychic — the 
mechanisms of isolation,  of displacement,  “discrimination” 
(“the ability to separate idea from feeling,  idea from idea,  feel-
ing from feeling” [147, pp. 185-86]). The mechanism of “dis-
crimination”, according to Theodore C. Kroeber,  in  its 
defensive function appears as isolation, but  in its  coping func-
tion as objectivity, “the separation of ideas from feelings to 
achieve an objective evaluation or judgement where situations 
require it” [ibid.]. 

Up—down. This spatial dimension is heavily loaded with 
symbolism and associated with a scale of values. Many proces-
ses which actualise experiencing have a markedly “vertical” 
direction, linked, in terms of content, with their very character. 
Thus displacement is directed “downwards”,  but  catharsis  “up- 
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wards”. The “up” and “down” are obviously not to be under-
stood in a naturalistic sense. Later, in Chapter IV, we shall have 
the opportunity to demonstrate through an actual example the 
importance of “upward” psychological movements in bringing 
about experiencing. 

The Time Paradigm 

This paradigm is employed much less frequently than the 
preceding ones in descriptions of experiencing processes. One 
can refer to it the following operations: Drawing contrasts be-
tween times [230] — seeing experienced events in relation to 
other real or possible events in the past, present or future. For 
instance, the consoling reflection that “this is not too bad, it 
might have been worse”, “at least it is better  now  than  it  used 
to be (or will be in the future)”, etc. 

Setting an event in long-term perspective [190] — an operation 
differing from the above one in that the event experienced is 
seen by the subject not  in comparison  with  another  event  but 
in long-term perspective, that of a human lifetime  or  even  in 
the lifetime of all humanity.24 

In the course of experiencing, fixation upon a particular 
period or moment may occur. “Grief is a prototype and perfect 
example of an affective fixation upon something that is past, 
and... involves a state of complete alienation from the present 
and the future” [96, p. 244]. 

The Genetic Paradigm 

Within the framework of this paradigm, which links up with 
the preceding one, the time-axis of life is polarised  by the  idea 
of development. Under this head one may place the following 
mechanisms: 

Regression. In psychoanalysis regression means “a defensive 
process by which the subject avoids (or seeks to avoid) anxiety 
by return to an earlier stage of libidinal and ego development” 
[226, pp. 138-39]. 

Catharsis. This mechanism, already mentioned more than 
once, belongs here when given  the significance  attached  to  it 
by Т.A. Florenskaya [80], that of a process  which  carries  out 
the work of experiencing and simultaneously develops the per-
sonality. 
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Introjection also appears both as defence  mechanism  and  as 
a mechanism of development, increasing the autonomy of the 
ego [226]. 

Sublimation. If it is considered that in the process of sub-
limation primitive impulses are not merely camouflaged but 
truly transformed, then the transformation must  be  recognised 
as a developing force. 

The Informational-Cognitive Paradigm 

All cognitive processes, insofar as they serve to further ex-
periencing, are of a “partisan”, “ideological” nature, i.e., their 
dominant feature is the interest and motivation  of  the  in-
dividual, not the objectivity of the reflection. This means that 
they are all in one way or another evaluative operations. But 
among them one can single out one group of processes which 
are based directly upon operations for evaluating reality, and 
another group in which evaluation is not the actual means of 
accomplishing the work of experiencing. 

On this basis, then, we distinguish  two  dimensions  within 
the informational-cognitive paradigm — that of “evaluation” 
and that  of  “interpretation”  [cf. 230].  Interpretative 
mechanisms differ from evaluative ones in that they at least 
appear to take the form of objective, impartial reflection. 

Evaluation 

As an illustration  of intrapsychic,  evaluative  mechanisms 
one can take the processes which lower the level of “cognitive 
dissonance” evoked by decision-making. As the experiments 
made by Leon Festinger and his fellow-workers show, after 
choosing one of two almost equally attractive alternatives, the 
experimental subjects exhibited a process of re-evaluation in 
which they raised their evaluation of the alternative chosen and 
lowered that of the one rejected, thus reducing the cognitive 
dissonance, phenomenally felt as a sense of regret [61]. 

Interpersonal evaluative mechanisms are represented by a 
large number of devices aiming to maintain or raise the self-
evaluation, the evaluation of oneself made by those around one, 
one’s sense of personal value, personal dignity, etc In their 
monologue form — which assumes the presence of a  listener  or 
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spectator but not of a “Thou”, another person of equal status — 
these devices include various “demonstrative” actions such as 
boasting, bravado, direct or oblique stressing of one’s own vir-
tues and advantages (physical, intellectual, economic, in pos-
session of superior knowledge, etc.).  In their  dialogue  form 
they maintain a struggle, carried on directly in the course of 
communication, against the other party’s open or concealed 
evaluation of oneself. The object of evaluation and evaluative 
struggle can be anything one relates to oneself — actions, mo-
tives, traits, right through to possessions and place of work. The 
struggle against negative evaluation may be passive, evasive 
(when the subject dissociates himself from some category of 
people slightingly spoken of in conversation) or active, counter-
attacking (when attempts are made  to discredit  the  author  of 
the evaluation and his motives in making it, or doubts  are  cast 
on the values on which the evaluation was based, etc.). In 
dialogue, evaluative struggle often takes the form of sarcasm, 
malice, irony [221]. 

Interpretation 

The mechanisms of this dimension can take an intellectual 
and a perceptive form. 

The intellectual form. Among the various intellectual opera-
tions (comparison, generalisation, inference, etc.)  which  assist 
in experiencing, special note should be taken  of  the  operation 
of causal interpretation of events. Explanation or discovery of 
causes (origins, reasons, motives, persons  at fault,  and  so  on) 
for an event being experienced (such events include external 
happenings, one’s own behaviour, intentions or feelings) is a 
most important element  in the experiencing process, upon  
which its content largely depends. This operation is most strik-
ingly exemplified in the well-known mechanism of rationalisa-
tion. This is defined as the ascribing of logical reasons, or 
reputable grounds, to behaviour for which the real motives are 
unacceptable or unknown [118; 147], or as the justification, to 
others or to oneself, of one’s own insufficiency [137].* 
                                                           

* Rationalisation is distinguished from intellectualisation, which, as 
Kroeber puts it, “retreats from the world of impulse and affects to a world 
principally of words and abstractions” [147, p. 186]. 
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The perceptive form. Perceptive forms of “interpretation” 
arise when events (external and internal), other people, and 
oneself, are being apprehended. The devices proper to these 
three occasions can be well represented by the defence 
mechanisms of, respectively, denial, projection, and identifica-
tion, and of these we shall consider the first and the last, since 
they have not so far been mentioned in this review. 

Denial is usually defined as a process by which  the  in-
dividual rids himself  of traumatic  perception  of  external 
reality. It is thus counterposed to displacement, the mechanism 
of defence against psychic pain produced  by  internal,  instinc-
tive needs [89]. But the term is sometimes used to describe 
defensive   distortion   “of   perception  of  internal  states”  [34, 
p. 284]. Kroeber writes that the basic formula  of denial  is: 
“there is no pain, there is no danger” [147], but this should not 
delude us into seeing as simple the real processes resulting in 
denial of some external fact.  R.D. Stolorow  and  F.M.  Lach-
man [257] describe a case of experiencing — a young girl who 
at the early age of four had lost her father — and show how a 
whole defensive system was built up in her consciousness to 
enable her  to deny to herself the fact of her loss.  The system 
was a complex structure which developed as her personality 
developed, re-interpreting the changing  circumstances  of her 
life (her mother’s remarriage, for example, in itself  an  indica-
tion of her father’s death) in such  a way  as  to  preserve  her 
faith that her father was still alive. 

Identification. If projection enables  a subject  to see  himself 
in another, then identification enables him to see another in 
himself. In identification the individual overcomes his own feel-
ings of loneliness, incapacity or inadequacy by assuming the 
characteristics of another, more successful person. The iden-
tification may sometimes be not with a person but with an or-
ganisation or institution [120]. Anna Freud describes cases in 
which fear or anxiety is overcome  by identification,  voluntary 
or involuntarily, with the “aggressor”. A little girl who was 
afraid to walk through a dark hall overcame her fear eventually 
and then confided the secret of her triumph to her younger 
brother, “There’s no need to be afraid in the hall, you just have 
to pretend that you’re the ghost who might meet you” [89, p. 
111]. Identification can reach such intensity  that  someone 
comes “to live in the lives of other people” [ibid., p. 125]. Such 
cases are not uncommon when the death of someone near and 
dear is experienced [137; 167; 261]. 
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Bringing our discussion of the “technological” dimensions of 
experiencing to a close at this point, one should however point 
out that it would have been possible to delineate two other 
paradigms, of dynamics and values, which have in the pages 
above been diffused throughout the others. The “dynamic” 
paradigm, though, can be seen as the result of “multiplying” ideas 
relating purely to energy and denoting intensity, by those content-
spatial ideas which introduce direction into the description of 
mental processes. So far as the values paradigm is concerned, it 
is too rarely represented in its pure form (i.e., not that of the 
evaluative dimension) in specialist, psychologists’ descriptions of 
experiencing, although it has been rather deeply explored in 
philosophy and artistic creations. 

c) The Problem of the Internal Structure 
of Experiencing 

As a rule it is not any single mechanism that operates in ex-
periencing, but a whole system of such mechanisms is created. 
“Clinical evidence shows that the defence-motives are themsel-
ves subject to defence formation, and indeed whole hierarchies 
of such defence and derivative motivations  layered  one  over 
the other must be postulated to explain even common clinical 
phenomena” [244, p. 28]. But admitting the existence  of  sys-
tems and hierarchies in defence and compensation does not of 
itself free authors from atomistic presumptions and allied il-
lusory hopes of discovering, sooner or later,  an  all-embracing 
set of defensive or compensatory “prime elements” from which 
the systems are constructed. These hopes so closely resemble 
Watson’s (and many reflexologists’) dream  of finding  an  in-
born repertoire of basic, “atomic” reactions — those little bricks 
from which any conceivable behaviour could be constructed, 
that there  is every  reason  to suppose  that theoretical  thought 
on experiencing processes will evolve in the same way as in the 
psychological study of behaviour reflexological ideas of move-
ment led to N.A. Bernstein’s physiology of activity. It is all the 
easier to “prophesy” such an evolution because it is already 
taking place, both on the level of empirical studies of people 
overcoming critical life situations, where clinical experience is 
literally forcing specialists towards conclusions on the unique-
ness  of  every  individual  case,  and  likewise  on  the  level  of 
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theoretical study of reflexes. As Yu.S. Savenko  writes,  “it 
seems a promising approach to  view  compensatory  mechan-
isms as being ‘heuristic’, i.e., as being a system of techniques 
formed specifically to meet a given  situation,  and  which  are 
not without creativity, since they are not confined to a set of 
habitual patterns” [231, p. 71]. 

Setting one’s sights on this kind of methodology does not 
mean denying the existence of more or less abiding mechanisms 
of experiencing; it does mean understanding such mechanisms 
as special “functional organs” [153; 158; 161; 296], i.e., as cer-
tain organisations built up in order to realise the aims of an 
actual experiencing process [116]. 

Such a “functional organ” or mechanism of experiencing, 
once formed, can become  a habitual  means  of dealing  with 
life-problems, and can be utilised by the subject even when a 
situation is not one of impossibility, when it continues to be 
experiencing only in origin, not in function. 

When experiencing is prolonged,  it  can  be  observed  to 
bring into play a large number of successive means and 
strategies. Although there is much variation, particular 
regularities may be observed in the order of their occurrence. 
D.A. Hamburg and J.E. Adams, analysing ways of coping with 
illness, found the following order  of phases  in  experiencing: 
“At first, there are efforts to minimise the impact of the event. 
During this acute phase there tends  to be  extensive  denial  of 
the nature of the illness, its seriousness, and its probable con-
sequences. Such avoidance defences appear to serve a useful 
function in preventing the patient’s being overwhelmed, and 
permitting him to make a more gradual transition to the ex-
ceedingly difficult tasks that lie ahead... Most of our patients 
sooner or later came to face the actual conditions  of  their  ill-
ness, sought information about the factors relevant to their 
recovery, and assessed the probable  long-term  limitations… 
This transition from denial to recognition is usually not ac-
complished at a single point in time, but rather as a series of 
approximations through which  the  patient  gradually  comes  to 
a comprehensive understanding of his situation” [114, p. 278]. 
But denial may be the second  phase  in  the  process,  indicating 
a pathological development of the experiencing [257]. 
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The Problem of Classifying 
Experiencing Processes 

The preceding sections have shown  the  extent  and  variety 
of the empirical material which is relevant to the concept of 
experiencing. It can well be understood that perhaps the most 
important theoretical problem of all is how to bring  order  into 
all this variety. 

There have been a number of interesting attempts at clas-
sification of defensive, compensatory and coping mechanisms, 
but on the whole a sense of disenchantment hangs over the 
problem. H.H. Sjöbäck has described the numerous difficulties 
arising when a classification of defence mechanisms is at-
tempted. The principal one is that “the theory of the defensive 
processes... contains no propositions, whether implicit or ex-
plicit, limiting the class of defence mechanisms” [244, p. 181]. 
The classification of the separate mechanisms is arbitrary, and 
the borderlines between them are not distinct and clearly 
marked,”   remark   E.R. Hilgard    and    R.C. Atkinson    [118, 
p. 515], while R. Schafer pessimistically asserts that “there can-
not be any ‘correct’ or ‘complete’ list of defences, but only lists 
of varying exhaustiveness, internal theoretical consistency, and 
helpfulness in ordering clinical observation and research find-
ings” [233, p. 162]. 

To some extent Schafer is right, but is does not follow there from 
that the problem of bringing order to the facts revealed by study 
of experiencing processes is an insoluble one. This means only 
that it is insoluble as at present formulated. To look for a “correct” 
and “complete” list of the processes of experiencing is to er-
roneously pose the problem, relying on an unsatisfactory assump-
tion that the processes and mechanisms of experiencing are 
naturally formed, self-sufficient, substantive entities, reviewing 
them as things, as facts and not as acts — an assumption whose 
crudely naturalistic essence is not altered by the widely found no-
tion that defensive and compensatory mechanisms are theoretical 
constructs, inasmuch as they themselves are not directly observed 
[89;230;244].25 

Roughly speaking, one can say that there are two opposite but 
complementary methods of cognitive systematisation. The first is 
the empirical one, and from this all scientific investigation starts. 
Its aim is to describe the objects under study and to make a first 
division of them into groups, usually in the form of a generic-
specific classification. It is this  method  which  predominates  at 
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present in the study of experiencing processes. It is essential in 
the early stages of study of any complex reality. But the true goal 
of science lies not in achieving ever more abstract generalisa-
tions — which is what the empirical method leads to — but 
reproducing the concrete in thought [181]. “Theoretical 
reproduction of the real and concrete as a unity of the multiform 
is achieved by the only possible, and scientifically correct, method 
of ascent from the abstract to the concrete” [107, p. 296]. 

Our next chapter will be an attempt to apply this theoretical 
method of “ascent” to the investigation of experiencing. 

NOTES 
1In this, its most generalised definition, experiencing coincides with 

Descartes’ cogitatio:  “Under this word I subsume,”  explained  Descartes, 
“all that takes place within us in such a way that we apprehend it of itself; 
therefore not onfy understanding, wishing, imagining, but feeling also, is the 
same thing as thinking” [69, p. 7]. 

2They took to viewing the “penal stint”  set  them  by  the  prison 
authorities — moving earth from one place to another quite pointlessly — as 
a means of keeping up the physical and moral  strength  they  would  need 
later to carry on the fight against autocracy. Senseless, burdensome labour, 
when experienced in this way, became meaningful and acceptable [154]. 

3A.N. Leontiev had every justification for remarking, in a discussion of 
themes which Soviet psychology might usefully address, that questions of 
conflict experience and psychological compensation had been wrongfully ig-
nored prior to the time of writing [155]. 

4In the activity theory emotion is viewed as being this and only this. Al-
though there is disagreement among authors studying  the emotions  as  to 
their functions, the point that emotion is reflection, maybe a special sort of 
reflection with a special object (not external reality, but the relation of that 
reality to the needs of the subject) and a special form (that of direct ex-
periencing* or so-called “emotional coloration”) — but reflection nonethe-
less, and nothing but reflection — on this one thing they are unanimous [45, 
p. 157; 277; 290, p. 64; 152, p. 198]. 

5“The problem  of meaning”  is  a  term  used  by  the  activity  theory. 
A.N. Leontiev explains it by the following example: “A day filled with many 
actions, successfully carried out by a person who in the course of their ex-
ecution felt them to be adequate, can nonetheless leave that person with an 
unpleasant, sometimes even oppressive, emotional ‘aftertaste’. Against the 
background of ongoing life with its current tasks ‘aftertaste’ is not clearly 
distinguishable. But the moment comes when the person looks back at him-
self and in thought goes over the events of the day, and then the emotional 
signal gathers strength and indicates unambiguously  which  of  those  events 
is responsible for the unpleasant feeling. And it may turn out that it is the 
success achieved by a friend, but prepared  by himself,  in  reaching  a com-
mon goal — a goal which was, he had thought, the only object his actions 
held in view. Now it is apparent that this  was  not  so,  that  the  main  driving 
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force for him had been personal success and advancement. This realisation 
brings him face to face with ‘the problem of meaning’, the task of recognis- 
ing his own motives or more precisely their real internal relationship to one 
another” [154, p. 27]. 

6Here we must make a small digression into the realm of ideas about  
meaning. This concept is not altogether monosemantic in A.N. Leontiev’s   
conceptual usage. For our purposes it is important to distinguish three uses,  
which may be indicated by the following three antitheses: (1) meaning — sig-   
nification; (2) meaning — emotion; (3) presence of meaning (meaningful-  
ness) — absence of meaning (meaninglessness). The first of these is derived   
from the fundamental opposition of knowledge and attitude [152; 223}: as   
signification is a unit of objective knowledge of reality, so meaning is a unit  
of subjective (partial) attitude to it. This first usage of the concept “mean-   
ing” is an abstraction from the actual forms of its existence in conscious-   
ness. The second antithesis, meaning — emotion, in fact distinguishes   
between two basic forms of its existence in consciousness. Emotion is the  
immediate, direct expression of a person’s attitude  to one  or  another  event 
or situation, while meaning is mediated by significations and knowledge in 
general, by the person’s cognition of himself and his life:  meaning  is  emo-
tion plus thought, emotion enlightened by thought. The third antithesis,  
meaningful ness — meaninglessness, has quite a different origin. Its source is 
in the concept of the “meaning-forming motive”. Only when a subject’s ac-   
tivity, and the course of events in general, is proceeding in a direction tend-
ing towards realisation of his meaning-forming motives, will the situation 
have meaning (be meaningful). If things are proceeding otherwise the situa-
tion becomes meaningless. 

7The activity theory already has, incidentally, one example to show an 
approach to formation of meaning as to an activity; this example deals with 
experimental material concerning pseudoscopic sight [211; 212]. 

8The idea of such a layer’s existence has been fairly well developed in 
philosophic literature, as in, for instance, the concept of “pre-reflective con- 
sciousness”. The idea has been employed, in various guises, in the construc-
tion of psychological theories too. It is not  unknown  to  activity  theory 
either; it is present though unrecognised in its concept of motive, and quite 
clearly employed by the group of authors who had  tried  to  make  the  con-
cept of “meaning formations” the keystone of their  theoretical  development 
of activity approach [14, pp. 113-14; 15; 295, p. 279]. 

9It is only fair to state that A.N. Leontiev was very well aware that the 
“problem of meaning” is for the person concerned a “problem of inter-
relationship of motives” [152; p. 206], and that it is not solved by conscious 
recognition of these, but requires a special work of transformation of one’s 
own motives (“a special inner labour is requisite  to solve  such  a  problem 
and perhaps to root out from oneself  what  has  been  discovered” [ibid.]); 
still, we are only treated to a glimpse  as the curtain’s edge is raised, as  it 
were, on that wonderful (there is no other word for it) area  of  the  mind 
where motives do not rule man, but he himself becomes the master — more, 
the creator — of his motives. 

10The freedom of the Ego (I) is in the living  creation  of  its  own  empiri-
cal content; the free Ego recognises itself to be the creative substance of its 
states, not merely  their  epistemological  subject,  i.e.,  it  recognises  itself  as 
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the active causator, not only the abstract subject,  of  all  its  predicates”  [82, 
p. 217]. 

11V.Ye. Rozhnov and M.Ye. Burno [220] take as illustration  the  passage 
in War and Peace where Tolstoy describes  Pierre  Bezukhov’s  reaction  to 
the death of Platon Karataev: when  he  heard  the  shot  which  meant 
Karataev had been killed, “at that  same  moment  he  remembered  that  he 
had not finished his calculation, started before the convoy marshal made his 
round, of how many days’ marches there still were before Smolensk. And he 
started reckoning. ...Only now did Pierre realise the full power of human at-
tachment to life and the saving power of switching  one’s  attention,  im-
planted in a human being like the safety-valve in steam  engines  which  lets 
off steam as soon as pressure rises above a certain level.” 

12What is meant by considering a process  “as a mental  process”  and  “as 
a process of consciousness”? Since we cannot here go into  the whole  ques-
tion systematically, let us give an example only. One and the same fact — say 
the fact of forgetting something — can be understood (and in classical 
psychology was never understood in any other way)  as a  purely  natural 
event, the result of natural causes, in all respects subject  only to  the  im-
manent laws of one mental function — memory; and that same fact can be 
given significance as  being  the  result  of a particular process of conscious-
ness — “displacement”, a motivated attempt by the subject to cope with con-
flict in his life-relations. In other words, as a mental fact it is considered 
within the area of a mental “function” abstracted from the individual’s voli-
tional sphere, while as a fact of consciousness it is viewed within the area of 
human life and activity, within “the ontology of human life” [225]—as an 
event important  for performing  an  actual  life  process,  and  having  mean-
ing — capable of “telling” something (or, contrariwise, of withholding some-
thing) about the individual’s existence. Forgetting, as a process of 
consciousness, can assume the nature of something deliberate, intentional 
[91], i.e., it can be viewed not as a natural fact but as an act [82], a step of 
sorts taken by the individual. 

13The content of the conviction of impossibility can vary according to 
which aspect of the situation is dominant. If the individual’s attention is 
focused on the unactualised “internal necessity”, the “impossibility” state is 
expressed in varying versions of the feeling of dissatisfaction; if attention is 
focused on life conditions, then ideas of constraining circumstances will 
predominate within the “impossibility” state; if the individual’s attention is 
focused on his own inability to act, feelings of helplessness and powerless-
ness will predominate. 

14On stress and related problems, by 1979 there were 150,000 works in 
print, according to figures given by  the International  Institute  of  Stress 
[236]. 

15What Vygotsky is speaking about here is only the excessive extension, 
beyond all reason, of the bounds of the concept, not of course  that its  con- 
tent has disappeared and that it should be banished from the scientific 
vocabulary. 

16This version of determination-by-goal  of defence  mechanisms  is  not 
the only one to be found in Freud’s work, but it is the main one. One should 
qualify this statement, however, by mentioning that he saw as equally im- 
portant the idea that the  central  function  of  defence  mechanisms  is  related 
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to neuroses: in an addendum to Inhibition, Symptoms and Anxiety, Freud 
describes defence as the general designation  for  all  the  techniques  which 
the ego makes use of in conflicts which may lead to a neurosis [94, p. 163]. 

17Sublimation gets used in this way because most psychoanalysts do not 
count it as a form of defence at all, and even such  an authority  as  Anna 
Freud at one point writes of the need to include this mechanism  along  with 
the nine most widely encountered means of psychological defence (regres-
sion,  repression,  reaction-formations,  isolation,  undoing,  turning  against 
the self, projection, introjection, reversal) — yet at the same time counter-
poses sublimation to all of these, as being a mechanism  “which  pertains 
rather to the study of the normal than to that of neurosis” [89, p. 44]. 

18The hero of a story by Bunin says, recalling how his brother was ar-
rested, that the event “did not become fully a part of my experience straight 
away, but it did so eventually, and even served to mature my character and 
stimulated my forces”. 

19Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya and Sonya are anxious to get back to their or-
dinary work as quickly as possible in order to get rid of a feeling of oppres-
sion: “It weighs on you. Must occupy yourself with something... Work, 
work!” 

20W.A. Myers describes a case of micropsia occurring during a 
psychoanalytic session, and explains it by using the interpretation Ferenczi 
gave to a child’s “Gulliver fantasy” — that the unusual reduction in the per-
ceived size of things and people should be attributed  to  compensatory  fan-
tasy on the child’s part, and that this fantasy fulfilled the wish to reduce 
terrifying objects to as small a size as possible [192]. O.E. Sperling, on the 
contrary, analyses exaggeration as a defence [251]. 

21Solicitude or courtesy can be “reaction formations”  by means  of  which 
a  person  attempts   to  defend  himself  from  his  own  aggressive  urges. 
A.F. Losev [171, p. 57] analyses a passage in Dostoyevsky’s Eternal Hus-
band thus: Pavel Pavlovich is caring for Velchaninov, who is ill; Vel-
chaninov had been his (P.P.’s) late wife’s lover. In the midst  of  his 
meticulous attendance upon the sick man, Pavel Pavlovich attempts to cut 
Velchaninov’s throat with a razor as he lies asleep; no thoughts of doing any 
such thing had been in his mind up  to that  moment.  “Pavel  Pavlovich 
wanted to kill me, but didn’t know that he wanted to,” thought Velchaninov. 
“Hm! He came here ‘to embrace me and weep’ as he very slimily put it him-
self, that is he came here to cut my throat, but thought he was coming ‘to 
embrace me and weep’. Weeping and embracing  is  something  quite  op-
posite to wanting to cut someone’s throat.” 

22The concept of “shift of motive towards goal” was introduced into ac-
tivity theory by A.N. Leontiev to describe the phenomenon occurring “when 
someone starts to perform certain actions  under  the  influence  of  one  mo-
tive but then continues to perform them for their own sake, because the 
motive has as it were shifted towards the goal” [156, p. 302]. This process of 
“shift of motive towards goal” is seen in Leontiev’s conception as one of the 
mechanisms in development of activity and of personality. For example, a 
first-year pupil sets about doing homework only  in order  to  be  allowed  to 
go and play afterwards. The actions  of learning  are  still  without  inde-
pendent motive, they are set in motion by motives  concerned with play.  But 
at a result of the learning  the  child  gets  a  good  mark  and  the  approval  of 

81 



adults, interest in the subject learned  is aroused,  and  learning  actions  ac-
quire an independent meaning for the child. Motives for learning which had 
been “merely understood”, i.e., without sufficient energy in them to prompt 
action, now become “operative in reality”.  The result  of  this  topping-up 
with energy is the birth of a new, psychologically independent activity, learn-
ing [ibid., pp. 512-14]. 

23Unlike other “mechanisms” of experiencing, projection is widely dis-
cussed in Soviet psychological literature [52; 53; 142; 218; 229; 232; 247-249 
el al.]. 

24It should be noted that this mechanism  is found  operating  in  other 
terms than those of time. Kurt Goldstein,  for example,  in  defining  courage 
as “an affirmative answer to the shocks of existence”, writes  that “this  form 
of overcoming anxiety requires the ability to view a single experience within 
a larger context”, that is, it presupposes a set towards  the possible  [110]. 
Ideas very close to this are voiced by F.V. Bassin and co-authors [28; 29]. 

25It is worthy of note that in reflexology and  behaviourism,  with  which 
we have earlier compared the methodological situation in the theory of ex-
periencing, the crude-naturalist idea of “units”  in the  process  under  study 
has led inevitably to a refusal to investigate their essence [246]. 



С h a p t е г II  
Typological Analysis of Regularities  

in Experiencing 

1. CONSTRUCTION OF A TYPOLOGY  
OF “LIVED WORLDS” 

The general aim of this work is to elaborate theoretical con-
cepts of experiencing. In relation to this aim, the point of the 
preceding chapter was to prepare the ground: we have intro-
duced the concept of experiencing into the range of categories 
operative within the psychological theory of activity; we have 
demarcated the area  of  psychological  reality  appropriate  to 
that concept, and we have shown  how  this  reality  is  reflected 
in already existing conceptions. Thus we now have, on the one 
hand, an exceedingly abstract idea of experiencing in terms of 
activity theory, and on the other, some notion of corresponding 
empirical field, in the form of an array of facts, generalisations, 
distinctions, classifications and suppositions concerning the 
regularities of experiencing processes. The task now is  to  try 
and bring the basic abstractions of activity theory to bear upon 
this empirical scene, i.e., to carry  a systematic  “ascent”  from 
the abstract to the concrete. 

*   *   * 

Experiencing, taken in the most abstract sense, is a struggle 
against the impossibility of living, in a certain sense it is a strug-
gle against death in life. Naturally not everything in life that 
dies, or is threatened, requires experiencing — only  that  which 
is essential, significant, a matter of principle for the given form 
of life, that which forms its internal necessities. If one could 
isolate and describe particular forms of life and establish their 
immanent laws or “principles”, then clearly those laws would 
essentially determine not only the “normal” life processes, but 
also the life processes taking place in extremity, that is, the 
processes of experiencing. In other words, for each  form  of  life 
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there is a corresponding type of experiencing, and once this is 
so, in order to elucidate the fundamental regularities of ex-
periencing processes we must first establish the fundamental 
psychological regularities of life and typologise the “forms of 
life”. The construction of such a general typology is the imme-
diate task of this first section of our present chapter. 

The Concept of Life and Activity 
Within A.N. Leontiev’s Theory 

If we are to perform our task, we must first analyse the 
category of life itself, as it appears to the psychologist. Within 
the terms of reference of the activity theory, analysis of this, the 
ultimate, category for the psychologist has to be made in close 
connection with the theory’s own central category — activity 
(and indeed this has already to some extent been done by 
A.N.Leontiev[156]). 

In Leontiev’s work, the concept of activity first appears (as 
regards logical construction, that  is,  not  first  chronologically) 
in the context of a discussion of the concept of life in its most 
general biological meaning, “in its universal form” [ibid., p. 37], 
where life is defined as “a specific interaction of bodies or-
ganised in a specific way” [ibid., p. 27]. The specificity of this 
interaction, as distinct from interactions within  inanimate  na-
ture, is that it represents an essential condition of existence for 
one of the bodies interacting (the living body),  and  further  that 
it is of an active and object-oriented nature. The specific 
processes which make up this side of the interaction are the 
processes of activity [ibid., p. 39]. “Activity is a unit of the sub-
stance of life, not of something added to it...” [152, p. 81]. This 
definition of Leontiev’s is valid for prepsychologicai life, and 
for life mediated by psychological reflection,  and  for  human 
life mediated by consciousness. But in this last case “life” may 
be understood in two ways, and there are, correspondingly, two 
concepts of activity. When life is viewed in a non-individualised 
manner, as an abstract “human life in general”, activity  is  seen 
as the essence of that life and as the material from which in-
dividual existence is made up. When the life  under  considera-
tion is a concrete, individualised, finite life-span (e.g., as 
presented in a biography), as “a totality, or better a system, of 
activities following in succession one upon  another”  [ibid.], 
then the word “unit”, applied to  activity  in  the  original  defini- 
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tion of life, has to be understood as “a part”: a life as a whole 
consists of parts which are activities. We are no longer speaking 
of activity in “the general, collective meaning of the concept” 
[ibid., p. 102], but of particular or separate activities, each of 
which “corresponds to a particular need, dies away when that 
need is satisfied, and is reproduced anew.... ” [ibid.]. 

The central, key point for the concept of the separate activity 
is the question of motive. This, which may at first sight seem a 
subsidiary matter, in fact proves to be  of decisive  importance 
for the activity theory, the central nerve, as it were, crystallising 
the main ontological and methodological  concepts  of  the 
theory. The idea of motive which Leontiev introduced — “un-
derstanding motive to be the object (material or ideal) which 
stimulates activity, directing the latter upon itself” —is, as he 
noted himself, “different from that  generally  accepted”  [ibid.]. 
It evoked a flood of critical comment, some of it suggesting 
slight corrections and some rejecting the idea outright [9; 45; 
277 et al.]. The most direct cause of this lack of acceptance was 
that commentators saw the thesis not as  a meaningful  abstrac-
tion but as a generalisation from empirically observed facts on 
stimulation of activity, to be verified by direct reference to those 
facts. If in the process of such reference even one fact appeared 
which did not fit in with the idea of activity being stimulated by 
an object corresponding to a need, then the idea could be dis-
carded as not in accord with the facts, or at the most not fully 
satisfactory. 

And there are plenty of such facts. Really, run the protests 
addressed to Leontiev, how can  an external  object  (object  in 
the sense of something external, present and apparent to the 
subject, not necessarily a material object) in itself suffice to 
stimulate the individual to activity? Does not the individual first 
have to perceive the object, before it (and “it”  by  that  time  is 
no longer the object itself, but its mental image) can have a 
motivating effect upon him? And even the mental image of the 
object is far from enough to produce activity on the part of the 
individual. For that to happen, one must actually have the need 
to which the object corresponds, otherwise living beings would 
immediately, upon meeting with an object of need, set about 
satisfying the need, whether or not this was called for at the 
given moment — and this contradicts the facts of what actually 
happens [277]. Furthermore, an objective  accentuation  of  a 
need must somehow be reflected in the mind, otherwise  a  per-
son would be unable to  give  preference  to  any  one  of  all  the 
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activities possible [44; 277]. And lastly, the final event in this 
series of reflections must be the making  of a connection  be-
tween two mental images — the image of the need and the image 
of the corresponding object Only when all this has been ac-
complished will stimulation take place,  and the  stimulating 
agent therefore is not the object itself  but  its  significance  for 
the subject. Thus runs the argument  advanced  against  Leon-
tiev. 

One can sum up the general conclusion  of  these  objections 
in the following counter-thesis: an object of need is not in itself 
capable of stimulating and directing activity on the part of a 
person, i.e., is not the motive of activity [9]. Although it is pos-
sible to advance a counter-argument against the counter-thesis 
by pointing to the facts of what is known as “field behaviour”, 
where things themselves apparently cause a person to act, this 
counter-argument is not decisive. In the first place, on purely 
logical grounds: Leontiev’s formula is after all laying claim to 
be generally valid, whereas “field behaviour” is  just  one  class 
of processes in activity. Secondly, because “field behaviour” 
itself can be variously interpreted, and one of the possible in-
terpretations is that it comes into operation not through the 
action exerted by an object itself but as a result of the subject’s 
perception of it (and how could it be otherwise?) — the percep-
tion presumably stimulating the corresponding need,  which  in 
its turn is expressed in the  mind as,  say,  an  immediate  desire 
to possess the object perceived. The illusion  that  the  object 
itself is a sufficient initiating agent is produced because its sig-
nificance is concealed [108]. 

And if stimulation even in the case of “field behaviour”, 
which might seem to be the case most amenable to explanation 
by Leontiev’s formula, is seen on closer inspection to be 
mediated by various reflections of object and  of  need,  what 
then are we to say of behaviour stemming from voluntary 
decision or conscious calculation, where absence of direct 
stimulation by an object is obvious? 

If, then, we consider the formula that the  motive  of  activity 
is an object which corresponds to a  need  of  the  individual  as 
an attempt to generalise from the entire fund of empirical ob-
servations on stimulation of activity — then it would appear that 
the formula will not stand up to criticism. 

But the whole point is that this formula is of quite another 
order. Its claims are quite different, its status in logic is quite 
different, from those tacitly attributed to  it  by  criticisms  of  the 
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sort just described. That is to say: it does not claim  to  take  in 
the full variety of possible facts pertaining to stimulation of 
individual activity; its logical nature is that  of an  abstraction, 
and an abstraction of a fairly high order at that, i.e., a statement 
from which a long road of theoretical “ascent” must be travelled 
to bring us to concrete cases. That is not to say that  the  state-
ment itself, before any “ascent” is made, does not contain some 
concrete truth; the formula under discussion, like any abstract 
law, does coincide with the actual or concrete state  of  affairs, 
but only when certain conditions are fulfilled [cf. 165]. 

If we are to establish what these conditions are, we must 
describe the ontology which provides the basis for Leontiev’s 
theory of activity and his conception of motivation — an ontol-
ogy which is the exact opposite of that attributed to his concep-
tion by his critics for in its context his understanding would 
indeed be inadequate. These two ontologies may be 
provisionally called: “the ontology of the lived world”, and “the 
ontology of the isolated individual”. 

For the latter, the situation taken as primary for subsequent 
theoretical development is one where you have,  on the  one 
hand, a separate being isolated from the world,  and,  on  the 
other hand, objects, or more precisely things, existing “in them-
selves”. The space between them, empty and contentless, only 
keeps them apart from one  another.  Subject  and  object  are 
both thought of as existing from the beginning and as intrinsi-
cally definite, prior to and independently of any practical con-
nection between them; they are independent natural entities. 
Activity, which brings about a practical connection between 
subject and object, is still in the future;  in  order  to  commence, 
it must be sanctioned while the primary situation of separation 
between subject and object still prevails. 

The cognitive image provides the basis for all classical 
psychology and is the source of its fundamental ontological pos-
tulates (“immediacy” [270], “conformity” [202; 204], identity of 
consciousness and mind, self-identity of the individual) and of 
its methodological principles. 

The way in which activity is understood, within the “isolated 
individual” ontology, is directly defined by the “postulate of 
conformity” [202; 204], according to which any activity of the 
subject is of an individual-adaptive nature. If subject and object 
(or, strictly speaking, individual and thing) are laid down in the 
primary ontological  figuration  as  separate  and  independent 
one of another, then  the  “conformity”  of activity — introduced 
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at the next stage — can be seen as based on either one of two 
quite opposite mechanisms. 

The first possibility, followed up in conceptions with a cog-
nitive orientation, can in its most extreme  and  highly 
rationalised form be reduced to a view that activity is based on 
calculation. Even the emotion-based variant of this idea (the 
basis of action is feeling) still retains the main cognitivist thesis: 
activity is sanctioned by mental reflection (rational or emotion-
al). The reflection precedes the activity; subject and object are 
first linked by exploratory procedures  within  the  subject’s 
mind, aimed at discovering the significance of the object, and 
only thereafter does the activity take place which links them in 
practice. The model followed in description of each and every 
behavioural process is here, whether intentionally or not, the 
goal-directed, voluntary, conscious activity of a human adult. 

The second possibility, characteristic for reflexology and 
behaviourism,   is   given   its   most  clear-cut  expression  in 
B.F. Skinner’s radical behaviourism. The “conformity” of be-
haviour is here explained as follows: it is supposed that the sub-
ject is endowed, in advance of individual experience, with ways 
of reacting which were fully pre-formed prior to any active con-
tact with the environment and independently  of it,  which  are 
not altered in their ontogenesis,  and which  are  “put  out”, 
ready-made, into the environment by the organism. The “con-
formity” of behaviour composed of such motor “outputs” is not 
explained by the individual having once achieved success in 
such-and-such a situation   by  such-and-such  a  reaction  and 
then operating in the same way in a similar situation, anticipat-
ing the same result. A reaction always remains a blind, random 
trial, there are no grounds for ascribing to it any inner direction 
towards a goal, or any mediation by mental reflection of the ob-
jective connections of the situation. The mechanism of in-
dividual adaptation is thus conceived of as analogous to 
adaptation of species [245]. Reactions, like mutations, happen 
randomly to prove useful or harmful to the organism; by virtue 
of this the probability of their repetition is altered,  and  be-
haviour acquires  an apparently  intentional  direction,  but  in 
fact continues to be an assortment  of blind trials  “un-
elucidated” by any mental reflection. Here  any and every  sub-
ject is thought of on the model of an animal, and an animal at a 
pretty low evolutionary level at that.1 
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Which of these ontologies, then,  is  to  be  counterposed  to 
the “subject-object” epistemological schema found in classical 
psychology? The ontology of “the lived world”.* 

Only within the framework of this ontology can A.N. Leon-
tiev’s idea of motivation, outlined above, be properly ap-
preciated and given its rightful place within the  activity  theory 
of psychology. 

As activity itself is a unit of life,  so its  main  constituent 
cause — the object of activity — is a unit of the world. 

Here we must stress, most insistently, how important it is to 
make a fundamental distinction, as Leontiev does, between 
“object” and “thing”. “We must delimit  the  concept  of 
‘object’,” he writes. “Usually this concept is employed with a 
dual meaning — as meaning a thing standing in some relation to 
other things ... and in a narrower meaning, as something stand-
ing opposed (Gegenstand in German), something resistant (ob-
jectum in Latin), something upon which action is directed 
(predmet in Russian), i.e., as something which is, in relationship 
to a living being, that upon which activity is directed (as an ‘ob-
ject of consumption’, ... ‘object of thought’ and so on)” [156, p. 
39]. An object is thus not simply a thing lying outside the life-
circuit of the subject, but a thing already absorbed into the 
subject’s being, which has become an essential feature of that 
being, has been subjectivised by life process even before any 
special ideal appropriation (cognitive, exploratory, informa-
tional, etc.) takes place. 

If we are to get clear the true theoretical meaning of the 
proposition that the object is the true motive  of activity,  we 
must understand that the everyday “obvious fact” of a living 
creature existing separately from the world cannot serve as an 
ontological base-point, because nowhere do we find a living 
creature before and outside of its interconnections with the 
world. It is from the first “implanted into”  the world,  linked 
with it by the material navel-cord of its own life. This world, 
while still an objective, material entity, is not “the physical 
world” in the sense which that carries for the science of physics, 
which studies the interactions of things: this is the  lived  world. 
It is the lived world, in fact, which is the sole stimulator and 
source of content for the creature living in it. That is our primary 
                                                           

* There is a whole string of synonyms  for this:  “vital  ontology”, 
“ontology of human existence” [223, 225], “life-space”, “psychological 
space” [130], etc. 

89 



ontological picture. When we start from that and begin to con-
struct a psychological theory, and pick  out  (abstract)  a par-
ticular activity as the “unit of life” for the subject, then the object 
of that activity appears, in this abstracted form, not in its own 
self-sufficiency and self-identity, not as a thing representing 
itself, but as “a unit” representing the lived world, and it is by 
virtue of this representative character that  the  object  acquires 
the status of a motive. To base a psychological theory on the 
statement that the object is the motive of activity is to start from 
the conviction that life is ultimately determined  by  the  world. 
At this initial stage of theoretical construction there is no dif-
ferentiation of actual functions performed by the motive 
(stimulation of activity, direction of activity, formation of mean-
ing), we are not yet speaking of the various forms of ideational 
mediations involved in the initiation and regulation of concrete 
activity on the part of an actual, concrete person — that will all 
transpire later, that is not what we start from but what we will 
come to, “ascending” from the abstract to the concrete. 

The proposition about motive which we have  been  discuss-
ing is in methodological status an abstraction from which this 
“ascent” is to be made. 

We have already shown how activity is deduced from an 
“isolated individual” ontology, one where  subject  and  object 
are disunited. We now have the essential basis for establishing 
the conditions whereby the concept of activity can be deduced 
from a “vital” ontology. Bearing in mind what has been said 
above, the task can be formulated as follows: what must the 
conditions and characteristics of a lived  world  be,  if  the 
abstract idea of activity as a process stimulated by the object of 
need — that object in itself — is to be realisable, i.e., is to coin-
cide with a concrete activity.* 

CONSTRUCTION OF A TYPOLOGY 
OF “LIVED WORLDS” 

The first and basic of such conditions is simplicity of the 
lived world. Life can in principle consist of many interlinked 
activities. But it is also quite possible to  conceive  of  a  creature 
                                                           

* To make this clearer: if we were speaking of,  say,  the  law governing 
free fall of (solid) bodies, we would have to discover the physical conditions 
under which this law precisely describes what happens in empirical cases of 
bodies falling [cf. 165]. 
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having only one single need, one single relation to the world. 
The internal world of such a creature will be simple, the whole 
of its life will consist of one activity. 

For such a creature no knowledge of the dynamics of its own 
need is necessary. For the need, being the one and only need, 
will in principle be insatiable [cf. 70] and therefore always 
operative: for such a creature the process  of  need   satisfaction 
is the same thing as living, so that psychologically it cannot be 
completed (though it may of course come to an end; but its 
ending would be equivalent to death). 

If we further assume the external world of our hypothetical 
creature to be easy, i.e., consisting of one single object (or more 
precisely, one object quality), which forms a kind of “nourishing 
broth” that corresponds exactly to the need  of the  creature  and 
is in continuous, direct contact with it, enfolding it — then no 
ideational reflection of it in the mind is needed  before  that 
object can stimulate and direct the activity of the individual. 

A simple internal world and an easy  external  world  con-
stitute the conditions or characteristics we were seeking, given 
which the formula of activity being stimulated directly by the 
object of need is fulfilled to the letter.2 

Typology of Lived Worlds 

 

If we complement these characteristics of the lived world —
simplicity and ease — by their opposites, complexity and difficul-
ty, we then have two pairs of opposed categories,  one  of  which 
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(simple — complex) refers to the internal world, and the other 
(easy — difficult) to the external These categories, counterposed, 
give us a typology of lived worlds or forms of life — the conclusion 
which our argument was intended to arrive at, 

This typology is structured as follows: the object of analysis is 
the “lived world”. This has external and internal aspects, denoted 
in the figure as “external world” and “internal world”. The exter-
nal world can be either easy or difficult The internal world can 
be either simple or complex. The intersections of these categories 
give us four possible states, or types of lived world. 

Before proceeding to a step-by-step interpretation of the 
typology thus obtained, we should discuss in more detail the 
categories determining it. 

The concept of the “lived world” has probably had more 
attention devoted to it by Kurt Lewin than by any other 
psychologist. Since Lewin was so deeply concerned with the 
problem of transforming psychology into  an  exact  science 
based on principles of reasoning “like Galileo’s” [165], it is no 
surprise to find that the most important thing for him, in matters 
of the psychological world,* was the question of whether or not 
it is an enclosed world, i.e., is it possible to use the laws prevail-
ing within it to explain any situation S from the preceding situa-
tion S0 (or conversely, to predict from any S0  the  subsequent 
S). Lewin held that die psychological world, unlike the physi-
cal, does not meet this requirement, and is in consequence an 
open world. In other words, the physical world has nothing 
outside of itself: knowing in totality the situation in the physical 
world and all the laws of physics governing it, it would be pos-
sible (so Lewin considers) to predict all the changes due to 
happen in it, for nothing from outside can interfere with the 
course of the physical processes  determined  once  and  for  all 
by the laws of physics. But beyond the bounds of a given 
psychological world there is an external, transgredient reality 
which acts upon it, interfering in the course of psychological 
processes, and it is therefore impossible either fully  to  explain 
or to predict events in the psychological world by means of 
psychological laws alone. An example given by Lewin [166]: if 
someone is writing a letter to a friend, and suddenly the door 
opens and the friend himself appears, these two psychological 
situations, while following  one  upon  the  other,  are  so  related 
                                                           

* For Lewin the concepts “psychological world”, “life-space” and “lived 
world” are synonymous. 
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that it is impossible either to predict  or  to  explain  the  second 
in terms of the first. 

But does not this openness of the psychological  world  make 
it impossible to see it as “a world” at all? — how can you have 
an independent world, if events within it are influenced by 
processes that do not obey the laws governing it? The concept 
can only be saved if one can envisage a world which dynamically 
is not enclosed, but within which a strict determinism obtains 
nonetheless [166]. To solve this problem Lewin puts forward 
mathematical arguments to demonstrate  the  possibility  of 
closed fields which still, like open fields, are in contact at all 
points, central as well as peripheral, with external space: for 
instance, a plane placed in three-dimensional space, or more 
generally, n-dimensional space placed in (n + 1)-dimensional 
space [ibid.]. 

One may feel that formalism of that kind does  not  really 
solve the problem Lewin has set himself, of demonstrating the 
possibility of strict determinism within a dynamically un-
enclosed psychological world. Discussion of the content of the 
matter is much more  important.  It  should  be  mentioned  that 
in Lewin’s reasoning on the physical world there is a vital in-
accuracy (in spite of the fact that he himself saw the  danger  of 
it) — that of implicitly identifying the physical world and nature 
as a whole, the universe. The presence of such things as build-
ings and biocoenoses, which undoubtedly have physical exist-
ence, can be described in terms of the physical  processes  that 
put them there, but cannot be either explained or predicted as 
inevitable by even the absolute knowledge of all physical laws, 
in spite of the fact that those laws were in no way infringed 
when these things came into existence. So according to Lewin’s 
own yardstick of “predictability” the physical world, like the 
psychological, is open, i.e., it can be acted upon by influences 
from non- physical realms whose regularities cannot be grasped 
by the physical view of reality. But such influence operates in 
entirely physical ways, in accord with physical laws, by physical 
means only, and in this regard — in view of the absence from 
the physical world of events and phenomena alien to it — it is 
closed, without anything external, since any process of another 
order, having no physical embodiment, leaves  no  trace  upon 
the physical world, does not affect it. 

In just the same way the lived world, or psychological world, 
of a given being is simultaneously both open and closed. The 
psychological world knows nothing  non-psychological;  nothing 
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alien to it or of another order can appear within it. But in the 
psychological world there appear from time to time special 
phenomena (difficulty and pain, in particular) which though en-
tirely psychological and appertaining strictly to the reality of life 
do, as it were, give a nod in the direction of something non-
psychological, something to which the given lived world could not 
itself give rise. Through these phenomena something looks in 
upon the psychological world which transcends that world, some-
thing “from the other side”, but it does so having already donned 
the mask of psychological fact, having adopted psychological 
citizenship as it were, and thus having achieved the status of a fact 
of life. Only the obverse side of these phenomena gives pressing 
hints of some independently existing, alien order which does not 
obey the laws of the given lived world. 

Phenomena of this kind may be provisionally referred to as 
“border-line” factors, they constitute the external aspect of the 
lived world, they as it were lay the basis from which springs 
realistic perception of external reality. 

In other words, the phenomena of difficulty and pain bring 
into the originally homogeneous psychological world a dif-
ferentiation between what is internal  and  what  is  external,  or 
to be more exact, the external appears within the psychological 
world in the phenomena of difficulty and pain. 

Here it should be especially noted that in speaking of the 
difficulty of external world we shall be referring not only to the 
experience* caused by it, but to difficulty as an actual charac-
teristic of the world; not of the world “in itself”  of  course,  not 
of the world before and apart from the  individual’s  existence, 
but of the world as “a fraction where the divisor is the subject”, 
the world seen through the prism of the individual’s life and 
activity, for difficulty can be discovered in the world only 
through activity, there is no other way. 

Up to now we have been viewing matters phenomenologi-
cally, as if standing inside life and seeing the world from there, 
with its eyes. Seen from the outside, “easiness” in the external 
aspect of a lived world appears as full provision (to the creature 
concerned) for all life processes, direct availability of all objects 
of need, while “difficulty” is seen as the  presence  of  obstacles 
to the attainment of objects of need. 

The internal aspect of the psychological world (or  the  inter-
nal world) means the internal structure of life, the organisation, 
conjunction and mutual  interconnection  of  the  separate  units 
of life.  (Here  we  are  departing  from  organic,  natural,  purely 
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biological connections between needs.) For the sake of con-
venience, simplicity of the internal world was brought into the 
argument — and will in the main continue to figure there — as 
meaning its uniformity; but in fact this kind of lived world, which 
has one “unit” only, is just one variant of the world which is, 
internally, simple. Strictly speaking, simplicity should be un-
derstood as meaning absence of supra-organic structuring and 
conjunction of separate life instances. Even when a person has 
many relationships with the world, his internal world may 
remain simple, if for him those  relationships  run  together  into 
a subjectively undifferentiated, single whole, or if the relation-
ships are totally disconnected, each one being actualized by the 
individual as if it were the only one. In the first case, the 
psychological world is a whole without parts, in the second it 
consists of parts without a whole. 

We have now been through the categories employed to give 
us our types of lived world. We should now pause to consider 
one point concerning the way in which  these types  are 
described. Each lived world will be classified primarily in terms 
of its space-time organisation. And since we are distinguishing 
between the internal and the external aspects of the lived world, 
we shall accordingly be separately describing external and in-
ternal time-space (or the external and internal aspects of the 
lived world’s integral time-space). 

We must here  introduce  some  conventional  expressions 
used in the description of time-space. So far as its external 
aspect is concerned, the main characteristic noted will be 
presence or absence of “extension”, here used to denote spatial 
distance (of objects of need) and duration of time required to 
cover that distance. “Extension”, clearly,  is  a  transference  to 
the time-space dimension of the “difficulty” concept, or the 
expression of that concept in time-space  categories:  for 
whatever the actual difficulties in life may be — whether goods 
are out of reach spatially, or concealed, or blocked off by 
obstacles — they all come to the same thing in that they mean 
the individual’s needs cannot be directly satisfied, they require 
the individual to make efforts to overcome them; thus they can 
all be reduced to one conventional scale of measurement — “ex-
tension”. 

The internal aspect of time-space refers to the degree of 
structure found in the internal world, i.e.,  presence  or  absence 
of “conjunction”, by which we mean subjective integration of 
.different units of life. “Conjunction” is  expressed  in  the  inter- 

95 



connection of different life relations within internal space. In 
respect of time, “conjunction” means subjective links of con-
secution between actualisations of various relationships. Ex-
tension, distance, duration,  conjunction,  connection, 
consecution — these are all terms we shall be using to describe 
the time and space of the lived world. 

And to conclude with, one  last  preliminary  consideration. 
We are to view each of the types in the typology suggested above 
both as a representation of a particular section of psychological 
reality, and at the same time as a  pattern to  assist  under-
standing. These patterns are  strictly  defined,  formally  speak-
ing, by the categories determining them, but can at the same 
time be filled with living phenomenological content. These two 
aspects taken together make our types into uniquely useful in-
struments in psychological thinking. Types are something like 
living models which, while clearly endowed with psychological 
reality, can be effectively used for cognitive purposes thanks to 
the definiteness from the categorical point of view. 

2. T у p e 1. THE INTERNALLY SIMPLE  
AND EXTERNALLY EASY LIVED WORLD 

Description of the Lived World 

The world that is internally simple and  externally  easy  can 
be visualised if we imagine a creature having one single need, 
and living under conditions which make object of that need 
directly available. If we suppose the single need to be for 
nourishment, then absolute “ease” of the external world would 
be assured if fully prepared nourishing substances were con-
veyed directly from it into the creature’s organism. There is in 
this case no distance, no activity, separating  need  and  object, 
the two are in direct contact. 

The external world is tailor-made to fit the life of our crea-
ture, having neither too much nor too little of anything needed 
for its life; it can be “divided” by that life without remainder. 
The external world is in its nature one with the lived world, 
consequently in this psychological world there are none of the 
special phenomena which would announce, within the 
psychological world, the existence of an external world, and so 
would serve as a kind of frontier between them. The lived  world 
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and the external world are fused together, so that an observer 
from the subject’s view-point would not see the world and 
would consider the creature itself substantive, i.e., a being not 
requiring another being for its existence [253], while  an  ob-
server from the standpoint of the world would  not  single  out 
any creature from it and would see what V.I. Vernadsky [274] 
calls “living substance”. 

The life of the subject in such a world is naked being, being 
completely open to the world. Strictly speaking one cannot call 
such a creature a subject, for it exercises no activity and there-
fore does not distinguish itself from   its  object.  Its  existence  is 
a pure culture of life-activity wrapped in endless bliss, primary 
living or vitality. 

Let us now describe the space and time of this lived world. 
“Ease” in respect of space-time has to be seen  as  absence  of 
any “extension” in the world’s external aspect, i.e., there is no 
distance in space and no duration of time. The first of these 
conditions can be expressed phenomenologically by saying that 
for the creature living in this world there is no “there”, all ex-
ternal space is reduced to one point,  “here on the spot”;  while 
the second condition reduces all external time  to  “now,  at 
once”. So the phenomenological structure appropriate to the 
external aspect of the creature described  can  be  indicated  by 
the expression “on the spot-and-at once”.3 

The simplicity of the internal world, or absence of any “con-
junction” between separate points of internal space-time, i.e., 
between actualisation of separate relations by the individual, 
makes these relations into absolutely separate entities, com-
pletely particularised and utterly blind to one another. In other 
words simplicity (and even more so uniformity, one of its 
variants) of the internal world  means  total  absorption  in  the 
life relation being realised, total attachment to  the  given  point 
in space and time. Furthermore, there is in internal space no 
subjective connection between its different areas, which 
phenomenologically is expressed in the abolition (or non-ex-
istence) of any “that” and “other  than”,  there  being  only  an 
all-sufficient “this” (or “one”). So far as internal time is con-
cerned, it is without any sequential connections, i.e.,  any  rela-
tion of “now” to “later” as regards its separate points. The 
present point or moment, outside any idea of “before” and 
“after”, i.e., devoid of future and of past, has  no knowledge  of 
its own end, its own boundary in time, and is therefore ap-
prehended  from  within,  phenomenologically  as  “always”  (or 
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“for ever”). Thus the internal aspect of this existence  is a  state 
of being “this-always” (or “for ever-one”), i.e., the prevailing 
state is apprehended as that was, is, and will be (to use temporal 
categories beyond the reach of such a world). 

We have, then, described the easy and simple lived world in 
its existential and  temporal-spatial  characteristics;  we  must 
now describe the attitude to the world appropriate to such an 
existence.4 It is of course rather strange to speak of the attitude 
to the world of the creature existing here, inasmuch as we can-
not, strictly speaking, even suppose it to have any psyche. It has 
no need of one: sensations are unnecessary, for abiotic qualities 
of objects do not come within the orbit of its life [156]; attention 
is unnecessary, for there are no alternatives to concentrate on; 
memory is unnecessary, by virtue of the absence, as already 
indicated, of any division of time into past and present, and so 
on. Nevertheless, a psychological description of this life cannot 
be considered complete unless it reveals  its  immanent  attitude 
to the world. This does not mean that we  are going  to  describe 
a fiction — this life’s attitude to the world, or its world-sensation, 
is as real as the life itself, but it is dissolved in life, not singled 
out from it.5 

It is easy to see that our hypothetical creature leads, 
psychologically, a completely inert, passive existence: activity, 
either external or internal, is not needed in the easy and simple 
world. 

Passivity in general is a very variable thing, according to 
whether it relates to present events  or to events  in the past  or 
the future: events taking place now are experienced*,  and  if 
they are positive (good) the experience* is emotionally felt as 
pleasure, or as displeasure if they are negative; an event to come 
is awaited (with hope, if positive, or with fear, if negative); past 
events are recollected (the positive ones  with  nostalgia  or 
regret, the negative with repentance or relief). 

But the psychological world we are now describing is, as has 
been shown, marked by space-time conditions devoid of both 
prospect and retrospect; the past and the future are as it were 
impacted into the present, or rather are not yet separated out 
from it. Therefore passivity in relation to past and future events 
is here reduced to living through them only, and in consequence 
all the potential variety of emotional experience* of time is 
reduced to pleasure and displeasure only. Thus the pleasure 
principle is the central principle of the  world-sensation  proper 
to the easy and simple lived world; pleasure  would  be  the  goal 
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and the highest value in such a life if it were consciously built 
and lived. 

It is important to note the immensity of pleasure and dis-
pleasure emotions in this psychological world. As we saw, the 
internal aspect of space and time within this world can be 
phenomenologically expressed as “this-always”, i.e., any exist-
ing state of affairs entirely fills all the space and  time  that  can 
be felt. So that if one envisages this creature undergoing any 
deprivation, even the most insignificant to outside observation, 
then the corresponding result  in terms  of  world-sensation 
would be sheer pain, all-engulfing and without end, a kind of 
elemental horror — in effect death, for here just as pleasure is 
the principle and the sign of life, so displeasure (which instantly 
flares up into panic horror, owing to the time and space char-
acteristics peculiar to this world) is the  principle  and  the  sign 
of death. 

Prototype 

We can view as prototypes of the existence and world-sen-
sation outlined above the life of the foetus and the life of the 
infant (though to a lesser extent in the latter case), with their 
corresponding “infantile” world-sensation. The grounds for 
doing so are obvious enough — the ease and simplicity of infant 
existence at this stage of development of the individual’s world 
provide all that is needed for its life processes — and they do so 
“of themselves” without requiring any particular activity either 
to gain the good things of life or to coordinate and conjoin 
relationships. 

These conditions of intra-uterine and infant life, which every 
child has to pass through, produce their corresponding world-
sensation, and it forms the infantile  foundation  of  conscious-
ness — something which stays with a human being ineradicably, 
a primary basis stratum exerting an influence “from the depths” 
upon consciousness and behaviour throughout life. 

Naturally this world-sensation  is  still,  during  the  intra-
uterine stage of  development, dissolved in  life,  inextricable 
from existence. It is in other words psychologically  latent,  and 
is therefore devoid of all emotionality. All the same, this world-
sensation can be described as blissful, unclouded satisfaction, 
compared to the disturbances which await  the  human  being 
with the arrival of difficulty and complexity. It is a “plus”  which 
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does not know itself to be one, and only in the coming collision 
with a “minus” will it show forth its inherent positive quality. 
Carl Jung, describing the symbolism of rebirth, has given us a 
profound interpretation of the human urge to go back, to “the 
ineffable sweetness of childhood” [135]. 6 

Strictly speaking, the end of the pre-natal  period  sees  the 
first rents torn in the enveloping state of blissful satisfaction. 
First of all, of course, the trauma   of  birth  itself,  but  after  that 
is over the child suffers temporary deprivations with regard to 
one need or another, since life circumstances and the real at-
tributes of time make instant satisfaction of all needs no longer 
possible. 

Any particular pain (or discontent) felt  by  an  infant  grows, 
if its cause is not removed, and grows very quickly, into a state 
of all-embracing horror (so far as one can judge from crying, 
movements, and mimetic expression), a  horror  which  covers 
the whole horizon of its world-sensation, because it “does not 
know”* that the pain will come to an end sometime, since 
“sometime” does not yet exist in its world. This extension of 
pain from one organ or relationship to all relationships is ex-
tremely indicative of the inner structure of the psychological 
world of early infancy: separate relationships are as yet undif-
ferentiated, they form a kind of amorphous mass, so that events 
in one part of the mass spread without hindrance to all its other 
parts. 

Hedonistic Experiencing 

When the envelope of the easy and simple existence is torn 
open — that is the point from which we can approach the main 
object of our theoretical study, experiencing; here, the ex-
periencing proper to the lived world just described. In that lived 
world taken in its pure form there is no place for experiencing, 
since its ease and simplicity, i.e., the fact that all life processes 
are provided for and contain no contradictions, exclude all pos-
sibility of any situations arising which call for experiencing. 
More than that, even when existence suddenly, for  one  reason 
or another, ceases to  be  easy  and  simple,  and  such  situations 
                                                           

* Need we specifically stress that this is not rational knowledge, not con-
scious knowledge? It is knowledge via the “mind” which produces 
Helmholtz’s “conclusions”, attitudinal knowledge. 
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do arise, the creature “educated” by the easy  and simple  world 
is not capable of experiencing in the true sense  of the  word.  It 
is not capable of it because an essential premise of experiencing 
is the occurrence of ideational transformations of the 
psychological world (although experiencing is not reduced to 
them), and the creature under consideration is without any 
ideational characteristics at all. Its life is entirely material and 
corporeal, indeed essentially intra-corporeal, since its external 
contacts are limited to taking in needed substances and getting 
rid of unneeded ones, processes requiring  no activity  on  its 
part. Being incapable of “responding” to a critical situation 
either by external practical activity or by ideational transfor-
mations in its psychological world,  the  creature  responds  by 
the only means available to it — changes within the body. These 
equate to the concept of physiological stress reactions. 

Does this mean that there is no experiencing which is proper 
to the easy and simple world and which obeys the laws of that 
world, i.e., first and foremost,  the pleasure principle?  No,  it 
does not, because the infantile world and its regularities do not 
disappear when the existential conditions that produced it have 
disappeared, and the regularities of that world can determine 
experiencing processes. 

If a living creature has once known easy and simple exist-
ence, the phenomenological structures built up  by such  exist-
ence do not lie inert in the past history of the given creature’s 
life, they continue as active, ever-living, ineradicable  strata  of 
its consciousness, and they are existential strata  in  the  sense 
that they are a force, which strives to define  all  consciousness 
its way, to direct its processes  into channels  appropriate  to 
those ancient structures, to impose its own functional régime 
upon consciousness. This ineradicability of infantilism (infan-
tilism/infantile are the words we shall use from  now on  to 
denote the existential and consciousness  formations  produced 
by the easy and simple world) is very simply explained: in each 
and every lived world, however “difficult” and “complex” it 
may be, however powerful and multiform the “organs” of out-
ward and mental action it has caused to develop, with their 
corresponding phenomenological structures — in every world, 
there still remains the primal “vitality”  atomically  represented 
by an act directly satisfying a need. 

Acts of consumption and their meaning,  significance  and 
role, may be radically transformed in the new lived world 
compared to what they were in the easy and  simple  world  (and 
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they were then life itself), but they always retain the primal 
“vital” residue which lives by the law  of pleasure.  Thus  infan-
tile structures and infantile consciousness are not merely in-
herited by a person from that former easy and simple life, they 
are reproduced again and again by satisfaction of any need. 

In a complex and/or difficult world  a  subject  may  build  up 
a consciousness appropriate to that world, but the  new  forma-
tion will not abolish infantile consciousness, will not take its 
place; it is built up on top of it, and there are complex, some-
times antagonistic relations between the two. 

Infantile consciousness itself still exists  in the new  life,  in 
the   form   of  attitude.  This  means  it  is  psychologically 
active, is not an inert stratum of recollections but an attraction 
towards easy and simple existence, the  root  factors  of  which 
are  firstly  (corresponding  to  the  external,  space-time  aspect 
of the easy and simple world) the urge to “here-and-now”* 
satisfaction of need — that is, satisfaction requiring  no  effort 
and no waiting — and secondly (corresponding to the 
phenomenological  structure  “for ever-one”)  the  urge  to 
possess the object of need so completely (even to lose the self 
within it, to identify with it) that the life relation  actualized  in 
the given case will fill the whole horizon of the psychological 
world, creating an impression of oneness  and  thus  causing 
other relations, and possible consequences for them, of this 
need-satisfaction, to be forgotten. 

Such are the roots of the infantile attitude. If we are to define 
the nature of the experiencing processes which  it  determines, 
we must note one particular feature of this attitude.  Being  car-
ried over from the previous easy and simple existence [cf. 13], 
the infantile attitude seeks restoration of the blissful world-sen-
sation lost along with that former existence. Let us stress: res-
toration of that world-sensation, not of the easy and simple 
existence itself. Why? The point is that, as has  already  been 
said, in the easy and simple proto-life all future differentiations 
(separate activities, infantile  attitude,  opposition  of  the  exter-
nal and the internal, etc.) exist in unarticulated unity and in 
potentiality only. This applies to sensation of the world also. 
When the easy and simple existence is broken apart,  the  primal 
                                                           

* We use “here-and-now” in describing the infantile attitude, rather than 
“on the spot-and-at once” (the term we  employed  in  describing  space-time 
in our Type 1 lived world) to underline that we are speaking of operation of 
this attitude under other space-time conditions, where “extension” of space 
and time is known. 
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emotionally neutral state of proto-life acquires a powerful posi-
tive emotional charge, by contrast with the panic horror evoked 
by the break-up. The infantile attitude born at that moment 
“recognises” two states of being — an “easy” and a “difficult” 
(or more precisely, an “impossible”) one, not in their pure form 
but in that of the corresponding world-sensations of “bliss” or 
“horror”; it recognises them and instantaneously absorbs this 
polarity of affect, which, as it were, draws a vector of dominant 
urge on the phenomenological map of its world. Viewed from 
within the infantile attitude, as in general from any phe-
nomenological position, existence and consciousness are indis-
tinguishable and the easy and simple existence is identified only 
by the “blissful” world-sensation, and thus the infantile attitude 
burdens the psyche with a hankering after this sensation, 
regardless of whether the sensation  will be  adequate  if 
achieved, whether it is existentially provided for, whether it is 
guaranteed to last for any length of time, what the price for it 
will be in terms of consequences, and so on. No such questions 
do even arise in the infantile consciousness. 

It is therefore quite understandable that the type of ex-
periencing determined by this attitude consists of processes 
which alter the psychological world and which have  as  their 
goal attainment of positive emotional states and avoidance of 
negative ones, processes which are essentially non-realistic, 
subordinate to momentary impulse, taking no account of the 
external and internal interdependencies of life. 

The analysis made in Chapter I gives us grounds for asserting 
that the processes of psychological defence correspond to the 
type of experiencing which has been theoretically arrived at in 
this section. Of course a type of experiencing described in 
theoretical terms cannot completely  coincide  with  the  full 
range of known defence mechanisms; that is in principle im-
possible, first, because  the theoretical  description  is  too 
abstract to take account of the full empirical variety of defensive 
devices, and second, because the sum total of mechanisms iden-
tified as defensive resembles an accumulated  heap  rather  than 
an organised whole. As we saw earlier, this class of mental 
processes does not have clear-cut, unambiguous and generally 
accepted boundaries, either within itself  or  between  it and 
other categories  of mental  process.  Yet  there  is,  nonetheless, 
a generally prevalent  conception  of psychological  defence  as 
of something in which the main aim is attainment of the highest 
degree   of   emotional   comfort   possible  under  the  given  cir- 
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cumstances [131]. Moreover, defence itself  is  considered  to be 
a consequence of cognitive and emotional infantilism [90; 94], 
and this makes it possible to take psychological defence proces-
ses as the prototype for our theoretically derived type of ex-
periencing which obeys the regularities of the easy and simple 
lived world. 

The type of experiencing described, the culmination of the 
train of theoretical argument just concluded, is still somewhat 
abstract even though it can be related to certain empirical facts. 
This does not of course mean that we have failed to make the 
promised “ascent from the abstract to the concrete”,  only  that 
the “ascent” has not been completed. We have reached a point, 
along one line of “ascent”, at which the “power” of the abstrac-
tions used to start the forward movement  has  been  exhausted, 
so that further movement in this direction will require an “in-
jection” of experimental, empirical knowledge — not, one may 
add, of any knowledge, but of knowledge reached through the 
guidance of the abstractions already made. But  that  is  matter 
for another, specialised study. 

3. T у p e 2. THE INTERNALLY SIMPLE  
AND EXTERNALLY DIFFICULT LIVED WORLD 

Description of the Lived World 

The feature distinguishing this lived world from  the  preced-
ing one is difficulty. Here the good things of life are not 
presented directly, external space is full of barriers, hindrances 
and resistant objects which prevent need-satisfaction.  If  life  is 
to go on, these obstacles have to be surmounted. And the main 
thing here is that not only difficulty itself, i.e., the psychological 
“face” of the obstacle, has to be surmounted, but its material 
body also, which has its own definitions, indifferent to the goals 
and needs of the life being considered, and this makes it essen-
tial that an “organ” should be constructed which is capable of 
transcending the existing limits of the lived world. Such an 
“organ” must be corporeal on the one hand, in order to com-
municate with the world-in-itself in its, the world’s, own “ob-
jectual” language, while on the other hand,  this  “organ”  must 
be permeated from within by sensitivity, must from within be 
life. Every time  the  lived  world  is  transcended  and  its  limits 
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extended by such an organ, this is in  fact  an  advancement  of 
the boundaries of life  to  take  in  areas  previously  quite  out-
side it. 

If we now proceed from phenomonological to concrete 
scientific description, our “organ” proves to be “living move-
ment” [37]. As N.A. Bernstein has  brilliantly  demonstrated 
[38], this movement must, if it is to be successful, be built up 
anew on each occasion, in each new behavioural situation, be-
cause each situation is unique in its dynamic characteristics. 

The external, visible accord with goals  pursued  which  can 
be observed in the behaviour of living creatures, in a situation 
that is unique substantively and dynamically, cannot be ex-
plained except by their forming a psychological  reflection  of 
that situation.7 External, object-oriented activity, and mind — 
activity mediated by mind would be more precise — this is the 
fundamental neo-formation essential for life in a difficult as 
opposed to an easy world.8 

What of space and time in this lived world? Difficulty in the 
external world means, in time-space terms, that we now have 
“extension”, i.e., distance in space (of life-goods) and duration 
of time (length of time needed to surmount  the  spatial  dis-
tance). Phenomenologically this is expressed in the appearance 
of new dimensions, “there” and  “later”  in  the  internal  aspect 
of space and time, alongside  the  previous  “here”  and  “now”. 
In other words  the internal  aspect  of the  psychological  world 
is expanding, to include some perspective in space and in time. 

So far as the internal structure of the lived world  is  con-
cerned, that remains simple, as before.  The  fact  that  there  is 
no internal articulation and structuring of life, although space 
and time have expanded, means that there is no “conjunction”, 
i.e., no spatial linkage of life-units (= relations = separate ac-
tivities) and no linkage  of temporal  sequence  between  them. 
To use Foucault’s metaphor [83], there  is  no  internal  “table” 
on which the subject can “put before himself”  his relations  to 
the world, so as to see them in  apposition,  measure  them 
against one another, compare them, plan the order of their 
realisation, etc. — and without this facility the internal world 
remains “simple” despite multiplicity and objective intercon-
nection of life relations. But for the sake  of convenience  we 
shall continue to speak of an imagined lived world in which 
simplicity is accounted for by a presumed uniformity — i.e., 
where the subject is presumed to have  only  one  need,  one  life 
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relation. Phenomenologically, this simplicity is expressed as 
“this-always”. 

Let us now describe the life and world-sensation of the crea-
ture that lives in the difficult and simple world. Activity in this 
world is distinguished by an indeflectable thrust towards the 
object of need. This activity is affected by no distractions, no 
temptations to turn aside, the subject knows no doubts or 
hesitations, no feelings of guilt, no torments of conscience — in 
short, the simplicity of the internal world frees activity from all 
internal barriers and limitations. The only  obstacles  it  knows 
are external ones. 

Every attainment of the object appears to be a matter  of  life 
or death. Indeed it is so, psychologically, for here we have iden-
tification of the one single life relationship (activity) with all of 
life as a whole. Emotionally and energetically, therefore, the 
activity of this creature is marked by a frenetic quality — to at-
tain the exclusively desired object the creature will undertake 
any effort, all is staked on the one card, any means is justified, 
any risk worth taking, any sacrifice acceptable. 

In consequence of the internal world’s simplicity, the struc-
ture of meaning in the imagining of the external world is also 
simplified to the uttermost. Everything is black or white; every 
object is given meaning only in terms of its being useful or harm-
ful with respect to the individual’s single need, always  felt  at 
full pitch. 

It is another matter when we come to the technical, opera-
tional aspect of activity and its corresponding reflection in the 
mind. The problematic part, so far as the life of such  a  creature 
is concerned, lies mainly in this area. The world puzzles it only 
in this external, technical respect: “How to do it, how  to  reach 
it?” is the main question to be answered. And the basic, general 
rule in solving this constantly renewed life-problem lies in ade-
quate reflection of reality, so that activity may be structured in 
accordance with reality. This accordance with reality is, in the 
difficult world, the essential condition of existence and life 
preservation. Subordination to the dictates of reality here be-
comes the law and the principle of life. 

What are the relations between the pleasure principle and the 
reality principle? They were well known in philosophy and 
psychology long before psychoanalysis came on the scene.9 Freud 
provided the terminology, and described the relationship with dis-
arming simplicity: “We know that the pleasure principle is proper 
to  a primary  method  of  working  on the  part of the mental ap- 
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paratus, but that, from the point of view of the self-preservation 
of the organism among the difficulties of the external world, it is 
from the very outset inefficient and even highly dangerous. Under 
the influence of the ego’s instincts of self-preservation, the 
pleasure principle is replaced by the reality principle. This latter 
principle does not abandon the intention of ultimately obtaining 
pleasure, but it nevertheless demands and carries into effect the 
postponement of satisfaction, the abandonment of a number of 
possibilities of gaining satisfaction and the temporary toleration 
of unpleasure as a step on the long indirect road to pleasure” [91, 
p. 10]. Vygotsky and Luria wrote: “All this is extremely elementary, 
a matter of ABC, and clearly should be numbered among those 
truths which are held to be self-evident and incontestable...” [284, 
p. 6]. 

Nevertheless, a whole series of unanswered questions still 
remains here. The first of them concerns the degree of inde-
pendence to be attributed to the  reality principle.  Freud  does 
not provide an unambiguous answer to this. In  some  instances 
he called the reality principle a modification of the pleasure 
principle, while at other times he said that the reality principle 
takes over from or succeeds the pleasure principle. On the 
whole, though, Freud gives the impression that for him the 
reality principle serves the pleasure principle and is not inde-
pendent of it. In a certain sense this is true, particularly when 
reality is taken to mean the material reality of things, yet it seems 
to us that the accent needs to be shifted slightly.  Since  keeping 
to reality is so important that without it life in a difficult world 
would simply not be possible, surely one must suppose that 
situational compulsions to bow to reality will sooner or later 
produce a supra-situational, overall “set” towards doing so. 
Genetically, of course, this “set” develops under  the  influence 
of the pleasure principle and emerges from it, or more precisely 
it draws its energy from life processes appropriate to the 
pleasure principle, but in the end this umbilical cord is severed 
and a new law, not reducible to terms of anything  else,  makes 
its appearance in the lived world — the reality principle. 

A second and more  important  question  is  clarification  of 
the internal psychological mechanisms which see to it that the 
reality principle is followed. The principle has, as it were, two 
faces. One is turned outwards, and is manifested in the urge to 
make external movements match up adequately to the objective 
conditions of the situation, by means of precise  mental  reflec-
tion of those conditions. The second face is  turned  inwards;  its 
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purpose is to restrain possible emotional outbursts, which be-
cause of the “simplicity” of the internal world continually 
threaten, when need is unsatisfied, to annihilate in a chaotic 
upsurge all the complex organisation of activity which is to 
achieve, eventually, satisfaction of need. In other words, the 
inward face of the realistic “set” is the mechanism of patience. 

Let us consider the space-time structure of this mechanism. 
We stated above that the space-time of the lived world now 
under consideration can be phenomenologically expressed as 
“this-always” in the internal aspect,  and  “here-and-there”, 
“now-and-later”, in the external. 

What does this signify? “This-always” signifies that the 
individual’s “consciousness” is always occupied by one and the 
same thing: upon one thing (“this”), the object of need, all feel-
ings, expectations and activity are directed. The subject belongs 
wholly to this relationship with the world, nothing  else  exists 
for him. And just as this relationship fills the whole spatial 
horizon of his life, so it also fills its entire perspective in time 
(“always”). 

As regards the external aspect of space-time, this is essen-
tially different from the one proper to Type 1. The  object  of 
need may be either in direct contact with the subject, or it may 
be at some remove. The same applies to its proximity or remove 
in time. But the most important point here, for our charac-
terisation of the “difficult” lived world as opposed to the “easy”, 
is not so much this objective distancing as the fact that this is 
“taken in” by the subject by means of particular psychological 
forms (phenomenologically indicated as “there” and “later”). 
Thanks to these, the subject’s psychological world is wider and 
more differentiated than the infantile world. Whereas in the 
latter any subjective “there” and “later” was an impossibility, 
and any objective postponement or removal of satisfaction be-
came an internal, emotional catastrophe, what we now  see  is  
the phenomenological “there” and “later” contriving to ac-
cumulate in themselves all that emotional energy, making con-
trol of the emotion possible. If we simplify  and  rationalise  to 
the utmost, we can say that failure to satisfy the single need 
which makes up the subject’s entire world would be felt as the 
end of that life, as death, did not the subject know that “there”, 
somewhere, is the source of life, and that “later”, sometime, it 
can be attained. 

The same thing can be put another way using the terms of 
emotional categories: when the forms “there” and “later” are  not 
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present, the subject’s emotional state veers between “bliss” and 
“horror”, but when these psychological forms of space and time 
have made their appearance, differentiation of those basic affects 
takes place, such that the emotions produced now allow, in their 
structure, for the psychologically distant and still-to-come; we now 
find “security” (when the situation is one of future good, not yet 
attained but surely guaranteed), “despair” (in a situation of im-
minent failure), “hope” and “fear” (in cases intermediate to the 
first two) [69]. 

The appearance of space-time “extension” (“there” and 
“later”) enriches and diversifies the structure of the 
psychological world, which is now capable of grasping, in its 
own formations, the previously incomprehensible futurity and 
distance. And the most important point is that future and dis-
tance figure here not as absolute, physical entities  viewed  from 
a point outside the processes taking place, from  the  standpoint 
of an absolute observer outside space  and time  who  projects 
real processes against ideal space-time coordinates. In other 
words, the future here is not that which now is not, but will be 
later, it is seen  in reverse:  the  phenomenological  future 
(“later”) represented in hope, fear, etc., is paradoxically that 
which now is but later will not be. The hope of gaining the ob-
ject is the form of the psychological future,  actually  present 
now, and disappearing, as such, when the object is in reality 
gained. 

One fundamental thesis emerges  from  this  argument:  ob-
ject-oriented activity presupposes the existence of definite in-
ternal, phenomenological conditions, without which such 
activity would be psychologically impossible. These conditions 
form an involved and shifting complex of mechanisms, which 
for convenience we can denote  in sum  as  “patience”,  and 
which is phenomenologically structured by the factors outlined 
above, in terms of the space-time of the difficult and simple 
world and in psychological terms  (in the emotional aspect)  as 
the states of “despair”, “fear”, “hope” or “security”. In other 
words, object-oriented activity would be psychologically impos-
sible were it not that simultaneously  with it — as its obverse 
side, so to speak — there proceeds internal work to restrain the 
panic affects evoked by an unsatisfied need. This work is per-
formed by means of partial subjective actualisation of the ob-
jectively absent good (in the form of hope, for instance), which 
fills meaningfully the gap between “now” and “later”. 
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All this goes to reinforce our conviction that the reality 
principle is an independent psychological set having its own in-
ternal mechanisms, not simply a modification of the pleasure 
principle. 

Prototype 

Let us point to some well-known prototypes for the simple 
and difficult lived world. Clearly these include all cases in which 
a single need (motive, relationship) occupies a position of 
marked dominance and operates with  an  intensity  incomparab-
ly stronger than that of other needs. When the content of the 
dominating motive is an abstract idea or conviction, we are 
dealing with the fanatic; when its content is an idea with con-
crete connotations or even an actual object or action, we are 
dealing with the maniac.* 

Analysis of the psychology of fanaticism reveals the charac-
teristics we defined when describing the creature of lived world 
Type 2: frenetic behaviour, readiness to sacrifice all, and to use 
any means, to attain the object, coupled with a narrow and 
limited perception of the world. 

Prototypes of this category can be seen not only in per-
sonalities of a certain kind, but in certain states of personality, 
persisting for longer or shorter periods, sometimes normal and 
sometimes pathological. These include the so-called “impulse 
drives”, which are “stimuli and urges of acute onset, which 
override the entire consciousness and behaviour of the patient; 
with their onset all other wishes and desires are suppressed” 
[207, p. 63]. 

The examples closest to the given theoretical type occur 
within the domain of psychopathology, but it does not of course 
follow that any state corresponding to lived world Type 2 is 
pathological. Consciousness enters this state every time that a 
motive is actualised which calls for a certain action by the in-
dividual, and there is no alternative motive (at least at the given 
moment). 
                                                           

* The word is used here not in the psychiatric meaning  of mania  as 
applied to affective disorders (manic euphoria,  manic rage,  manic  
confusion), more in its colloquial meaning, overlapping with that used in 
psychiatry for impulse-control disorders (kleptomania, pyromania, 
dromomania, etc.). 
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Realistic Experiencing 

The general basis  of all  the  experiencing  processes  proper 
to the given type of life is the mechanism of patience. This, 
properly speaking, can itself be considered an experiencing 
process. It is an exemplary demonstration that life, as  soon  as 
the primary state of blissful satisfaction has been left behind, 
cannot exist without experiencing processes that will  hold  it 
firm against the various destructive and disintegrating forces 
which attack it in a difficult and complex world. 

Before proceeding to discussion of the mechanisms which 
come into being on the basis of patience, it is essential to com-
pare patience, a mechanism  subordinate  to  the  reality  prin-
ciple, and psychological defence, which operates according to 
the pleasure principle. On the one hand, these two are direct 
opposites, on the other, they meet at one point.  Both  defence 
and patience actualise in consciousness a feeling that a good is 
present which objectively is absent, but the modalities of those 
actualisations are quite different. Defence sees the good as ex-
istentially present, patience sees it as due to be present; defence 
creates an illusion that a problem is solved (or does not exist: 
“the grapes are sour...”), patience creates awareness that it can 
be solved; defence refuses to see that the positive emotional 
states it achieves (or the negative ones it abolishes) are not 
justified by actual existence, while patience is directed towards 
removing the reasons for that being so; and lastly, defence takes 
as its basic ground the inviolability of subjective factors (wishes, 
self-assessments, sense of security and so on), and for their 
protection distorts the image of reality, while patience takes 
reality as its basic ground and constrains subjectivity to fit in 
with reality. 

The mechanism of patience operates only within certain 
limits (drawn by the state of development which the mechanism 
itself has attained); beyond these limits, when an “impossible” 
situation (frustration) arises, other experiencing processes are 
required.10 

In very general terms, one can distinguish two variants of 
“realistic” experiencing. 

The first takes place within the bounds of the impaired life 
relation. In the simplest, “zero-line” example of this variant of 
experiencing, a way out of the critical situation  that subjectively 
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seemed to be insoluble, is found not thanks to any independent 
psychological process, but owing to an unexpected objective 
resolution of the situation (success is achieved after failure, 
consent obtained after refusal, what had been lost  is  found, 
what had been forbidden is permitted, etc.). This  is  truly a 
“zero” instance, for here the critical situation is not psychologi-
cally surmounted, but in fact done away with thanks to effective 
behaviour [cf. 35], or thanks to a fortunate combination of cir-
cumstances. 

More complex instances, calling for special activity by the 
individual, are dealt with by compensation for lost (or lowered) 
capabilities, or by substitution.  Whatever  the technical  details 
of the process, it starts from the fact of the existing impossibility, 
under the given conditions, of satisfying the given need, and 
from the imperative urgency of satisfying it in one way or 
another. Since we are speaking of realistic experiencing, which 
does not take refuge in self-deception,  the  only  conceivable 
way out lies in such an alteration of the psychological situation 
which will despite all make possible real satisfaction of the 
frustrated need. In this psychological world, two things make 
possible the solution of “no-go” life-situations — the ability of 
the subject to postpone satisfaction of need for a period suffi-
cient for development of compensatory facilities, or for finding 
or creating ways round whatever is blocking off the goal; and 
secondly, the ability to make do with any substitute for the ob-
ject of need, so long as the substitute can satisfy the need. This 
last point is particularly important; the individual in the simple 
and difficult world knows no object (or person) in its (his) 
defined individuality and uniqueness of value; he values in it 
only one quality — the ability to satisfy his need. The narrow 
and intense nature of this individual’s outward direction to the 
world creates an illusion of the individual being exceedingly 
strongly fixated on the given object, of being literally “fused” 
with it — but the object has only to disappear, thus creating an 
“impossible” situation, and it quickly becomes apparent that 
here was an illusion only: the individual with a simple internal 
world is in principle prepared to accept any  surrogate  which 
will satisfy the given need even partially, because  all  qualities 
of the object which have no direct relation to the need satisfied 
have no psychological meaning for the individual and are dis-
regarded. 

The second variant of “realistic” experiencing  differs  from 
the  first   in  that  there  are  no  subjective  sequential  links,  no 
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recognition of a succession existing between a disrupted 
relationship (the disruption of which makes experiencing 
necessary) and  a  subsequent  relationship,  normal  realisation 
of which indicates that experiencing has been successful. Al-
though objectively, to an external observer, who identifies the 
person according to his individual qualities both  before  and 
after experiencing takes place, it may seem that the new activity 
is a substitute for the old, frustrated activity, and  a  compensa-
tion for it, internally the two activities are in  no way  linked.  It 
is a “compensation” which changes nothing in the previous, 
disrupted relationship, which in no way compensates for its 
disruption; it is a substitution in which  nothing  is  replaced  “as 
it was”, for the new activity has its own problems to solve. And 
since every activity actually engaged in when the individual’s 
internal world is simple, is equivalent in meaning to  the  whole 
of life, “experiencing” of this kind is in effect a leap from one 
life (which has been a failure, and  is  abandoned)  to  another 
life, one psychologically started afresh, even  if being  con-
structed with the psycho-biological material of the same in-
dividual. An illustration of this variant of experiencing is 
provided by Chekhov’s character Darling (Dushechka), who 
lives in the pages of one short story through several separate, 
unconnected lives. 

The law of our second type of experiencing, then, is the 
reality principle. The foundation stone for experiencing of this 
type is the fact that reality is “deaf to all entreaty”, it is insur-
mountable, struggle against it is useless, and so it has to be 
accepted as it is, one must bow to it, knuckle under, and try to 
win some possibility of need-satisfaction within the limits and 
constraints it imposes. 

Among the varieties of experiencing which we analysed in 
Chapter I, none exactly  corresponds  to  “realistic”  experienc-
ing, but if we allow some approximation, we can say that its em-
pirical prototype is coping behaviour.  When  coping  behaviour 
is contrasted with psychological defence apart from the ob-
viously realistic nature of coping, note is being taken of the 
rationality of coping processes, of the fact that they are capable 
of taking the overall nature of a situation into account, i.e., 
qualities are noted which may be summed up as recognition of 
reality. Besides, the mechanism taken as the prime example of 
coping behaviour is adaptation, and adaptation  is  by  definition 
a process whereby the internal and subjective is made to fit in 
with and follow the external, the objective — reality. 
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4. Т у р е 3. THE INTERNALLY COMPLEX  
AND EXTERNALLY EASY LIVED WORLD 

Description of the Lived World 

Set against Type 1, with which we started, Type 3 shows 
change in only one category-dimension — simplicity of the in-
ternal world is replaced by complexity — but this is enough to 
produce a radical transformation of the entire lived world. 

Let us pause once more, to consider the concept of com-
plexity. We have already said that even when a person has many 
life relations, his internal world may remain simple. More 
precisely, one must distinguish between objective  and  subjec-
tive complexity of the world. The former is produced when, 
regardless of what the person’s intentions may be, his external 
behaviour inevitably gives rise to all manner of social, biological 
and physical processes which may affect one or another of his 
life relations. In other words, any action of the subject “in realis-
ing one activity, one life relation, proves objectively to realise 
some other life relation also” [152, p. 211]. But if is entirely 
possible to conceive of a psychological world which internally, 
subjectively, remains simple, in spite of the fact that  the  rela-
tions entering into it intersect in the field of real action. When 
this is so, the subject is psychologically participating in only one 
life relation at any given moment, his consciousness is never 
“between” relations, at a point from which both  “this”  and 
“that” can be seen, with their mutual  interdependence;  be-
haviour is actualised as if no other relations existed besides the 
one being actualised at the given moment — not because the 
individual has decided to pay no attention to them, to disregard 
or to sacrifice them, but because he is incapable psychologically 
of retaining in his consciousness more than one relation at any 
one time. In short, objective interconnection of relations, i.e., 
objective complexity of the lived world, does not of itself bring 
about internal, subjective complexity  of that  world.  The  latter 
is the result of a particular internal activity linking together and 
coordinating different relations. 

Complexity of the internal world is “conjunction” of its 
separate units  (life relations)  within  internal  space  and  time. 
In the spatial aspect “conjunction” appears as simultaneous 
linkage of relations, i.e., the ability to hold two or more relations 
within the field of inner vision at one time;  phenomenologically 
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this is expressed as “this and that”. In the temporal aspect “con-
junction” means the presence of sequential links, “first — then”, 
between relations. At one moment there are subjectively many 
life relations (“this and that”) present together, developing suc-
cessively in a certain order — first one, then another. 

What is the life and activity of a subject in such a world? 
The external world yields to action by the subject with ab-

solute ease, and this renders impossible any finite action, just as 
finite movement is impossible in an absolute vacuum: it is either 
absent or it is infinite, owing to the absence of resistant forces. 
But action only has meaning if it is finite, tending towards its ul-
timate goal, therefore the “ease” of the world does away with ac-
tions (and consequently with  their  operational  constituents), 
and equally does away with the non-psychological “distance” 
which under real conditions commonly separates  the  direct 
result of an action from its meaningful consequences, those 
which directly concern the motives (needs) of the individual.11 

The “ease” of the external world, then, abolishes  all  proces-
ses intervening between an initiating action by the individual 
and the realisation of his motive. All the internal structure of 
activity, and its substantiality,  have  as  it  were  dropped  away; 
each separate activity comes  to  fruition  instantly  the  moment 
it is initiated (“here and now”). 

This life is entirely non-situational. In this psychological 
world there are no situations in which “something  may   turn 
up”, situations surrounded by favourable or unfavourable cir-
cumstances, set about with limitations of time  to  cause “wor-
ries” (i.e., actions that have to be completed within a given 
time), offering opportunities for compromise between irrecon-
cilable tendencies, producing unexpected  turns  when  some-
thing occurs “suddenly” or “just then” ...and so on. And if there 
are no situations, nor are there any of the material  factors  which 
form the very body of ordinary life — factors which may appear 
superficial and haphazard, but which nonetheless play an active 
part in the innermost  (including motivational)  processes,  and 
are both concrete and mobile, and very hard to pin down by 
rational assessment and calculation. 

The existence of an initiative-producing individual  in  the 
easy lived world is as dangerous as it is full of “magical” pos-
sibilities; this is naked being, stripped of the wrappings of dif- 
ficulty and of the cushioning viscosity of the external world. In 
this  world   it  is  impossible   “to  think  twice”   and  “recollect 
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oneself”, for any initiative instantly brings about  all  its  most 
far-reaching consequences. 

The question then arises: what limitations does the  ease  of 
the world impose upon all the variety of concrete  forms  as-
sumed by complexity of life? One can see that in the easy lived 
world there are no empirical, situational, “bodily” intersections 
between different life relations. But going on from there, we 
have two theoretical possibilities, which would affect the future 
course of our speculative experiment very differently. 

The first possibility is to accept as objectively true the thesis 
that relations are materially non-intersecting. In this case, since 
every life relation is accorded instant, unimpeded realisation, 
and is in no danger of colliding with another life relation in the 
material field of operation, not a single life relation will fail to be 
achieved. The world is absolutely transparent to the individual, 
result is always the same as ultimate goal, embodiment is the 
same as intent. Life is devoid of any inner alternatives, any inner 
tension; the only thing required of the individual for realisation 
of life is to appoint the order in which his activities are to be car-
ried out. And the only reason for our having to assign to the in-
dividual the work of appointing an order is that we are speaking 
of an internally complex world, so its various relations have to 
meet somewhere — if not in the course of their realisation, then 
at least at the point of decision-making. But there is no internal 
necessity in this lived world for them to meet in consciousness 
and be given their order of fulfilment, since the absolute ease of 
the world means that its “capacity” is unlimited and it therefore 
allows all life relations to be realised at one and the same objec-
tive moment, even if that moment is subjectively divided by the 
number of the relations concerned. We see, then, that the 
abstractions involved, if we take this first of our two possibilities, 
are so great that they cease to be fruitful. 

The second theoretical possibility is to suppose that this ex-
ternal world, although easy, retains  the  inter-relationships  of 
the ordinary world, and on this account — though instan-
taneously fulfilling any initiative by the subject — is not subor-
dinated to that initiative only, but also to objective laws and 
relationships, so that result is never equivalent to intent, and 
goes beyond the bounds of the one relation which provided the 
basis for the given initiative. In other words, deep in the recesses 
of the easy world all the bodily, material life relations which 
would operate  in  the  solid,  difficult  world  are  in  fact  taking 
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place, but (and this is very important for our definition of the 
complex-and-easy lived world) all these real intersections, oc-
curring throughout the time and space required for their 
realisation, are absent from the activity  and  the  consciousness 
of  the subject in the complex-and-easy life. 

The situational-empirical, objective connections and inter-
sections of relations, then, take place beyond the curtain, so to 
speak, of this lived world, somewhere outside it, delivering in-
wards only the results of such collisions. In front of the curtain, 
on the stage of the psychological world, different life relations 
collide only in the pure value form, in  their  concentrated es-
sence — figuratively speaking, they collide not as bodies, as ac-
tivities, but as souls, or motives and values. 

As the various life relations are not indifferent  to  one 
another, being interconnected and interdependent, there  is  a 
need for a special internal activity which will measure them 
against one another, compare them, weigh up their value, sub-
ordinate one to the other, etc. This internal activity is nothing 
else but consciousness. 

As difficulty of the world produces the need for mind, so 
complexity calls for the appearance of consciousness. Mind is 
the “organ” called upon to take part in solving external 
problems, but in the complex-and-easy lived world the basic 
problem area is internal. Mind serves external, object-oriented, 
situational action, but in this world there is no such thing, owing 
to the “ease” of the world. In it, the principal acts of life-activity 
are those which in the everyday world are performed prior to 
concrete, situational action, or after it. What acts are these? 

The first of them is choice. If all activity in the complex-and-
easy world is reduced, essentially, to consciousness, then con-
sciousness is in its turn reduced, half of it, to choice. Every 
choice is a tragic matter here, for a dilemma of motives  has  to 
be solved. The tragic quality comes from the fact that the in-
dividual faces a problem which is vitally important on the one 
hand, and logically insoluble  on the other.  Once  the  problem 
of choice has arisen, it must be solved, yet it is impossible of 
solution. Why? First, because each alternative in any given case 
is a life relation or motive, i.e., something which does not turn 
up at random like a concrete means  or mode  of  action  but  is 
an organic, essential part of the given form of life, and therefore 
something which can only be abandoned, left unrealised, at the 
price of disintegration or total collapse of this life form;12 and, 
second, because there is not, and cannot be,  any  rationally  con- 
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vincing reason for preferring one life relation (or motive) to 
another. Such preference is only possible when there is a com-
mon yardstick against which things may be measured, but 
separate life relations and motives are in principle 
heterogeneous, having nothing in common except the cir-
cumstance — incidental to their content — of pertaining to the 
same individual. Thus consciousness is compelled to solve 
problems which are paradoxical — to compare the non-com-
parable, to measure things which have no common dimension. 

True choice, the pure culture of choice,  is  an  act  without 
any sufficient rational basis, an act full of risk,  without  origins 
in the past or the present, an action with no fulcrum. 

That of course applies only to choice in its most extreme 
form. In concrete reality, the psychological situation of choice is 
always hedged about with arguments pro and contra, such as cir-
cumstantial factors, temptations, current ideas on morality and 
“normal” behaviour, universal imperatives, “historical” models 
and social norms of behaviour. The closer choice comes to its es-
sential nature the less its burden of responsibility is shuffled off 
on to the prompting voices or ready-made decisions just men-
tioned. For true choice, all these are no more than the list of 
answers at the back of the arithmetic book; it is no good just 
copying them out, you have to work out the answers for yourself. 

The main problem and the main drive of the internally com-
plex life is how to get rid of the painful necessity of constantly 
making choices, how to develop a psychological  “organ”  to 
cope with complexity, one which will incorporate  a  yardstick 
for measuring the comparative significance of motives and be 
capable of integrating life relations firmly into  a  single  whole 
of individual life. This “organ” is value consciousness, for value 
is the only yardstick against which motives can be compared. 
The value principle, therefore, is the supreme principle of the 
complex-and-easy lived world. 

The relationship between value consciousness and choice is 
complicated and ambivalent. However, as a point of departure 
for our consideration of the question we can take its simplest 
rationalistic presentation: consciousness, armed with a certain 
system of values, sets the alternatives against the value scale, 
each alternative receives its rating, and the one which  is  rated 
the highest is chosen. It might seem that this is what in fact 
happens. But we know very well that the actual process of 
making real choices often departs  from  this  pattern.  One 
reason for this may  be  that  the  individual  does  not  have  any 
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clear conscious idea of his own competing motives. But ex-
perience shows that even when such consciousness  of  motives 
is present, the fact that a person clearly recognises the superior 
value of one motive does not mean that it will be preferred in 
reality, and that the subject will carry out the activity to realise 
that motive. How are we to explain this absurd (from  the  ra-
tional point of view) discrepancy, this lack  of  direct  depend-
ence of choice upon evaluation? In the first place, by the fact 
that values in themselves have no stimulating energy and force, 
and therefore are incapable of directly compelling motives and 
behaviour to obey them. 

A value does, on the other hand, have the power to produce 
emotions, for instance, if a choice already made is clearly in con-
flict with it. This means that value must be taken (in the terms of 
the psychological theory of activity) tobe in the same category as 
motive, for emotions relate to separate activities, reflecting the 
course of their realisation of various motives [151; 154; 156]. 

So values do not, on the one hand,  possess  stimulating 
power, and therefore cannot be held to be motives, but on the 
other hand, they have to be recognised  as  motives  since  they 
do possess emotionality. The explanation is that the activity 
theory distinguishes different kinds of motives. It is possible to 
suppose that in the course of personality development values 
undergo a definite evolution, changing not only  in  content  but 
in motivational status as well, in the place they occupy and the 
role they play in the structure of life-activity. In the earliest 
stages values exist only in the form of the emotional consequen-
ces when behaviour has offended against them or, conversely, 
has asserted them (first stirrings of guilt or of pride). Then 
values take on the form of “acknowledged” motives,  then  that 
of meaning-formative motives, and finally that of motives both 
meaning-formative and operative in reality. At each stage the 
value is enriched with a new motivational quality, without losing 
those previously present. 

This should not be taken to mean that values are actually 
motives, or are a particular kind of motive, and  nothing  more. 
To identify value and motive completely would be a conscious 
refusal to enrich the working plan of the activity theory by ad-
ding another category to it. Describing the evolution  of  values 
in terms of motives is simply a way of showing how the relation-
ship of values to behaviour changes. In other words, the content 
of consciousness (and of life) which constitutes a value can 
perform the function of a motive, i.e., it  forms  the  meaning  of, 
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directs and stimulates imagined13 or real behaviour, but it does 
not of course follow therefrom that in psychology value may be 
reduced to motive. Unlike motive, which regardless of whether 
it is my, our or someone else’s motive, always particularises an 
individual lived world, value is that which on the contrary brings 
the individual into contact with a supra-individual community 
and integrity (but does not, let us stress, dissolve him away in 
that community; paradoxically it makes him still  more  in-
dividual [cf. 265]). 

Although a value as a content of consciousness does not ini-
tially possess any energy, as the inner development of the per-
sonality proceeds the value can borrow energy from motives 
operative in reality, so that eventually the value develops from a 
content of consciousness into a content of life, and  itself  ac-
quires the force of a real motive. A value is not any known con-
tent capable of becoming a motive, only a content such that it can 
lead, upon becoming a motive, to the growth and positive 
development of the personality. This transformation of a value 
from a primary motive into a real,  perceptible  motivational 
force is accompanied by an energy metamorphosis which is hard 
to explain. Having once become a real motive, a value suddenly 
proves to possess a mighty charge of energy, 14 a potential, which 
cannot be accounted for by all the borrowings it may have made 
in the course of its evolution. One supposition that may be ad-
vanced to explain this is that when a value becomes truly part of 
life it is “switched in” to the energies of the supra-individual en-
tity to which that value links the individual. 

Whatever the real reasons may be for this increase of energy, 
what is important for us here is that when this psychological 
state is reached, we then have a situation in which our original 
rationalistic model of the  relationship  between  value  and 
choice (see above) represents the true state of affairs. Choice 
loses its tragic tension, because all the energy of life and all the 
meaning of life is concentrated in the value, and in its light the 
true tendency of this or that intention is clearly seen, its “price” 
is easily fixed, and the power of the value makes it comparatively 
easy to reject an inappropriate intention. For a person “taken 
over” by a higher spiritual value,* choice ceases to be  an  urgent 
                                                           

* We are speaking here of the very directly experienced* state of living 
communion with the value. Such a state may of course not  be  continuous, 
and when it is interrupted doubt creeps in and produces wavering, tragic 
difficulty of choice, etc. 
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problem, for he has, as it were, made his choice  once  and  for 
all, found himself and his own forward momentum, the source 
of meaning for existence, “the truth of life”  — and by doing so 
has made in advance (not in detail but in principle, not in ex-
ternals but in point of value and meaning) all subsequent 
choices. Value lights up the whole life of a human being from 
within, filling it with simplicity* and true freedom — freedom 
from hesitation and fear, 15  freedom to  fulfil  creative 
capabilities. 

The first reason for actual choice failing to coincide with the 
initial rationalistic model  of the  value-choice  relationship  lay 
in the fact that a value does not always have sufficient  status  as 
a motive; the second reason is that a value itself is also variable 
in the degree of the individual’s knowledge of it, in how clearly 
defined it is in his consciousness. 

If we look at this process also in its  genesis  and  evolution, 
we find that it runs almost parallel to the line previously drawn 
for the motivational transformation of a value, coinciding with 
that line at the starting and finishing points. 

The first point of coincidence comes in the period when a 
value manifests itself only in emotional  form,  and  only  after 
the behaviour chosen by a child comes into head-on collision 
with the social assessment made of it by adults (for instance, a 
child feels guilt after — after — he or she is caught telling a lie). 
At this stage the value does not truly exist, it is only starting to 
come into being and is first apprehended  in  a  non-specific 
form, as a rule of behaviour (e.g., “I’ll never tell fibs again”). 
But there are rules and rules. In the kind of rule we are here 
dealing with, we can glimpse a possible value of the future, 
promise of which lies in the fact that this “rule” has been 
independently formulated  on the  basis  of  personal — even 
bitter — experience* of coming into conflict with the value 
consciousness of people important to the child. These are the 
first rules to come from within, not from outside, and to be 
psychologically reinforced not by promises addressed to 
Someone Else, but by vows made to oneself. 

This is a very delicate moment in the development  (and  in 
the education) of  a  child’s  personality:  the  development  may 
                                                           

* Not, of course, the “simplicity” we have  described  as  an  attribute  of 
our first two lived worlds, but the simplicity of inner clarity, the quality 
referred to in the old Russian proverb “Simplicity and purity are half of sal-
vation”. 
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proceed further along the road of  positive  building-up  of 
values, or it may take the road of direct social conformism. One 
and the same rule (such as “Do not tell lies”) may enshrine the 
spark of a future value and inculcate a love for truth, but it may 
also be motivated by fear of being found out and punished. 

To sum up, in the first phase of its  psychological  develop-
ment a value as such is unknown to consciousness, it is merely 
represented there by two interconnected forms — that of emo-
tion (evoked by infringement of a rule of behaviour behind 
which lies a value) and that of a rule (put forward on the grounds 
of the emotional experience* of contact with the value con-
sciousness of an important Someone Else). 

The second point where  the lines  of  development  coincide 
is the point at which a value attains its maximum charge of 
energy. As the value reaches a certain degree of power within 
the consciousness, at that point  one  gets  metamorphoses  akin 
to those already described for the motivational dimension of 
value evolution. Attainment of the highest phase of a value’s 
psychological development is linked, not with a gradual growth 
in the clarity and definition with which the value’s content and 
significance are presented to consciousness, but with a kind of 
leap, after which the value is transformed from “something 
seen”, an object, into something by which all else is seen — into 
an inner light of meaning. 

In between these two points values go through a long evolu-
tion, which proceeds with special intensity at  those  periods 
when choices and decisions are being made which are of great 
importance to the individual. When the internal  system  of 
values has not yet assumed firm shape and clarity, every choice 
made is also a vital moment in the structuring of inner values. 

If at the initial point of value development in consciousness 
values make their appearance, as we have seen, only after ac-
tions have taken place, when they are being assessed, while at 
the final point of development they take precedence of choice 
and are its instant arbiters — then it can easily be understood 
that the general tendency of the  changes  taking  place 
throughout that development is  towards  values  taking  a hand 
in proceedings at an ever earlier stage; first we find them in-
serting themselves between a choice already made and the ex-
ecutive action which has not yet  started,  then  participating 
more and more fully in the actual “production” of choices. 

So  far,   in  discussing   the  life-activity   proper   to   the 
easy-and-complex psychological world we  have  been  speaking 
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mainly of activity prior to external action. Now we must turn to 
activity which in the ordinary world takes place after action. 

The conditions of the easy-and-complex lived world dictate 
that as soon as the individual has commenced any action it is 
already completed; there, already present,  are  its  results  and 
the immediate empirical effects it has had on other spheres of 
life-activity. The individual stands face to face with changes in 
his existence which have already occurred. 

If all these changes had been allowed for in advance by the 
subject at the moment of choice, if they had entered into his 
intent, then they would present no problem. But that is the 
trouble: a choice is always fraught with doubts, and to some 
extent with risk, not only because it is impossible  to  work  out 
in advance all the interconnections and interdependencies of 
external reality, but also because the individual’s own mo-
tive/value system always remains — at least until the very 
highest stages of value development have been reached — not 
fully understood (or even totally misunderstood)  by himself;  it 
is therefore impossible for him to sense internally, in advance, 
the true significance for his personality of events, even pre-
figured events, until they become fact, come into collision with 
motives, and produce changes  in life  relations.  Moreover,  in 
the “easy” lived world these are all irreversible events and 
consequences, for reversible changes  in life relations  are  al-
ways linked with temporary difficulties,  and  these  are 
abolished by the “ease” we have attributed  to this  external 
world. But irreversible changes cannot be put right even in the 
easy world, for that world may take upon itself to dispose of all 
the difficulties of achieving an action, however great they may 
be, but it is powerless in face of impossibility: the changes that 
have occurred must be experienced. 

Value Experiencing 

What types of events have to be experienced  in  the  easy-
and-complex lived world?  First, internal conflict.  We  here 
mean by conflict not simple contradiction  between  impulses, 
but contradiction which cannot, in the given form, be resolved. 
In the conflict situation it is impossible either to give up realisa-
tion of the contradictory life relations, or to choose just one of 
them. The second type of critical situation which is conceivable 
in  the  lived   world  under  discussion  bears  a  resemblance  to 
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frustration, but it would be more accurate to call it external 
conflict. This situation is produced by, for instance, disap-
pearance of the object of one of the individual’s  life  relations. 
Of course this frustrates the corresponding  need,  but   frustra-
tion as such presupposes the individual’s awareness of the urge 
involved, and activity initiated but being hindered by obstacles, 
and thus revealing the impossibility of its realization — while for 
the individual in the easy-and-complex world the critical point, 
in the situation where an object disappears, will lie in the im-
possibility of choosing the activity connected with that object. 
The conflict is between consciousness, in which the “set of 
meaning” corresponding to the lost object is still operative [13], 
and existence, in which its realisation is now impossible. 

A critical situation, whatever its precise nature may be, in 
making a choice impossible “damages”  the  psychological  fu-
ture or even destroys it. And the future is what one  might  call 
the “home” of meaning, for though meaning is in itself extra-
temporal it is nevertheless “not indifferent to time” [21, p. 107], 
and is embodied in temporal form as “the meaningful future”. 
Meaning in general is a border-line formation; in it conscious-
ness and existence meet, as do the ideal and the real,life values 
and the possibilities for their realisation. In relation to reality, 
meaning is embodied in various forms of the meaningful future; 
but in relation to the ideal, the extra-temporal, it reflects the 
value integrity of the individual life.16  

In a critical situation the psychological  future,  the  meaning 
of life, and the integrity of life, all suffer injury simultaneously. 
There is no sequence of cause and effect between these injuries, 
they are different dimensions of one and the same thing — the 
critical situation itself. There is disturbance of the whole system 
of life, i.e.,  the “consciousness-existence” system;  conscious-
ness cannot accept existence in such a form and loses its ability 
to make sense of and direct it; existence, unable to realise the 
impulses of consciousness and failing to find, in consciousness, 
forms adequate for its functioning, passes out of the control of 
consciousness and develops spontaneous connections and de-
pendences which erode still further the correlation of meaning 
between existence and consciousness. All this is expressed 
phenomenologically as “losing the meaning” of things. Over-
coming this disharmony in life, i.e., experiencing, is in the easy-
and-complex world a matter of restructuring  values  and 
motives. This does not mean that the previous value system is 
itself restructured, or not  necessarily,  in  general  what  happens 
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is a restructuring of the relationships between the value system 
and the existential components of life. 

There are two main sub-types of value  experiencing.  The 
first occurs when the individual has not yet attained the higher 
stages of value development, and it is accompanied  by  greater 
or lesser changes in the value/motive system. 

One can distinguish different variations within this sub-type, 
characterised by the varying degrees of such changes in the 
value system, and by the varying extent to which motivational 
transformations are accompanied  by the restructuring  of  con-
tent in the individual’s values. 

The first two such variations take place when an activity 
which may hold considerable attraction for the individual, but 
which makes no significant contribution to the meaning of his 
existence, either becomes unrealisable or comes into conflict 
with his dominant motives or values. Value experiencing is ac-
complished by means of a “vertical” [152] movement of con-
sciousness, affecting the “rankings” it recognises within the 
value/motive system: consciousness reassesses and clarifies its 
own values, separating out what is genuine and fundamental 
from those contents and motives which have “illegally”, by-
passing the sanction of consciousness, come to occupy  a  place 
in the individual’s life, a place which is not justified  by  their 
true value-ranking and potential as conveyors  of meaning  to 
life. Thereafter the process may follow two paths.  When  the 
first is taken, such contents and motives are discredited as 
values, are rejected by consciousness on principle. When the 
second is taken, consciousness finds no contradiction of prin-
ciple between these motives and its fundamental drives and 
guiding rules, and the motives are merely demoted, losing im-
portance; this may be expressed in conscious decision to 
sacrifice something of less essential import for the sake of 
something vital and valuable. In terms of time, this demotion 
takes the form of postponement  for  a  time,  or  abandonment 
for ever, of the activity which has at the given moment become 
psychologically impossible. 

Under the conditions of real life, of course, conscious 
decisions on evaluative rejection of a motive,  or  on  the  need 
for it to be sacrificed, require practical action before they can 
become operative and part of life;  actual  steps  must  be  taken 
to overcome the force of inertia  latent  within  the  motive  and 
to confirm the altered value-rankings. But in the hypothetical 
world we are  discussing,  the  practical  results  of  the  work  of 

125 



consciousness are automatically guaranteed by  the  “ease”  of 
that world, and so present no separate problem. 

The next two variants of sub-type 1 of value experiencing 
involve radical restructuring of the value/motive system, since 
the events being experienced render impossible  the  realisation 
of highly important life relations, those in  which  the  meaning 
of the person’s life is chiefly concentrated. 

If the impossibility results from purely   existential  changes 
for which the individual is not responsible, and his values as 
such are not affected (death of a loved one, for instance, or 
illness which prevents realisation of life-plans), the task of value 
experiencing is to select from the remaining, realisable life rela-
tions, and affirm in terms of value, that life relation which is 
capable, in principle, of serving  as a  motivational  and  mean-
ing-bearing centre in life. But the main work  to  be  performed 
by value experiencing is probably the effecting of particular 
transformations associated with the wrecked life relation itself. 

These changes effected through value experiencing are radi-
cally different from what we saw to occur in realistic and 
hedonistic experiencing. 

Pierre Janet [130] has described a case where a young girl 
was morbidly affected by the death of her mother: she “cared 
for” her mother’s already dead body and later, when herself in 
hospital, refused to believe what she was told of the mother’s 
death, suffered no feelings of grief, and generally behaved as 
though nothing had happened. This is  experiencing  subor-
dinated to the pleasure principle, which  preserves  the  subjec-
tive, the desired, and denies the objective, the real. 

The exact opposite of this is seen in the experiencing of 
Chekhov’s Darling (Dushechka) after the death of her first 
husband (ardently and sincerely loved by her). Her feeling for 
him, his image, everything connected with him is completely 
blotted out by a new reality, or to be more exact  it  all 
completely evaporates from the life and the memory of the 
story’s heroine.17 

Value  experiencing  is  another  matter.  Here  the  life 
relation which has become impossible is not preserved in 
consciousness unchanged, as in hedonistic experiencing, nor 
totally ejected from consciousness as in  realistic  experiencing. 
In value experiencing the reality of the death of a loved one is 
not ignored, nor is it accepted as a bare fact and no more; the 
image of the dead person is preserved, unlike in realistic 
experiencing, but it  is  preserved  not  as  a  hallucination  (as  in 
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hedonistic experiencing), not eidetically, not  in a  natural-
psychic form, but in an artificial and conscious form [cf. 179], 
not by habit but by ideal imaging [130]. The image of the dead 
person which during his or her life was  permeated  with  my 
own motivations, cares, hopes, fears, etc., and in general as-
sociated with practical and essentially  temporal  relations,  is 
now as it were transferred to another plane of being, is formu-
lated in ideal terms of value,  extra-temporally,  in  the  last  
resort — eternally. This transfer and this  formulation  are 
brought about by an aesthetic  and  productive  process:  this 
work of experiencing cannot be performed through any prag-
matic replacement of the dead  person  by  someone  else,  not 
just because no one can assume the “functions” which the 
deceased fulfilled in my life, but because the deceased was 
necessary and important  to me  apart  from  those  functions,  as 
a person, in the “qualitative  definition  of  personal  unique-
ness”, as one having a unique value — and this last is something 
which even during this person’s lifetime was a product of my 
aesthetic activity [21, pp. 38-39]. “My activity continues even 
after the death  of the  other  person,”  writes  M.M. Bakhtin, 
“and aesthetic elements begin to predominate within it (as 
against moral  and  practical  elements):  the  whole  of  the 
other’s life lies before me, free from all elements of temporal 
future, of aims and obligations. After the burial and the 
memorial comes the memory. I have  the whole  life  of  that 
other person outside myself, and now begins the aestheticisa-
tion of his or her personality: it is fixed and completed in an 
aesthetically significant image. It is the set of emotion and will 
towards honouring the dead, essentially, that gives rise to the 
aesthetic categories forming the  image  of  the departed  in  his 
or her ‘inner likeness’ (and in outward likeness also), for only 
this set can bring value terms to bear upon  the  temporal,  al-
ready completed whole of the dead person’s inward  and  out-
ward life... Memory is an approach which sees a whole already 
complete in terms of value; memory is in a certain sense hope-
less, but on the other hand it is able to evaluate,  aside  from 
goals and meanings, a life already completed and present in 
totality” [21, pp. 94-95]. 

The final variant of sub-type 1 of value experiencing 
resembles the one just considered in that it demands great 
motivational changes restructuring an entire life, but it differs 
from the above in that it calls  also  for  radical  transformations 
in the  value-content  of  the  individual’s  life,  for  the  “making 
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over” or even replacement of the whole value system. This 
variant of experiencing is necessary when the whole of a pre-
viously accepted value system discredits itself, through the 
results of its own application. Life finds itself in an impasse as 
regards meaning, it is devalued, loses its inner integrity, and 
starts to disintegrate psychologically. The object of the ex-
periencing process here is to discover a new system of values 
through which internal integrity and meaning can be brought 
back into life, to illumine it and open up new perspectives of 
meaning. We shall leave it at that for now, at the stage of general 
statement, since in Chapter IV we shall be able to make the 
general statement more concrete via analysis  of the  experienc-
ing that Rodion Raskolnikov went through. Here we shall note 
only that the result of such experiencing is the creation of a 
psychologically new life. But unlike the case of realistic ex-
periencing, here the transition to a new life is not a “jump” from 
one life-content to another, leaving the first  unchanged.  Here 
the transition means surmounting and transforming the old life 
in terms of value: the relation of the new life to the  old  is  that 
of forgiveness to offence, of redemption to fault. 

Value experiencing of sub-type 2 is only possible when the 
individual has attained the highest stages of development of 
value consciousness. If before those stages  were  reached  a 
value was something belonging to the individual, a part — even 
if a most important and integral part — of his life, and the in-
dividual could say “this is a value of mine”, now we see that 
relationship reversed: now the individual appears  as a  part  of 
the value which has taken him over, belonging to it and  finding 
meaning and justification for his life only in communion with 
that value and service to it.  

The experiencing of events which disrupt such a value 
relationship is in some ways reminiscent of the most primitive 
forms of experiencing, when at the behest of the pleasure prin-
ciple reality is ignored and all manner of psychological devices 
are employed to keep reality at bay, in order to preserve for a 
time at least an illusory sensation of “everything being all right”. 
Value experiencing, too, is out of step with reality, once reality’s 
events and circumstances,  conditions  and  conventions,  begin 
to make impossible the realisation of the higher values that are 
the whole meaning and mainspring for the existence they in-
form. But whereas in defensive processes a person tries to turn 
away from reality and hide, head in the sand, and so abolish 
reality, value experiencing looks reality in the eye, sees it clearly 
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and distinctly, not admitting the slightest self-deception or un-
derestimation of the power and unyielding resistance of reality. 
But at the same time this experiencing looks right through 
reality, as if it were asking: “Is reality so very real after all? Can 
this visible, audible, felt preseutness be true existence, can this 
be truth? Can this actuality, indifferent to human values, lay 
down the final irresistible law of life, for us to obey without 
question? ” 

And if the content of that question expresses a certain “dis-
trust” of reality, an answer to it can in no way be looked for in 
reason, or in general in knowledge, for knowledge is subor-
dinated to reality and seeks to correspond fully with it. What, 
then, is the nature of that cognitive ability which can solve the 
question put by value experiencing and distinguish  true  life 
from false? That is, in S.L. Rubinstein’s words, the ability “to 
comprehend life overall and perceive in it that which is truly 
significant, ... it is something immeasurably surpassing any 
learning, ... it is that rare and priceless quality —  wisdom” [223, 
p.682]. 

It is wisdom which enables  value  experiencing  to  perform 
its principal task of helping a human  being  to  remain  faithful 
to the value in spite of the “obvious” absurdity and hopelessness 
of resisting reality. In what way is that achieved? 

The point is that wisdom “surpasses any learning” not by 
pursuing further the path of learning, of reason, of knowledge. 
Wisdom, as a special ability to comprehend, has a directional 
thrust quite different from that of ordinary cognition, and quite 
different criteria of truth. Wisdom (Sophia) is in principle 
reflexive, as etymological studies have shown [265], and this is 
expressed above all in its inward thrust towards self-deepening 
and self-knowledge,18 and secondly in its justificatory basis 
being also in the self, i.e., wisdom’s criteria for assessing truth 
are internal. 

It is precisely this inward orientation towards deepening of 
the self, which enables this kind of value experiencing to create 
a state of consciousness in which the claims of  external  reality 
to be the sole true reality are directly perceived as unfounded. 
And that is not all. By self-deepening, the individual in this 
value experiencing achieves not only a “weakening” of external 
reality, but wisdom’s immanent justification-by-self simul-
taneously makes the individual’s position on values stronger. 
The net result is that the unrealisability of values in the external 
world ceases to be  a  psychologically  impossible  situation.  To 

129 

 



the impossibility of external realisation of values the individual 
counterposes the still greater impossibility of giving way on 
those inner values (let us recall Luther’s “Here  I  stand,  I  can 
do no other”), and it is this sense of unshakability in the stand 
taken on values which makes the psychological situation intel-
ligible. As regards value/motive relationships, the work of value 
experiencing of this type consists in bringing the entire motiva-
tional system of the individual into a state of heightened 
mobilisation, a state of readiness to sacrifice any relation with 
the external world for the sake of the value being affirmed, that 
is, into a state of readiness to act selflessly. 

The actual means by which this kind  of  value  experiencing 
is accomplished can vary over a wide range, but they all involve 
complete abandonment of the egocentric attitude and of the 
rationalistic view of the world; motivation has to/be ideal in 
nature; the internal psychological content is selfless vction.19 

Prototype 

It only remains for us to indicate real-life prototypes of the 
existence proper to the internally complex and externally easy 
world. They are to be found in the sphere of moral conduct. 
However greatly different moral attitudes (or ethical concepts) 
may vary, from the standpoint of formal psychology they all 
meet at one point: in a moral choice there can be no excuses 
made on grounds of circumstance, or of realisation of moral 
intent being inconvenient, difficult or burdensome. The dif-
ficulty of the world, the “reality” of the act that has to  be  done, 
is something that must be disregarded, left out of account. And 
this disregard is what gives us one aspect of the world under 
discussion, as it is defined in our typological analysis — its 
“ease”. 

In other words, there is one stratum, sector or dimension of 
human existence — the sphere of moral conduct — in which life 
is reduced to consciousness and its material side — the difficulty 
of the world — is set aside, and the human being operates as if 
in an “easy” world. It is this plane of being which has been 
brought out and discussed from the psychological point of view 
in this third type of our typology. 
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5. Т у р е 4. THE INTERNALLY COMPLEX  
AND EXTERNALLY DIFFICULT LIVED WORLD 

Description of the Lived World 

At first glance, the space and time of this lived world would 
seem to be the sum of the external aspect of space-time in Type 
2 and the internal aspect of Type 3, but in fact it is rather the 
product of “multiplication” of those  space-times  by  one 
another, or perhaps it would be more accurate  to  say  the 
product of a synthesis of the two, to form an integral, not 
“added-together” whole.  

The same applies to life-activity in the difficult and complex 
lived world. Here one cannot make do with the “organs” (ac-
tivity, mind, consciousness) developed in response to difficulty 
and complexity of the lived world. Here the difficulty of the 
world opposes itself not to separate activity,  as  in Type 2,  but 
to the totality of all activities, and it cannot therefore be sur-
mounted by external efforts alone, even if  these  are  mediated 
by adequate psychological reflection. On the other hand, the 
complexity of the internal world cannot be resolved purely in-
ternally, for here it is fixed and embodied in external, objectual 
forms and relationships. So the psychological “devices” which 
the subject of the difficult and complex world  has  to  develop, 
in order to live a full life in this world, cannot be simply the sum 
of the psychological “devices” which are produced by life in 
worlds of Type 2 and Type 3. 

The principal new formation  which  appears  in  the  subject 
of this lived world, unlike those of the preceding ones,  is  will. 
In Type 2 world, despite the difficulty of the  external  world, 
will is not necessary, the simplicity of the internal world 
precludes any competition between motives either before or 
during an activity, therefore the individual, whatever the dif-
ficulties encountered in the external world, undeviatingly pur-
sues the activity dictated by the single operative motive, and no 
alternatives (continuing that activity, stopping it, doing some-
thing else) present themselves. The operative motive  itself,  of 
its own power, keeps the individual from turning aside or giving 
up the activity, no help from will is required, not any inter-
ference threatened. There is no will. A drug addict can display 
colossal activity in order  to  obtain  his  drug,  overcoming  con- 
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siderable difficulties, but psychologically speaking this is in-
voluntary behaviour.* 

Will is not needed in lived world Type 3 either, where inter-
nally there is complexity but externally everything is easy. The 
individual has only to make a choice and take  a  decision,  and 
its realisation is guaranteed by the ease of the external world.20 

Just as in lived world Type 2 the need for activity and for mind 
makes its appearance, and in lived world Type 3 the need for 
consciousness, so in the type of world now being analysed a 
formation must appear which will be capable, under the con-
ditions of a difficult world, of actualising the totality of the 
individual’s interlinked life relations. This formation is will — 
the psychological “organ” which  can  represent  the  individual 
as a whole, the individual personality, both within its mental 
apparatus and in life-activity in general. 

Integrity of the personality, as represented  in  consciousness 
of the self, is not something present and achieved, on the con-
trary it is “a unity eternally needing to be achieved, it is present 
to me and not present, it is being unceasingly won by me by the 
cutting edge of my activity” [21, p. 110]. Integrity of the per-
sonality is present and not present simultaneously in the same 
way that a work conceived is both present  and  not  present  to 
an artist: integrity of the personality is as it were a person’s 
conception of his or her own self and life. And   the  job  of  will 
is to ensure that that ideal conception is actualised. 

We are speaking, then, of the personality constructing itself, 
of the active, conscious building-up of the self by a human being; 
not only (and this is very important) of ideal projection of the 
self, but of the embodiment of such  projections  and  concep-
tions in practical terms of the five senses, under  the  conditions 
of the difficult and complex world — in short, we are speaking 
of life-creativity. Creativity, in fact, is the higher principle of this 
type of lived world. 

More precise discussion of the question of will is directly 
bound up with questions of conflict of motives, and of choice. 
What activity a person should engage in was decided in lived 
world Type 2 by conflict between motives, and in lived world 
Type 3 by supra-situational evaluative choice, but in both these 
cases all was decided, finally and irrevocably, before activity 
commenced. But  in  the  complex  and  difficult  world,  conflict 
                                                           

* This example was indicated by A.N. Leontiev. 
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between motives can flare up in the actual course of activity, 
while it is being actualised. 

Internal hesitations are especially easily induced at points 
where the activity being actualised meets  with  difficulties.  If 
the choice of that activity was a matter of doubt and only the 
demands of the situation forced the individual to choose one 
alternative despite doubts, the old conflict of motives will reap-
pear when difficulty and failure threaten,  and  the  individual 
will vividly perceive, against the background of his present 
troubles, the advantages of the alternative that was rejected [cf. 
61]. 

But even in cases where there was no indecision over the 
sanctioning of a given activity, the moment that activity comes 
up against any considerable difficulty certain definite motiva-
tional processes come to life and start to operate. On the one 
hand, within the given life relation itself there is a temporary 
lowering of what one may call the emotional intensity of its 
meaning, expressed in loss of enthusiasm, feelings of fatigue, 
satiety, sloth and so on. It can all add  up to a  “negative” 
stimulus — not just an absence of desire to pursue the given 
activity, but an intense aversion to doing so. On the other hand, 
this process of developing “disgust” with the activity becomes 
intertwined with all sorts of other wishes, impulses and inten-
tions, which we can collectively describe as distractions — sup-
porting it and lending it a certain positive thrust.21 

In lived world Type 4, then, the advance of activity towards 
its goal is both impeded by external obstacles and complicated 
by internal waverings. The difficulties evoke conflict between 
different motives (appearing in consciousness as “distracting” 
wishes, temptations, etc.) competing to determine the 
individual’s activity, and this actively proceeding internal com-
plication “draws off” part of the energy needed for the activity 
first undertaken, making its realisation more difficult — the dif-
ficulty now coming not from without but from within — and a 
special work of the will is required if the activity is to be com-
pleted. 

Thus one of the basic functions of the will is to prevent con-
flict of motives, arising in the field of activity, from halting or 
diverting the individual’s activity. In this point will is conflict 
with conflict (of motives). 

This does not of course mean that the will, having taken up 
the cause of one particular activity, ceases to see the constantly 
changing  psychological  situation  and  brushes  aside  all  other 
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possibilities and intentions that may appear, but steadily con-
tinues to whip on the activity already under way — in short, it 
does not mean that the will is a blind force.  In  our  view,  there 
is less force in the will than is usually thought, and more “clever-
ness”. Immanuel Kant remarked that “strength will get you 
nowhere against sensuality, that is something you have to out-
manoeuvre...” [136, pp. 43-44]. The power of the will lies in its 
skill in using the energy and dynamism of motives for its own 
purposes. Lev Vygotsky invoked studies made by Gestalt 
psychologists to support a thesis of his own that in their genesis 
“early forms of activity of the will in children are an application 
by the child towards him/herself of the methods used by adults 
in dealing with the child” [280, p. 363]. This idea can be very 
helpful in understanding the human will, so long as  too  narrow 
a view is not taken of it, which sometimes happens — that is, the 
will in an adult is sometimes viewed as an internalised “com-
mand-obedience” structure: voluntary action is obedience to 
self-command. Certainly it is an essential feature of voluntary 
behaviour that one makes oneself do something, is in command 
of oneself; but just as in social interaction one person gets 
another to behave in the desired way not by giving  orders,  or 
not always, not necessarily by giving orders, but by other 
methods such as making a request, promising a reward, making 
a threat, cutting off other possible lines of conduct, even having 
recourse to intrigue — in exactly the same way, the intrapsychic 
modes of action by the will on the self are extremely varied and 
cannot be reduced to the issuing of commands to the self. 

In the situation which served to open up our present discus-
sion (where an activity meets with obstacles which set up a con-
flict of motives) the operation of the will may consist in it 
“promising” an interfering motive that its claims will be met 
later, when the current activity has been completed. The com-
peting activities are in consequence bound together into a unity 
of content and motive, a “merit-reward” structure for example, 
where the energy of meaning that pertains to the “reward” ac-
tivity is borrowed to overcome the difficulties of the “merit” 
activity, and meaning, built up and enriched by the surmounting 
of those difficulties,  can be  returned  increased  a  hundredfold 
to the “reward” activity. 

Although the will does show itself primarily in adopting an 
activity and doing everything possible to bring it to full realisa-
tion, that is not to say that the will becomes a servant to that 
particular  activity,  being  totally  absorbed  in  the latter’s inter- 
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ests, seeing the external world and the individual’s  other  mo-
tives only through the prism of this activity, solely from the view-
point of the possible harm or good they might do to it. The will 
is of its very nature an “organ” of the whole  human  being,  of 
the personality, it serves no one particular activity but the build-
ing of a whole life, the realisation of the life intent; for this 
reason it defends the interests of this or that activity not because 
it is subordinated to them,  but according  to  the  free  decision 
of consciousness, dictated by the life intent. 

To the extent that behaviour loses this mediation through 
consciousness it ceases to be voluntary, whatever obstacles it 
may overcome and whatever effort that may cost the individual. 
Even in “secondary involuntary” activity, i.e., an activity which 
began with some effort of will, but having once got under way 
discovered within itself energy and force  of its own,  sufficient 
to enable it to surmount all difficulties and distractions with 
comparative ease, so that one might think there was no further 
need for the will — even here the will is still operative, in the 
form of a certain evaluative attention and of particular 
time/content transformations of motivation. The point here is 
that a temptation has to be noticed in good time, and once it is 
noticed it cannot be dealt with simply by waving it aside, for 
behind it stands a motive, a real existential force, significant for 
the given individual. If his activity passes by the temptation 
without turning aside to it, that is the achievement not of the 
current activity itself but of the will, which at the very moment 
when it was needed effected a transformation of the motive 
behind the temptation, lowering its actual tension. The will, in 
short, keeps constant watch over the internal and external pos-
sibilities and demands that arise in any situation, assesses them, 
and if necessary, may itself call a halt to a current activity it has 
hither to been pursuing. And it is this, not head-on, all-out effort 
to see an activity once commenced right through to completion, 
which is truly voluntary behaviour, behaviour ruled by the will — 
on condition, naturally, that there is good and sufficient reason 
for halting an activity. Clearly, an act of will of this kind cannot 
be based just on the immediate strength of some motive, realisa-
tion of which would be threatened if the originally willed activity 
were to continue. In a volitional act the direct stimulus must 
always be consciously recognised [223, p. 508] and accepted, 
and the decisive factor is not the immediate  force of  the 
stimulus but its content, the  degree  to  which  it  is  in  harmony 
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with the whole of the given personality, with all its factors of 
meaning, value, and space-time. 

The will, then, must be considered not only, indeed not so 
much, in its formally-quantitative aspect, that of intensity 
(“strength of will”), as from the standpoint of the content/value 
transformations which take place during an act of will as a 
whole.22 On this level the work of the will  may  be  understood 
as the correlation and  connecting-up  of the  supra-situational 
and the situational aspects of life. 

In the difficult-and-simple lived world the last word in decid-
ing the direction, route and course of activity is with purely 
situational factors, this is existence entirely determined by the 
concrete situation, objectual and motivational; in the easy-and-
complex lived world the reverse is true, supra-situational con-
tents and values being decisive. The characteristic feature of 
lived world Type 4 is that here the specific problems arise from 
the need to adjust the demands of the supra-situational to the 
demands, conditions and limitations imposed by the situational 
facts. 

What is the content of “the supra-situational”? First, values 
which are in principle outside space and time; second, all the 
more or less remote conceptions,  goals,  intentions,  expecta-
tions, plans, obligations and so on, which  though  not  forming 
an actual part of the given situation in space-time do neverthe-
less prove, under certain conditions, to have some connection 
with it (for instance, the possibility of achieving a distant goal 
may be threatened by what is proceeding “here-and-now”). 

The overall task and responsibility of the will is to tie up, for 
practical purposes, all the supra-situational prospects  open  to 
the given life (those offered by ideas and values and those de-
pendent on time and space) into  a  personalised  unity  which 
can be actually realised in the individual’s concrete, situational, 
real behaviour. 

It is this practical, situational aspect which distinguishes will 
from consciousness (as the concepts are presented in our typol-
ogy). The main function of consciousness also lies in the in-
tegration of life relations to form a personal, integrated whole, 
but consciousness (again, we refer to the “pure culture of con-
sciousness” delineated by the abstractions forming our Type 3 
lived world) deals with life relations in their pure form as values 
and motives, with relations freed from the “body” of their 
operation in the practical world of the five senses. They are 
integrated  by  consciousness  in  principle,  “theoretically”,  and 
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in the course of the process some motives or values may prove 
incompatible with the spirit of the assembled whole and will 
therefore be rejected, while, conversely, others will be affirmed 
as obligatory, essential, central points  for the whole.  But  when 
it comes to realisation in life of what consciousness has 
prescribed, it suddenly appears that the relations which con-
sciousness has integrated have  an  independent  life  of  their 
own — a “rejected” relation energetically demands realisation, 
while another, that has been affirmed as holding a central posi-
tion, proves to lack enough energy of its own to fuel the practical 
activity needed to realise it. The ideally  integrated  whole 
created by consciousness begins to come apart at the seams, 
under the pressure of “sensory-practical” activity. 

As opposed to this “theoretical” consciousness (or more 
precisely as a complement to it) the individual in the difficult-
and-complex world has to develop will, and as a part of it, prac-
tical consciousness, which mediates will [cf. 223]. The task of 
practical consciousness is to bring supra-situational and situa-
tional factors together, putting the former into  terms  of  the 
latter (e.g., giving ideal goals a “time-table”, in the shape of a 
planned sequence or system of real goals, transmuting supra-
temporal values into temporal-spatial plans and projects), and 
conversely, discovering in any given situation its supra-situa-
tional bearing, value or the problem it presents, which can and 
must be solved not in theory only, but in the practical activity 
that has to deal with the given situation. This is a very special 
task, quite unique — the psychological “coordination of times”. 
It is accomplished by projecting into the psychological present 
the heterogeneous  “orders  of  content  and  time”  represented 
by separate life relations and by the many prospects and 
horizons of the future and the past. But just as  it  is  impossible 
to show in two-dimensional representation the precise correla-
tion of the elements of a curved surface, so this  internal  prob-
lem, equally complex, is never completely solved. There always 
remains some greater or lesser degree of error, unavoidable in 
the context of ordinary human existence. 

Let us outline some of the problems facing the individual 
when the job of “coordinating times” is to be done. 

First, there is the problem of unifying long-term and short-
term prospects, the problem  of choosing  an  optimal  reckon-
ing-point in the future to which  the planning  and  organisation 
of concrete activity will be related. The principal aim  of  prac-
tical   consciousness   here   is   to   make   far-off   things   come 
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psychologically close, in other words, to make motives or goals 
which themselves have no power to stimulate (though they may 
be highly valued by consciousness), and which are always seen 
as being at some remove, to make such goals part of the 
phenomenological “now”, actually and really present, though 
their attainment is still at a distance. 

The individual may have to perform “coordination of times” 
in reverse, when it is necessary to move away what is near in-
stead of bringing closer what is distant.  For example,  when 
there is a conflict between fear and some highly valued act or 
behaviour, it is essential to distance from oneself the sensorially 
intensive emotion of fear, because it can paralyse activity — to 
remove it temporally from “now”.23 

The second group of problems are those produced by the 
limitations which time imposes upon life-activity: the problem 
of “time limits” — getting actions performed in due time — on 
the one hand, and on the other, the problem of human existence 
being itself finite. 

The last problem involves coordination not of present with 
future, as in the preceding cases, but coordination of present 
with past. It sometimes happens that in the light of value judge-
ments now accepted as valid “something in the past is actively 
rejected by the individual... Present reassessment  of what  used 
to be an established part of life leads to the person casting away 
the burden of his own biography” [152, pp. 216-17]. Here the 
work that “practical” consciousness has to do is to keep a sharp 
eye on the ability of the past which has been in principle rejected 
(i.e., rejected by theoretical, evaluative consciousness)  to  put 
out shoots reaching  into the present  and  manifesting  themsel-
ves in everyday details of behaviour, habits,  emotional  reac-
tions, etc. “But this does not mean  that  revolutionary  changes 
in attitude regarding an individual’s past are brought about by 
consciousness; consciousness does not bring them about, it only 
mediates them; they are brought about by the individual’s ac-
tions, sometimes even by external actions — by breaking off pre-
vious associations, by changing jobs, by entering in practice into 
a new set of circumstances” [ibid., p. 217]. 

The above paragraphs give a schematic catalogue of the 
principal tasks which practical consciousness  has  to  perform. 
To make more precise the distinction drawn between con-
sciousness and will, it should be said that the will, properly 
speaking, differs from consciousness in respect of its prac- 
ticality, while “practical” consciousness — mediating the will — 
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differs from “theoretical” consciousness in respect of its 
operating in actual situations. Consciousness in the easy-and-
complex world has to deal with relations in their pure form as 
values or motives, with relations as coordinates of life, in their 
supra-situational form, and strives to link them together, in that 
form, into an integrated whole. But the will is called upon to 
achieve embodiment of those existential intents in concrete 
practical activity. Just as when we use a map to guide us on a 
journey we have in fact to deal not with  the  contour-lines  on 
the map, but with the actual material  terrain  we  are  crossing, 
so the will in actual behavioural reality encounters not relations 
per se, but conglomerations of feelings, goals, means, obstacles, 
temptations, impulses and so on, in short, an actual psychologi-
cal situation. In other words, there is a gap between the matters 
handled by theoretical consciousness and those handled by the 
will. This gap is exactly the space filled by the special internal 
activity we have denoted as “practical consciousness”. This ser-
ves as an interpreter, translating the language  of  supra-situa-
tional values into the language of concrete situations; it fills in 
the “contour map” provided by theoretical consciousness with 
the concrete features  of  the  real  life-space  and life-time;  and 
in the living psychological landscape it picks out the value/mo-
tive coordinates of life. Practical consciousness has to see the 
metaphysical in the physical, the action in the impulse;  in  short 
it is called upon to bring together, as nearly as may be, theoreti-
cal consciousness and the will, to make  them  interpenetrate 
each other. 

Creative Experiencing 

The critical situation specific to the internally complex and 
externally difficult lived world is crisis. A crisis is a turning-
point in the individual’s life road. The life road itself,  so  far  as 
it is completed and seen in retrospect, is the history of the 
individual’s life, and so far as it is as yet uncompleted and seen 
in phenomenological prospect, it is the intent of life, for which 
value provides inner unity and conceptual integrity. Intent as 
related to value is perceived, or rather felt, as vocation, and as 
related to the temporal and spatial conditions  of existence,  as 
the life-work.24 This work of life is translated  into  material 
terms as actual projects, plans, tasks and goals, achievement of 
which means giving embodiment to the life intent.  When certain 
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events make realisation of the life intent  subjectively  impos-
sible, a crisis situation occurs. 

The outcome of experiencing a crisis  can take two  forms. 
One is restoration of the life disrupted by the crisis, its rebirth; 
the other is its transformation into a life  essentially  different. 
But in either case it is something like bringing one’s life to birth 
afresh, of building up a self, constructing a new self, i.e., crea-
tion, for what is creation but “bringing into existence” or build-
ing up? 

In the first sub-type of creative experiencing, then, the result 
is restoration of life, but this does not mean life returning to its 
previous state, it means that what is preserved is only the most 
essential part of the life that was, its idea in terms  of value,  like 
a regiment shattered in battle living on in the standard saved 
from the field. 

The experiencing of events, even of those which have struck 
very heavy and irreversible blows at the whole  “body”  of  life, 
so long as they have not injured life’s central, ideal values can 
develop along one of the following two lines. The first involves 
the internal conquest of existing psychological identifications 
between the life intent and the particular forms of realising it 
which have now become impossible. In this process the life 
intent becomes as it were “less bodily”, takes on a more 
generalised and at the same time more essential form, more 
closely approaching an ideal life value. The second line of 
progress in experiencing, in some ways opposite to the forego-
ing, lies in seeking out, among the life possibilities still open, 
other potential embodiments of the life intent; the search is to 
some degree made easier by the life intent itself becoming more 
generalised. If the search produces forms for realisation  of  in-
tent which receive positive sanction  from  the  still-operative 
idea of value, a new life intent is formed. Thereafter there is a 
gradual coming-together of the  intent  with  appropriate  sen-
sory-practical forms, or it might be better to say that the intent 
“takes root” and starts to grow in the material soil of life. 

All such experiencing, where the thrust is towards producing 
a new life intent, still does not destroy the old life intent (now 
impossible). Here the new does not oust the old  but  continues 
its work; the old content of life is preserved by the power of 
creative experiencing, and not as a dead, inert something past, 
but as the living history of the personality, still continuing in the 
new content. 
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The second sub-type of creative experiencing occurs when 
the life intent proves to have been founded on false values, and 
is discredited along with those values, by what their actual 
realisation has produced. Here   the task  of  creative  experienc-
ing is, first, to discover a new value system, able to provide a 
foundation for a new, meaningful life intent (in this part of it, 
creative experiencing coincides with value experiencing); 
second, to absorb the new system and apply it to the individual 
self in such a way that it can impart meaning to the past life-
history and form an ideal notion of the self within the system; 
and third, to eradicate, in real practice in the sphere of the 
senses, all traces of the spiritual organism’s infection  by  the 
now fading false values (and their corresponding motives, at-
titudes, wishes, etc.), at the same time affirming, again in terms 
of real practice and sensory embodiment,  the  ideal  to  which 
the self has won through. 

The third sub-type of creative  experiencing  is  connected 
with the highest stages of personality development in terms of 
value. A life crisis is precipitated by the destruction, or 
threatened destruction, of the value entity to which the in-
dividual sees himself as belonging. The person sees this whole 
under attack and being destroyed by the forces of a hostile 
reality. Since we are here speaking of a person who is a fully 
competent inhabitant of the complex-and-difficult  lived  world, 
it is clear that he does not simply see this destruction but cannot 
fail to see it, being incapable of hedonistically ignoring reality. 
But on the other hand, it is equally impossible for such a person 
to relinquish the value entity in question, to betray it,  to  aban-
don one’s convictions. A rational assessment of the situation 
would admit it to be fundamentally insoluble. 

So what is the “strategy” of creative  experiencing?  Like 
value experiencing, it first of all brings up the question of 
whether reality is to be trusted — should reason be allowed to 
stand as the source of the sole, genuine truth about reality, 
should the given factual reality of the moment be  accepted  as 
the fully valid expression of reality as a whole? For value ex-
periencing it was a sufficient accomplishment of its task — to 
enable the individual to stand by his value system — to disallow 
the claims of reason and to recognise in ideal terms that value 
reality was the higher reality. From creative experiencing some-
thing more is required, for its task  is  to  enable  the  individual 
to act on the basis of his value  system,  to  actualise  and  affirm 
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it, to act upon it under conditions which practically, materially 
operate against it. 

Such action is psychologically possible only when a special 
inner state has been attained. We refer to the state  of  readiness 
to sacrifice any motive, of which we spoke already when dis-
cussing value experiencing. But whereas  under  the  conditions 
of the “easy” lived world such a mobilisation of inner resources 
was achieved by increased introversion, here, in the situation 
where there is direct collision with external difficulties and 
dangers, we find a movement taking the reverse direction in a 
certain sense, a movement not into the self but away from the 
self, a person concentrating all his spiritual and physical forces 
not upon achievement of personal happiness,  welfare  or 
security, but upon service to a higher value.  The  highest  point 
of this movement is a state of unconditional readiness for self-
sacrifice, or rather a state of utter self-denial, completely freed 
from all egoistic fixations. This state breaks through the “im-
possibility” situation from within, for such a state gives meaning 
to “irrational” actions, which are in fact the  only  actions  that 
can have meaning in such  a  situation;  selfless  action  becomes 
a psychological possibility. 

*    *    * 

Here we must complete the comparison  of  the  different 
types of experiencing. The most essential differences between 
the various types of experiencing come out in the relationship 
the experiencing bears to the existential event that created the 
critical situation, i.e., to reality, and to the life need affected by 
that event. 

Hedonistic experiencing ignores reality, distorts  and  denies 
it, creating an illusion of the need being actually satisfied, and 
more generally, of the damaged content of life being still intact. 

Realistic experiencing eventually accepts reality as it is, 
making the dynamics and the content of the individual’s needs 
accommodate themselves to real conditions. The former life 
content, now impossible, is cast aside by realistic experiencing; 
here the individual has a past but has no history [cf. 223]. 

Value experiencing recognises the reality which contradicts 
or threatens the individual’s values, but does not accept it; it 
rejects the claims of immediate reality to define directly and 
unconditionally the inner content of life, and  it  attempts  to  dis- 
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arm reality by means of ideal, semantic  procedures,  employed 
to deprive the existential event of its self-identity to make it into 
an object for interpretation and assessment. The event that has 
occurred is an irreversible reality beyond human power to alter, 
but by value experiencing it is translated into another plane of 
being, transformed into a fact of consciousness, and as such 
transfigured in the light of the value system already evolved or 
in the process of being evolved. A word spoken and an act done 
cannot be recalled or altered, but if their wrongfulness is recog-
nised and admission of fault and repentance follow, then they 
are both accepted as a reality of one’s life and at the same time 
rejected in terms of value. Thus value experiencing can perform 
a sublation (in the sense of Hegel’s Aufhebung implying the 
negation-conservation dialectic) of the life-content which has 
become impossible. Being completed aesthetically or ethically 
(or following the line of other values) on the imaginary-sym-
bolic plane it becomes transformed into a moment of personal 
history. 

If hedonistic experiencing rejects reality, realistic ex-
periencing accepts it unconditionally, and value experiencing 
transforms it ideally,  creative  experiencing  generates  (creates) 
a new life reality. An event that has taken place, say, an offence 
committed by the individual, is only ideally transformed or 
transmogrified by value experiencing through repentance, but 
creative experiencing recreates the  individual’s  relationship  to 
it through atonement. It is this sensory-practical, bodily aspect 
which distinguishes creative from value experiencing; creative 
experiencing is distinguished from realistic experiencing by its 
value aspect. 

Life’s unrealisable past content is not simply ideally 
“removed” by creative experiencing. Depending on the value 
judgements made by a person with respect to a violated life 
relation, creative experiencing strives either towards (a) rebirth 
of the particular life relation, even though using different 
material or in a changed form (if it is fully approved); or (b) its 
regeneration into something else (if it is partially condemned 
and partially approved); or (c) conception of a new life relation 
in its place (if it is completely condemned). But in any case 
creative experiencing preserves the impossible life  relation  in 
the history of the individual’s life, whereby it is not preserved 
unchanged as an inert museum exhibit, but as a  new,  healthy 
and fruit-bearing tree borne from the seed of an old one. 
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NOTES 
1In behaviourist experiments using highly-developed animals, these are 

placed in situations where  their  organism  produces  behavioural  responses 
of a much lower order than some which the given animal  is  in  fact  capable 
of showing. 

2It is worth taking special note of the fact that we are here entering the 
realm of extreme thought or thought about extremes: here every word — ac-
tivity, object, need — is transformed almost into its opposite. For an object, 
after all, is something with a shape, something  differentiated,  something 
solid, but in the hypothetical world just described it becomes an undifferen-
tiated, elemental environment. And activity is always taken to mean some-
thing effortful, overcoming resistance, but  here  it  is  reduced  to 
consumption, almost to mere assimilation, of the needed object. And what 
need can we be talking of, when the creature living in this simple and easy 
world suffers no want of anything? If this is so, if in this realm concepts lose 
their representability and stability, if there  are  no  empirically  observed 
things and processes which concepts thus taken to extremes can reflect —  
then perhaps it is not worth while for scientific  thought  to  concern  itself 
with such an area? Physics, mathematics and philosophy discarded that ar-
gument long, long ago. And theoretical psychology should  do  the  same:  as 
in mathematics, where if you wish to describe the behaviour of a function 
over a certain interval you must first establish  its limits,  regardless  of 
whether or not the function  is  defined  at the  limiting points  (e.g., Vx  when 
x = 0), so in psychology also we cannot understand the finite and empirically 
observed if we are unable to think of things at the limit, of extremes. As En-
gels said, “all true knowledge of nature is knowledge of the eternal, the in-
finite...” [75, p. 234]. 

3The difference between “on the spot-and-at once”  and  “here-and -
now”, which will be mentioned later, lies in the hermetic isolation of the “on 
the spot-and-at once” structure within itself. It is doubly “here” and “now”, 
so to speak, not only devoid of any positive connection with other points in 
space and time, but without any counter-position to them. 

4Our description of a lived world is built up in several layers, mediating 
each other. The first defines the existential conditions of life — are there 
goods or not, is there any connection between different activities or not, etc. 
The second layer, dealing with space and time, translates  the  given  condi-
tions into the language of space/time definitions. It  mediates  the  passage 
from purely existential to phenomenological description, in which we dis-
cover the time/space structuring of the consciousness which corresponds to 
such an existence. We are not here  considering  the  question  of  whether 
such a consciousness exists, only that of what its horizons would be if it ex-
isted. This layer of description deals with consciousness but  not  with  all  of 
it, only with its existential stratum. This phenomenological layer is pre-
eventual, it gives us only the conditions of movement for differentiated 
psychological processes, which are then followed out in the last, psychologi-
cal layer or level of description. 

5Our attitude to the question of such a formation  having  any  reality  or 
not can be compared to attitude in antiquity, regarding  the  reality  of  the  ex- 
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istence of aesthetics, ethics, science, art — all the cultural  forms  differen-
tiated in the modern world (see, for instance, 42). 

6In this connection, it probably makes genetic sense to attribute an in-
fantile origin to one important phenomenon  in human  life — sloth,  which 
has been little studied by psychologists but which often becomes (in its pure 
form or in the forms of excessive dependence, passivity, inertia, indecision, 
etc.) an actual life-problem, and the target of various educational or even 
psychotherapeutic measures. The infantile origin of sloth, which is fairly ob-
vious anyway, is shown in the fact that it paralyses action, i.e., reduces a per-
son to the state of infantile inaction which is proper to the easy and simple 
lived world, and by the further fact that  the most  acute  attacks  of  sloth 
come over many people at the time when they should be getting  out  of  bed 
in the morning, i.e., performing an action which will bring them  out  of  a 
state symbolically and somatically close in many ways (warmth of the micro-
environment, the so-called “foetal position”, dreaming, and possibly other 
factors as well) to being in the womb. 

One might define sloth as “supra-situational passivity”, by analogy with 
the term “supra-situational activity”, a concept introduced  by  V.A. Pet-
rovsky into the usage of activity psychology [202]. 

7Failure to realise this uniqueness of every situation, and  disregard  for  it 
in both the experimental  and the theoretical  field,  is  characteristic  for  all 
the behaviourists from Thorndike to Skinner. It opens  the way  to  an 
“atomic” view of behaviour, and this in turn leads to apparent goal-accord-
ance being explained either by probability (blind-probe motor “atoms” that 
get reinforced then become more frequent) or,  at the  opposite,  cognitivist 
end of the spectrum (E.C. Tolman [262], for instance), by a kind of orienta-
tion from a map of the environment which is outside of movement itself, 
precedes it, and is independent of the actual, practical movement. 

In fact, as N.A. Bernstein was the first in the history  of  behavioural 
studies to demonstrate on the basis of sufficient and concrete evidence, 
movement must be analysed as something goal-determined from within, 
“elucidated” by a psychic reflection of a given situation and  itself  an  essen-
tial factor in that reflection. 

8It is this category-image of passage from an easy  to  a  difficult  world 
that is behind attempts to educe theoretically an  evolutionary  necessity  for 
the appearance of mental reflection. In A.N. Leontiev’s and A.V. Zaporo-
zhets’ hypothesis [156, pp. 49-50] the appearance of mind  is considered  in 
the context of transit from an “elemental environment”, in which goods are 
presented in pure biotic form, to a world of objects where the biologically 
vital qualities of things are hidden by their abiotic outer envelope. This dis-
tinction between two types of situation — those where mental  reflection  is 
not required, and those where it is — discussed by P.Ya. Galperin [103], also 
corresponds to the difference between the easy and the difficult world. 

9Sigmund Freud, incidentally, made no claims  to priority  or  originality, 
so far as this part of his theory was concerned. He pointed  out  that  as  early 
as 1873 “an investigator of such penetration as G.T. Fechner held a view on 
the subject of pleasure and unpleasure which coincides in all essentials with 
the one that has been forced upon us by psychoanalytic work” [91, p. 8]. 

10The objection may be raised that if patience  comes  into  operation 
before an “impossible” situation arises,  then  by  definition  it  cannot  be  ex- 
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periencing. The explanation is that patience is a  mechanism  developed  to 
deal not with frustration but with stress, i.e., with the critical situation cor-
responding to the easy and simple world. And it is thanks to patience that a 
situation which would be critical for the creature  of that lived  world  is  not 
so for the individual in the difficult life. 

11For instance, between the writing of a play — the direct result of com-
plex action — and fame, which may be the motive and the ultimate result of 
such work, numerous processes intervene (reading  of the  play,  its  accep-
tance for production,  production  itself,  the actors’  performances,  recogni-
tion  of the  play’s merit, public expression of such recognition) — processes 
in which the author cannot figure as “subject”, but  which  nonetheless  enter 
as an essential component into his activity, the motive for which was the 
desire to win fame. 

12Disintegration of an established form of life is by no means always a 
negative phenomenon, e.g., it can be positive  as  regards  moral  improve-
ment, but it is always a traumatic event psychologically, inasmuch as there 
exists (as we have already remarked, quoting the theoretical ideas of AG. 
Asmolov) a powerful force of inertia which seeks to preserve  an  existing 
form of life. 

13What is known as an “acknowledged” motive, in our opinion, is not 
simply a content known to the individual which may become a real motive 
but which as yet is not one. An “acknowledged” motive is a motive which 
really stimulates and forms the meaning of the individual’s imagined be-
haviour. Without this it would make no sense to speak of “motive” at all in 
this case. 

14What we here refer to as energy or potential is phenomenologically ex-
pressed in states of inspiration, elevation, invigoration, in the sensation of a 
surge of energy, and in the accompanying feeling that life is good and has 
meaning. 

I5One of Leo Tolstoy’s characters describes such a state in these words: 
“...There is no more of the old tearing-apart within me and  I fear  nothing 
now. Now the light has indeed illumined me utterly,  and  I  have  become 
what I am” (Diary of a Madman). 

I6The category of “integrity” is identical with the phenomenological 
category of “meaningfulness” [108]. 

17Three months after her  first   husband’s  death  Darling  (her  real  name 
is Olga Semyonovna) marries one Pustovalov,  manager  of  a timber  yard, 
and soon she starts to feel “that she had been in the timber business a long, 
long time, that timber was the most important and needed  thing  in  life...” 
And the summer theatre, with which all her life with her first husband had 
been bound up, now leaves her quite cold: “We’re working people, we 
haven’t time for such nonsense. What good is there in your theatres?” 

18We need only recall sayings like “the wise man must first be wise 
regarding himself”, etc., on the one hand, and on the other, the idea of self-
knowledge (“Know thyself”), as inscribed over Apollo’s temple  at  Delphi, 
and spoken of by Socrates in Plato’s Apology [265]. 

19A.N. Leontiev wrote that “the psychological mechanics of a life of self-
less heroism must be looked for in human imagination” [152, p. 209]. 
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20“Traditional psychology,” wrote S.L. Rubinstein, “presented  as  the 
kernel of a volitional act ... a ‘conflict of motives’, followed by a more or less 
painful choice between them. Internal struggle, conflict with one’s own 
divided soul (as with Faust), and emergence from this in the form of an in-
ternal decision — that is everything, while putting that decision into effect is 
nothing” [223,  p. 513]. 

21This is a phenomenon very well known to us all in daily life: when I 
meet with some difficulty in my work which cannot easily be disposed of, I 
am suddenly seized with a desire to have a drink  of water, to  ring  up  a 
friend, to look at the newspaper, etc. — anything will do, so long as it is easy 
to do and attractive. 

22Compare S.L. Rubinstein’s statement [223, p. 511]: “The problem of 
will, posed not just functionally and in the last  resort formally,  but   as 
regards its essence — is first of all a matter of the content of the will...” 

23The same task — freeing the self from “the tyranny of the present” — 
arises when psychalgia or acute psychic pain occurs, since “when  such  pain 
is present, equilibrium is disturbed as regards  perception  of time-periods — 
of present, past and future. The mental picture of the unity of time is shat-
tered: perception is mainly limited to the present, thus hindering the person 
concerned from recollecting the past, i.e., disactivating  his life  experience 
and preventing him from making use of social  and  adaptational  skills, 
criteria and attitudes. This is due to the intensity of the painful experience 
being undergone, which switches mental activity into the  emotional  range” 
[5, p. 79]. These observations by A.G. Ambrumova are of interest to us here 
because they indicate that “distancing” of a painful present is essential not 
only for perceiving meaningful future, but also for being able to use past ex-
perience. 

24These higher structures of life are here  presented  in  their  ideal  rela-
tions to one another, omitting  the  problems  encountered  in  choosing  the 
life road, forming a life intent, seeking — often very painfully — confirmation 
of one’s vocation, or suffering disillusionment with it, etc. 



C h a p t e r III  
Lived World — Critical Situation — 
Experiencing: Correlation of Types 

Two main results have been obtained so far in our theoretical 
analysis — the typology of critical situations and the typology of 
experiencing. They are both based on the typology of lived 
worlds. The next theoretical task is to clarify the correlation 
between these ideal types. 

1. CORRELATION BETWEEN CRITICAL SITUATIONS 
AND LIVED WORLDS 

Is there a simple correlation between types of critical situa-
tions and types of lived worlds where only stress is encountered 
in the first type of lived world, frustration in the second, conflict 
in the third and crisis  in the  fourth?  This  correlation  exists  to 
a certain extent, but it is impossible to call it simple, as will 
become clear from the subsequent analysis. 

Critical Situations in the Simple-and-Easy Lived World 

Let us again recall the specific features of the life of a being 
in the simple-and-easy lived world. He perceives any, even ex-
tremely insignificant and short-term, interference in his striving 
for “here-and-now satisfaction” as a critical situation. By 
definition, this is a stressful situation. But is it only stressful? 
Owing to the space-time arrangement of this  world  any  per-
sonal dissatisfaction instantly develops into  an  all-encompass-
ing psychological catastrophe. Consequently, on the inside, the 
infantile being (taken as the ideal type) phenomenologically 
perceives any stress as a crisis. 

This theoretically elicited dependency makes it possible to 
formulate an empirically verifiable situation: the greater in- 
fluence the infantile attitude has in the psyche of a particular 
person and the more it  determines  his  attitude  to  the  world, 
the more any situational failure or mishap is likely to be per- 
ceived as a general life-crisis. 
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However, the influence of the infantile  attitude in  the 
person’s lived world depends on his or her age (more precisely, 
on the degree of maturity), on the constitutional-charac-
terological features (for example, the  influence  of  these  fea-
tures is great in people with a tendency towards hysterics) and 
on the current psychophysiological state (during illnesses, 
fatigue and exhaustion the influence  of  the  infantile  attitude 
can increase, which is manifested in greater touchiness, fret-
fulness and excitability). 

In this state, the merest trifle can cause general reactions 
which appear unreasonable from the outside and arouse in 
parents, teachers and doctors the temptation to “correct”, 
“explain”, and “persuade”. But all these measures have little 
effect since they fail to realise that they are dealing with an in-
fantile state which possesses its own logic and its own criteria, 
and not at all with an erroneous attempt  to rationally  evaluate 
the situation. 

Critical Situations in the Simple-and-Difficult Lived World 

Whereas only one critical situation, stress, exists in the 
simple-and-easy lived world, which is phenomenologically 
identified with crisis, a differentiation of these situations occurs 
in the simple-and-difficult lived world. We have already dis-
cussed how a mechanism of patience develops which aids in 
coping with stress. But in a sense, it is the patience mechanism 
that makes it possible for stress to exist as a particular 
psychological situation: if it were not for patience, we would en-
counter the infantile crisis every time. Strictly speaking, stress is 
a tense dynamic balance between two worlds — the infantile and 
the realistic, an infantile crisis defused by patience. And if the 
powerful energy of this tension is not utilised in external, object-
oriented activity, it is forced to channel itself through the entire 
body as a bearer of vitality. From a phenomenological point of 
view this explains psychosomatic illnesses. 

Frustration in the simple-and-difficult lived world coincides 
with crisis. In actual fact, if a being of this world who has a single 
need (a single life relation, motive, activity) experiences 
frustration, i.e., the impossibility of satisfying this need, he per-
ceives this situation as a crisis. This is because his entire life 
revolves around the satisfaction of this need, which means his 
entire life is threatened. 
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Is there a conflict in this lived world? There is no conflict in 
the form of an unresolvable contradiction raging in the con-
sciousness between two motives, for the internal simplicity of 
this lived world consists in the fact that the subject neither strives 
for unity of consciousness nor has the ability to psychically con-
nect and jointly consider several life relations. The objective 
contradictions which arise between different  life  relations  do 
not become an object of special psychic revision, they are not 
solved by the subject’s conscious and volitional efforts, but by 
the mechanical collision of stimuli: the one which proves 
stronger at a particular moment seizes power over the entire 
lived world and monopolistically possesses it until some other 
situational motive surpasses it in strength of stimulation. As a 
result of this situational game of field stimuli, situations objec-
tively develop where a motive appears on the scene which ob-
viously cannot be realised by the preceding behaviour which was 
stimulated by other motives and did not account for the pos-
sibility of negative consequences for the subject’s other life rela-
tions. The behaviour of the impulsive person, for example, 
corresponds to this typological situation. Acting in the heat of 
the moment, he or she is unable to consider how his/her be-
haviour will affect other life relations which are not important at 
that moment. 

Thus, there is not a conflict in the second type of lived world, 
but precisely because of this, objective contradictions in life 
relations frequently give rise to frustration.1 

There is also another type of conflict which rages, not be-
tween life relations, but within a single life relation. This is a 
conflict between goals leading to the realisation of  one  motive 
or between operations leading to the achievement of one goal. 
These “operational” conflicts are encountered  in the  simple-
and-difficult lived world, but they cannot be called “internal 
conflicts”. If Buridan’s donkey were unable  to decide  whether 
to go to the haystack or the she-ass, this would be an internal 
conflict requiring a coordination of needs, while hesitation in 
how best to satisfy a particular need is in fact  a particular  type 
of barrier. Thus, an operational conflict is not an independent 
critical situation, but a frustrator. 

The analysis carried out makes it possible to draw a general 
conclusion: the actual circumstances of life in and of themselves 
do not unequivocally predetermine the type of critical situation 
which arises in a person.  An  individual,  whose  attitude  to  the 
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world is predominantly realistic, will at times experience a state 
of frustration even in those circumstances where other people 
would experience the state of conflict. 

Critical Situations in the Complex-and-Easy Lived World 

Does stress exist in this world and, if so, in what respect? In 
the simple-and-difficult lived world stress arose due to difficul-
ties in the outside world which hindered here-and-now satis-
faction. But this situation is not critical for the being who has 
adapted himself to the difficult world due  to  the  development 
of mechanisms of patience and hope within him.  The  striving 
for here-and-now satisfaction is ensured in the complex-and-
easy lived world (the “ease” of the lived world actually consists 
in this), but nevertheless this life is not  free  of stress.  In  order 
to understand the special features of stress  in  this  lived  world, 
it should be noted that  an integrated  infantile  attitude  contains 
a second half which corresponds in terms of space and time to 
“this-always” (or “forever-one”) in addition to the first half — 
striving for here-and-now satisfaction,  which  has  primarily 
been the subject of discussion until now.  This second  half 
should be interpreted as a striving for each life relation to be 
exclusive and eternal, a striving for it to be “for ever-exclusive”.2 

Under the conditions of the complex world this striving is con-
stantly being frustrated by conscious-value hierarchisms of life 
relations which take into consideration “this” and “that” (i.e., 
without satisfying the claims of a particular relationship to ex-
clusiveness) and divide them temporally into “at first” and 
“later” (without satisfying the claims of the particular relation-
ship to the entire temporal whole, the “always”, of life). This is 
how stress arises in the complex-and-easy lived world. 

The being of this world possesses his own mechanisms for 
coping with stress. These are (a) undervaluation of the sig-
nificance of the life relation being actualised and (b) diverting 
attention to another life relation. The first correlates with the 
corresponding mechanism of the second  lived  world — 
patience, since both of them are directed towards an unrealised 
life relation, and the second  correlates  with  hope  since  both 
are directed towards realisation.3 Until these mechanisms have 
proven sufficient to reconcile the affects aroused by the un-
realisability of the life relations’ claims to exclusivity, the subject 
experiences* stress. But in this case, stress is  a  tense  complica- 
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tion of life, so to speak, and not an impossibility, i.e., not a 
critical situation. 

Does frustration exist in the complex-and-easy lived world? 
We already answered this question while discussing the third 
type of the typology: the disappearance of the object which 
satisfies one of the needs creates a critical  situation  here  be-
cause it deprives the subject of the opportunity to select an 
activity which satisfies this need. Thus, the frustrating cir-
cumstances produce not so much frustration as a kind  of  con-
flict , for the essence of any conflict consists of the subject being 
unable to make a choice.4 

Just as frustration coincides with crisis in the second type of 
lived world, conflict coincides with crisis in the third type, be-
cause even a partial conflict of two demands under the condi-
tions of value existence acts as a violation of the entire internal 
unity of consciousness. In the complex lived world, the conflict 
between two demands cannot be resolved in the framework of 
bilateral relationships between them, its solution requires ad-
dressing the integrity of consciousness or the value which repre-
sents this potential integrity. Therefore, the inability to resolve a 
personal contradiction in life relations reveals a general lack of 
integrity. If we take into consideration that we are dealing not 
only with a complex, but also an easy life for which the time-
space of outer existence is “here-and-now”, it  becomes  clear 
that the lack of integrity phenomenologically is in no way a viola-
tion which can be corrected in some other situation, place or 
time. For example, the torment-torn conscience of the being of 
this world is deprived of the reassurance that it is possible to 
change the circumstances and surroundings, to withdraw from 
the situation and once more feel a restored  identity,  integrity 
and the same ego. He has no “there” and “then”, external life is 
compressed into the point of “here-and-now”, and for him this 
point is surrounded, in terms of time and space, by “nowhere-
and-never”: if not here, then nowhere, if not now, then never. 
And if integrity is not achieved at this point, the subject per-
ceives it as a phenomenologically final state. It  is  under-
standable that this state is also a crisis. Thus, an unresolvable 
contradiction of life relations (conflict) under the conditions of 
the complex-and-easy lived world results in a crisis. 

In real life, a person usually makes temporary, approximate 
decisions: I’ll do it like this for now and then see. However, 
under the conditions of easy existence such  a  solution  of  inter- 
152 



nal contradiction almost inevitably leads to a crisis. The reason 
is that the unity of consciousness established at that moment is 
instantly (“here-and-now”) realised, becoming the unity of life. 
And if the resolution of the conflict was even marginally false, 
i.e., did not fully take into consideration all the consequences, 
under the conditions of easy realisation, this little lie of the 
consciousness makes the whole of life untrue and unauthentic. 
The whole of life comes under judgement, and its values and 
underlying principles are critically reviewed, i.e., a crisis situa-
tion emerges. The Greek word krisis means  “decision”  and is 
not related to the word “criticism” for nothing [19, p. 237]. Thus, 
the absence in the complex-and-easy lived world of a gradual 
realisation of the decisions of consciousness, successive tests, 
mistakes and corrections, slow natural value growth, all life 
changes happening only once, when the subject does  not  pass 
up the staircase of value growth, but must second-guess life 
here-and-now, very easily results in even the resolution of any 
conflict giving rise to a crisis. 

Critical Situations of the Complex-and-Difficult Lived World 

A differentiation of all four situations — stress, frustration, 
conflict and crisis — occurs in this lived world. 

In order to analyse this differentiation, a general idea about 
the correlation of the lived worlds  must  be  introduced.  Types 
of lived worlds are theoretically designed so that  no  relation-
ships of exclusion exist between them, but only relationships of 
unilateral inclusion, in particular: the 2nd (“realistic”) and 3rd 
(“value”) lived worlds include the 1st (“infantile”), and the 4th 
(“creative”) includes the 1st, 2nd and 3rd. The laws governing 
these worlds are also in effect in the complex-and-difficult 
world, but they are subordinated and controlled by its own laws, 
approximately in the way and to the degree that  older  sections 
of the brain are subordinated and controlled by new ones. How-
ever, one of the “lower” governing laws can  temporarily  be-
come a dominating one and define the entire state of the lived 
world. We will call this temporary change in the dominating 
governing law of the lived world “slipping”. 

The subject who is psychologically present in the complex-
and-difficult lived world, i.e., who takes difficulty and com-
plexity as a standard of life, does not perceive a stress situation as 
critical for he does not count on satisfaction at every point in life. 
However, in some circumstances, stress can give rise to  a  crisis. 
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The first of them consists in slipping temporarily from a 
“creative-volitional” attitude to the world into an infantile one. 
Then any complexity or difficulty gives rise to a state which can 
be called a “microcrisis”. This state is familiar to many people. 
Against a background of relative everyday  happiness,  a  sense 
of universal loss of meaning, bitter loneliness and hopelessness 
of existence arises, and old, seemingly long-forgotten insults, 
“complexes”, disappointments and  fears  become  more  acute. 
A microcrisis does not have the usual stable localised source, 
and the consciousness rather searches with almost delicious 
masochistic pleasure in all spheres of life for  confirmation  of 
the complete collapse  and  unsoundness  of  one’s  personality. 
A microcrisis may be just as painful as a crisis, but it usually 
lasts a short time, sometimes several minutes, whereas a crisis 
can often last for months. 

The second condition in which stress precipitates a crisis can 
be created by long, chronic, intensive stress. Despite  the  fact 
that the subject of the complex-and-difficult lived world does 
not consider “here-and-now” satisfaction at every point a stand-
ard of life, complete absence of satisfaction at all visible points of 
the “there-and-then” makes life as a whole psychologically im-
possible and meaningless, since meaning somehow does not 
coincide with pleasure and can even be cultivated by suffering, 
but cannot exist without any pleasure and satisfaction at all. 
Chronic intensive stress turns into a crisis indirectly, through the 
frustrations and conflicts created by the stress. 

A combination of reasons for stress turning into a crisis is 
also possible. For example, stress leads to frustration or conflict 
(the person fails an exam due to nerves, let’s say), and at the 
same time there is a general reduction in creative-volitional 
activity which results in the subject’s  consciousness  slipping 
into an attitude to the world characteristic  of the  “weaker” 
types. These processes result in a frustrated microcrisis (i.e., 
frustration perceived as a crisis) or conflict microcrisis, which 
we will discuss below. 

In a situation of frustration, the subject encounters the im-
possibility of realising some motive. For the being who has 
adapted to the complex-and-difficult lived world,  this  situation 
is critical since he or she has to deal not only with difficulty, but 
also with impossibility. However, he/she may perceive this 
situation as a frustration of only  one  of his/her  life  relations, 
but under certain conditions it can turn into a crisis, i.e. a state 
which is experienced* as an overall damage to integrity of life. 
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The first of these conditions is slipping  into  an  attitude  to 
the world characteristic of the realistic lived world. In so doing, 
the domination of the structure “this-always” in the conscious-
ness becomes the phenomenological basis for  the  creation  of 
the crisis, i.e., a subjective simplification of the lived world. 

The subject’s intense fixation on a particular  activity,  which 
is characteristic of this state creates a microcrisis if it fails. It 
differs from the infantile microcrisis in that it has a clearly 
defined cause, and differs from a genuine crisis in that its 
universal character disappears as soon as the subject becomes 
involved in other life relations. 

What are the conditions for frustration turning into a crisis 
within the proper complex-and-difficult lived world without it 
slipping into the realistic world? This transformation is more 
likely (a) the greater the significance of the frustrated relation-
ship (i.e., the weight it carries in the person’s overall resources 
of meaning); (b) the deeper it is damaged and (c) the more 
tightly it is interwoven by internal and external bonds with other 
life relations, so that as a result of frustration they prove to be 
both internally meaningless and objectively unrealisable. 

This logic of the analysis also applies to  a conflict  situation. 
A conflict arises in the complex-and-difficult lived world as an 
independent critical situation, since the  subject  has  to  over-
come not simply an intense life complexity, which is “normal” 
for this world, but the impossibility of resolving the contradic-
tions of his or her life relations. 

A special feature of the existence of conflict in the complex-
and-difficult lived world is that here the conflicting life relations 
are not in the form of pure  ideas,  principles  or  meanings,  but 
in the form of activities interwoven into the overall physical and 
emotional fabric of life, each of which is a whole set of feelings, 
memories, actions, habits, etc. which are deposited, become 
attached and embodied in external  objects  (an  old  armchair, 
the smell of autumn leaves, a morning  cup of coffee).  There-
fore, the conflict unfolds not only in the field of relationships 
between motives and values, but somehow in dialogue with the 
outer world, with real experience. In the complex-and-difficult 
lived world there is time and place for trial and error, tests and 
restitutions, postponements and compromises, advice and rest. 
Conflict greatly exacerbates existence, but the  “difficulty”  of 
the world softens the conflict by  resisting  its  transformation 
into a crisis. 
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This resistance sometimes  proves  to  be  insufficient  and 
then the conflict turns into a crisis. This may happen if the 
subject’s attitude to the world slips into  the  functional  régime 
of the complex-and-easy lived world. The “here-and-now” 
structure begins to dominate, the attitude of a one-time, final, 
uncompromising solution to a conflict arises, “there will be no 
more time”, “now or never”; in this state a deep feeling of guilt 
and condemnation of one’s entire life turns to a willingness to 
sacrifice, perform a feat, and dream of immediately correcting 
one’s entire life. Decisions made at such moment are as much 
filled with inspiration as they are unrealistic, but this is where 
their value lies. Even a relatively easy value microcrisis can 
bring a person important insights into his or her internal truth 
and essence. 

Usually compensatory fantasies about a “better world” in 
another place and/or time are symptoms of this microcrisis. 
Neurotics usually complain about how they were not born at the 
right time. This microcrisis frequently involves moral aspects 
and then the entire world seems to wallow in evil and be totally 
corrupted: “people are evil”, “you can’t trust anyone”, etc. In 
contrast to this, the creative-volitional attitude to life, even ac-
knowledging that “the whole world is in the power of the evil 
one” (I John 5:19), has faith in the fact that “the light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:5), i.e., 
it does not expect the world to correspond with moral values at 
every point, and sees its moral task not in criticising it for this lack 
of correspondence, or in withdrawing from it, but in an attempt 
to increase or at least maintain the “light”. 

The second case in which a conflict turns into a crisis is when 
values become involved in a conflict on which the  idea  of  life 
as a whole is based. Until this conflict is  resolved  the  person 
has no single value idea of life, being deprived of what Anton 
Chekhov in “A Dreary Tale” called “the general  idea  or  the 
God of the living man”, and is in a state of crisis. 

Thus, there are different types of critical situations in the 
complex-and-difficult lived world. Under certain conditions, 
stress, frustration and conflict can create  a  crisis  or  states 
which we call microcrises which arise due to a temporary 
weakening of the creative-volitional principle and  slipping  of 
the consciousness into an attitude to the world which cor-
responds to the easy and/or simple lived world. Coping with 
microcrises most frequently involves returning to the more 
developed attitude to the  world  characteristic  of  the  complex- 
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and-difficult lived world, where the situation which has arisen 
can be critical but no longer a crisis. Incidentally, this is the 
subject of the next section. 

*    *    * 

We will present the results of our discussion  of the  correla-
tion between types of critical situations and types of lived 
worlds. 

(a) The infantile lived world knows  only  one  critical situa-
tion — stress. However, for the being of this world stress 
phenomenologically coincides with crisis. Stress  and  frustra-
tion, which is equal to a crisis, exist in the realistic lived world. 
In the same way, stress and conflict, which is phenomenologi-
cally equivalent to a crisis, exist in the value world. And, finally, 
stress, frustration, conflict and crisis are present in  the  com-
plex-and-difficult lived world. 

Thus, a table of critical situations of the different worlds 
appears as follows: 

 

(b) One and the  same  situation  acquires  a  different  status 
in different lived worlds. What is only a frustration for the sub- 
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ject of the “creative” world, is a crisis for the subject of the 
“realistic” world. 

(c) However, not only are the same objective circumstances 
turned into different types of situations in the different lived 
worlds, but the type of critical situation itself acquires different 
features depending on which lived world we encounter it in. 

For example, we already know that stress in the value world 
differs from stress in the realistic world both with respect to its 
structure and the mechanism which controls  it.  Of  course, 
stress in the infantile world, which is  subjectively  perceived  as 
a crisis, is not the same thing at all as stress  in  the  complex-
and-difficult lived world. This means that there are several 
versions of stress. 

This applies to any other critical situation: it acquires a dif-
ferent character in different lived worlds. This conclusion is 
important from the psychotherapeutic viewpoint, particularly 
with respect to crisis situations. On the one hand, it should 
always be remembered that even an infantile crisis, which is 
caused by objectively trifling reasons, may be perceived as a 
universal catastrophe, i.e. is subjectively real precisely as a 
crisis. And on the other, it should also be remembered that a 
crisis can be the result of a temporary “slipping” into a “weak” 
lived world. When a person returns to the original, “stronger” 
lived world he no longer perceives the situation as a crisis. 

While I was writing this page, I  received  a  phone-call  from 
a former client, A.V., who in the year since she completed the 
psychotherapy course has been in a good internal state and has 
had very positive changes in her professional life. She asked 
about a consultation. I said that I was willing to  meet  with  her 
in a week, but unless the situation was serious I could  not  see 
her any sooner. A.V. found it difficult to define the “serious-
ness” of the situation. “You know,” she replied, “some things 
have happened to me, and now there are times when everything 
seems terrible, confused and unbearable, and then I switch and 
think, oh, it’s all so petty.” 

This phenomenon can be called a “twinkling crisis”. The 
events which occurred have still not been completely processed 
by experiencing, but they are alternately perceived in  the  con-
text of different lived worlds and correspondingly now acquire 
the status of crisis, now lose it. 

It should be especially noted that there may be two general 
reasons for this “twinkling crisis”. First, an  overall  weakening 
of the lived world, in the case  of a  somatic  illness,  exhaustion, 
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etc., when some trifling reason is sufficient to cause a temporary 
state of general discomfort which can quickly be cut off either 
by willful effort, removal of the reason or comfort and calming 
with a great deal of parental care and concern. Second, crisis 
state which has been aroused objectively by serious events can 
be replaced for a time by a feeling of tranquility or indifference, 
and such a “twinkling” should be interpreted within our system 
as a temporary defensive slipping of the lived world into an 
infantile state where the entire depth and seriousness  of  the 
event cannot be evaluated. 

(d) This observation leads us to an important conclusion: a 
change itself in the lived world without serious  processing  of 
the events can be both a mechanism for the origin of a critical 
situation and a mechanism of its experiencing. 

(e) And, finally, the last conclusion of this section: transfor-
mations of one critical situation into another are possible; these 
transformations are communicated by a change in the lived 
world. We will discuss the psychological meaning of such a 
transformation at the end of this chapter. 

2. CORRELATION BETWEEN THE TYPES  
OF CRITICAL SITUATIONS AND TYPES  

OF EXPERIENCING 

Here a question similar to that of the previous  section  must 
be answered: Is there a single correlation between the types of 
critical situation and types of experiencing in which stress is 
always experienced hedonistically, frustration as realistic ex-
periencing, conflict as value experiencing and a crisis  as  crea-
tive experiencing? 

In order to answer this question, we will study a field of 16 
combination possibilities. 

Table 3  
                Type of

       experienc
         ing

Type of 
critical 
situation                

Hedonistic
 
 
1 

Realistic 
 
 
2 

Value 
 
 
3 

Creative 
 
 
4 

1. STRESS 1/1 2/1 3/1 4/1 
2. FRUSTRATION 1/2 2/2 3/2 4/2 
3. CONFLICT 1/3 2/3 3/3 4/3 
4. CRISIS 1/4 2/4 3/4 4/4 
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There is no need to analyse all these combinations. We will 
follow the example of a geologist for  whom  the  material  from 
a few wells is enough to evaluate the overall picture  of the  bed 
in a particular area. 

2/1. Realistic experiencing of stress can be presented by the 
mechanism of patience. 

If pain is taken as an example, theoretically  the  main  point 
of realistically coping with this pain is placing this feeling in the 
space-and-time of some activity where pain (a) is no longer an 
active element which defines the entire  attitude  to  the  world 
but has become a passive object of this activity, (b) is no longer 
the only content of the consciousness but has become “one of 
them”, has obtained a specific  special  localisation  in  contrast 
to its infantile tendency to be comprehensive  and,  finally, (c) 
has been placed in a temporal framework which contradicts its 
immanent tendency to be eternal. 

After the Armenian earthquake of 1988, there were many 
victims with severe wounds and amputations in the surgical 
departments.  During  psychotherapeutic  work  with  the 
patients, the following method, which corresponds to the 
theoretical scheme described, sometimes helped them to cope 
with the severe physical pain. It can be called “Circle of Sen-
sations”. For example, while working with a boy who had a 
crushed leg, I first established psychotherapeutic contact with 
the help of a few words, touches and some simple nursing ac-
tions (straightening the pillow, washing his face, etc.), then I 
placed one hand on his brow and the other on  his  arm  and 
asked him to try and intensify the painful sensation to the 
greatest degree possible (the well-known method of “intensify-
ing the symptom” or V.E. Frankl’s paradoxical intention [88]) 
and nod when he could not bear any more of it. Then I pressed 
his superciliary arch, gradually increased  the  pressure  and 
asked the patient to tell me when the pain from the pressure 
became very intense. After this I slowly lessened the pressure 
and asked him to notice how the painful sensations in his 
forehead disappeared. At the next stage, I manipulated the 
patient’s arm and asked him to notice the sensations which 
arose. The moment I noticed that the original pain in the leg 
began to increase, I again asked him to concentrate on it and 
intensify it as much as possible. Thus began the second “circle 
of sensations”. I then exerted pressure on the superciliary arch 
again and asked  the  patient  to  notice  how  the  pain  “flowed” 
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from the injured leg to the point on the forehead under my 
fingers. Then I decreased the pressure and the pain dissipated, 
etc. Thus, the patient’s original pain became part of a circle of 
sensations successively aroused by  the  therapist  and  the 
patient: the original pain — its flowing into the pain in the 
forehead — the dissipation of  this  pain — sensations  in  the 
arm — original pain, etc. The psychotherapist’s verbal commen-
taries, with respect to the course of the entire process, involved 
an empathetic reflection of the patient’s present feelings and, 
with respect to its rhythmical pattern, involved  a  reproduction 
of the rhythm of his respiration. This created and maintained 
close contact and made it possible to introduce calming or 
soothing suggestions into a particular phase of the “Circle”. 

Returning to our topic, it can be assumed that this method 
owes its psychotherapeutic effect (at least partially) to the fact 
that in the “Circle” the pain is localised in place, limited in time 
(before the forehead and after the arm) and has  become  an 
object of the patient’s own activity. And these are all key aspects 
of the realistic lived world. The pain is no longer an Excruciat-
ing All, but has turned into an unpleasant but bearable  part  of 
the cycle of my vital activity. 

3/1. Value experiencing of stress. If we continue to use pain 
to represent stress, then  in  correspondence  with  the  structure 
of the complex world in which value experiencing takes place, 
the consciousness should divert its attention to something else, 
an object which does not arouse pain, in order to cope with the 
pain. This diversion does not mean that the pain will disappear: 
the essence of the complex world consists precisely of the fact 
that phenomenologically “this” and “that” are maintained in it 
simultaneously, i.e., pain (“this”) from which the attention is 
diverted to some object (“that”) to which it is attracted. This 
shift of attention signifies a change in the phenomenological 
structure. First, “this” and “that” exchange places, the “pain”, 
which was “this” for me, a figure, becomes “that”, a back-
ground, and second, “this” and “that” are united in a value-
semantic structure where pain  can  acquire  an  important 
positive meaning, e.g., the meaning  of  punishment  with  which 
I atone my guilt, or the meaning of testing my courage and 
willpower. Thus, a small boy who has hurt his knee, by 
courageously keeping himself from crying, is not simply 
demonstrating the absence of pain externally, but also coping 
with it internally by  concentrating on  the  idea  of  his  courage, 
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with respect to which the pain has the positive meaning of steel-
ing his willpower and testing and confirming his courage.  

1/2. Hedonistic experiencing of frustration can be represented 
by protective fantasising during which the subject achieves il-
lusionary satisfaction of the frustrated need. 

2/2. Realistic experiencing of frustration. L.V.R., a 40-year-
old woman who has degrees in agriculture and biology, was 
head of a research-and-production team which maintained a 
large garden at a sanatorium. During a conflict  at work,  she  hit 
a subordinate with a straw broom. Shocked by her hot temper, 
she asked to be placed in the neurosis  department.  After  she 
was discharged she began working as a junior nurse. Her new 
professional status was excruciating for her:  “I  am  ashamed 
that I have two degrees but I’m working as a junior nurse.” She 
dreamed of returning to  her former position.  The  new  work 
was a daily unpleasant reminder of the fact that her old job was 
inaccessible to her. Soon, however, L.V.R. came to accept her 
situation; she began to see the present work as  a  temporary 
stage she needed to restore her strength, without which she 
would not be able to return to her former work. 

In this case, the frustrated need in her professional self-
assertion was experienced within  the  limits  of  one  life  rela-
tion — professional. The task of experiencing consisted of giving 
meaning to the meaningless unsatisfactory job. This task was 
resolved by incorporating the new work into the psychological 
structure of the frustrated activity as a separate action: my new 
work is not an obstacle to the old, but the first preparatory step 
to its return. It is as though a meaningful connection stretches 
between the unpleasant and necessary “here-and-now” and the 
impossible “there-and-then” which unites them and simul-
taneously makes the present reality meaningful and the future, 
which seemed almost inaccessible (return to the beloved work), 
possible. 

3/2. Value experiencing of frustration. Several years ago I 
wanted to move from the provinces to the capital. For many 
reasons this was essentially impossible to do. My desire was 
frustrated. I noted that my experiencing of this frustration took 
two directions. The first consisted of involuntary thoughts that 
one fine day I would find a beautiful envelope in my post box 
with the offer of a wonderful job, Moscow residency and  a  flat. 
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This, of course, was hedonistic  experiencing.  The  second  way 
I dealt with my frustration was to portray my move to the capital 
in conversations with other people and partly also in internal 
dialogues not as an unrealisable  desire,  but  as  a  difficult 
choice — to move or not to move. The problem of the situation 
changed from the actual impossibility of moving to the impos-
sibility of accurately evaluating all the advantages and 
shortcomings of life in each of the cities. 

As we can see, this process develops as follows: frustration — 
experiencing — conflict. What is the psychological “advantage” 
of this experiencing, and what are its mechanisms? 

Experiencing created the feeling of greater control over the 
situation, possession of it: everything is possible, only it is dif-
ficult to decide. This experiencing did  not  transform  the 
original frustration into conflict once and for all,  rather  it 
created a tense dynamic system in which this transfer was 
reproduced from time to time. Experiencing began when my 
consciousness was fixed on this unrealised desire, entering into 
the state of the “simple-and-difficult lived world” (“I want 
precisely and only this, but it is  inaccessible”).  And  the  work 
of experiencing consisted of transferring the consciousness to 
the state  of the “complex-and-easy  lived  world”  (“everything 
is possible, only it is difficult to choose”), where the frustrated 
desire was compared with other desires  whose  satisfaction 
could be hindered by the move (particularly, the desire to raise 
children in an ecologically and climatically more favourable 
environment). During and as a result of these comparisons, the 
stimulating force of the unrealisable need decreased and, con-
sequently, the degree of frustration was also reduced. Thus, 
periodically the work carried out by experiencing made it pos-
sible to reconcile the strong unrealisable desire. 

Apparently, in such cases two versions of this process are 
possible. One, presented by my example, creates an illusion of 
control and choice rather than a really free choice. The original 
frustrated motive is sublimated in the conscious desire to an 
extent which does not stimulate behaviour directly, but waits 
until the “court of jurors” in the consciousness reviews it along 
with other desires and comes to a verdict.  However,  this 
measure of sublimation is not enough for the motive to submis-
sively make a final decision, as this is not to its benefit. There-
fore, the consciousness procrastinates and plays  for  time 
without making final decisions in the hope that somehow or 
other the external or internal circumstances will change. 
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The second version of this experiencing would be that it 
succeeded in completely  sublimating  the motive  in meaning 
and transforming its energy into  a form  of conscious  meaning 
to such an extent that its stimulating force no longer belongs 
only to this particular motive, but begins to be defined by the 
context of the semantic fields of other life relations and higher 
values. As a result of this sublimation, the motive does not 
refuse realisation, but neither does it willfully demand it. In-
stead, it becomes a sort of “servant” ready to act only according 
to the will and approval of higher instances. 

It seems that a watershed between “unsuccessful” and “suc-
cessful” experiencing divides these two versions: (a) in the first 
case, frustration is not resolved positively, but only temporarily 
removed. And although specific resources of the value lived 
world are introduced — conscious choice, they are more likely 
used to camouflage the tendency selected in advance (in the 
example, the desire to move), i.e., are only intensifies of the 
mechanisms of experiencing of the realistic lived world, 
primarily patience. In some respect, this process is reminiscent 
of a situation where a totalitarian state  uses procedures  which 
are democratic in form for its purposes. The  “lack  of  success” 
of this experiencing is not at all in its lack of results, but in the 
risk of curtailing the development of the individual. On the one 
hand, experiencing prevents the subject’s initiative from being 
translated into real action, even though it only has an in-
finitesimal chance of success, but all the same is a lively, open 
and internally honest expression of life, which is capable of 
creating a deep and edifying life experience, and, on the other, 
does not change this initiative radically but rather preserves it; 
(b) the second case provides the possibility of  positive  resolu-
tion of the situation. When the motive is sublimated in a clear 
conscious meaning (and not a dark, willful, fickle “I want”), the 
situational is separated from the extra-situational, and the 
specific objective content of the need (“move to the capital”) 
from the need itself, which is embodied in the value-semantic 
form (“move for the sake of what”). When the consciousness 
achieves such a separation, objective and semantic, many new 
possibilities arise which were psychologically absent before this 
separation: either the possibility  of  relatively  painless  aliena-
tion of this specific object (move “for the sake of what” instead 
of “move to the capital”), or sanctioning by  the  consciousness 
of this specific object, this specific activity, as soon as the con-
sciousness sees it as a concentration of  internal  hopes  not  only 
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of one frustrated need, but also of other  needs of  the  per-
sonality. In the latter case, the psychological situation also 
changes: passing through the crucible of internal choice and 
acknowledgement, the motive obtains not only the sanction of 
the consciousness, but also energy, and in fact the energy of 
other motives and values which have seen in that frustrated 
motive and activity the hope of their own realisation too. This 
increase in energy can completely turn the former utterly im-
possible situation into a situation which is still difficult, but pos-
sible. And it is this transfer from impossibility to possibility that 
comprises the essence of experiencing. 

It is understandable that the analysis of one simple example 
does not provide a picture  of the  entire  multitude  of  versions 
of value experiencing of frustration. This multitude comprises 
all cases where the problems of one life relation are not solved 
within it, but within the space of its communication with other 
relations. Experiencing can establish  other relationships  be-
tween relations by striving to compensate the violations of 
meaning which arise in one of them. For example, the compen-
satory relationship “but”: “he isn’t lucky at cards, but will be 
lucky in love”. 

Discussion of the value experiencing of frustration makes it 
possible for us to draw two general preliminary conclusions. 

The first. If we want to theoretically understand the boun-
daries which separate “unsuccessful” experiencing from “suc-
cessful” (and wanting this is worth it, for the purpose of 
psychotherapy consists in helping the client pass from “unsuc-
cessful” to “successful” experiencing of his problems), at least 
one point on this boundary must pass through a section of the 
theoretical field now under review which is presented  in  Table 
3, through the value experiencing of frustration (3/2). 

Second conclusion. The process of experiencing can be em-
bodied in a transfer to another type of lived world. This thought, 
the discussion of which we will return to, is important in the 
following way: habits of naturalistic thinking which ontologi-
cally isolate the subject from the object are quite strong and 
force the process of coping with a critical situation to be inter-
preted either as a change in circumstances (object), or as a 
change in subject, or as a change in the relationship of the sub-
ject to the object. It appears much more productive to view this 
process as a change in lived world where there are no individual 
changes in one of the particular aspects mentioned. If the client 
tells  the  psychotherapist  that  his  problems  have  been  solved 
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because he finally changed his job (got married, divorced, 
bought a house, etc.), one can be sure that these changes in 
circumstances do not automatically solve anything in themsel-
ves, everything depends on the new lived world which arises. 
External changes are only raw material which will be subjected 
to processing in terms of meaning and activity. 

1/3. Hedonistic experiencing of conflict can be illustrated by 
the mechanism of displacement. During displacement, the ex-
cruciating conflict between two tendencies is not overcome by 
achieving a certain value-semantic synthesis which retains both 
(as it would have been during value experiencing), but is only 
temporarily removed with the concealment of one  of them  in 
the unconscious. Instead of coping with the complexity of life 
and turning it into integrity, the subject achieves an illusion of 
the simplicity of life. 

2/3. Realistic experiencing of conflict also strives to change 
the complex lived world into a simple one and thus  deal  with 
the contradictions of life. The husband of one of my patients, 
N.L., forbade her from seeing her mother  by  threatening 
divorce, of which she was very afraid. 

However, N.L. continued meeting with her mother secretly, 
experiencing due to the necessity of hiding the feeling of guilt 
towards her mother and fear of her  husband  due  to  her  dread 
of being discovered. Not finding a radical solution to the prob-
lem, N.L. was forced to deal with the  situation  by  resorting  to 
a multitude of small evasions, concealments, silences, etc., and 
trying to retain the relationship with her mother  as  it  would 
have been if her husband had not forbidden it, and the relation-
ship with her husband as though she were not having any secret 
meetings with her mother. She constantly felt inner tension, 
remorse, the feeling that she was becoming “corrupted as an 
individual” and corrupting her children by forcing  them  to  lie 
to their father about her absences. This finally brought N.L. to 
the neurosis department. 

The patient overcame the objective  contradiction  between 
two people close to her, i.e., the objective complexity of life, in 
the outer “realistic” space, in the plane of outer activity. She 
tried to separate these two life relations from each other and 
structure each of them as if the world was simple, as if this 
relation was the only one and the echo of her other life relations 
did not sound in it. This realistic  experiencing  achieved  several 
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results — it retained the possibility of realising both relations, 
maintained at least outer harmony and the matter did not reach 
an obvious excruciating inner conflict in the woman’s heart. 

But strangely enough it was this lack of internal conflict 
which also involved a serious neurotic state. Finding in herself 
the courage to perceive the situation as a problem of internal 
conflict (between her daughterly duty and her striving to main-
tain her family, between the desire  for  genuine  relationships 
and the fear of scandals, etc.), its solution would have required 
an internal dialogue between different motives and an honest 
appraisal of her values, would have required the choice of par-
ticular values, and required  sacrifices  and  a  restructuring  of 
the relationships with herself and other people, and only in this 
way would it have been possible to achieve inner integrity which 
would have allowed stability,  definition  and  straightforward-
ness to be achieved in her outer life too. 

In short, our heroine had two choices. One, the path of 
realistic experiencing, leading from life complexity to simplicity 
which mechanically removes it, and from this to personal cor-
ruption, emotional confusion and neurosis. The other involved 
passing from life complexity to internal conflict and through 
value experiencing to integrity.6 

In the example presented, we encountered not so much 
realistic experiencing of the conflict  itself as  realistic7 

avoidance, prevention of the conflict. 
However, a person frequently tries to resolve an already 

raging internal conflict by means of realistic experiencing. 
One of my patients, E.P.N., had been psychiatrically diag-

nosed as a “mosaic psychopath”; two seemingly incompatible 
features dominated in  her  character — a psychasthenic  tenden-
cy to morbid doubts, hesitations and indecisiveness and an ex-
plosive hot temper and irascibility which were manifested in 
severely rigid, uncompromisable actions. The psychodynamics 
of this combination were as follows: the patient often had 
doubts, she conducted an internal  dispute  and  could  never 
fully, thoroughly and finally resolve it, and therefore at some 
point, no longer able to withstand the internal load and tension, 
she would throw herself into external action. This action, which 
had not obtained the  full,  idealistic  justification  and  sanction 
of the consciousness, was impulsive, its awareness and ar-
bitrariness were weakened and, naturally, its results frequently 
brought the patient harm and spoiled  her  relationships with 
other people. Of  course,  this   action  could  not  take  into  con- 
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sideration the interests of all the forces involved in the conflict 
and could only turn out to be most appropriate by complete 
accident. Therefore, in this case too it is  more  accurate  to talk 
of flight from the conflict, rather than a resolution  of the  con-
flict. 

Incidentally, this method of cutting the Gordian knot instead 
of its laborious disentanglement, is  sometimes  advantageous 
and preferable if the situation is  one  which  requires  selection 
of the worst action than no action at all. 

2/4. Realistic experiencing of a crisis. A.A., one of my clients, 
is a most energetic 75-year-old man. He is a very orderly, sober, 
and realistic person. His personal history is a long series of 
businesses and achievements. At work he was able to do every-
thing much quicker and better than his colleagues. And in spite 
of his hot temper he was always praised by his  superiors.  He 
had a special gift of doing  everything  efficiently.  He  invented 
a new device and assembled it with his own hands. This brought 
him fame in his professional community. His apartment  is  a 
kind of museum of his craftsmanship. Everything there is fun-
damental, functional, aesthetically simple and works smoothly 
for years, including his special pride — a self-made refrigerator. 
When A.A. was 35 he learned to play tennis and soon he was 
able to play close to the level of Master of Sports. А.A. turns 
every life situation into a specific task for which the goal, means, 
conditions and timing are precisely formulated. Until quite 
recently he enjoyed popularity with women. He got used to 
feeling himself strong and healthy. Having studied a multitude 
of health diets he elaborated one of his own and followed it, 
although without fanaticism. А.A. has never been interested in 
philosophical, religious or spiritual matters, like God, meaning, 
higher values, etc. There is no place for anything mystical or 
transcendental in his thoughts. In short, he is a very realistic, 
down-to-earth man. 

Every day A.A. does his morning exercises using three-
kilogramme dumb-bells. He still works at a cooperative and 
once a week attends to his matrimonial duty(although with less 
enthusiasm than in days past). 

It was a shock for him to notice that his capacity  for  work 
had lowered, that his thinking was not that clear and  he  felt 
some unsteadiness in his legs when he walked. These sensations 
were interpreted by A.A. as the first signs of the approaching 
feebleness of old age, which brought a  steady  feeling  of  hope- 
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lessness and failure, loss of interest in life and apathy. An 
analysis of the causes of this condition or diagnostic considera-
tions are irrelevant for our purpose here. We shall focus on its 
phenomenology: А.A. is in crisis. He experiences a universal 
loss of meaning in his life. 

If the process of experiencing this crisis was guided by a 
creative attitude (type 4/4) the life-as-a-whole  would  become 
the object for the work of consciousness.  This  means  that  in 
the course of this work consciousness itself would have  to  take 
a position outside the actual time-space “body” of life. We can 
single out two positions of this kind. One of them is the position 
of death and the other one is the position  of  transpersonal 
values. If A.A.’s experiencing process had taken  the  latter 
course he would have talked at our sessions about meaning and 
meaninglessness, good and evil, life and death, conscience and 
sin. He would have tried to reconsider his past from a different 
perspective. 

However, A.A. avoids touching the subject of guilt and sin 
(“Why? What for? I have not done anything sinful in my life.”), 
death (“Most people of my age are there already. But for me 
death does not exist yet.”). А.A. is completely focussed on the 
future. He tries to set a goal. But all in vain. And it is this failure 
that makes him suffer so much: the future seems unpromising, 
and it is the impossibility of setting any meaningful specific goal 
that is crucial for the whole situation. 

A.A. is a prodigy of the realistic world. Facing the crisis of 
his life he brought up all the powerful weapons of realistic ac-
tivity to cope with it. He sought information about his condition, 
He carefully formulated his tasks,  planned  different  strategies 
of action. He succeeded in getting consultations with the best 
physicians and psychologists. Tasks, goals, means, calculation, 
planning — all these unfailing instruments of the realistic world 
turned out to be cardboard swords in the face of the crisis. As 
much as A.A. was well equipped for life, he proved  to  be  just 
as helpless in the face of death. (We do not mean physical death. 
Any crisis by definition means facing death since life turns out 
to be impossible as a whole, not in particulars. That is why 
experiencing any crisis implies a psychological death and 
rebirth.) The vertical dimension of life, the dimension of values 
capable of uniting the split existence is almost unknown to A.A. 
Hence, his life crisis splits in bis consciousness into a multitude 
of frustrations: his first sexual failures, a feeling  of  fatigue  per- 
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ceived as “fatal feebleness”, the physician’s prohibition to swim 
in a swimming pool, etc. 

Each of these frustrations of slipping into the simple and 
difficult (realistic) lived world becomes transformed  for  him 
into an autonomous crisis (“a realistic microcrisis” as we might 
call it). A.A. tries to overcome each of them separately. In this 
respect he is like a man who grieves over some dear thing that 
got lost when his whole house went up in flames. 

This case allows us to draw a conclusion that might seem 
unexpected to those who take the reality principle as the highest 
law of human activity and consciousness: full-blooded realistic 
experiencing can be an “unsuccessful” form of coping. Indeed, 
during the crisis the very spiritual foundations of life are chal-
lenged and need reworking. Hence,  when  realistic  experienc-
ing tries to substitute a sum of frustrations for crisis and even 
successfully copes with them, this is nothing more than defen-
sive avoidance of facing the real problem. And in such instances 
the more successful the realistic experiencing, the  more  danger 
it carries of preserving the old, psychologically dead life. 

4/2. Creative experiencing of frustration. K. is a colleague of 
mine whose little daughter suffers from cerebral paralysis from 
birth. This fact, tragic in itself, seriously undermined the finan-
cial situation of the family. It also became a powerful hindrance 
for K.’s professional growth. The treatment and care for the 
child demanded much time and money. K. was in despair. 
Frustration was growing into a crisis. I do not know what hap-
pened in his heart but one day he  decided  to  change  his  field 
of research and started investigating the restoration  of  move-
ment and developed special training equipment for children 
suffering from cerebral paralysis. Soon he managed to find 
sponsors who agreed to finance the production of  the  equip-
ment. 

Although this case, which we know only in its external 
“above-water” part, can seem to demonstrate an intellectual 
solution to a life  problem  rather  than  experiencing  a  process, 
it contains all the basic characteristics of creative experiencing. 
First, the problem is posed and solved  beyond  the  framework 
of a single disturbed life relation (It is noteworthy that А.A. 
solved an analogous problem by placing his mentally defective 
infant in a special orphanage.), by creatively combining several 
relationships (the child’s health, financial  problems,  profes-
sional matters).  Second,  experiencing  is  not  limited  to  inner 
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working through the suffering, it is also fulfilled in a productive 
external action. Third, the problem is not solved in terms of 
narrowly egotistical interests (to help my own child), it is an 
altruistic activity, significant for others (to help sick children). 
And, finally, the most important feature:  creative  experiencing 
is motivated by love. 

The latter conclusion may seem too  generalised  and  logical-
ly refutable. However, if the reader takes the trouble to recall 
some unquestionable example of creative experiencing (known 
from the life experience or literature) he or she is  sure  to  see 
that they invariably imply love. There is some very deep intimate 
connection between love and creativity. Both of them are birth-
giving principles of life. (For metaphysical links between Eros 
and creativity see, for example, Nikolai Berdyaev’s Eros and 
Personality [32].) 

 *    *    *    

We have discussed one half of 16 possible combinations of 
types of experiencing and critical  situations,  which  is  enough 
to answer the question raised in the beginning of this section. 

(a) The analysis demonstrates that any combination of the 
types of critical situations is psychologically meaningful. Or to 
put it another way, any critical situation can be worked through 
by any type of experiencing. 

(b) The possibility of experiencing does not coincide, how-
ever, with its “successfulness”. Earlier we have systematised 
empirical differences between “successful” and “unsuccessful” 
experiences described in the literature (see Table 2 on p. 61). 
Now we can explicate conceptually what we mean by the bor-
ders separating them from each other. It is important both 
theoretically and practically,  since  the  goal  of  psychotherapy 
is to help a client to shift from “unsuccessful” to “successful” 
experiencing of his or her problem. 

Let us consider the classification of  combinations  discussed 
in this section according to the criterion of “successfulness” — 
“unsuccessfulness”. It seems obvious to refer combinations 1/2, 
1/3, 1/4 and 2/4 to the group of “unsuccessful” experiencing 
processes, and combinations 2/1, 3/1 and 4/2 to the group of 
“successful” ones. Combinations 2/3 and 3/2 can sometimes be 
“successful” and sometimes “unsuccessful”, i.e., they are mar-
ginal cases. It is not difficult to notice a regularity in this clas-
sification. We can arrange  critical  situations  and  the  types  of 
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experiencing so that stress and infantile experiencing get the 
lowest rank, frustration, conflict, realistic  and value  ex-
periencing get the medium rank, and crisis and. creative ex-
periencing get the highest rank.  Now  it  is  possible  to 
formulate the aforementioned regularity as follows:  if  the rank 
of experiencing  is  higher  than  the  rank  of  a  critical  situa-
tion it is “successful”. 

(c) One more conclusion can be drawn from the analysis we 
undertook in this section. Experiencing of  a  critical  situation 
can be mediated by the transition of the individual’s lived world 
from one state to another. This mediation implies three inter-
connected processes. First, the transition of the lived world to 
another state itself.8 Second, changes in the status  and  the  type 
a critical situation involved in the transition (this process was 
described in the previous section of this chapter). Third, 
restructuring of the events .in terms of content  and  meaning  in 
a new context. The work of experiencing is  performed  jointly 
by all three processes. 

3. FROM IDEAL TYPES TO THE SPECIFIC PROCESS 

Until now we have been analysing and comparing critical 
situations and experiencing as ideal types, striving to discover 
and describe the “pure” laws governing them. A law in any 
science which is built on Galileo’s principles [cf. 165] describes 
how processes unfold under specific conditions. Just as in the 
law governing the free fall of an object this condition is the 
absence of resistance of a medium to the falling object, in the 
laws governing experiencing this  condition  is  the  presence  of 
a specific lived world within which the formation of a critical 
situation and its experiencing take place. The more the realistic 
features of a person’s lived world correspond to a particular 
ideal type of lived world, the more the specific, empirical 
processes of experiencing correspond to the  pure  governing 
laws described. 

However, it is natural that the active lived world of a person is 
never a pure type and, even in the rare case when the features of 
one type dominate, it is always necessary to deal with a certain 
mixture which combines several types in a specific proportion. 
Moreover, even in the presence of stable qualities, the state of a 
person’s lived world is in a state of flux and dynamic change. 
These facts — the presence of a “mixture” in the real lived world 
with the domination  of  a  particular  type  and  the  dynamically 
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changing “ratio” of different types — make it especially difficult 
to describe the specific processes of experiencing. 

The task consists of learning how to describe empirical 
processes as specific and unique, yet at the same time describe 
them systematically and conceptually, as law-governed proces-
ses. In order to solve this task, versatile theoretical forms must 
be developed which will allow flexible consideration of the mul-
tifacetedness of the empirical processes. 

If we consider experiencing as a kind of language (which is 
more than an analogy), we can say that until now we have been 
dealing primarily with the paradigms and morphology of this 
language, whereas now we must move onto problems of the 
syntagmatics and syntax of the experiencing  processes,  i.e. 
begin an analysis of the relationships between the units of the 
“language” of experiencing into which they enter in  the  real 
flow of “speech”, i.e. in the real process of overcoming critical 
life situations. 

We will begin the discussion with a fact which is rather 
strange from both the everyday, as well as theoretical viewpoint. 
It would be natural to expect  that  critical  life  situations  arise 
of themselves, independent of a  person’s  efforts,  and  that  he 
or she only needs to deal with them. And if a critical situation 
has already arisen, experiencing begins to process it into a nor-
mal, non-critical situation. In other words, the natural sequence 
of events in the flow of life appears as follows: normal state — 
outer influence — critical situation — experiencing — normal 
state. However, facts do not fit in with this outline. In our 
analysis of the correlation between different types of critical 
situations and experiencing (first section of this chapter) we 
encountered facts in which this sequence had been violated or 
inverted. This may be observed in my own experiencing (p. 161) 
described above, for example. The frustration of the desire to 
move to the capital was transformed by experiencing into an 
internal conflict, the internal impossibility of making the best 
choice: to move or stay. The sequence of the process was as 
follows: frustration — experiencing — conflict. 

It appears that this move would be “economically” disad-
vantageous: internal work wasted, energy expended and no 
result — the critical situation had not been resolved but trans-
formed into another critical situation. What is the psychological 
benefit of this transformation? Apparently, features cor-
responding to introvert and infantile types are fairly  strong  in 
my lived  world,  therefore  the  situation  of  hard-to-resolve  in- 
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ternal contradiction turned out to be psychologically more ac-
ceptable as a more customary and supporting a  feeling  of 
greater control over my own life than the situation of hard-to-
overcome external obstacles. And the process of experiencing 
itself can be characterised in this case as hedonistic-value ex-
periencing. It is hedonistic since it turns an externally difficult 
situation into an easy one in which the difficulty is underes-
timated and is not perceived as an obstacle; and it is value ex-
periencing since it transforms an internally simple situation into 
a complex one by introducing a  frustrated  need  into  the  field 
of value comparisons with other needs. 

Two conclusions can be drawn from this in respect to the 
problem of the syntagmatics of the processes of experiencing. 
First, fragments can be encountered in these processes in which 
experiencing does not follow the critical situation, rather the 
critical situation follows experiencing. Second, it can be 
presumed that when the laws governing a particular type 
dominate in a person’s consciousness there will be  a  tendency 
to transform the critical situations which arise into a situation 
which corresponds to this dominating type. The  influence  of 
this tendency in a person’s life can result in the discovery of a 
stable “preference” for a specific critical situation.  

Hence, it now can quite rationally be assumed  that  the  criti-
cal situation is in some sense created by the person him/herself 
(a quite different question is to what degree this is done ar-
bitrarily and deliberately). 

The active provocation of a frustrating situation was once 
manifested very vividly during a  group  psychotherapy  session. 
I suggested that a patient  perform  a  psychodramatic  pan-
tomime called “Achievement of a Goal”. She was to choose a 
member of the group to symbolise the most important goal in 
her life and others to play the roles of obstacles and assistants. 
When she had arranged them all in their initial positions, it 
turned out that she had chosen the  two  physically  strongest 
men, who also had high statuses in the group, as obstacles and 
two skinny little women as assistants, whose status was not par-
ticularly high. Thus, she had structured the situation in such a 
way in advance that the goal would be unachievable. As sub-
sequent group analysis showed, this “story” was frequently 
played out in her real life. 

To understand the purpose of this arbitrary creation of a 
critical situation and at the same time introduce additional 
material  for  viewing  the  problem  of  the  syntagmatics  of  the 
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processes of experiencing, I would like to discuss  a  case  which 
I observed in my own family. My son, who was four-and-a-half 
at the time, announced one Monday morning that he wasn’t 
going to kindergarten. It was a new kindergarten which he had 
just started and was still not used to.  However,  I  insisted  that 
he go and wash so we could leave as soon as possible. Thus, the 
first critical situation had arisen — frustration of the desire to 
stay at home. Standing in the bathroom, the boy stamped his 
feet, and when I came in I saw him reaching for his toothbrush 
with a gesture he had used at a year old when he wanted some-
thing out of reach and expressed this desire with a characteristic 
grabbing motion. Realistically, he had two choices: he could 
either climb onto a stool and get the toothbrush himself (as he 
usually did) or call an adult and ask for help. But he did neither 
one and silently continued to reach out his hand  even  after  I 
had come in. This, the second fragment of the case under dis-
cussion, can be interpreted as follows: regression, as a reaction 
to the first frustration and as an infantile attempt  to  experience 
it, had created a secondary, derived  artificial  frustration  (“I 
want but cannot get my toothbrush”). 

Later, on the way to kindergarten he said somewhat moodily 
that he wanted to be able to fly. As we began to discuss this 
problem, he categorically rejected all the more or less realistic 
possibilities (aeroplane, parachute, trampoline), so I had the 
impression it was precisely what he wanted — that his desire 
remain unsatisfied — and therefore had chosen one which was 
doomed to frustration in advance.9 

What is the meaning of these secondary, fabricated frustra-
tions? A comparison of the situations in which primary and 
secondary frustrations arise is needed to  answer  this  question. 
In the first case, the child did not receive psychological support 
from his parent, for it was the parent who represented the actual 
frustrating element by forcing him to go to  kindergarten.  That 
is, the child was not only frustrated, but also unable to receive 
support with which he could have productively experienced the 
situation. The psychological tension was  great  and  could  not 
be relieved, remaining in the form of  frustration  of  the  desire 
to stay at home. Then, by means of regression (or fantasy in the 
case of the desire to fly), this psychological tension is cast into 
the mould of a new, fabricated frustration. The adult  is  no 
longer a frustrating element in this secondary situation and 
therefore the child is able to find help, support, participation, 
attention, understanding, in short, confirmation that  he  is  loved 
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and accepted, and thereby is able to overcome the fear of 
separation from his parents, which was probably the reason the 
primary frustration arose. 

These simple examples of specific experiencing make it pos-
sible to formulate the following preliminary propositions which 
relate not to individual morphological units but to the “syntax” 
of the processes of overcoming critical life situations. 

The processes we are analysing empirically may be not 
binary, but multi-link structures: ... critical situation1 — ex-
periencing1 — critical situation2 —experiencing2 — ... critical 
situationi — experiencingi... 

This proposition has direct meaning for psychotherapy. 
Beginner psychotherapists are tempted  to try  and  achieve 
“rapid and obvious success”. They feel they should achieve a 
positive result which is obvious to the client as quickly as pos-
sible, and only then will their own efforts and the client’s ex-
penses be justified. There is nothing wrong  with  this  striving 
for a quick result, but it should be understood that a “good” 
intermediary result of the therapeutic process may not be nor-
malisation of the condition, but a critical situation, which may 
sometimes be subjectively even more acute than the one the 
client came for help with. The beginner psychotherapist is in-
clined to view the client’s condition not as a  critical  situation, 
i.e. a situation of impossibility, but as a problem situation to 
which a solution is quite possible if the  psychotrauma,  charac-
ter, family situation, motives and other factors are well thought 
out and analysed. Therefore, almost the entire consultative 
process does not satisfy him internally, since it does not contain 
the “solution to the little psychological problem”. In so doing, 
the psychotherapist resembles a child who  planted  a  seed  in 
the evening and the very next morning rushes to see if it has 
started growing already. 

The concept of experiencing as a multi-link process which 
transforms one critical situation into another at intermediary 
stages makes it possible to reduce the therapist’s infantile 
anxiety and his fear of failure, since according  to  this  concept 
he should not aim at transforming the client’s crisis into some 
normal state. When he sees that the client is moving from one 
critical situation into another, that during consultation one con-
flict is replaced by another, which, in its turn, develops into 
frustration, and frustration is causing a  feeling  of  crisis,  etc., 
the psychotherapist should not feverishly think, where is the 
solution, where is  the  solution?,  but  to  a  certain  degree  trust 
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the natural growth of the process of experiencing through these 
critical situations which is leading to yet another unknown 
meaning maturing from the depths. 

Psychotherapy is not a joint solution  to  the  problem.  There 
is sometimes the desire to compare the psychotherapeutic 
process with walking hand-in-hand through the  blind  alleys  of 
a labyrinth. Whatever corner of the client’s life the discussion 
might lead into, there is nothing but a blind alley and no solution 
to the life problems. During this walking through the labyrinths 
of “impossible” life, the previously unnoticed secret door is 
never found, but the floor is somehow worn down by the walking 
itself, or someone searching for the way out emerges, so that 
now he can step over the place where he had previously come 
upon an impenetrable blank wall. 

Thus, if during psychotherapy one critical situation is 
replaced by another, and that one in turn by a  third,  this  does 
not mean that the process of psychotherapy is marching in place 
or that the client’s experiencing is fruitless,  for  this  may  only 
be the first step in a long emotional journey which the person 
must take to cope with his suffering. 

2. The multi-link chains of experiencing do not absolutely 
have to be linear. They can contain circular fragments in which 
the consequences of a particular part of the chain have a posi-
tive or negative feedback effect on the previous links. Thus, 
“formulas” for the processes of experiencing can  be  reminis-
cent of the chemical formulas of complex organic compounds. 

During long and complex experiencing some of its circular 
fragments can break away from the  main  body  of  experienc-
ing, encapsulate and transform into a complex. Actual ex-
periencing is completed, but its affective-charged fragments 
remain, revealing themselves  in  an  inappropriate  reaction 
when new life events,  through  some  association,  somehow 
close the circuit of this fragment. Then several internal events 
come into play again  which  may  reproduce  experiencing 
which took place long ago. 

We will not stop here for a detailed discussion of the 
problems of the complex, but will note that this Jungian concept 
would be much more productive if the main element in the 
structure of the complex is not an association of ideas, but the 
cupola “...critical situation —  ... —experiencing... ”. 

3. It is a well-known fact that every experiencing process is 
influenced by the individual’s personal characteristics. How-
ever, this does not make it any  easier  to  methodologically  and 
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correctly pose the problem of “individual characteristics and 
experiencing”. We do not intend to discuss this problem in this 
book, we wish only to attempt to correctly pose the question, 
because as L.S. Vygotsky wrote, an approximately right answer 
to a correctly asked question is better than an answer which is 
correct to the last decimal point to an incorrectly formulated 
question. 

It is not very difficult to find dozens of empirical differences 
between a choleric and phlegmatic with respect to the way criti-
cal situations arise and how their experiencing proceeds. It is 
also easy to empirically describe the differences in these 
processes in hysterics and schizophrenics. However, if  we  do 
not wish to content ourselves with an endless set of empirical 
dependencies, but want to obtain consistent theoretical 
knowledge, we have to find a concept through which we can 
translate the  description  of  temperament  and  character  into 
the language of the theory of experiencing. The concept “lived 
world” can be used for this purpose. 

The typologisation of lived worlds presented in this book has 
not attempted to provide the typology of personalities. The ideal 
types of lived worlds rather describe states in which the real lived 
world of a particular person may be found at a particular mo-
ment. These states can replace each other or they can be present 
in a particular proportion. But nevertheless people are en-
countered in whom one of these states predominates, which 
greatly defines their vital activity and the general features of 
their psyche. Therefore, it is possible to compare the typology of 
lived worlds with the well-known typologies of personality and 
character. For example, in a cycloid, as E. Kretschmer describes 
him, the realistic state of the lived world dominates; in a 
schizoid, processes which are oriented towards examining in-
ternal difficulties predominate over realistic states; and in the 
hysteric, infantile states predominate. 

We will emphasise that this is only an illustration  of  how 
such comparisons can be made and not an unequivocal attach-
ment of a type of lived world to a type of character. 

We need to demonstrate this in order to formulate a 
methodological rule: if we wish to think consistently  and  not 
add kilograms to metres, we can analyse the influence of the 
individual characteristics of a person on his experiencing only 
by first translating them into the language of  the  description  of 
a lived world. 
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However, this is not simply a methodological purism, not 
simply a striving for consistency for consistency’s sake, but a 
necessary condition of effective psychotherapy, at least ex-
perientual psychotherapy. This thing is that the concept of lived 
world is essentially a phenomenological concept, a lived world 
is something perceived from the inside, and character and 
temperament are objective characteristics which are viewed 
from an external, detached position. If during consultation I 
begin looking at the tower-shaped skull of my client, his some-
what pretentious posture with affectedly straight spine,  if  I 
begin listening to the metallic tones of his voice, make a mental 
note of the peculiarity of associations and begin to reduce all 
these observations to characterological categories, I lose the 
ability to understand his world, to experience his feelings, to 
sense the internal atmosphere of his life, and this means I stop 
fully participating in the work of experiencing taking  place  in 
his soul, and I turn into a detached observer, who may be as 
insightful as you like, but who is completely useless for this work 
which determines the success of psychotherapy. 

Thus, a methodologically correct way to consider the in-
fluence of a person’s individual peculiarities on  the  experienc-
ing process implies the ability to describe these peculiarities in 
terms of the lived world. A hysterical personality and the world 
of hysterical person mean something very different. Likewise, 
we choose essentially different paths if  we  pose  our  problem 
as “experiencing of a hysterical  personality”  or  “experiencing 
in the world of a hysterical person”. 

4. Earher we put forward the following  formula:  Experienc-
ing is “successful” if the rank of experiencing is higher than the 
rank of the critical situation. This formula is also valid for a 
separate “molecule” of experiencing. But how can  we  deter-
mine “successfulness” or “unsuccessfulness” of a long-term 
multiple process? Its configuration may include a variety of 
different branches, returns, loops or a whole network of inter-
connected situations, images and actions. 

Different types of experiencing not only succeed  each  other 
in this continuously weaving network. They interact with each 
other so that one empirical process can be guided by two dif-
ferent principles. Thus two different types of experiencing can 
form a kind of hybrid. The earlier cited (see p. 74) case of 
pathological experiencing of grief can  serve  as  an  example  of 
a combination of hedonistic and realistic  principles  [257].  A 
girl after the loss of her father, invented a defensive story  which 
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explained his absence. Obviously, it was a hedonistic experienc-
ing. However, as time passed, this defence could preserve its 
function — to maintain the girl’s belief  that  her  father  was 
alive — provided she modified the story according to the facts 
of changing reality (say, her mother’s second marriage). Thus, 
the reality principle also took part in the work of experiencing 
though playing only a secondary role, being in  the  service  of 
the pleasure principle. 

It is the relationship between different principles of  a  con-
crete process that determines the destiny of this process. In the 
case of relationships of coordination, the process will be defined 
by the principle which turned out to be dominant and to which all 
the rest were subordinated. It should be noted that any of the 
four principles is capable of becoming dominant and using the 
resources of the other ones in its own interests. If the hedonistic 
principle becomes dominant for the whole process, this ex-
periencing can result in a personal regression or  neurosis,  even 
if it was “successful” in respect to its hedonistic goals. If the 
process of experiencing is guided by the creativity principle 
there is a possibility of transforming potentially destructive life 
events into points of spiritual growth and perfection. 

But there is no simple relationship of  dependence  between 
the dominant principle in  experiencing  and  the  consequences 
of that experiencing for personality development. When the 
events experienced are of minor import for personality (say, 
physical pain) the pleasure principle may actually be the most 
adequate. And on the  other  hand,  attempts  to  experience 
events evaluatively and creatively can have extremely bad 
results, as when the value structures injected into  the  situation 
by experiencing are not in accord with the  individual  per-
sonality and its life situation. Just as even the best of medicines 
can do great harm if prescribed without regard  for  the  in-
dividual peculiarities of the patient’s organism and the actual 
course of the disease, so the ideal modes of  experiencing  need 
to be in strict accord with the unique situation in the lived world 
concerned. 

Creative experiencing, taken not as an ideal type but as the 
basis for an empirical process, as creation within experiencing, 
means the creation of a unique synthesis of the  different  types 
of experiencing, a synthesis in accord with the given critical 
situation and no other. And the first creative step is taken even 
before the process proper commences, and consists in deter-
mining the extent to which experiencing is  required  at  all.  The 
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point is that in his past history the individual has, upon en-
countering “impossibility”  situations,  already  developed 
various experiencing mechanisms, and since they are there they 
can be used, like any other mechanisms, as and when con-
venient, not only when they are vitally needed. Creativity in 
experiencing thus in some part means only experiencing when 
necessary, that is, not artificially lowering the  threshold  at 
which situations become critical. 

Coordination is not the only type of relationship between 
different principles in a concrete experiencing  process.  They 
can also be conflicting. Experiencing is a kind of  a  battle-field 
of different life-principles. The struggle can be extremely in-
tense. And often it can become a turning point in the person’s 
life. Different processes of experiencing  can  themselves  be-
come the object of this struggle. Experiencing can recourse to 
displacement, infantile phantasies,  denial  and  other  “defen-
ces”, reducing anxiety and bringing  a  temporary  comfort.  But 
a person can reject this kind of help. He or she can start to 
defend him/herself against the activity of defences. In the litera-
ture on psychoanalysis we come across references to “the 
defence against defences” [261, 274]. But it  means  nothing 
more than attempts to cope with the effects of defence by means 
of other defences.  Undoubtedly  such  phenomena  occur,  but 
the more important point, both theoretically and  practically,  is 
to understand and explain the  inner  conflicts  and  contradic-
tions inherent in experiencing processes in terms of struggle 
between heterogeneous principles. On this  level  “defence 
against defences” is not something which disposes of particular 
situational problems and fuelled, ultimately, by the same urge 
towards pleasure that produced the first, unsuccessful defence 
which had negative results that the present process is trying to 
undo — here “defence against defences” is a struggle fought by 
higher life principles against the domination of the pleasure 
principle. It is a struggle against defence mechanisms as such, 
against their automatism, i.e., their unconscious, involuntary 
nature, against their distortions of reality, their self-deception. 

It is impossible to explain this struggle which does not 
promise any immediate gains or comfort, relying only upon the 
principles of pleasure and reality which can  provide  a  success-
ful adjustment to reality at best. This struggle is  motivated  by 
the will for a genuine, authentic life, meaningfulness and 
spiritual perfection for the sake of which a person can sacrifice 
his or her peace of mind. As it  is  said  in  a  psalm:  “A sacrifice 
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to God is an afflicted spirit; a contrite and  humble  heart,  О 
God, Thou wilt not despise” (Psalm 50). 

NOTES 
1Hence, the positive role, the “necessity” for conflicts in life, can be un-

derstood. They signal objective contradictions in life  relations  and  provide 
an opportunity to resolve them before there is a real clash between these 
relationships which would be fraught with disastrous consequences. 

2This attitude, when transferred from a single  relationship  to  an  in-
tegrated ego, gives rise to a multitude of affective phenomena. Thus, the in-
eradicable dream of eternal love, of one’s exclusivity and singularity as an 
object of love more likely originates from this source, rather than from a 
realistic view of life. Such powerful passions as envy and jealousy are also 
fed from this source. In envy and jealousy, it is particularly obvious that 
satisfaction of a demand is not all that the infantile  being  needs,  it  would 
also like to ensure its rights to the autocratic possession of a thing, ability, 
social position or other person. When he is jealous or envious, a person suf-
fers not so much from the lack of satisfaction of a desire, as  from  the  in-
ability to reconcile himself with the right  of  another  person  to  possess 
value, for this right wounds his feeling of exclusivity. 

3Not by coincidence, it is these four mechanisms which are most fre-
quently used in everyday life to provide psychological support: 

(1) underrating — “nothing to worry about”; 
(2) switching over to something else — “oh, look at that ball!”; 
(3) patience — “hang on, it will soon pass”; 
(4) hope — “you’ll win next time!”. 
4By talking about the disappearance of the object of demand, we  are  in 

fact violating the boundary of the abstraction of “ease” we noted, which in-
cludes all possibilities of satisfaction. Such a “violation” is a way of studying 
how the subject of the easy lived world (who lives as though the world were 
easy) reacts to a real difficulty. This type of task is extremely reasonable be-
cause a person very often lives “as though...”, as though he were immortal, 
significant, kind, etc., and all these “as thoughs” have a  great  influence  on 
his behaviour. 

5This is the emotional path which Leo Tolstoy’s hero went in the story 
“The Death of Ivan Ilyich”. Ivan Ilyich fell ill, and at first he was tormented 
only by physical pain which made his life “unpleasant”. Gradually, the stress 
caused by the illness made his customary and pleasant pastime impossible 
(i.e. led to frustrations). Then the hero’s emotional suffering has been in-
tensified by doubts about the true value of the motives and principles which 
guide him: “Well, after all, is it really card game and service that makes life 
meaningful and happy?” (i.e. internal conflicts arise). And,  finally,  Ivan 
Ilyich becomes consumed with the meaning of life and death, and with jus-
tifying or censuring his entire life (crisis). When the hero manages to cope 
with this crisis creatively, he also finds that  the  stress  has  disappeared. 
Death and pain were still real facts, but they had been overcome 
psychologically and were no longer sources of torment. “How good and how 
simple,” he thought. “But the pain?” be asked  himself.  “What  about  it? 
Well, where are you pain?” He began listening attentively. “Yes, there it is. 
Well,   let  there  be  pain.”  “And  death?  Where  is  it?”  He  looked  for  his 
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former customary fear of death and did not find it. “Where was it? What 
death? There was no fear, because there was no death either.” 

6This, we will repeat, shows the importance and “effectiveness” of inter-
nal conflicts. Internal conflict is a way of reflecting the objective complexity 
of the world in the consciousness, which makes it possible for the subject to 
overcome this complexity by internal, spiritual and value resolution of the 
conflict. (Therefore, it is not the person who experiences the conflict that 
suffers from neurosis, but the person who “refuses” to experience the con-
flict, trying to get away with just external changes in the situation.) I talk of 
the spiritual aspect because a person essentially does not experience extra-
value, purely “horizontal” Buridan conflicts. A conflict always confronts a 
person with values, always requires a value choice.  And  from  this  point 
there is no path forward, back or to the side, but only  up or  down.  Up 
through sacrifice, to value and integrity.  Down  through  deceit,  from  value 
to degeneration, collapse and internal discord of the individual. Value in its 
psychological function is that which gathers and integrates the personality, 
through which the individual acquires and retains  its  self-identity.  There-
fore, the price of value is always the same — the whole of life. The matter 
concerns phenomenological ties; fortunately, reality does not force confir-
mation of one’s solvency every day. A good example of this dependency is 
the chivalrous value of honour. A nobleman, whose honour is wounded, 
cannot feel his integrity, social identity and  inner  worth  until  he  confirms 
his willingness to sacrifice his life for the sake of his honour in a duel. The 
main emotional meaning of the duel might be revenge, fear or the desire to 
punish someone who has insulted him, but the main value meaning is 
defending a value position, maintaining a value and, in so  doing,  integrity 
and identity. It is interesting that the honour of a name is defended, and a 
name is the guardian and bearer of the individual and inseparable from the 
individual.  

7The reader, I hope, will not mind  understanding  the  word  “realistic” 
here in the narrow special terminological sense which it is given in  this  text 
by the typology of the lived worlds. Such externally  realistic  behaviour 
proves to be absolutely internally unrealistic at every step, i.e. does not take 
into consideration the internal, subjective, value reality. 

8This transition should not be considered as a mere  change  of  sequence. 
A new lived world is constructed anew every time. Of course, very often this 
construction is made according to  some  approved  patterns  and  with  the 
help of some ready-made building blocks. But, all the  same,  it  is  con-
structed, rather than emerges all by itself. For example, fatigue dragging 
consciousness into the infantile state  seems  to  whisper  “You  are  tired. 
Have a rest. Relax. Close your eyes.” It cannot be overcome immediately. A 
different world should be constructed around it. The world with bright 
colours, steady rhythm, concentration of attention on some emotionally sig-
nificant object, etc. 

9This is a usual feature of childish fickleness, when  the  child,  according 
to adults, “doesn’t know what he wants”. A satisfied fickle desire is usually 
replaced by a new one which gives the impression that  it  arose  just  to 
remain unsatisfied. Moods are the changing masks of a single unsatisfied 
motive, the direct realisation or even direct discussion of which somehow 
seems impossible to the child. 



C h a p t e r IV  
Cultural-Historical Determination 

of Experiencing 

1. SCHEMATISM OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

In our investigation of the specific  characteristics  of  dif-
ferent lived worlds, we were obliged to make abstractions from 
the multiplicity of actual forms assumed by the content of those 
worlds, in order to observe strictness and  purity  of  analysis. 
The regularities eventually arrived at are therefore of an extra-
historical, formally psychological nature. Knowledge of such 
regularities enables us to describe and explain the course of 
experiencing processes, but is quite insufficient   to  help  us  to 
an understanding of the precise content  of  the  experiencing  of 
a real person, living at a particular period in history and in a 
particular cultural environment. So the typological analysis of 
experiencing has to be complemented by a cultural-historical 
analysis aimed at elucidating the substantive regularities, ex-
pressed in specific historical terms, to be found in experiencing. 

It should be said that an orientation of this sort in studies of 
experiencing is no new thing within the psychological theory of 
activity: forty years ago A.N. Leontiev  and A.R. Luria,  under 
the direct influence of L.S. Vygotsky, stated the need “to con-
sider complex human experiences as a product of historical 
development” [160, p. 538]. 

It is after all not difficult to discover the cultural-historical 
mediation of any human experiencing. Why, for  instance,  did 
the prisoners in Schlüsselburg fortress [154], to whom we have 
adverted more than once already, find the  forced-labour  situa-
tion intolerable, and only reconcile themselves to it psychologi-
cally as the result of an experiencing process which transformed 
the inner motivation of this alien, imposed activity, so  that  it 
was turned into something psychologically quite different — 
free, voluntary activity? That is, why is free activity more ac-
ceptable psychologically in this case, why does the experiencing 
strive to represent any other form  of  activity  as  free  (or  trans- 
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form it into such)? One would think that for a slave in the an-
cient world, for instance, such a  situation  would  not  require 
any experiencing. But not just because the slave  was  accus-
tomed to obey, for the very fact of such “habit” demands ex-
planation. The slave was able to reconcile himself to his life 
situation (even if he had been born free and only later became 
enslaved) because there were operating  within his  conscious-
ness certain “schematisms” [180], evolved on the basis of the 
slave-owning social formation, themselves objective  and  for 
him directly  phenomenologically  obvious;  according  to  these 
a slave was “an animate thing only (in Roman law a slave is 
referred to as res, a thing), or at best a  domestic  animal”  [170, 
p. 34]. For our purposes it is extremely important that what is 
spoken of here is not only the fact that the slave-owning society 
objectively “and essentially requires the presence of the slave, 
i.e., of a human being understood to be and operating as a thing” 
[ibid., p. 53], but also the further fact that there was no “con-
sciousness in the person concerned that he was  a  person  and 
not a thing” [ibid.] — in the ancient world “the very experience* 
of being a human personality” was absent [ibid., p. 52]. 

Quite different schematisms define the consciousness, and 
self-awareness, of a human being in European  society  in 
modern times. In the experiencing gone through by the 
Schlüsselburg prisoners there is the schematism  that  is  probab-
ly the central one for this period, which we may, conventionally, 
call “Personality”. Within the field of operation of this 
schematism the highest value is placed upon such aspects of 
human life as self-consciousness, free will, initiative, respon-
sibility, etc. — in a word, freedom. When a person is effectively 
integrated psychologically with the given cultural milieu, the 
above-mentioned characteristics of activity are for him actual 
requirements of great import to his life, and his experiencing 
processes strive as best they can to reconstruct, reformulate or 
reassess a situation so that it correspond to those requirements. 
In other words, a particular content of the process of experienc-
ing is not something which arises from any natural bent of 
human mentality in general. To a member of a primitive society, 
for instance, it would simply not occur that he might be per-
sonally responsible for the failure of a hunt.The blame is placed 
upon magic, the evil eye, malign influences, against which he 
defends himself by magical rites [164], thus experiencing the 
situation in ways quite different from those known to the con-
temporary European. 
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But merely to state that experiencing processes have a his-
torical basis is hardly the end of the matter. A psychological, 
properly speaking, approach  to  the  problem  would  be  to 
apply to the analysis of experiencing the general schema of 
socio-historical determination  of  human  psychology  which 
Lev Vygotsky and his pupils have already applied to  a  variety 
of psychological material [153; 156; 173; 280; 283 etc.]; that is, 
to understand experiencing as a process mediated by “psy-
chological tools” [280] which  are  artificial  formations,  social 
in nature [ibid.], taken up  and  internalised  by  the  subject  in 
the course of communication with other people. 

To carry through a cultural-historical treatment of ex-
periencing means analysing three mutually interconnected 
questions: What is the nature of the specifically cultural modes 
of experiencing? What particular features are found in the 
process whereby these are acquired? And lastly: What  is  the 
part played by other people in the  acquisition  process  and  in 
the actual experiencing of an individual? 

The limits of the present work, and of the author’s range of 
knowledge, forbid our answering these questions fully. Their 
detailed investigation must be a matter for  special  studies. 
While pointing to the prospect of such studies, we see our 
present task as being to outline some ideas,  based  on  the 
general concepts of  the  cultural-historical  approach,  which 
may serve as first hypotheses, “range-finders”, in the study of 
this problem; and, further, to illustrate these ideas by the data 
acquired from analysis of a particular instance of experiencing, 
in which the cultural-historical mediation of the process comes 
out especially strongly. 

What manner of thing, then, are the specifically cultural 
modes of experiencing? It is logical to suppose that  in  them 
must be concentrated, in one way or another, the knowledge 
accumulated throughout history of how typical  life  situations 
are experienced; that each separate mode relates to only one 
such typical situation, and must therefore be  specific  in  terms 
of content but at the same time very formalised, since it is poten-
tially applicable to the life of any individual, i.e., is of general 
significance. Further, the general concepts of the cultural-his-
torical approach would suggest that in semiotic formations 
which mediate actual mental processes (experiencing among 
them) the individual finds not only a “tool” or mode that quan-
titatively   extends  the  possibilities  open  to  him,  but  a  form- 
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producing structure as well, introduction of which alters the 
whole process qualitatively. 

All these characteristics are shown by special substantive 
schemata well-known (poorly “known”, actually, if we remem-
ber the difference that Hegel pointed out between “knowing” 
something and “knowing of” something) in most of the 
humanities, and conceived of from the first beginnings of 
philosophy. Among modern examples of such conceptions the 
most popular among Western psychologists have been Carl 
Jung’s “archetypes” [17; 132; 133; 168 et al.]. Jung himself saw 
among the ancestors of his concept Plato’s “ideas”, Augustine’s 
ideae principiales, Kant’s “categories” and Levy-Bruhl’s “col-
lective concepts” [132]. Among  Russian  philosophers  follow-
ing the same tradition we find Pavel Florensky and his 
“schemata of the human spirit” [see 17], and he saw his concept 
as related to Wilhelm Wundt’s “apperceptive mass” and Kant’s 
“schema” [82, pp. 106, 678]. Related concepts have been 
productively employed by Soviet authors also: in the field of 
literary studies there is M.M. Bakhtin with his “time/content 
order” [23]; in that of philosophy, M.K. Mamardashvili, E.Yu. 
Solovyov and V.S. Shvyryov have produced the concept of the 
“schematism of consciousness” [180]; and in psychology, to 
conclude with, there is F.V. Bassin with “type-forms of mean-
ing-transformations” [26].1 

When it is attuned to one or another “schematism of con-
sciousness” (to use the term coined by the eminent Soviet 
philosophers mentioned above [180]) the consciousness of an 
individual starts to obey that schematism’s particular “form-
producing regularities” [17]. These schematisms are able to 
serve as a form in which an individual interprets or reinterprets 
the events and circumstances of life, and are thus a culturally-
prescribed form for individual experiencing. 

The process of such schematisms  being  assimilated  or 
“taken up” by the individual is sharply differentiated from in-
tellectual acquisition of knowledge. Although a  schematism  is 
in a sense a system of meanings, it cannot be learned like a 
system of scientific knowledge, for a schematism is always 
heavily loaded with symbolism, and like all symbols possesses 
“a depth of meaning, a perspective of meaning, which it is not 
easy to enter into” [20, p. 826], and the “entering into” has 
moreover to be done not by mind alone, but involves the whole 
of life. One can “enter into”  a  schematism  only  when  one  has 
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attained a particular state of consciousness appropriate to the 
internal order of the schematism concerned.2 

The analysis we shall be setting out below, of a particular 
case of experiencing, allows us to advance the hypothesis that 
“entering into” a schematism can accomplish the work of ex-
periencing. This same analysis  demonstrates  that  “entering 
into” a schematism is not a “one-act” process, but goes through 
many stages. In this progression the  “first  steps  of  entry”  are 
of a random and momentary nature, consciousness falling in 
with the schematism, as it were, due to certain actions by the 
individual and certain situations in which he finds himself, 
which objectively attune his consciousness to the schematism. 
But for the schematism to be fully entered into and the crisis 
thereby experienced and overcome, what is  needed  is  more 
than an appropriate tuning-in of  consciousness;  a  reconstruc-
tion of consciousness down to its deepest levels is required. 

This complex operation upon one’s own personality cannot 
be performed by the individual alone. “Another” is absolutely 
essential. Not just any other, clearly, it has to be a person who 
appears to the experiencing individual as a  personification  of 
the world-outlook proper to the schematism he is about to enter 
into. The role of Another can be seen with particular clarity if 
one views matters in a historical perspective. While a person 
living in the urban culture of today who has to experience, say, 
the death of a loved one, often seeks solitude [93; 131] and 
sometimes perceives collective acts of funeral and memorial 
ceremony as no more than a tribute paid to tradition, a custom 
having no bearing whatever upon his private experiencing of 
loss — that may be so today, but in cultures where a  vital  part 
of society’s reproduction is played  by  the  regular  functioning 
of mythic-ritual practices, the performance of the funeral rites 
[113; 137] and consequently, attuning of the mourners to the 
symbolism those rites embody, is in fact an act of experiencing 
[cf. 179, p. 135]. Important turning-points in human life have 
always tended to be perceived and experienced collectively. In 
view of this, students of the psychology of experiencing have a 
wide field before them, awaiting psychological studies of the 
rituals associated with birth, death,  initiation,  marriage,  etc. 
[50; 60; 113; 259 et al.]. 

It should be stressed that all these theses are of a very 
preliminary nature. 

Passing on to our analysis of a particular case of experienc-
ing, to wit the way in  which  Rodion  Raskolnikov  experienced 
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his crime, we have alongside our main aim — which is to il-
lustrate   and  make  more  concrete  those  same  foregoing 
theses — some hopes of illustrating a number of other theses 
also, which were put forward in earlier parts of this study. But 
first a word needs to be said on the point that the object of our 
analysis is not a real person  but  a  literary  character.  What 
force can data from such an analysis have?  Can  it  hope  to 
bring out true  psychological  regularities,  relying  on  the 
realism of the literary representation?  Is  it  possible  to  hope 
that a writer can keep within the bounds of psychological 
probability in depicting actions and experiences, nowhere dis-
torting the laws of psychology, i.e., can one hope that all he 
describes is in principle possible, a psychological reality? In 
studying psychological regularities in the behaviour of charac-
ters in a book, are we reconstructing reality, or merely the 
author’s underlying  conception,  his  opinion  of  reality? 
(Though “merely ... etc.” is itself quite a lot, is it not, when the 
writer is Dostoyevsky?) Perhaps the attempts to study the 
psychology of real people via  analysis  of  the  products  of 
poetic invention is as senseless as trying to study marine 
hydrology from the canvases of painters of seascapes? 

We shall leave all the questions unanswered   for now,  and 
take upon ourselves the risk of undertaking a study of 
Raskolnikov’s experiencing as if we were dealing with a real 
person, a part of whose life was conscientiously chronicled by 
Dostoyevsky. 

2. CRIME AND EXPERIENCING  
OF RODION RASKOLNIKOV 

Understandably enough, we have to start our study by sear-
ching out the sources of the psychological “impossibility situa-
tion” which made experiencing necessary, and the ways by 
which the situation came into being. 

The “feeling of disengagement and disconnection from 
humanity” [71, p. 684] which had grown upon Raskolnikov long 
before the crime, that is the main internal root of his crime, and 
is simultaneously a life problem confronting him in general. In 
the first pages of Crime and Punishment we find the process of 
the hero’s isolation already far advanced, all the links of com-
munication connecting him with other people already broken: 
Raskolnikov   “shunned  all  company”,   he  had   developed  “a 
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habit of talking to himself”, “now he had a general dislike of 
meeting his former friends”. Although he still occasionally feels 
“a thirst to mix with others”, this rarely results in  real  contact: 
“a new and irresistible sense of utter and almost physical revul-
sion was mounting in him, ...he had not the least desire to meet 
face to face with anyone in the whole world”. 

The conflict between the tendency to  be  “outside”  people 
and the opposite tendency, still there  though  much  weakened, 
to be “with” them, resulted in a compromise attitude of “being 
above other people”, which corresponded nicely to the cor-
relation of the conflicting wishes — being “above” others is also 
being “with” them to some extent, but it is to a much greater 
extent being “outside” them. The direct psychological expres-
sion of this compromise was Raskolnikov’s fierce pride, and its 
ideological embodiment was his “theory” of there being two 
orders of people. Such was the psychological soil in which the 
idea of his crime could “take” and grow: pride promised to 
ensure that the crime would be psychologically bearable, the 
“theory” promised that it was ethically justified,  and  carrying 
out the crime appeared to be both proof  of the  correctness  of 
the theory and demonstration of the super-human [67; 101] 
“right” of its author, of his belonging to the  higher  order  of 
men. On a quite different, more down-to-earth level, the crime 
appeared as a solution both  of external,   material  difficulties 
and of internal problems arising from them — first and foremost 
his disinclination to accept Dunechka’s self-sacrifice  in  marry-
ing Luzhin for her brother’s sake. 

Leaving aside detailed analysis of the psychological trans-
formation of “idea” into “deed” (going through the phases of: 
abstract “theory”; “dream”; undertaking planned in concrete 
terms; then “rehearsal”; and finally the  actual  commission  of 
the crime), let us note only that this process  was  accompanied 
by an agonising moral struggle put up by the hero against his 
“accursed dream”. As the dream came closer to becoming 
“deed” and the hero’s decision to  do  it  became  more  definite, 
it thereupon appeared to him  all  the  more  revolting  and  ab-
surd — that is to say, internal resistance to the “idea” from con-
science becomes stronger and stronger, as the resistance of a 
spring becomes greater the more it is compressed. This inner 
argument was indeed never settled in principle in favour of the 
crime (we need only recall the state of clouded reason and 
failing will that Raskolnikov was in just before the murder, par-
ticularly on the way  to  the  old  moneylender’s  home,  and  we 
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realise that the murder was not the result of  conscious,  volun-
tary decision); even the crime itself not only failed to settle the 
argument, but came down with the crude force of an ac-
complished fact on the already tight-pressed spring of moral 
conflict in his soul, arresting it in its most unbearable state of 
tension. 

If before the crime Raskolnikov had had to arrange his life 
and communications being obsessed with the idea of the crime, 
thinking about it, its possible ethical justification and psy-
chological tolerability, now he was weighed down  by  the  fact 
of murder already committed. From it being a content of con-
sciousness, realisation of which he might still reject, over which 
he could still argue, it had now grown to be a content of exist-
ence, which could no longer be argued with, nor taken out of 
life. But to accept it into his life was also impossible, as his first 
psychological reactions to the fact demonstrate. Raskolnikov’s 
“theory”, which had claimed power to ensure  acceptance  of 
such a fact and to give valid meaning to the crime, proved 
straightaway to be psychologically irrelevant. This “theory” on 
which the idea of the crime was based, being  an  abstraction 
from essential strata in the personality of the man  who  con-
ceived and executed it, proved unequal to the test of “practice”: 
it was torn apart by the act which gave embodiment to the idea 
and so brought it into sensory-practical collision with the whole 
complex make-up of the man’s personality, a collision which 
unmasked (not on the level of rational consciousness,  but  on 
that of “nature”, to take up the word used by the investigator 
Porfiry Petrovich) the claims of the theory, or more precisely 
those of the “Napoleonic” ideal arising from it, to operate as a 
principle that could internally organise and “make whole” the 
personality. And since wholeness of the personality is not, 
generally speaking, a naturally given entity, but a unity actively 
created by the person concerned, loss of an existing unifying 
principle opens the way to processes of disintegration and col-
lapse of the personality and its life. 

Raskolnikov felt “a fearful disarray within himself”. The 
temporal continuity of consciousness is broken: he realised that 
he could not “think the same thoughts and  feel  an  interest  in 
the same themes and pictures as he had but so recently.... His 
former past, his former ideas, his former aims, his former 
themes, his former impressions,  the  entire  panorama  before 
him, he himself, and everything, everything — all these seemed 
to him lying somewhere below, hardly visible underfoot...” Con- 

 191 
 



tact with himself and with the world is disrupted: “He  felt  that 
he had cut himself from everything  and  everybody  as  cleanly 
as with a knife...”3 

It is from this moment that the hero’s experiencing begins. 
Since there is no new value system present to serve  as  a  base 
on which the personality as a whole might be reorganised, and 
the internal conflicts solved which are insoluble within the ex-
isting lived world, consciousness is forced to have recourse to 
defence mechanisms in its efforts to avert total destruction of 
personality. But psychological defence, while  striving  to 
achieve unity of a sort, is as we already know subordinated to 
the “infantile” attitude, and tries to fight complexity not by sur-
mounting and resolving it, but by an illusory simplification and 
removal of it. Insensitive to the psychological situation as a 
whole, defence operates by inflexible means, which when ap-
plied have negative results outweighing their positive effect. In 
Raskolnikov’s case his attempts at defensive  experiencing  of 
the basic conflict not only fail to solve it positively, they draw 
more and more relationships within its sphere  of  action  and 
give rise to a whole network of subsidiary conflicts, eventually 
infecting the whole of his spiritual organism. 

Let us briefly review the way in which this network is formed. 
Up to the commission of the crime the central conflict — be-
tween conscience and the idea of the crime — was continually 
pulsating on in his consciousness. It was an unceasing internal 
struggle in which all the modes of  consciousness  came  into 
play — rational, unconscious (Raskolnikov’s first dream), emo-
tional. The emotional dynamics of the conflict is expressed in 
the hero’s increasing feeling of revulsion from his “idea” and 
from himself as its bearer; the feeling increases as he takes 
decisions which come closer and closer to finality, i.e., as the 
“idea” comes closer to becoming a “deed”, and turns to relief 
when the “deed” is moved away, when he foreswears his “ac-
cursed dream”. When the crime had been committed,  the  feel-
ing of self-disgust assumed such threatening proportions, 
became so unbearable, that it was urgently necessary to get rid 
of it or at least transform it in some way. Consciousness chooses 
one such way — defensive projection of the feeling against the 
outside world. Within this, the disgust felt  towards  objects  in 
the outside world is clearly distributed anything but evenly. The 
explanation is that the defensive effect of the projection in-
creases in proportion to any lowering of tension it can produce 
within the conflict  by  weakening  one  of  its  poles.  Since  one 
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pole, the idea of the crime, has already “hardened” into the 
irreversible fact of actual murder and cannot be shaken by any 
emotion, the target of the defence process has  to be  those 
aspects of the conflict relating to  its  other  pole,  conscience. 
The expression this takes is fust of all Raskolnikov’s finding 
intolerable any communication with those closest to him — his 
mother, his sister, Razumikhin — because all their actions and 
converse are addressed to that part of his soul which stands 
opposed to the crime, feeding it by the very act of living, human 
communication, and so in consequence feeding also the inner 
conflict and its emotional expression — revulsion from and 
hatred of himself. The defensive projection of these emotions, 
resulting in Raskotnikov starting to feel “a physical hatred” for 
those closest to him, thus turns their cutting  edge  aside,  or 
rather not aside but against their own cause. 

But there can be no question of attaining any stable equi-
librium in this way, since the newly arisen feeling of hatred for 
those close to him may damp down one conflict but produces 
another, a contradiction between this new feeling and his love 
for those same people. Hatred blocks love  and  the  expression 
of love, love stands in the way of hatred and its expression. 
There is only one way out for consciousness — not to feel, not 
to express either one emotion or the other, to keep away from 
the people concerned. This alienation is recognised by Raskol-
nikov, in a quasi-spatial form: “Everything about  me  seems  as 
if it were happening somewhere else... ” he says to his mother, 
sister and Razumikhin. “You’re here but — it is as if I were look-
ing at you from a thousand miles away.” 

Such a solution to one particular inner contradiction proves 
disadvantageous in terms of the system of consciousness as a 
whole, inasmuch as the alienation stokes up the old, original 
conflict between the primal need for other people, the urge to 
communicate with them, and the state of staying shut away and 
disconnected from other people. Thus the closing-in of 
Raskolnikov’s psychological world is accentuated, making it 
more difficult to achieve that  profound  communion  which 
alone is capable of breaking open the vicious circles of inner 
conflicts insoluble by the individual on his own. The tense moral 
dialogue opposing conscience to crime — this, the  main  driv-
ing-shaft of the hero’s inner life, is now closed off to any word, 
look or other intervention by Another: access  to  one  pole  of 
the conflict, conscience, has now been blocked by the 
mechanism of alienation just described, and  the  other  pole,  the 
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crime, has been closed to all communication simply because of 
what it was — something which in the context of society must 
be concealed.4 

It is apparent that the mere fact of  concealment  is  not 
without its effect on, and its danger for, the personality. “Any-
thing hidden, dark and mysterious, that might exert a decisive 
influence upon a personality, Dostoyevsky saw as a kind of 
violence destroying personality” [21, p. 323]. The concealment 
of his crime introduces into the already complex picture of 
Raskolnikov’s inner conflicts yet another pair of opposing for-
ces. One drives him away from close, profound communication 
(so as to keep the crime concealed), the other pushes him 
towards divulgence of it (in order to make communication pos-
sible). This contradiction, like the preceding ones, is solved by 
various forms of compromise: first, by his urge to converse with 
unknown or little-known persons, and second, by oblique divul- 
gences of the thing he is concealing. Raskolnikov has a morbid 
urge to engage in conversation in which oblique, indirect dis-
cussion of his crime is possible (the  most  significant  example 
of this is his conversation with Zamyotov in the public-house). 

We see that any attempt to solve any of the conflicts had the 
ultimate result of making the overall situation worse by causing 
a new conflict to sprout, so that in the end there was a wide 
criss-crossing network of conflicts, in which any movement of 
consciousness only pulled the threads tighter, increasing the 
hero’s sufferings and postponing the real escape, the true 
resolution of the situation. On the level of this net of conflicts 
there was no way out, the life  problem  was  insoluble.  To  find 
a solution to this aporia, to come through the psychological 
situation thus created, it was essential to unlock  it  on  some 
other plane, in order to break out of the vicious circle of internal 
conflicts. 

Among our hero’s existential movements we  find  a  par-
ticular series of actions and situations which do heal  him,  even 
if momentarily, which recreate in him his lost sense of meaning 
in life. These are his acts of charity. The most significant of 
these is the help he gives to Marmeladov’s family after the 
latter’s death. When he had given them all his money and 
promised to come and see them the next day, Raskolnikov went 
away filled with “a boundless new feeling of a full, powerful life 
welling up in him, a feeling which might be compared with that 
of a man condemned to death and  unexpectedly  reprieved”. 
Why was it precisely these acts which had such a  healing  effect 
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upon Raskolnikov’s soul? Clearly because in their meaning and 
in their objective psychological consequences they stood op-
posed to the crime, and more generally to the whole psychologi-
cal world into which the crime had plunged him. In plainer 
terms: over against robbery and murder stand their very op-
posites — charity and the giving of alms. On one side, self-seek-
ing appropriation, on the other — selfless giving. In the first case 
another person is just a means to an end, in the  other,  a  person 
is the end or goal. In the first case the sole unconditional value, 
indeed the only true reality, is I Myself: the ego is affirmed 
outside of any relation to Another, separates itself off from 
everything and everybody; in the second case the  accent  in 
terms of value is shifted to Another. The emotional register of 
the first action is anger, hatred, etc., that of the second is love. 
Such is the polarity of the internal structures which are of sig-
nificance for the two actions. No less important  is  the  polarity 
in their consequences. The crime is objectively barring the 
criminal off from other people; moreover, it  is  concealed  by 
him and is therefore associated with an urge  to  fence  himself 
off still more thoroughly, to shut himself away (more than once 
Raskolnikov expresses the desire to be left alone): the act of 
giving on the contrary opens a person up to  Another,  evoking 
the latter’s gratitude; and love and gratitude from Another and 
their external expressions — the embrace, the kiss — are things 
which, coming from without, make whole the  ego  and  affirm 
its value, lending it reality and life [cf. 21]. Polenka runs after 
Raskolnikov, embraces him and promises to pray for him. “Five 
minutes later he was standing on the bridge, on the exact spot 
where the woman had thrown herself into the water. ‘Enough!’ 
he said firmly and with some elation. ‘Away with illusions, away 
with imaginary terrors, and spectres! Life does exist!’” 

Service to others thus leads to affirmation of life, to a tran-
sition from the sense of death  that  had  dominated 
Raskolnikov’s consciousness since the crime (his intent to com-
mit suicide, identification of his room with a coffin, etc.) to a 
sense of life and of its value; in other words, we have here a 
transition from a situation of psychological impossibility of life 
to one of its possibility. This transition is made even more clear-
ly apparent even before the scene with Polenka.  After  one  of 
his acts of charity Raskolnikov suddenly remembers reading 
somewhere “how a condemned man, just an hour before his 
death said or thought that if he had to live on  some  high  crag, 
on a ledge so small that there  was  no  more  than  room  for  his 
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two feet — with all about him the abyss, the ocean, eternal night, 
eternal solitude, and eternal storms — and he would remain 
there, on that narrow strip of ground for all his life, for a 
thousand years, throughout all eternity — it would be better to 
go on living thus than to die at once! Only to live, to live on! No 
matter how — only to live! How true! Lord, how true!” 

But this thirst for life, resurrected by acts of  charity,  this 
sense of the possibility of life, “of will and of strength”, this is 
not the culmination of his experiencing, it is only its beginning. 
It is the groundwork only, without which no further movement 
forward is possible, but the desire to live in itself holds no 
answers to such questions as how to live, for what purpose, on 
what ideas; it has no meaningful solutions  to  inner  problems, 
no means of surmounting those things which have been break-
ing life up from within, depriving it of integrity and meaning, 
making it impossible. In the feeling of rebirth experienced* by 
Raskolnikov there is no guarantee that it will   itself  continue, 
the answers have to be produced by a  contentual  restructuring 
of consciousness and of life, first of all by a reassessment of 
those life events and life relations which have disrupted life. 
This reassessment is, to begin with, attempted  by  our  hero 
under the aegis of the reality principle,  in  the  form  of  efforts 
to accept what has happened in his life just as it is: “...Life does 
exist! Was I not alive just now? My life did not die with the old 
woman! May she rest in peace and — enough, old woman, your 
time has run out!” Nothing is so clearly expressive of the 
dominance of the reality principle in his consciousness at this 
point as his cult of the idea of strength: “‘Now comes the reign 
of reason and light and — and freedom of will, strength — so now 
we shall see! I’ll show the stuff I’m made of!’ he added arro-
gantly.” And in a later passage: “Strength, strength is what one 
needs: nothing can be done without strength; and strength must 
be gained through strength...” 

This “realistic” reassessment of  events  does  not  continue 
the process of surmounting the “disengagement and discon-
nection from humanity”  that  was  started  by  Raskolnikov’s 
acts of charity. It even works in the  reverse  direction  inducing 
in him a surge of “pride and self-assurance”, reinforcing in his 
consciousness the old attitude of “being above people”, se-
parating him from people and closing his  psychological  world 
in upon itself. 

Besides the acts of charity, there are two other series of ac-
tions  in  Raskolnikov’s  behaviour  which  do  objectively  tend 
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towards conquest of his “disengagement from humanity” — 
these are the oblique divulgences, already referred to, of the 
thing he is concealing, and his impulsive converse with 
strangers. These also produce in him positive emotional states, 
but ones which, unlike the joyful, even blissful mood following 
after the charitable acts, have a morbid character (after his 
conversation with Zamyotov in the “Crystal Palace”, for in-
stance, “he went out trembling all over, with a feeling of wild 
hysteria mingled with almost exquisite pleasure...”). 

The reason for this morbidity is  that  these  acts  are  devoid 
of radical reorientation of consciousness (that  is,  the  shift  of 
the centre of value-gravity towards Another) and so  they  can-
not, though solving some of his particular conflicts, lead our 
hero into the new psychological world that he enters, even if 
only for a passing minute, thanks to his acts  of charity,  they 
only touch upon that world and then immediately return 
Raskolnikov’s consciousness to its old  state,  now  burdened 
with a further load of spiritual complications. 

But if we leave aside this distinction between the inner con- 
tent and consequences of divulgence  and  impulsive  converse 
on the one hand, and the acts of charity on the  other,  we  can 
say that all of these actions are meaningful for the life process; 
were it not for them and the relief they brought, even if to a 
minor extent and for a short time, to the spiritual sufferings and 
internal contradictions of the hero, the latter might well have 
suffered irreversible changes in his mind and consciousness. 
And at the same time these actions have an indicative character, 
they hint, each in its own manner, at a way out of the existing 
life situation, a way as yet undiscovered by our hero, a road 
along which such actions will be transfigured within a new sys-
tem of values which will synthesize them into a new form. The 
actions themselves were like the constituents of a medicine, 
which separately might each have some small positive effects — 
though this would be cancelled out by their equally strong 
deleterious “side-effects” — together, though, the constituents 
acquire curative power. 

The new form is a “time/content series” [23]: fault — repen-
tance — redemption — bliss. “Entrance into” and “passage 
through” this series was for Raskolnikov the  means  by  which 
he could build up and affirm the healing psychological world 
which he had momentarily succeeded in  entering,  having  al-
most by chance, in the course of his impulsive search for a  solu- 
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tion of his life crisis, come upon actions of a kind which 
provided symbolic gate-ways, as it were, into that world. 

But it is one thing to “enter” such a world sometimes, and 
quite another to “take up residence” within it: for  that  to  hap-
pen, it is essential to understand the new system of values cor-
rectly, to accept it internally, and to extend it to the whole of 
one’s life. That system was objectively actualised in 
Raskolnikov’s consciousness by the actions we mentioned (the 
acts of charity), although subjectively he did  not  recognise  it 
for what it was; the same system provides the basis for the 
time/content series just named. 

What does it mean — to accept a new system of values? First 
of all, it means rejecting the old one, i.e., rejecting oneself. But 
this cannot be done by the self, alone, just as it is impossible to 
lift oneself by the hair; for this process it is in principle essential 
to have Another, on whom one can lean. And one must lean 
unconditionally, in entire  reliance  and  trust.  For  Raskolnikov 
it was Sonya Marmeladova. 

From the very beginning her image is counterposed in 
Raskolnikov’s consciousness to the crime and its ideology (“I 
chose you long ago to tell this thing to, when your father spoke 
of you, and Lizaveta was still alive...”), she is the living embodi-
ment of an understanding of and feeling for the world that are 
directly opposed to all the things in which he was plunged and 
sinking. Getting to know Sonya is the start of entry into a world 
new to Raskolnikov, and he is twice given emotional “forewarn-
ing” of this — first he has the feeling of being reborn after his 
act of charity towards Sonya’s family, and later, after he has 
confessed to her, when Sonya “embraced him and held him 
tight”, “feelings long unfamiliar flooded into his heart and 
melted it in an instant”. This sensation of bliss is a part of a new 
structure of consciousness. In other words, although the given 
schematism “fault — repentance — redemption — bliss” is for-
mally expressed as series of contents following one another in 
time, this does not mean that the later elements in the series 
appear in consciousness only after the earlier stages have been 
traversed. They respond to one another psychologically and all 
exist at once in consciousness, as a Gestalt, though  it  is  true 
they are expressed with varying degree of  clarity  as  the  series 
is gone through. Bliss is conferred even at the beginning of the 
road to redemption, as a kind of advance payment of emotion 
and meaning, needed to keep one going  if  a  successful  end  is 
to be reached. 
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In Sonya’s love Raskolnikov finds a reliable fulcrum, as it 
were, from which to do the engineering required for restruc-
turing the value system of his consciousness. First of all it was 
vital for him to rethink the meaning of his crime in terms of the 
new value system. Confessing to the crime was only the first, 
outward step towards such rethinking. After it  comes  repen-
tance, the psychological import of this being discovery of the 
hidden motives behind the crime, seeking out its roots and sour-
ces. If one goes through this process alone, it may be as 
profound as you please but it has within itself no  criteria  of 
truth, it does not know which of the possible interpretations to 
choose, and is liable to go off into a horrid infinity of continual 
reflexive debate; only in the dialogue form of confession to 
another can the process be brought to a positive culmination. 
Raskolnikov presents for Sonya’s judgment several psychologi-
cally quite coherent explanations of his crime, which  she  (and 
he himself, come to that) nonetheless rejects, until it comes to 
the point where our hero realises himself that “he  only  wanted 
to dare”: 

“I did not commit murder to help my mother — that’s non-
sense! I did not commit murder so as to employ the profit and 
the power I had gained to make myself a benefactor of 
humanity... It was not the money that I needed, Sonya, when I 
killed... I had to find out at the time, and at once, whether  I  was 
a louse like everybody else or a man? Whether I could overstep 
the borderline, or not! Dared I stoop and seize power, or not! 
Was I a trembling creature or had I the right...” 

But why was it the phrase about “wanting to dare” that was 
recognised as the genuine, ultimate explanation, recognised in 
Sonya’s outcry, “Oh, say no more, no more! You have strayed 
away from God, and God has stricken you, and  handed  you 
over to the devil!” Because that was “the end of the line”, be-
cause in that explanation lay the most terrible thing of all from 
the point of view of Christian consciousness — arrogance — the 
origin and source of all sin. 

The outcome of this confession is that Raskolnikov accepts 
(though not once and for all) Sonya’s attitude to the crime, thus 
entering into the schematism not by way of bliss this time, but 
by way of guilt admitted, at the same time  disassociating  him-
self from the crime, de-identifying himself with it (“...but it was 
the devil who killed the old hag, not I”). 

Not only the murder itself but its sources and its consequen-
ces — the  urge  to  be  “above  and  outside  other  people”,  the 
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dominating sense of death,  the  disintegration  of  personality, 
the habit of reserve and concealment — all these are implicitly 
included in the religious concept of sinfulness. What is the sig-
nificance in psychological terms of admission of one’s sinful- 
ness? For Raskolnikov the actual fact of the murder made no 
sense, there was no way leading on  from  it.  Recognition  of it 
as a crime offered a way forward, to admission of guilt and 
acceptance of society’s punishment. Recognition of it as a sinful 
act led to its condemnation in value terms and opened up a 
meaningful prospect of overcoming its sources and its conse-
quences. 

Since the psychological soil that produced Raskolnikov’s 
“theory” and his crime was the attitude of “being above people” 
(arrogance), it was essential for rehabilitation of his personality 
that that attitude should be broken down. From that standpoint 
we can understand the vertical direction we see at the start of 
Raskolnikov’s road to redemption, from the height of his eleva-
tion, “up above” (which had had such disastrous results), in a 
line “down”, symbolically represented in three  kisses:  first 
when he kisses the feet of Sonya, “that most lowly of creatures”, 
then when he kisses his mother’s feet, and last when he kisses 
the earth, following Sonya’s instructions: “Go at once, ... stand 
at the cross-roads, first bow down (from ‘up’ to ‘down’, as the 
poet M. Tsvetayeva has noted. — F.V.), and the earth you have 
defiled, then bow down to the whole world, towards the four 
corners of the earth, and say aloud to all: ‘I have committed 
murder!’. Then God will send you life again.” This is at the 
same time a most extreme opening-up of psychological space —
the thing that was concealed must be published “in the market-
place”, as only from there, from the depths of the common 
people, can the true return to life begin [22]. 

The result of all these actions is that Raskolnikov succeeds 
from time to time in making contact with the schematism, each 
time entering into it more and more deeply. Subjectively this 
penetration is expressed in the feeling of “the soul being sof-
tened”, in the sense of radical changes to come in his own self; 
in a clear, illuminated state of consciousness. 

But the old structure of consciousness resists these changes. 
There is a struggle between the two systems of consciousness, 
the old and the new, for the right to determine our hero’s per-
ception and sensation of the world. At some points there is a 
kind of diffusion between the two systems, when in one thought, 
one utterance or one mood of Raskolnikov’s, ideas and feelings, 
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of both systems are present together, one facing the other 
ideologically. Sometimes, there are abrupt leaps from one sys-
tem into the other (after feeling “a corrosive hatred” for Sonya, 
the next minute Raskolnikov realises it was love, and he had 
simply mistaken one feeling for the other). Even when he is 
serving his sentence of hard labour, which according to the new 
structure should be given the meaning of redemption of fault 
through suffering, the struggle between the two structures dies 
down only very slowly. Only at the very end of the novel, when 
Raskolnikov has truly come to love Sonya, is there a turning-
point in the struggle, and only then does the prologue end and 
the story begin “of a man’s gradual regeneration, his gradual 
rebirth, his gradual transition from one world to another...” 

NOTES 

1We are not presenting all these concepts as  identical,  we  merely  indi-
cate a certain resemblance between them. To analyse this whole complex of 
ideas would require a specialised philosophical study. For the time being at 
least, there are many more questions  than  answers  here.  The  most  impor-
tant question concerns the genesis of archetypes. Jung, for  instance,  held 
them to be natural formations. A very serious argument against this inter-
pretation has been advanced by a well-known Soviet specialist on folklore, 
V.Ya. Propp, who has demonstrated that the Oedipus complex,  itself  in  a 
way an archetype, came into being as a reflection in the social consciousness 
of the change that had occurred in the form of inheritance [108]. 

2This is what lends intelligibility to one view of the “spatial” relationship 
between a schematism and an individual’s  consciousness,  according  to 
which the schematism exists not outside but within  the  spiritual  organism 
and is actualised only when a certain state of consciousness is reached. 

3Here is how a contemporary author explains this chain of cause and ef-
fect: ’To break the unity with conscience — conscience, the messenger of ac-
cord with other people — is to break at the same time the unity with other 
people, with society, with the world; it is a break with one’s own essential 
nature. The human being then ceases in fact to be a social being. This is the 
road to collapse, disintegration, gradual death  of  the  personality”  [81, 
p.169]. 

4Something concealed by an individual  is a  canker  which  destroys 
human communication from within. Valid human communication presup-
poses the desire to lay consciousness as fully open as possible. There is a 
constant striving to express oneself to the uttermost, to bring in the whole 
personality, the entire fullness of one’s spirit. The threads of the mental as-
sociations revealed in converse go as it were “right through” the com-
municator, revealing him both to the listener and to oneself. Ideally they 
should take in the full temporal span of life, all causes and motives for ac-
tions, plans and prospects, should outline one’s attitude  to  life,  illumine 
one’s inner world. Something concealed by  one  party  in  communication  is 
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like a hole, or rather a transparent, encapsulated alien formation within the 
body of communication, a point where the flow of converse, the explanation 
of actions, memories, plans, etc., all break off. The result is that as com-
munication develops “bearings are taken on” the thing concealed from dif-
ferent sides, and becomes a secret (a thing concealed differs typologically 
from a secret in that the former has both its content and the fact of conceal-
ment hidden, white with a secret it is known [even purposely made known] 
that something is being hidden, though it is not known exactly what). If 
communication continues to develop a thing concealed is wholly  pushed  up 
to the surface. One could say that in the environment of communication 
something concealed tends to be gradually uncovered, eventually being 
revealed through various cultural forms of declaration — ranging from en-
tirely private admission to public declaration — after which it becomes an 
organic part of the person’s field of communication, no longer requiring 
special effort to keep it concealed or constantly shielded from the light of 
converse. The catharsis of confession lies partly in this cleansing of the body 
of communication from  alien  elements,  their  transformation  into  some-
thing compatible with the whole. To keep  something  totally  concealed,  in 
the airless closet of an isolated individual’s consciousness, is possible only at 
the price of abdicating from genuine, heartfelt human communication. 



C h a p t e r V  
The Levels of Constructing Experiencing  

and Methods of Psychological Help. 
From the Theory of Experiencing to the Theory  

of Psychological Help 

Every psychologist-consultant is probably familiar with the 
feeling of confusion which arises during an attempt to describe 
and explain, even in the least scientific way, the course of the 
specific consultative process. Enlisting the help of existing con-
cepts of personality, consciousness and social  intercourse  for 
this purpose is like scooping water with a sieve. It is apparently 
not a matter of the narrowness or  breadth  of  our  knowledge, 
but our inability to formulate an adequate way of thinking. This 
increasingly urgently felt problem was transformed into the 
specific task of constructing psychotechnical concepts for 
various types of psychological practice after the publication of 
the brilliant methodological works of А.A. Puzyrei [210] and 
A.M. Etkind [77] which revealed the  radical  difference  be-
tween “natural scientific” and “psychotechnical” ways of think-
ing. The psychotechnical concept is oriented not towards the 
traditional idea of “practical theory”, bur rather  towards  the 
ideal of “theoretical” practice. 

Although, from the very beginning, we have treated the 
problem of experiencing in the context of the problem of 
psychological help, and although it was designed to be directed 
towards psychological practice, it has been developed in this 
book in a “natural scientific”, academic way. Now, in the final 
chapter we intend to move away from the academic theory of 
experiencing to the psychotechnical theory of psychological 
help. Our immediate goal is to take a psychological approach 
towards one of the aspects of the theory of experiencing, the 
problem of the levels of constructing experiencing. 

The concept of experiencing-activity developed in the pre-
vious chapters primarily fixes  the  “economic”  aspect  of  trans- 
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formations in the psychological world, disregarding, at least to 
start with, the actual forms taken in consciousness by the trans-
formations, the forms by which they are mediated (for the func-
tion of consciousness in relation to activity, including the 
activity of experiencing, is to provide  a  reflection  mediating 
that activity, a reflection of the activity itself, its matter, condi-
tions, means, products, etc.). The concept of experiencing-as-
contemplation denotes, as we have already established, a 
particular régime or level of consciousness as a system, a régime 
which exists and operates alongside other régimes — reflection, 
apprehension (presentation), and the unconscious. Experienc-
ing-as-activity is, generally speaking, mediated by the entire 
multi-level system of consciousness as a whole. 

We will remind you that the typology of levels, or the func-
tional régimes of consciousness (see. p. 22) is based on the 
original distinction between two characters in every phenom-
enon of consciousness — the Observer and the Observed. Each 
of them can be either in an active, subjective state or in a passive, 
objective one. Voluntary psychic processes, such as remember-
ing, perceiving, thinking, where the Observer is active and the 
Observed passive, relate to level A. Level E (where  the  Ob-
server is passive while the Observed is active) is most obviously 
revealed in daydreams, emotional states and  the  experiencing* 
of feelings. The phenomena associated with an active relation-
ships with one’s own psychic activity are represented  by  level 
R. And finally, mental processes which cannot be investigated 
by internal observation (the Observer and the Observed are 
phenomenologically passive) relate to level U. 

These propositions enable one to formulate the idea that 
experiencing is multi-level in structure, in a way similar to N.A. 
Bernstein’s theory of the different levels involved in movement. 
In each particular instance of the experiencing  activity,  the 
levels of consciousness detailed above come together for its 
realisation into a functional unity unique to each instance, in 
which any one level may assume the leading role. In the passage 
quoted earlier from Bunin’s  “Life of Arseniev”  the  experienc-
ing activity was mainly on the unconscious level (“the secret 
work of the soul”), with some active participation  by  the  level 
of direct experiencing* (the hero feels “the desire which spon-
taneously arises in his soul for some change in life, for freedom 
from something, and a sense of wanting to set off for some-
where”). When all the “somes”, “somethings”, and “some-
wheres”   start   to  acquire   definition   and  present  themselves 
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clearly in consciousness, that indicates that the level of ap-
prehension is taking a hand in the work. And if it is taken further, 
the subject asks himself, “Why this desire in particular? ”, “Why 
do I need freedom?” etc., so the work  of experiencing  has 
moved to the level of reflection. 

In order to take a psychotechnical approach  in  relation  to 
this theoretical idea it is necessary, while regarding the client’s 
activity during consultation as a process of  experiencing  his 
own problems, which develops at different levels, to combine 
the point of view with which the examination is being conducted 
not with the detached position of the researcher, but with the 
involved position of the consultant who is assisting the ex-
periencing. 

We will analyze the work of experiencing and psychotech-
nical work with experiencing at each of these levels of con-
sciousness. 

THE LEVEL OF THE UNCONSCIOUS 

A female patient from the neurosis  department  suffering 
from hysterical neurosis, who had previously  greatly  enjoyed 
her job as an organiser of cultural  events,  was  forced  to work 
as an insurance agent after the birth of her child. This work was 
extremely unpleasant for her. Once, while trying to overcome 
her feeling of aversion, she went up to her office and “after 
looking at the door handle, suddenly felt numbness  in  her 
arms”. The woman herself immediately  recognized  the  mean-
ing of this event, “It’s because I don’t want to.” 

The formal interpretation of this episode could be that her 
aversion, which was not permitted to pass from level E to level 
A, was displaced to level U and processed there by the 
mechanism of conversion which had returned it to the original 
level E in the form of numbness in the arms, which level A was 
then forced to take into consideration. If its meaning had not 
been properly apprehended (supported by level R), the numb-
ness could have been reinforced, becoming an effective, al-
though primitive,  means  of  satisfying  the  demands  of 
aversion — avoidance of the disliked work — by evading a 
responsible decision at level A. We can compare the course of 
this process with the actions of a person who, due to fear of 
rejection and disapproval by  official  authorities,  resorts  to  the 
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services of an illegal assistant who forges the necessary docu-
ment. 

Based on this episode, we will try to raise several general 
questions concerning the psychotechnical characteristics of the 
unconscious. Can the appearance of a feeling of numbness be 
explained by the action of the unconscious mechanisms of dis-
placement and conversion, or is there some other explanation? 
The assignment of this fragment of experiencing to the uncon-
scious seems to be an almost tangible fact. But we  need  only 
ask how we are to obtain this knowledge to realise  the  banal, 
but nevertheless significant, circumstance that even in such 
transparent cases the unconscious is given to us only through 
interpretation. Therefore, from the psychotechnical viewpoint 
there is no sense in talking about the unconscious existing by 
itself, separately and independent of interpretation:  without  it 
the unconscious cannot become a reality of the situation of 
psychological help. Consequently, it should be viewed as an 
element of an integral “psychotechnical unit” [210] “interpreta-
tion — unconscious”. 

What are the immediate grounds for employing the 
psychotechnical unit “interpretation — unconscious”? In the 
example presented, and this can be considered the general rule, 
these grounds comprised a break  in  understanding  of  the 
stream of essential ingredients of level E recorded at level A 
(“...suddenly she felt numbness...”). If this break is not noticed 
by the client him/herself, it should be brought to his/her aware-
ness before the interpretation is used. 

Since the unconscious does not exist phenomenologically (it 
can never be said “there it is”, at best it can be said, “it was just 
here and left a trace”), the question arises concerning the 
material on which the work with this level of consciousness is 
carried out. In principle, any verbal, behavioural or somatic 
manifestation of man which is mediated by any of the levels of 
consciousness, E, A or R, can  be  subjected  to  interpretation, 
but in practice the essential ingredients of level E — free as-
sociations, remnants of dreams, spontaneous fantasies, etc. — 
enjoy undisputed advantage. There are two reasons for this. 
First, the meaning of this kind of material is usually not com-
pletely understood by the client himself, but a break in under-
standing, as has been mentioned, is both grounds for and a 
condition of interpretation. Second, due to the Observer’s pas-
sivity in the processes of direct experiencing*, it is easier for a 
person to accept the interpreter’s view  on  these  processes  than 
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in the case of active, conscious judgements or actions obviously 
equipped with the subject’s self-interpretation or explanation, 
because to doubt their truth would mean restricting his self-
evaluation as a rational and responsible being, and in so doing 
causing a natural resistance. 

In the original example, the reconstructive work of the con-
sciousness carried out by the patient herself to overcome the 
break in understanding of the stream of experiencing* was sup-
ported by the processes of level R (“it’s because I don’t want 
to”). This is natural: level R is the supporting level in the inter-
pretation of the unconscious, and by avoiding it, the process of 
realisation cannot operate, a process which emerges within the 
framework of the psychotechnical unit “interpretation — un-
conscious” as the main mechanism of experiencing which en-
sures the effect of psychological help. 

Use of the psychotechnical unit “interpretation — uncon-
scious” presumes and evokes a certain type of relationship be-
tween the psychologist and client. The interpreter  enters  into 
this relationship with an a priori idea of the dynamic forces 
which motivate behaviour, based  on  which  he  comprehends 
the actions and statements of his client. The role position of the 
interpreter is associated with claims  to  the  exclusive  pos-
session of true knowledge about the real reasons for the client’s 
behaviour from which follows a presumption of mistrust in the 
subjectivity of the latter as a set of obviously distorted opinions 
which require analytical explanation. It is natural that  the  lead-
ing mode of intercourse in the system of interactions between 
the participants of this psychotechnical relationship as the 
interpreter’s monologue. 

It is important to understand the objective interdependence 
between the interpretation and this  type  of  relationship  be-
tween subjects which is not changed in particular by  the  fact 
that in the real practice of psychological help the client can 
assume the position of interpreter in  relationship  to  himself. 
One of the participants of the psychotechnical interaction may 
feel that such  relationships  are  unacceptable.  If  this  happens 
to be the client, the familiar phenomenon of resistance arises 
which can partly be explained by the person’s lack of desire to 
acknowledge an unpleasant truth about himself  and  especially 
by his protest against the interpretation itself as a particular 
authoritative-monologistic way of relating to his consciousness. 
In consultative practice, it is also common to encounter the 
opposite case when the client acts  as  the  initiator  of  this  kind 
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of relationship and manipulatively forces the psychologist to 
occupy the position of Omniscient Expert, which can cause 
resistance on the part of psychologist himself. 

THE LEVEL OF EXPERIENCING 

Level E is that functional régime of consciousness in which 
the internal Observer sort of drifts with the  stream,  and  it  is 
this stream of direct experiencing*  and  not  the  active  efforts 
of personality which produces part of the work of experiencing. 
We will present a literary illustration of a fragment of ex-
periencing a crisis where the processes of level E play the lead-
ing role. 

Aleksei Aleksandrovich Karenin “at his wife’s bedside ... for 
the first time in his life gave himself up to (emphasis is ours. — 
F.V.) the softening influence of compassion which the sight of 
another’s suffering had always produced in him and which he 
had hitherto looked upon as a shameful weakness. His com-
passion for her and his remorse for having desired  her  death, 
and above all the joy he experienced in forgiving her, mitigated 
his own suffering and brought him an inner peace he had never 
known before.” [263] 

Level E is actively used in various psychotherapeutic sys-
tems. In psychoanalysis it is exploited as an auxiliary level which 
provides material for  interpretation.  In  correspondence  with 
the phenomenological structure of level E (Observer passive, 
Observed active), the technique  for  stimulating  the  processes 
of this level should consist in eliminating the conscious and 
voluntary activity of the subject.1 When the  processes  of  level 
E obtain a dominating position in the consciousness, they not 
only equip the interpretation with  “raw material”,  but  some-
times have a favourable effect on the person’s state, the 
mechanism of which we will compare with slackening the knots 
of a tangled thread. However, in psychoanalysis this temporary 
domination is considered exclusively auxiliary, and this positive 
effect secondary. The ability, on the other hand, to truly resolve 
vital problems is acknowledged only in interpretation and 
realisation. 

A much more significant role is assigned to the processes of 
level E by the method of transcendental meditation, where they 
are thought of as the  leading  harmonisers  of  consciousness. 
The  domination  of  level  E  is  achieved  here  by  the  multiple 
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repetition of mantras which are words specially selected for 
meditation. From the point of view of our system, this domina-
tion leads to the “damming” of level A which  blocks  the  flow 
of active, particularly discursive processes through it. This ex-
clusion of level A from participation in the resolution of an 
injurious problem, which offers full  freedom  to  the  processes 
of direct experiencing*, is based on faith in their self-arranging 
possibilities. “Can someone make the muddy  water  clear?” 
quote the recommendations of Lao-Tse. “If  you  leave  it  alone 
it will become clear by itself” [1; 112]. In western psychotherapy, 
faith in the productivity of the processes of level E and the 
acknowledgement of its role as the leading level are most 
pronounced in the development of the client-centred approach 
[219], the method of empathy. Let us make use of this and desig-
nate the psychotechnical unit which corresponds to the level 
being examined “experiencing* — empathy”.2 

What are the functional mechanisms of this psychotechnical 
unit? The procedure of the method of empathy comprises, first, 
the fact that the consultant tries to catch the  actual  experienc-
ing* to be heard in the client’s statements  and,  second,  define 
it. As for the first part of the procedure, like the consultant’s 
attention is analogically tuned towards “breaks in under-
standing” during interpretation, in the case of empathy  the  ob-
ject of his attention becomes the actual experiencing* of the 
client. When the emphasis is on the actuality of the experienc-
ing* and not simply on “the wider use of the  phenomenon  of 
co-experiencing” [260, p. 145], a difference between empathy 
and verbalisation occurs. For example, a woman recalls her 
married life, “I was simply unable to be apart from him. It was 
very difficult when he had to leave even for a short time.” The 
response-verbalisation (for example, “You felt  very  lonely 
when he was not close by”), while intensifying the client’s iden-
tification with her former feelings, was beneficial for their 
analysis and elimination. But the empathetic response oriented 
towards the actual  experiencing*  sounded  completely  dif-
ferent, “You are glad that you feel  more  independent.”  Em-
pathy is not tuned towards a description of former feelings, but 
towards the narrator’s feelings  which  are  experienced  here-
and-now. 

While distinguishing in the second part of the procedure — 
the empathetic designation of experiencing* — between the in-
dicative, nominative, significative and expressive aspects, it is 
possible to analyse their functions differentially in  the  organisa- 
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tion of the client’s experiencing. Indication of actual experienc-
ing* transfers the person’s attention from  the  external  aspects 
of the problem under discussion to its internal states. The fact 
that direct experiencing* obtains a name  (the  nominative 
aspect) marks social acknowledgement of the feelings sig-
nificant for the person, giving him/her the beneficial feeling of 
the right to the states he/she feels and the sense of  the  reality 
and significance of this inner life. The function of the significa-
tive aspect of empathy consists in designating direct experienc-
ing* with a semiotic form, embodied in which a raw, mute and 
partly therefore disturbing life experience is transformed into 
thought [cf. 152; 156]. The expressive aspect of the empathetic 
designation expresses  and  creates  the  special  atmosphere  of 
an interpersonal environment in which only  the  psychotechni-
cal unit “empathy — experiencing*” lives and which at the same 
time is nourished by it. 

The main characteristic of this environment is  the  consult-
ant’s attitude of unconditional and non-evaluative acceptance 
and trust in the client. We will emphasise the interdependence 
between empathy and acceptance. It is not that the consultant, 
with the patience of an angel, is ready, prior to and independent 
of the use of empathy, to unconditionally accept the client, and 
empathy is only an emanation of the original positive attitude, 
Rather, the very use of empathy creates this attitude in the 
consultant during the course  of the  conversation.  Empathy 
owes this ability to create a non-evaluative attitude3 in the con-
sultant towards the client to its monologistic character. Despite 
the striving to very nearly identify empathy and dialogue [145], 
it can be confirmed that empathy is as monologistic4 as inter-
pretation. In fact, if dialogue, according to M.M. Bakhtin, is an 
encounter between two equal value worlds, both interpretation 
(where the client is deprived of the right to substantial and 
authentic self-understanding in his own value context) and em-
pathy (where, on the contrary, the  consultant  renounces  his 
own context of understanding but, accustoming himself to the 
client’s internal world and value system, builds his under-
standing from this phenomenological perspective)  turn  out  to 
be equally monologistic in the dialogue form. So, within the 
limits of the psychotechnical unit “empathy — experiencing*”, 
the psychologist’s role at most amounts to a co-experiencing 
mirror and correspondingly the client’s monologue is the 
psychotechnically leading mode of intercourse between the 
psychologist and client. 
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THE LEVEL OF APPREHENSION 

The concept  of  apprehension  denotes  that  functional 
régime of consciousness in which the Observer  is  active  and 
the Observed passive. It relates to active, voluntary and pur-
poseful forms of psychic processes. This level has been char-
acterised in various psychological theories by the concepts of 
“voluntary stream of consciousness” [128], “objectivisation” 
[269; 270], “presentation” [152; 156; 157], etc. 

Participation of level A in the work of experiencing* is most 
graphically manifested in situations which A.N. Leontiev aptly 
called the solution to “the problem of personal meaning”  [152, 
p. 206]. Let us once more take an example from the  work  of 
Leo Tolstoy. 

After talking to Karenin at the bedside of the dying Anna, 
Vronsky felt “ashamed, humiliated, guilty, and  with  no means 
of washing away his humiliation”. At first, the hero’s emotional 
work proceeds at level E: “Strange dreams, memories and 
thoughts chased themselves through his mind  with  extraordi-
nary speed and vividness.” Further, an attempt is made at level 
A to stop these agonizing experiences* by continuously repeat-
ing the same words. “The repetition of the words held off the 
multitude of images and recollections crowding into his mind”. 
Here, the processes of level A are playing an auxiliary role, they 
are not directed towards the life problem itself, but towards its 
conversion which takes place at level E. Level A comes into 
play again in the hero’s experiencing, but this time as the leading 
level. After Vronsky understands the impossibility  of  continu-
ing his relationship with Anna, his consciousness reviews the 
possible meanings of life, “His thoughts quickly reviewed his 
life apart his love for Anna.  ‘Ambition?  Serpukhovsky? 
Society? The court?’ On none of these things could  he  centre 
his attention. All of them had had meaning before;  now  they 
had none”. Here we encounter level A  (the  hero’s  conscious-
ness actively and voluntarily reviews the possible motives of life 
which stand before him like objects), and precisely in the func-
tion of experiencing (the activity of the consciousness in check-
ing former motives for meaningful potentialities is apparently 
directed and aroused by the striving to get out of a situation of 
impossibility [meaninglessness], which is the essence of the ac-
tivity of experiencing). 
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Level A is used psychotechnically as an auxiliary (back-
ground or support) level and as a leading level. Examples of its 
use as a background  level  are  the  above-mentioned  methods 
of free association and transcendental meditation which, while 
blocking level A, lead to an intensification of the processes of 
level E, similar to a hydraulic system where the blocking of one 
channel increases the flow of liquid along the others. 

When level A is involved as a support level, it does not dis-
appear into the background but, on the contrary, actively in-
teracts with the level which is leading at that moment. Examples 
are the method of empathy described above and V. Frankl’s 
method of paradoxical intention [88] which recommends trying 
to voluntarily arouse and intensify an unpleasant feeling or state 
rather than avoid it. The effectiveness of this method is ex-
plained by the fact that while trying to voluntarily and 
deliberately intensify direct experiencing*, we by very virtue of 
these efforts are removing the necessary phenomenological 
condition of experiencing* as such (passivity of the Observer) 
by transferring the feeling being experienced into a functional 
régime of level A. 

There are psychotherapeutic systems in which the processes 
of level A are considered leading in the conversion and solution 
of the client’s life problems. They include rational, explanatory 
and cognitive therapy [cf. 30; 198; 199]. The representatives of 
these systems rely on the idea that goes back to the Stoics that 
incorrect and unrealistic thinking is the cause of human suffer-
ing. 

A. Beck [30] describes a student who is complaining about 
his fear of an upcoming public speech. The cognitive therapist, 
as opposed to his “client-centred” colleague, makes the subject 
of the discussion not direct experiencing* of the fear but the 
object of this feeling — a frightening situation—by relating to 
the fear itself as a type of hypothesis which has the right to exist 
but which needs to be verified for correspondence to reality 
(“What precisely are you afraid of? Let’s suppose they decide 
you are the worst speaker that ever existed... Will this destroy 
your future career?.. Will your parents reject you or, perhaps, 
your wife leave you?” etc.). Stimulated  by  therapeutic  contact 
to active, rational (i.e., occurring at level A) analysis of the real 
objective and subjective consequences  of  the  anticipated 
failure, the student finally acknowledges with relief  that  the 
most unpleasant of the possible results is that  for  a  day  or  two 
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he will be in a bad mood, but “then everything will be back to 
normal”. 

What is the mechanism which ensures the effectiveness of 
this psychological help? The student had  only  to  think  (level 
A) about the upcoming speech and the awoken feeling of fear 
(level E) forced his thoughts to turn away from their object, 
hardly touching it, and continue drawing an image of the situa-
tion not in a realistic, but an expressive manner, as the fear 
stipulated. Level E has subjugated level A. The therapist, while 
forcing the patient to prove the reason for his fear, stimulates 
processes relating to level A of active perception and analysis. 
Now occupying a dominating position in  the  consciousness, 
they penetrate into the depth of the objective situation to which 
they were previously denied access during the domination of 
level E. This leads to the formation of a new image of the situa-
tion, or new intentional object, about which  the  patient  natural-
ly experiences new feelings. 

During this kind of psychological help, the  psychologist  is 
not interested in the experiencing* of feelings, but in the object 
of the feelings, making the direct object of his attention and 
target of psychotechnical action the inadequacy of the subjective 
image of the situation of objective reality. In so doing, the main 
task of psychological help is to free the processes of level A 
from distortions and interference which originate in the other 
levels of consciousness (primarily in E) and which provide the 
client with the opportunity to realistically perceive the injurious 
situation. Beneficial properties are attributed  to  perception 
which are similar to those ascribed to realisation in interpreta-
tional systems. In summary, it is possible to reduce the idea of 
this type of psychological help to the formula “instead  of  pas-
sion there should be thought”.5 

The psychotechnical unit “apprehension — understanding” 
corresponds to level A. Understanding is  too  wide  a concept 
and therefore requires specification. “To understand someone 
else’s statement means to ‘find one’s bearings’ in relation to it 
and find the proper place for it  in  the  appropriate  context” 
[279, p. 123]. Interpretation and empathy in this sense are also 
types of understanding, since they presume comprehension of 
the client’s statements by placing them in a certain context. So, 
the essence of the question is in the special features of the con-
texts of understanding. Whereas in interpretation this is an idea 
of dynamic forces which determine consciousness and be-
haviour,   subjected  to  specific  analysis,  in  empathy  it  is  the 
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client’s own phenomenological perspective (or  internal  aspect 
of his life-world).   For  the  psychotechnical  unit  “apprehen-
sion — understanding”, the external aspect of the client’s lived 
world acts as this context. While concentrating attention on the 
lack of correspondence between the subjective image of the 
situation and the objective circumstances (for example, an im-
agined threat — real danger), the consultant does not reject out-
right the client’s image and the feelings accompanying it (“don’t 
worry about it”), nor does he accept  it  unconditionally,  rather 
he approaches it as a logical assumption stimulating the process 
of perception of the real circumstances  which  should  lead  to 
the correction* of this assumption. 

The leading mode of intercourse corresponding to the 
psychotechnical  unit  “understanding — apprehension”  can 
quite correctly be called a dialogue. In contrast to psycho-
analysis, for example, where the context of the patient’s self-
understanding and the context of  the  analyst’s  understanding 
are at first as though in different planes of existence  and  relate 
to one another like two civilisations which are different both in 
level of development and language and where the therapist’s 
viewpoint taken to the logical limit is the missionary’s viewpoint 
which bears a radically new picture of the world, in cognitive 
therapy the ideas of the therapist and the patient are considered 
essentially comparable and belonging to one  and  the  same 
plane of rationality, knowledge. The  advantage  of  the 
therapist’s knowledge consists only of the absence of affective 
distortions caused by involvement in  the  situation.  Therefore, 
he occupies the position of a land of methodologist of common 
sense who helps his ward to correctly use the constructive forces 
of reason, which have been  preserved  beyond  the  boundaries 
of the psychoinjurious sphere, for correcting pathological local 
deviations from common sense. 

THE LEVEL OF REFLECTION 

In this functional régime of consciousness both the Observer 
and the Observed play an active, subjective role. The subjective 
reasons for activity are the object of reflection (by the Ob-
served). This means that, first, reflection observes an act  in  any 
                                                           

*Incidentally, the incorrectly broadly used term “psychocorrection” is 
specific and applicable only to this type of psychotechnical relationship. 
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fact of consciousness and behaviour and, second, is not inter-
ested in the external, objective determinants of this act,  but  in 
the internal, subjective ones. The position of the reflective Ob-
server is not without prerequisites, it is always  correlated  with 
an explicit or implicit value or standard based on which the 
subject evaluates his action. The result of reflection is the dis-
cord it reveals between the value (or standard) and the real 
reasons for the committed act. This makes it possible, in most 
cases for the first time, to understand both and stimulates a 
review of either the original value or the reason for the action 
(motives, pretensions, etc.). 

We will illustrate level R in the experiencing of a crisis using 
Rodion Raskolnikov’s monologue cited previously in this book, 
“I did not commit murder to help my mother — that’s I did not 
commit murder so as to employ the profit and the power I had 
gained to make myself a benefactor to humanity...  It  was  not 
the money that I needed, Sonya, when I killed... I  had  to  find 
out at the time, and at once, whether I was a louse like everybody 
else or a man? Whether I could overstep the borderline, or not! 
Dared I stoop and seize power or not? Was I a trembling crea-
ture or had I the right..” 

The ruthlessly analytical confession of the hero is completely 
reflective: the subject of attention is not simply his own act, but 
its internal value reasons. This intensive reflection  was  a  kind 
of bridge in the long course of experiencing, following which it 
proceeded along a productive path.6 

Psychotechnically, level R can be used as an auxiliary level — 
background or supportive. An example of the first case is the 
method of free association, which has already been mentioned, 
where   reflective  processes  are  psychotherapeutically  vetoed. 
It acts as a supportive level when the psychotechnical task arises 
of transferring unconscious or vaguely understood contents to 
level A, as occurs in psychoanalysis and  cognitive  therapy 
where the therapist stimulates  the  patient  to  a  realisation  of 
so-called “automatic” thoughts on which neurotic emotional 
reactions are presumably based. The practice  (but  not  theory) 
of cognitive therapy demonstrates that in order to achieve true 
rejection of inadequate “automatic” thoughts, instead of su-
perficial agreement with the “rational” opinion of the therapist, 
the patient must be brought to a contradiction in his own con-
sciousness. 

This important aspect, but one which is auxiliary for all 
psychotechnical units, becomes central when level  R  is  worked 
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with as the leading level. The methodological principle of this 
work can be called “psychotherapeutic maieutics”7 [cf. 87]. 
Using the psychotechnical unit “maieutics — reflection”, the 
psychologist understands the client’s statements in  the  context 
of the latter’s self-awareness. This means that the leading mode 
of psychotechnical intercourse is the internal dialogue of the 
client with himself, by means of which he can perform the chan-
ges in his consciousness important for solving the problems of 
experiencing. In order to do this, the consultant should  be  able 
to hear in the client’s speech not a single, predominant context, 
but their polyphony, distinguish the elements of the reflective 
structures of consciousness and, by somehow penetrating into 
the client’s internal dialogue, reinforce and reveal from the in-
side those contradictory  aspects  of  self-awareness  which 
arouse and stimulate the work of reflection,  without  allowing 
the processes of self-awareness to counterbalance  each  other 
and subside. Based on this task, the internal discords in self-
awareness become the direct object   of  psychotechnical  atten-
tion and influence (“the conflicting meanings of I” [256]). 

For example, a client, complaining about her unsatisfactory 
relationship with her oldest daughter, says, “It is difficult to be 
patient when you have the cooking to do, a child to worry about, 
one job, another job.” In order to  construct  a  “maieutic” 
answer,8 it is necessary to reveal the elements of reflective 
structure  in   the  particular  statement:  (a)  “I  should  be 
patient” — standard based on which one’s own behaviour is 
evaluated; (b) “I am not patient” — evaluation  which  records 
the discord between the standard and the behaviour; (c) “It is 
difficult to be patient when you have so many things to worry 
about...” — the processes of self-awareness reviewing the dis-
covered discord. 

The conflicting meaning of I (in the example: “I should be 
patient, but I’m not”) starts the processes  of self-awareness 
which review this internal discord.  Generally  speaking,  they 
can be of two types [cf. 256, pp. 110-111]. In one case, they 
reject the subject’s responsibility for his or her own actions, i.e., 
acknowledging it not as an arbitrary act, but only as a reaction 
forced by the external circumstances  (Observed passive).  Such 
is the self-justification in our example which tries to pacify and 
calm the internal discord. In the second case, the review of the 
discord is based on the  acknowledgment  of  the  responsibility 
of I for his or her action (Observed active) and pursues self-
knowledge which can lead to a realistic resolution  of the discord 
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by means of personality development. In order to redirect the 
work of self-awareness which has proceeded along the first, 
protective path, to the second, actually reflective path, the in-
ternal discord must once more be activated and alarmed. This 
can be achieved technically, for example, by exaggerating the 
internal logic of self-justification to a degree which arouses 
doubt in its reliability (“When a person has too many worries, 
can he really be patient?!”) or questioning the normative pre-
requisite of the client’s entire statement (“But do you think that 
you are obliged to be patient?”). Maieutic effects can be gentle 
or harsh, even sarcastic, but they all have in common the fact 
that the object of their attention is the internal discord of the 
client’s self-awareness and strive not to atone  and  remove  it, 
but rather heighten or even provoke it by inciting the client to 
even deeper self-knowledge. 

The psychotechnical  unit  “maieutics — reflection”  repre-
sents and reproduces a special type of relations between the 
client and the consultant. Taking into consideration that the 
psychologist’s attention is focused on the productive contradic-
tions of the client’s consciousness which require the develop-
ment of his self-awareness for their resolution, this type of 
relationship between the consultant and the client can be called 
dialectic. This relationship is multifaceted, it includes the 
“mistrust” of interpretation, the “trust” of empathy and the 
“admission” of understanding.9  Such  a paradoxical  combina-
tion is possible if the consultant sees in the client’s feelings and 
opinions not so much the “here-and-now” phenomena, not so 
much the hypothesis and not so much the  protective  coverings 
of the sought-after vital truth, but rather its “seeds” which are 
still far from like it but are capable of growing into it in the 
living atmosphere of a developing self-awareness.  The  main 
task of psychotherapeutic maieutics is to prevent  this  atmos-
phere from ossifying and subsiding, but to trouble the con-
sciousness with doubts, confront it with itself and thus stimulate 
generation of new meaning. 

Thus, an analysis which began with  the  theoretical  distinc-
tion between the levels of consciousness which mediate ex-
periencing has led to the definition of several “psychotechnical 
units”. The specific feature of the psychotechnical approach is 
comprised of the fact that such a unit is not viewed  simply  as 
the sum of the activities of the psychologist and client  and  not 
as a stimulus-reaction link in the  consultative  process  (diag-
nosis of the problem — psychological effect), but  as  a  kind  of 
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microworld, a characteristic system of interrelationships and 
interactions in which both the client and psychologist  are  equal-
ly involve. 

Let  us   summarize   the  main  characteristics  of the 
psychotechnical units (which are designated in the text by 
italics) in a table (cf. below). 

Table 4  

Psychotechnical units 

Interpreta- 
tion — the 

unconscious 

Empathy — 
experiencing 

Understand- 
ing —

apprehension 

Maieutics — 
reflection 

Parameters of 
the 

characteristics 
 
 
 Characteristics 

Direct object 
of     psycho-
technica1 
attention and 
action 

Breaks      in 
understandi 
ng      
 

Actual expe-
riencing 

Inadequacy   
of subjective 
image        of 
situation 

Internal  dis-
cords in self-
awareness 

Attitude     to-
wards 
subjectivity of 
client 

Mistrust and 
analysis 

Trust      and 
acceptance 

Admission 
and 
correction 

Dialectic 

Context of un-
derstanding by 
psychologist 
of client’scon-
sciousness and 
behaviour 

Unconscious 
dynamic 
forces 

Internal    as-
pect of lived 
world 

External   as-
pect of lived 
world 

Self-aware-
ness 

Process    res-
ponsible    for 
decisive 
understanding 
changes      in 
consciousness 

Comprehen-
sion 

Experiencing Perception Self-knowl-
edge 

Leading   mo-
de of psycho-
technical 
intercourse 

Monologue  
of   psycholo-
gist 

Monologue   
of client 

Dialogue psy-
chologist — 
client 

Internal 
dialogue    of 
client 

Role  position 
of       psycho-
logist (image) 

“Omniscient 
Expert” 

“Co-experi-
encing    mir-
ror” 

“Methodol-
ogist of com-
mon sense” 

“Dialect-
ician” 
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Despite our attempt to review each level of consciousness 
separately in this work on experiencing, we  invariably  found 
that each level interacts with the other  levels  of  consciousness 
in each act of experiencing. In connection with this, apart from 
the internal characteristics of the particular level of conscious-
ness, its external characteristics have been introduced as the 
leading, background or supportive level which reflect its role 
and function in the combined work of the entire system of con-
sciousness. In psychotechnical terms, the  problem  of  interac-
tion between the levels of consciousness in experiencing 
appears, on the one hand, as the task of forming the ability to 
hear the “melody” of the client’s current experiencing, distin-
guish in each of his  replies  the  dominating  tone,  consonance 
or dissonance of the processes which can be heard simul-
taneously at different levels and anticipate the course and 
prospects of their movement, and, on the other, as the task of 
forming the ability to control these processes, dampen one key, 
activate another and change keys when necessary, i.e., by in-
tegrating both sides — listening and controlling — as the task of 
developing the art of being a psychotechnical conductor of ex-
periencing. 

NOTES 
1The main procedural aspects of the method of free associations are 

subjected to this very goal: (a) instruction, or “the  main  rule”,  which  re-
quires that the patient talk about everything that comes into his head, relin-
quishing conscious control and arbitrary selection of (significant, fair, 
appropriate) material; (b) the patient is in a prone position, which in its 
somatopsychic sense is the most passive and vulnerable position; (c) the 
analyst is positioned behind the patient which, while reducing the possibility 
of the latter obtaining nonverbal hints about the current  interpretation  [72] 
end evaluation of his speech, allows him to refrain from  the  self-editing  of 
his statements which assumes a significant load on levels A and R. 

2Like with the unit “interpretation — unconscious”, where  we  under- 

stand by interpretation the general principle of the method which does not 
consist of one specific case — psychoanalytical interpretation, in this context 
we understand by empathy the general principle of a method equivalent to 
work with level E as the leading level without  attributing  it  completely  to 
the specific method of empathy developed in client-centred therapy. 

3Non-evaluative empathy means only the consultant’s refusal to acknow-
ledge his own evaluations. Within the framework  of this method,  a  reply 
such as, “You just feel aversion for yourself !” is very possible. 

4The author was glad to find out from a conversation that A.F. Kopiev, 
who has perceptively and creatively  used  M.M. Bakhtin’s  ideas  in  consult- 
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ative practice and its theoretical comprehension, came  to  similar   con-
clusions. 

5 More precisely: “instead of experiencing* there should  be  apprehen-
sion”, since there are methods, “creative self-expression” [54], for example, 
which are built relying primarily on level A and prove to be  effective  not 
only by means of rational, but also artistic perception which includes such 
mechanisms as catharsis, “integration”, etc. [272]. 

6Researchers of creative thought regularly observe this same fact of in-
tensified reflection preceding insight [239; 240; 291]. 

7 Maieutics — “the Socratic method of helping a person discover and 
bring forth contradictions in his reasoning by skillfully  asked  questions” 
[205, p. 278]. 

8For comparison we will give other  possible  answers.  Interpretation: 
“You are finding a lot of justifications for your impatience to hide its real 
reason — hostile feelings towards your daughter.” Empathy: “You feel simp-
ly worn out!” The “understanding” answer: “You have too many worries.” 
The reader will understand that these are  purely  conventional  responses 
taken outside the substantial and intonational-emotional context of the 
consultation. 

9How can we not recall here the intonational  multifacetedness  of 
Socrates’ dialectic conversations in which a mocking irony sometimes lies 
beneath the superficial show of niceness, and beneath it in turn a genuine 
respect for the authentic in the interlocutor. 



A p p e n d i x 

 Coping with Grief 

Coping with grief is perhaps one of the most mysterious 
manifestations of emotional life. In what  miraculous  way  does 
a person devastated by loss succeed in resurrecting his life and 
filling his world with meaning? How can a person who is con-
vinced that he has been deprived forever of joy  and  the  desire 
to live restore  emotional  balance  and  experience  the colour 
and flavour of life? How can suffering be reshaped to form 
wisdom? These are not rhetorical statements in  admiration  of 
the strength of the human spirit, but vital questions for which 
specific answers must be found, if only because all of us sooner 
or later will have to comfort and support grieving people either 
in a professional capacity or as a friend. 

Can psychology help in the search for these answers? Would 
you believe, there is not a single original work on the experienc-
ing and psychotherapy of grief in the field of psychology in our 
country! As for western studies,  hundreds  of  works  describe 
the multifacetedness of this subject in the minutest detail, 
pathological, “good”, “delayed” and “anticipated” grief, the 
technique of professional psychotherapy, the mutual assistance 
of elderly widows or widowers, sudden infant death syndrome 
and the influence of video recordings about death on children 
who are experiencing grief, etc., etc. However, when  one  tries 
to discern the overall meaning and trends in the grief processes 
behind this multitude of details, one  constantly  comes up 
against the well-known characteristics of Sigmund Freud’s 
theory, which has already been presented in “Sorrow and 
Melancholy” [98]. 

It is ingenious: “the work of sorrow” consists in separating 
psychic energy from the beloved, but now lost, object. Before 
this work is completed, “the object continues to exist psy-
chologically”, but on its completion the ego becomes free of 
attachment and can direct the released energy towards other 
objects. Following the theory’s logic,  “out of sight, out of mind” 
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would be the ideal grief according to Freud. Freud’s theory 
explains how people forget the departed, but it fails to address 
how they remember them. It can be called the theory of forget-
ting. Its gist has also remained unchanged in modern ideas. 
Formulations of the main tasks of the work of grief include such 
as “accepting the reality of the loss”, “feeling  and  expressing 
the pain”, “readjusting oneself to reality”, “restoring emotional 
balance”, “recovering emotional energy and  investing  it  in 
other relationships”, [43; 200; 286] but it is futile to look for the 
task of remembering and memorializing. 

However, it is this very task which comprises the innermost 
essence of human grief. Grief is not  simply  another  feeling,  it 
is a fundamental anthropological phenomenon: there is not a 
single most intelligent animal which buries its brothers. To bury 
is, consequently, to be a human being. However, to bury  is  not 
to throw away, but to hide and keep. And at the psychological 
level the main task of the mystery of grief is not to separate 
energy from the lost object, but to structure an image of this 
object for its preservation in the memory. Human grief is not 
destructive (forgetting, breaking away, distancing), but con-
structive; its job is not to scatter, but to gather, not  to  destroy, 
but to create — create a memory. 

Based on this, the main goal of this article is an attempt to 
replace the paradigm of “forgetting” with the paradigm of 
“memorializing”, and to review all the key phenomena of the 
process of coping with grief from this new perspective. 

The initial phase of grief is shock and stupefaction. “It’s not 
possible!” is the first reaction to the news of death. This char-
acteristic state can last from several seconds to several weeks, 
but on average it is replaced by another picture  by  the  7th  to 
9th day. Stupefaction is the most noticeable feature of this state. 
The grieving person is paralysed and tense. His breathing is 
laboured and erratic, and the frequent desire to  take  deep 
breaths leads to intermittent, convulsive (like going up steps), 
incomplete inhalation. There is usually a loss  of appetite  and 
sex drive. The frequent bouts of muscular weakness and slug-
gishness are occasionally followed by minutes of restless ac-
tivity. 

The person has a sense of unreality about  what  has  hap-
pened. He experiences emotional numbness, a lack of any feel-
ing, and stupefaction. His perception of external reality is 
deadened and consequently there  are  frequently  blank  spaces 
in his memories of this period. Anastasia  Tsvetayeva,  a  person 
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with a brilliant memory, could not resurrect a picture of her 
mother’s funeral, “I don’t remember how they carried and 
lowered the coffin. How they threw lumps of earth and covered 
the grave, how the priest officiated the funeral service. Some-
thing erased all of that from my memory... Weariness and som-
nolence of the soul. After mother’s funeral, there is a blank in 
my memory” [267]. Fury usually proves to be the first strong 
feeling which breaks through the blanket of stupefaction and 
deceptive indifference. It is unexpected  and  incomprehensible 
to the person himself, he is afraid that he will be unable to 
restrain it. 

How can all these phenomena be explained? Usually a series 
of shock reactions is interpreted as a protective  denial  of  the 
fact or significance of the death, which prevents the grieving 
person from encountering the loss immediately at full force. 

If this explanation were true,  consciousness,  striving  to 
divert itself and separate from what has happened, would be 
completely absorbed by routine external events and drawn into 
the present, at least into those aspects of it which were not a 
direct reminder of the loss. However, we see a directly opposite 
picture: the person is psychologically absent in the present, he 
doesn’t hear, doesn’t feel, doesn’t participate in  the  present,  it 
is as though it passes by him while he exists somewhere in 
another space and time. We are not  dealing  with  a  denial  of 
the fact that “he (the deceased) is not here”,  but  with  a  denial 
of the fact that “I (the grieving) am here”. It is not that the tragic 
event is not admitted into the present, but that it itself does not 
admit the present into the past. This event, which has not be-
come the psychological present for  a  single  moment,  breaks 
the connection of time and divides life into an unconnected 
“before” and “after”. Shock leaves a person in this “before”, 
where the deceased is still alive, still beside him. The 
psychological, subjective feeling of reality, the feeling of “here-
and-now”, becomes stuck in this “before”, in the objective past, 
and the present with all its events passes by without the con-
sciousness acknowledging it as real. If the person were able to 
clearly perceive what was going on with him during this period 
of stupefaction, he would be able to tell the person condoling 
with him that the deceased was not with him, “It is I  who  am 
not with you, I am there, I mean here, with him”. 

Such an interpretation makes  the  mechanism  and  meaning 
of even derealised sensations understandable, including emo-
tional anaesthesia: the terrible events  did  not  occur  subjective- 
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ly, after-shock amnesia: I cannot remember what I did; loss of 
appetite and decrease in libido — these vital  forms  of  interest 
in the outer world; and fury. Fury is a specific emotional reac-
tion to an obstacle, obstruction of the satisfaction  of  a  need. 
The person’s entire reality proves to be this obstruction of the 
soul’s unconscious striving to remain with the loved  one:  for 
any visitor, telephone call, everyday responsibility requires the 
person’s attention and forces the soul to break away from the 
loved one and leave, if only for a minute, the state of illusory 
connectedness with him. 

What theory hypothetically draws from a multitude of facts, 
pathology sometimes shows perceptibly by one striking ex-
ample. We have already mentioned the clinical case described 
by Pierre Janet of a young girl who nursed her  sick  mother  for 
a long time, then fell ill after she died. She could not remember 
what had happened, did not answer the doctor’s questions and 
only mechanically repeated movements which were obviously 
the reproduction of actions which had become  customary  for 
her during the care of her dying mother. The girl was not ex-
periencing grief because she was living completely in the past 
where her mother was still alive. Only when this pathological 
reproduction of the past with the aid of automatic movements 
(memory-habit, according to Janet) was replaced with the op-
portunity to voluntarily recall and talk about the death of her 
mother (memory-account), did the girl begin  to  cry  and  feel 
the pain of the loss. This incidence makes it possible to call the 
psychological time of the shock “present in the past”. Here the 
hedonistic principle of avoidance of suffering undividedly con-
trols the emotional life. And the grief process still has a long 
way to go before the person can  become  established  in  “the 
real present” and recall the completed past without pain. 

The next step along this path, the seatch phase, is distin-
guished, according to C. Parkes who has singled it out, by an 
unrealistic striving to recover the lost person  and  a  denial  not 
so much of the fact of the death as the permanency  of  the  loss. 
It is difficult to indicate the temporal boundaries of this period 
since it replaces the previous stage of shock quite gradually and 
then the phenomena characteristic of it continue to be en-
countered for a long time in the subsequent  phase  of  acute 
grief. However, on average the peak of the search phase occurs 
on the 5th to 12th day after news of the death. 

During this time, it is often difficult for the  person  to  keep 
his  attention  on  the  outside  world,  it  is  as  though  reality  is 
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covered by a transparent veil, through which a sense of the 
deceased’s presence forces its way at every step: a ring at the 
door, the thought flashes — it’s him; his voice — you turn 
around — unfamiliar faces; suddenly on the street: it’s him going 
into that telephone booth. These visions, which are interwoven 
into the context of external influences, are extremely usual and 
natural, but they are alarming as they are  taken  for  symptoms 
of impending insanity.  

Sometimes such a manifestation of the deceased in the 
everyday present takes place in less severe forms. A 45-year-old 
male, who lost his beloved brother and daughter during the 
Armenian earthquake, spoke to me about his  brother  on  the 
20th day after the tragedy in the past tense and with obvious 
signs of distress. However, when he started talking about his 
daughter, he went into raptures with a smile on his face and 
gleam in his eyes about how well she was studying (and not 
“had studied”), how they praised her, what a great help she was 
to her mother. In this case of double grief, the experiencing of 
one loss had already reached the stage of acute grief, whereas 
the other was delayed at the “search” stage. 

The existence of the departed in the consciousness of the 
grieving person is distinguished during this period from that 
which we are shown in pathologically extreme cases of shock: 
shock is extra-realistic, search is unrealistic: in the former case 
there is only one existence — up to death, in which the hedonis-
tic principle completely rules the soul; in the latter — “it is as 
though there is a double existence” (“It’s as though I am living 
on two planes”, says the grieving person), where behind the veil 
of reality the presence of another existence is constantly felt 
which breaks through in isolated instances of “encounters” with 
the deceased. Hope, which constantly arouses  faith  in  a 
miracle, coexists in a strange way with the realistic attitude 
which customarily controls the entire external behaviour of the 
grieving person. A reduced  sensitivity  to  contradiction  makes 
it possible for the consciousness to live for some time according 
to two laws which do not interfere with each other — one which 
relates to external conditions in accordance  with  the  principle 
of reality, and the other which relates to the loss in accordance 
with the pleasure principle. They become accustomed to living 
on the same territory: images of the objectively lost, but sub-
jectively alive, existence stand in the row of realistic percep-
tions, thoughts, intentions (“I’ll call her on the telephone now”), 
stand as though they belong to this row, and  for  a  second  they 
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are able to deceive the realistic attitude which accepts them as 
“its own”. These features and  this  mechanism  also  comprise 
the characteristics of the “search” phase. 

Then the third phase begins, that of acute grief,  which  lasts 
up to 6-7 weeks from the time of the tragic event. It is also called 
the period of despair, suffering and disorganisation  and,  not 
very precisely, the period of reactive depression. 

Various somatic reactions are retained, and at first may even 
increase, laboured shortened breathing; asthenia; muscle 
weakness, loss of energy, difficulty in carrying out any move-
ment; the feeling of emptiness in the stomach, tightness in the 
chest, lump in the throat; increased sensitivity to smells; a 
decrease or unusual increase in appetite; sexual dysfunctions, 
insomnia. 

This is the period of greatest suffering and acute emotional 
pain. A multitude of difficult, sometimes strange  and  frighten-
ing feelings and thoughts appear. These are feelings of empti-
ness and meaninglessness, despair, a feeling of abandonment, 
loneliness, fury, guilt, fear and anxiety, helplessness.  An  un-
usual absorption with the image of the deceased (according to 
one patient’s testimony, he recalled his lost son up to  800  times 
a day) and his idealisation are typical — emphasis of remarkable 
virtues, avoidance of memories of bad  qualities  and  deeds. 
Grief also makes its mark on the person’s relationships with 
those around him. Here is observed a loss  of warmth,  ir-
ritability, and a desire to seek solitude. Everyday activity chan-
ges. It is often difficult for the person  to  concentrate  on  what 
he is doing, difficult to see a project through to the end and a 
complicated activity may for some time be completely beyond 
his powers. At times an unconscious identification with the 
deceased arises which is manifested in an involuntary imitation 
of his gait, gestures and expressions. 

The loss of a close one is a most complex event which affects 
all aspects of life and all levels of the person’s physical, emo-
tional and social existence. Grief is unique, it depends on the 
distinctive attitudes towards it,  on  the  specific  circumstances 
of life and death, on the entire singular picture of mutual plans 
and hopes, resentments and joys, deeds and memories. 

All the same, it is possible to try and distinguish behind this 
multitude of typical and unique feelings and states that specific 
set of processes which comprise the essence of acute grief. Only 
by knowing it is there hope  of  finding  the  clue  to  explain  the 
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unusually variegated picture of the different manifestations of 
both normal and pathological grief. 

Let us turn again to Sigmund Freud’s attempt to explain the 
mechanism of mourning: The object of love no longer exists, 
and reality prompts the task of carrying out a retreat from this 
object, the need to remove all the psychic  energy  associated 
with it. But this task cannot be carried out immediately. It is 
partially fulfilled with a great loss of time and energy and the 
lost object continues to exist psychically. Every memory and 
expectation, in which libido is associated with the object, is 
suspended, acquires an increased active force  and with  it 
psychic energy is released. It is very difficult to show and 
economically justify why this compromise work of the need for 
reality, which occurs with all these individual memories and 
expectations, is accompanied by such exclusive emotional pain 
[98].Thus, Freud stopped at an explanation of the phenomenon 
of pain, and as for the hypothetical mechanism of mourning 
itself, he did not indicate how to carry it out, but only suggested 
the “material” on which the work is based — “memories and 
expectations” which “are suspended”  and  “acquire  an  in-
creased active force”. 

Trusting Freud’s intuition that here is the holy of holies of 
grief, that here the main mystery of the work of mourning takes 
place, it is worth examining  the  microstructure  of  one  attack 
of acute grief. 

This opportunity is offered by the extremely perceptive self-
observation of Anne Philipe, the wife of Gérard Philipe: 

“(1) The morning begins well, I have learned how to live a 
double life. I think, talk, work, and at the same time I am entirely 
absorbed in you. (2) From time to time your face appears before 
me, a little blurred, like in a photograph taken out of focus. (3) 
And at those moments I lose control: my pain is submissive like 
a well-trained horse, and I let go of the reins.  Momentarily,  and 
I am in a trap. (4) You are here. I hear your voice, feel your 
hands on my shoulder or hear your footsteps at  the  door. (5) I 
am losing control over myself. I can only hold myself inwardly 
and wait until it passes. 

“(6) I am in a state of stupefaction. (7) My  thoughts  move 
like a crippled airplane. It’s not true, you’re not here, you’re 
there, in icy oblivion. What happened? What sound, smell, what 
mysterious association of thought brought you  to  me?  I  want 
to get rid of you, although I know very well that that is the worst 
thing, but it is at that very  moment  I  do  not  have  the  strength 
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to allow you to take possession of me. You or me.  The  silence 
in the room wails louder than the most despairing cry. My head 
is spinning, my body is weak. (8) I see us in our past, but where 
and when? My double is separating from me and repeating 
everything I did then.” 

If we attempt to give as  short  an  interpretation  as  possible 
of the internal logic of this act of acute grief, it can be said that 
the processes it comprises begin with (1) an attempt to prevent 
the two streams, present and past life, flowing in the soul from 
meeting; pass through (4) involuntary control of the past; then 
through (7) the struggle and pain of the voluntary separation 
from the image of the loved one; and  end  with  (8)  “sequence 
of tenses” — the possibility, while standing on the banks of the 
present, to look into the stream of the past  without  sliding  into 
it but observing oneself there in a detached way and therefore 
not experiencing pain. 

It is worth noting that the omitted fragments 2-3 and 5-6 
describe processes which are already familiar to us from the 
previous phases of grief where they dominate, but now they 
become part of the entire process as its subjugated functional 
parts. Fragment 2 is a typical example of  the  “search”  phase: 
the focus of voluntary perception is kept on real matters and 
things, but the deep stream of the past which is still  full  of  life 
is involved with reproducing the face of the lost person. It is 
seen as blurred, but  soon  (3) attention  is  involuntarily  drawn 
to it, it becomes difficult to resist the temptation to look directly 
at the beloved face, and then, on the contrary, outer reality 
begins to double* and consciousness  proves  to  be  completely 
in (4) the power field of the deceased, in a psychologically com-
plete existence with its own space and objects (“you are here”), 
senses and feelings (“I hear”, “I feel”). 
                                                           

*Here the analysis has already reached a degree  of specificity  which 
makes it possible to intentionally reproduce the processes being analysed. If 
the reader will allow himself to carry out a small experiment, he can look at 
some object and at the same time consciously concentrate on an attractive 
image which is now absent. This image will at first appear  unclcarty,  but  if 
he can keep his attention on it, the external object will soon begin to double 
and he will feel a somewhat strange, familiar, dream-like state. Judge for 
yourselves whether it is worth becoming deeply immersed in this state. Take 
into consideration that if you choose to concentrate on  the  image  of  a  per-
son you were formerly close to, but from whom fate  has  separated  you, 
when you come out of this immersion and his face moves away and melts, 
you may get a dose of the feeling of grief, which is not as great but  just  as 
real in its painfulncss. 
228 
 



Fragments 5-6 represent the processes of the shock phase, 
but, of course, not in that pure form where they are  the  only 
ones and determine the person’s entire  state.  To  say  and  feel 
“I am losing control over myself” means to feel one’s strength 
weakening, but all the same, and this is most important, not 
become completely immersed and possessed  by  the  past.  It  is 
a helpless reflection, I have no “control over myself”, I do not 
have enough will to control myself, but I do  have  the  strength 
to at least “hold myself inwardly and wait”, i.e.,  keep  an  edge 
of consciousness in the present and realise that “this will pass”. 
“Hold oneself”, this is to keep oneself from acting within the 
imagined reality which at the same time seems so real. If  it  is 
not possible to “hold oneself”, a state may arise similar to the 
one Janet described in the young  girl.  State  (6)  “stupefaction” 
is desperately keeping oneself here by means of muscle and 
thought power alone, because feelings are there, for them 
“there” is “here”. 

It is precisely here, at this stage in acute grief, that separation 
begins, a breakaway from the image of the loved one, and sup-
port in the here-and-now is prepared, albeit still shaky, which 
makes it possible to say at the next stage (7) “you are not here, 
you are there... ” 

At precisely this point acute emotional  pain  appears,  which 
is   where   Freud’s   description   stops.   However   paradoxical 
it may be, pain is caused by the grieving person himself: 
phenomenologically during the attack of acute grief,  it  is  not 
the deceased who leaves us, but we who leave him, breaking 
away from him or pushing him away from us. And it is this 
break, carried out by ourselves, our own withdrawal,  this  driv-
ing away of the loved one: “Go away, I want to be free of you...” 
and observance of how his image really recedes, melts and dis-
appears, which is the real cause of the emotional pain.* 

However, the most important thing in the executed act of 
acute grief is not the fact of this painful break itself, but its 
product. At this moment, it is not simply  that  a  separation, 
break and destruction of the old tie is taking place, as all the 
modern theories suggest, but that a new tie  is  being  created. 
The pain of acute grief is pain not only of disintegration, 
destruction and withering away, but  also  the  pain  of  the  birth 
                                                           

*The reader who has managed  to  carry  through  the  experiment 
described in the previous footnote can be convinced that it is precisely this 
which causes the pain of loss. 
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of the new: Two new egos and a new connection between them, 
two new times, even worlds, and coordination between them. 

“I see us in the past,” notes Anne Philipe. This is already a 
new ego. Previously it had been possible either to distract 
oneself from the loss, “to think, talk, work”, or to be completely 
absorbed “in you”. The new ego is capable of seeing not “you”, 
when this vision is experienced as a vision in the psychological 
time which we called “present in the past”, but to see “us in the 
past”. “Us” happens to be him and oneself, detached, so to 
speak, in the grammatically third person. “My double is 
separating from me and repeating everything I did then.” Pre-
viously, the ego was divided into an observer and acting double, 
into author and hero. At that moment, for the first time during 
the experiencing of the loss, a small part of a  real  memory  of 
the deceased and of life with him as it was in the past appears. 
This first newly arisen memory is still very like perception (“I 
see us”), but it already has what is most important — division 
and sequence of tenses (“I see us in the past”), when the ego 
feels itself completely in the present and images of the past are 
perceived precisely as images of something which has already 
happened, marked by this or another date. 

The former split existence is united here by memory, the 
connection between the times is restored and the pain disap-
pears. It is not painful to observe from the present the double 
acting in the past.* 

It is not by accident that we called  the  characters  appearing 
in the consciousness “author” and “hero”. Here the birth of a 
primary aesthetic phenomenon is really taking place, the ap-
pearance of an author and a hero, the ability of the person to 
look at the lived, already completed life from an aesthetic view-
point. 

This is an extremely important moment in the productive 
experiencing of grief. Our perception of another person, espe-
cially  a  close  one,  with  whom  we  have  many  vital  ties,  is 
                                                           

*The reader who is taking part in our experiment can check this formula 
after once more immersing himself in the feeling of contact with a close 
person, seeing his face before him, hearing his voice, breathing in the entire 
atmosphere of warmth and closeness. Then when you withdraw from this 
state into the present, having consciously left your double in  its  place,  how 
do you look from a detached viewpoint, what are you wearing? Do you see 
yourself in profile? Or a little from above? At what distance? When you are 
convinced that you can view yourself well in a detached way, note whether 
this helps you to feel more calm and balanced. 
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penetrated by pragmatic and ethical relationships; his image is 
permeated with unfinished joint matters, unrealised intentions, 
unforgiven insults, unfulfilled promises. Many of them are al-
ready almost eliminated, others are in full swing, still others 
have been put off until the indefinite future, but all of them are 
unfinished, all of them are like questions which have been asked 
and are awaiting some answer, requiring some action. Each of 
these relationships is charged by a goal, the final unachievability 
of which is now felt particularly acutely and painfully. 

The aesthetic viewpoint, on the other hand, is capable of 
seeing the world without dividing it into goals and means, 
beyond and without goals, without the need of my interference. 
When I am admiring a sunset, I don’t want  to  change  it  at  all, 
I don’t compare it with what it should be, I don’t strive to achieve 
anything. 

Therefore when in an act of acute grief a person succeeds 
from the beginning in completely immersing himself in the part 
of his former life which he shared with the departed, and then 
comes out of it, having separated the “hero”  within  himself, 
who remains in the past, and the “author” who aesthetically 
observes the life of the hero from the present,  this part  is 
wrested away from pain, goal, duty and time and given to 
memory. 

During the period of acute grief, the grieving  person  dis-
covers that thousands and thousands of minor details in his life 
are associated with the deceased (“he bought this book”, “he 
liked this view from the window”, “we saw this movie 
together”), and each of them draws his consciousness into the 
“there-and-then”, into the depth of the stream of  the  past,  and 
he has to go through the pain in order to return to the surface. 
The pain goes if he succeeds in bringing a grain of sand, a small 
stone or a shell of remembrance out of the depth to view  it  in 
the light of the present, in the “here-and-now”. He has to trans-
form the psychological time of immersion,  “present  in  the 
past”, into “past in the present”. 

During the period of acute pain experiencing becomes the 
person’s leading activity. We will remind you that psychology 
calls that activity leading which occupies a dominating position 
in the life of a person and through which his personal develop-
ment is carried out. For example, a preschooler both works, 
helping his mother, and studies, memorizing  letters,  but  it  is 
not work or study, but play, that is his leading activity, in it and 
through it he can both do more and learn better. It  is  the  sphere 
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of his personal growth. For the grieving  person,  grief  during 
this period becomes the leading activity in both senses: it com-
prises the main content of all his activity and  becomes  the 
sphere of his personal growth. Therefore, the phase of acute 
grief can be considered critical in relation to the further coping 
with grief, and at times it ako  acquires  a  special  significance 
for the entire life path. 

The fourth phase of grief is called the phase of “residual 
shocks and reorganisation” (G. Tatelbaum). During this phase, 
life resumes its natural course, sleep, appetite and professional 
activity are restored, the deceased stops  being  the  main  focus 
of life. Coping with grief is no longer the leading activity, it 
progresses in the form of at first frequent and then increasingly 
infrequent isolated shocks, such as occur after a major 
earthquake. These residual attacks of grief can be just  as  acute 
as during the previous phase, and against the background of 
ordinary existence are subjectively perceived as even more 
acute. They are most frequently caused by some date or other, 
traditional events (“New Year for the first time without him”, 
“spring for the first time  without  him”,  “birthday”)  or  events 
in everyday life (“Someone offended me, I’ve got no one to 
complain to”, “a letter came addressed to him”). The fourth 
phase generally lasts for a year. During this time essentially all 
ordinary events in life occur and in the future begin to repeat 
themselves. The anniversary of the death is the last date in this 
series. It is perhaps for this reason that most cultures and 
religions set aside one year for mourning. 

During this period the loss gradually becomes part  of  life. 
The person has to solve a multitude of new problems associated 
with material and social changes, and these practical problems 
become intertwined with the coping itself. He very  often  col-
lates his actions with the moral standards of the deceased, with 
his expectations, with what “he would have said”. A mother 
believes that she does not have the right to take care of her 
appearance as she used to before the death  of her  daughter, 
since the deceased daughter cannot do the same. But gradually 
more and more memories appear  which  release  the  person 
from pain, the feeling of guilt, insult  and  abandonment.  Some 
of these memories become particularly valued  and  dear,  at 
times they become interwoven into entire stories which are ex-
changed with close family and friends  and  often  become  part 
of the family “mythology”. In short, the image of the deceased 
released by the acts of grief is subjected here  to  a  kind  of  aes- 
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thetic review. “My activity continues even after the death of the 
other person,” writes M.M. Bakhtin, “and aesthetic elements 
begin to predominate within it ... (as against moral and practical 
elements): the whole of the other’s life lies before me, free from 
all elements of temporal future, of aims and obligations. After 
the burial and the memorial comes the memory. I have the whole 
life of that other person outside myself, and now begins the 
aestheticisation of his or her personality, it is fixed and com-
pleted in an aesthetically significant image. It is the set of emo-
tion and will towards honouring the dead, essentially, that gives 
rise to the aesthetic categories forming the  image of  the 
departed in his or her ‘inner likeness’ (and in outward likeness 
also), for only this set can bring value terms to bear upon the 
temporal, already completed whole  of the  dead  person’s  in-
ward and outward life... Memory is an approach which sees a 
whole already complete in terms of value; memoryis in a certain 
sense hopeless, but on the other hand it is  able  to  evaluate, 
aside from goals and meanings, a life already completed and 
present in totality” [21]. 

The normal experiencing of grief we have  described  enters 
its final phase in approximately one year — “completion”. Here 
the grieving person has at times to overcome several cultural 
barriers which interfere with the act of  completion  (for  ex-
ample, the idea that the length of grief is a measure of our love 
for the deceased). 

The meaning and task of the work of grief during  this  phase 
is the image of the deceased occupying its permanent place in 
the continuing meaningful whole of one’s life (it can, for ex-
ample, become a symbol of kindness) and becoming  fixed  in 
the extratemporal measurement of existence in terms of value. 

Allow me in conclusion to present an episode from 
psychotherapeutic practice. I had  occasion  once  to  work  with 
a young painter who had lost his daughter during the Armenian 
earthquake. When our talk came to an end, I asked him to close 
his eyes and imagine an easel with a white sheet of paper and 
wait until some image appeared on it. 

The image of a house and gravestone with a lighted candle 
arose. Together we began to complete the  imaginary  picture, 
and behind the house appeared mountains, a  blue  sky  and 
bright sun. I asked him to concentrate on the sun, to watch how 
its rays fell. And in the imaginary picture one of the rays of the 
sun united with the flame of the funeral candle: the symbol of 
the  deceased  daughter  united  with  the  symbol  of  eternity.  It 
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was then necessary to find a way to separate from these images. 
The frame in which the father mentally placed the image served 
this purpose. The frame was wooden. The live image finally 
became a picture for the memory, and I asked  the  father  to 
seize this imaginary picture in his hands, draw it into himself 
and place it in his heart. The image of the deceased daughter 
became a memory, the only way to reconcile the past with the 
present. 
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