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What It Means

to Become a Person

b3

is 'cbapter was first given as a talk to a meeting at Oberlin .
College in 1954. I was trying to pull together in more com-

pletely organized form, some of the conceptions of therapy wbhich
bad been growing in me. I bave revised it slightly.

As is customary with me, 1 was trying to keep my thinking close
to the grass roots of actual experience in therapeutic interviews, so
I drew beavily upon recorded interviews as the source of the gen-
eralizations which I make.

*

MY work at the Counseling Center of the University of Chi-
cago, I have the opportunity of working with people who present

4 wide variety of personal problems. There is the student concerned
about failing in college; the housewife disturbed about her marriage;
the individual who feels he is teetering on the edge of a complete
breakdown or psychosis; the responsible professional man who
spends much of his time in sexual fantasies and functions inefficiently
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in his work; the brilliant student, at the top of his class, who is para-
lyzed by the conviction that he is hopelessly and helplessly inade-
quate; the parent who is distressed by his child’s behavior: the pop-
ular girl who finds herself unaccountably overtaken by mm»nv spells
of _.w_un_m depression; the woman who fears that life and love are
passing her by, and that her good graduate record is a poor recom-
pense; the man who has become convinced that powerful or sinister
forces are plotting against him; — I could go on and on with the
many different and unique problems which people ca_._h.m to us. They
run the gamut of life’s experinces. Yet there is no satisfaction in
giving this type of catalog, for, as counselor, I know that the prob-
lem as stated in the first interview will not be the problem as seen in
z..n second or third hour, and by the tenth interview it will be a still
different problem or series of problems.

I .r»«d however come to believe that in spite of this bewildering
ro_._.uoan»_ multiplicity, and the layer upon layer of vertical com-
Enﬂna‘. there is perhaps only one problem. As I follow the ex-
perience of many clients in the therapeutic relationship which we
endeavor to create for them, it seems to me that each one is raising
arn. same question. Below the level of the problem situation about
Sr:.ur the E&&m:»_ is complaining — behind the trouble with
mm:&um. or es.mn. or employer, or with his own uncontrollable or
bizarre behavior, or with his frightening feelings, lies one central
search. It seems to me that at bottom each unnmpP.E.uFEmm *“Who
am |, really? How can I get in touch with this real self, zsmlﬂ.ﬂvmm_m

all my surface behavior? How can I become myself?”
T TT————s

THE Process or Becoming

GETTING BEHIND THE Mask

Let me 5.8 .smv_&a what I mean when I say that it appears that
the mw»_ the individual most wishes to achieve, the end which he
w:ﬂwﬂam_% and unknowingly pursues, is to become tumself.

€n a person comes to me, troubled by his uni i
/ ) ne, que combination
om_ &En&.cnm. .m E:.R A...oEE 1t most worth while to try to greate a
relationship with him in which he is safe and free. It is my purpose
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to understand the way he feels in his own inner world, to accept him
as he is, to create an atmosphere of freedom in which he can move
in his thinking and feeling and being, in any direction he desires.

How does he use this freedom?
It is my experience that he uses it to become more and more him-

self. He begins to drop the false fronts, or the masks, or the Toles,
with which he has faced life. He appears to be trying to discover
something more basic, something more truly himself. At first he lays
aside masks which he is to some degree aware of using. One young
woman student describes in a counseling interview one of the masks
she has been using, and how uncertain she is whether underneath
this appeasing, ingratiating front there is any real self with convic-

tions.

I was thinking about this business of standards. I somehow de-
veloped a sort of knack, I guess, of — well — habit — of trying to
make people feel at ease around me, or to make things go along
smoothly. There always had to be some appeasér around, being
sorta the oil that soothed the waters. At a small meeting, or a little
party, or something —1I could help things go along nicely and
appear to be having a good time. And sometimes I'd surprise my-
self by arguing against what I really thought when I saw that the
person in charge would be quite unhappy about it if I didn’t. In
other words I just wasn’t ever — I mean, I didn’t find myself ever
being set and definite about things. Now the reason why I did it
probably was I'd been doing it around home so much. I just didn'’t
stand up for my own convictions, until I don’t know whether I
have any convictions to stand up for. I haven’t been really hon-
estly being myself, or actually knowing what my real self is, and
I've been just playing a sort of false role.

You can, in this excerpt, see her examining the mask she has been
using, recognizing her dissatisfaction with it, and wondering how to
get to the real self underneath, if such a self exists.

In this attempt to discover his own self, the client typically uses
the relatdonship to ex ine the various aspects of his own
experience, to recognize and face up to the deep contradictions
which he often discovers, He learns how much of his behavior,
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118 THE Process oF BEcoming A Prrsox
and he can also feel and express annoyance toward her, as he goes on
to say in the next portion of the interview. He can fully live the

experiences of his total organism, rather than shutting them out of
awareness.

Trust IN ONE’s ORGANISM

A sgcond characteristic of the persons who emerge from therapy
is difficult to describe. It seems that the person_increasingly dis-
covers that his own organism is trustworthy, that it is a suitable in-

strument for discoverings the most satisfying behavior_in_each im-

mediate situation, 3

b et e ity

If this seems strange, let me try to state it more fully. Perhaps it

will help to understand my description if you think of the individual
as faced with some existential choice: “Shall I go home to my family
during vacation, or strike out on my own?” “Shall I drink this third
cocktail which is being offered?” “Is this the person whom I would
like to have as my partner in love and in life?” Thinking of such
situations, what seems to be true of the person who emerges from
the therapeutic process® To the extent that this person is open to
all of his experience, he has access to all of the available data in the
situation, on which to base his behavior. He has knowledge of his
own feelings and impulses, which are often complex and contradic-
tory. He is freely able to sense the social demands, from the rela-
tively rigid social “laws” to the desires of friends and family. He
has access to his memories of similar situations, and the consequences
of different behaviors in those situations, He has a relatively accurate
perception of this external situation in all of jts complexity. He is
better able to permit his total organism, his conscious thought par-
ticipating, to consider, weigh and balance each stimulus, need, and
demand, and its relative weight and intensity. Out of this complex
weighing and balancing he is able to discover that course of action
which seems to come closest to satisfying all his needs in the situa-
tion, long-range as well as immediate needs,

In such a weighing and balancing of all of the components of a
given life choice, his organism would not by any means be infallible,
Mistaken choices might be made. But because he tends to be open
to his experience, there is a greater and more immediate awareness
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T: Do you want to say any more about what you mean by that?
That it really does give you the symptoms of fright?

C: (Laughs) 1, uh—1 don’t know whether I quite know. I
mean — well it really seems like I'm cut loose (pause), and it
seems that I'm very — I don’t know —in a yulnerable position,
but I, uh, I brought this up and it, uh, somehow it almost came
out without my saying it. It seems to be — it’s something I let

out.

T: Hardly a part of you.

C: Well, I fele surprised.

T: As though, “Well for goodness sake, did I say that?” (Both

chuckle.)
C: Really, I don’t think I've had that feeling before. I've —uh,
well, this really feels like I'm saying something that, uh, is a part

of me really. (Pause) Or, uh, (quite perplexed) it feels like I sort
of have, uh, I don’t know. I have a feeling of strength, and yert, I

have a feeling of — realizing it’s so sort of fearful, of fright.

T: That is, do you mean that saying something of that sort gives
you at the same time a feeling of, of strength in saying it, and yet
at the same time a frightened feeling of what you have said, is
that it?

C: M-hm. I am feeling that. For instance, I'm feeling it internally
now — a sort of surging up, or force or outlet. As if that’s some-
thing really big and strong. And yet, uh, well at first it was al-
most a physical feeling of just being out alone, and sort of cut off
from a — a support I had been carrying around.

T: You feel that it's something deep and strong, and surging
forth, and at the same time, you just feel as though you'd cut
yourself loose from any support when you say it.

C: M-hm. Maybe that's—1I don’t know —it’s a disturbance of a
kind of pattern I've been carrying around, I think.

T It sort of shakes a rather significant pattern, jars it loose.

C: M-hm. (Pause, then cautiously, but with conviction) 1, 1
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