How We Change: 

Edges, Awareness and Identity

Change is often likened to a journey. The excitement of going somewhere new is tempered by uncertainty and fear of the unknown. In unfamiliar territory, we may lose our way, lose our wallet, or miss our flight. We could get lonely. When our customary way of viewing the world and ourselves encounters something new or difficult, our personality divides and conflicts around whether and which way to go forward. This experience is referred to as the “edge,” the boundary between the everyday self and the unknown. 

What’s at the edge? 

An edge is a point of contact between the everyday identity, and unknown experiences, emotions, and parts of our identity. Edges are also dynamic moments of transition, when a known way of understanding oneself is disrupted and transformed by something new. Everyday consciousness makes this kind of identity conflict inevitable. Our mind focuses selectively on some goals and tasks, feelings and experiences, and not upon others. Once new experiences are brought into everyday awareness, they become more central, rendering other experiences more peripheral, and creating new edges.

Edges are boundary conditions, parameters that limit and define us. Encountering an edge is like producing art: the interplay between constraint and creativity. An artist’s canvas imposes the limits of two-dimensionality. A writer is constrained by the limits of verbal expression, a sculptor by the properties of clay or stone. Yet, these media are also vehicles for innovation and creativity. Similarly, an edge is both limiting and creative. It holds us back, yet out of the interaction with our limits, a unique expression can be created. 
An edge is also a fertile place for learning and growth. It brings encounters with personal history, inner critics, fear, and other challenges. Edges expose deeply held beliefs about life, death, and change, and provoke self-reflective questions such as: “How do I relate to the unknown in myself and others?” “What do I find out about myself when confronted with the limits of what I know?” “Who am I with my props and routines stripped away?”
Focusing on the unknown sharpens awareness. Like the hunter, we become vigilant and alert. Edges also help us develop fluidity and flexibility, a practice of readiness and openness to the unknown and unexpected. Growth and learning happens at the edge. In biological systems, only those systems that do well at edges evolve. Living systems thrive and learn the most ‘on the edge of chaos,’ in between stasis and chaos. In complex, adaptive systems, as a system heads towards chaos, it slows down. This is the point where influences and choices converge, what is called the ‘phase transition space,’ a mathematical term to express the transition from one state to another, like gas to water. Creativity and innovation have the best chance to emerge precisely at the point of greatest tension and apparent irreconcilable differences. Through the instability of the edge we gain maximum fitness. 
How are edges created? 

As Freud pointed out over a hundred years ago, some edges are created by rejecting or repressing parts of ourselves, emotions, and memories. Often this is due to family or cultural beliefs, or prior negative experiences. We experience the edge as strong emotions, and in behavior such as nervousness, embarrassment, giggling or freezing. This kind of edge can be heard in how people talk about themselves: “Oh, I could never do that! That’s awful, inflated, hurtful, stupid…” or “If I did that, I would be…” 
But edges are not only created by repressing or marginalizing things. Sometimes we have an edge to something simply due to its unfamiliarity. For instance, the first time we are introduced to a new food we may recoil. We shy away from what is unknown, even if only for a second. Encountering something new in ourselves is like looking at untrammeled snow. There is no path forward; no model or prior experience to rely on. This type of edge is characterized by blankness, a generalized fear of the unknown, and spacey or trance-like behavior. 
Edges can be large-scale conflicts between parts of our identity, and they can also be little, momentary resistances and hesitations. For instance, when we first become aware of an emotion, or become aware of a conflict or something uncomfortable, we hit up against a “micro-edge,” a resistance to focus on what is potentially disturbing. We don’t want to talk about certain things; we block things out, get defensive, change the subject, or space out. Just shifting our focus to unknown or difficult things constellates an edge.

Edges are also large scale identity conflict, clashes between old and new thought patterns, ways of identifying ourselves, or worldviews. Navigating these “macro-edges” may take months or years, as we expand our sense of self to include previously marginalized parts and experiences. 

Edges and Awareness

Change is iterative and cyclical. Changing patterns, behaviors or identities is like turning around an ocean liner. It takes a long time to change a lifetime of habit. But the repetitive quality of change is also important. We don’t come upon the edge the same way twice: each time we approach it, we gain new information and perspectives about ourselves. 
How we change depends on how we view the edge. Change is an awareness process. From an everyday point of view, edges appear as outer obstacles: someone in our way, lack of time, energy or money, a critical spouse, boss or parent. From this point of view, there are concrete reasons or material circumstances that prevent us from living life in a certain way, or fulfilling certain desires or goals. 
Sometimes we just need support, resources and information to make it past that obstacle. Other times, outer help isn’t enough. We can’t change because our inner experiences match and amplify the outer obstacle.  The critical spouse is a problem because it mirrors an inner critical voice. Eleanor Roosevelt said it succinctly: “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” Changing behavior or influencing an outer obstacle involves working with inner attitudes, feelings, or past experiences. It is often the case that confronting the outer obstacle is less difficult than facing the feelings, fears, self-doubt, and inner critics that get constellated on the inside. It’s the inner drama that makes the outer obstacle feel overwhelming. 
Not every battle can be fought directly. From another point of view, the obstacle ‘out there’ is brought into existence by the ego or everyday mind that clings to its limited identity. What makes an obstacle an edge is that we resist it. We create edges by marginalizing the unfamiliar. Thus, if we open up to the unfamiliar, if we flow with what is happening, there is no edge. This attitude may be familiar to us as the sense of peace, oneness or relaxation that we find through meditation or in other altered states of consciousness. Being in love, for instance, can produce such a state of mind. We let down our barriers, open up and feel one with everything. Even when something challenging or difficult emerges, our expanded awareness and embracing attitude diminishes the sense of difficulty. This attitude is a method for working with obstacles and difficulties. Rather than confront or fight the obstacle, or our inner attitudes, we can dream our way forward.  

These different viewpoints on edges reflect the models and methods we use to make personal change. The first way of viewing edges, as an outer obstacle that needs overcoming, requires information, support, resources, motivation and inspiration. The second view of edges requires self-reflection, and discovering how our belief systems hold us back. In order to change or overcome a difficulty, we have to confront old models of identity, and discover new models, either inner figures or outer role models, who can show us the behaviors and attitudes we can imitate. This change process also requires sacrifice, letting go of old patterns, identities and fears. The last type of change process is useful for creativity and problem solving, and is also found in spiritual practices – finding and developing a state of mind that holds all possibilities. Methods include finding the new identity or behavior already within us, and learning how to access new perspectives using dreaming, imagination, intuition, and detachment. These methods require dreaming a solution, rather than working on one.

Most change methods embrace one, possibly two of these approaches. The Process Work paradigm understands all three ways of perceiving edges as intertwined. All three are part of edge work: the edge is an outer problem, an inner attitude, and no problem at all. Furthermore, the approach needed is determined by the individual’s process. Finding the method for change is a matter of noticing the feedback and following signals to determine which one is most sustainable at that moment. 
Case Study: Edge Work and Life Change
This case study presents two sessions between a therapist and a client on the same topic, and illustrates two different approaches for negotiating the edge. In the first session, they work on how the outer difficulty mirrors an inner attitude, and in the second session, they find out how the future state is present in the client’s signals. Notice how the type of edge, and the way to work on it, is predicted in the client’s non-verbal signals 

The therapist, Milo, is working with his client, Hafez. Hafez initially came to Milo six months ago because of depression. In discussing his depression, Hafez admitted that he felt bored and frustrated with his life. Hafez says he his happily married, and has two teenaged children whom he loves spending time with. He is an entrepreneur who started his business as a young man; it now is a very successful company which employs over 150 people. Though proud of his accomplishments, Hafez feels unfulfilled and empty, unconnected to something more meaningful. 
While still a baby, Hafez immigrated to the United States with his family from Iran. His father worked in a grocery, and eventually saved up money to buy a small corner store in an inner city neighborhood. Hafez worked there everyday after school and on the weekends helping his father, from the age of 10 until he finished school. Life was hard for the immigrant family, and Hafez was a serious young man who took his familial duty seriously. This attitude was reinforced by his cultural background which emphasized filial duty over individual needs. Hafez came to America in the early sixties just as the civil rights movement began and he grew up inspired by the struggles and heroism of African Americans. He remembered sitting transfixed in front of the T.V. watching Martin Luther King speak, mesmerized by his thunderous oratory. He yearned to be able to speak like that, to be more active in politics, and be able to influence change. He was especially engaged with issues of immigration and diversity. As he grew older he dreamed of going to law school, but knew it did not mesh with his obligation to support his family: his family of origin and then, later, his wife and children. 
As Milo and Hafez explored his depression, this childhood story, and his passion for politics emerged. In this session, Milo asks Hafez if he ever considered going back to school and getting a law degree. Hafez is shocked by the thought. The possibility feels unreal. He has a wife, two children nearing college, and a fulltime job. He feels he has neither the time nor the money to go to law school.

Session One: Obstacle as Attitude
HAFEZ: I remember being a kid, and thinking, I wish I could help change things for other immigrants. Maybe it’s enough I have kids, employees, and I suppose that’s making a change in people’s lives. As a teenager, I wanted to go to law school. But I had no money; my family had no money, it’s…. just… I don’t know… his voice trails off, fading softly and he looks down and sighs.

MILO: Have you ever thought of going to law school now? You’re financially stable, your kids are getting older and able to look after themselves more. 
HAFEZ: Are you joking? It’s true, I have money, now, but who has time to go back to school? I mean, whoever heard of a 47 year-old man going back to school?  Everyone

there will be my kids’ age! 
“Age” appears as the obstacle. 

MILO: Well, I don’t think it’s so unusual. More and more mature age people are returning to school. I think there are even support groups for mature age students.

HAFEZ: Looks dejected. Well, still, I probably won’t fit in. Anyway, who wants to hang out with a bunch of old people, anyhow. Even if I got in, I’d feel isolated because of my age.

The obstacle of “old age” is the mind-set or attitude of feeling old, depressed and hopeless. The “old people” are in his signals, in his vocal tone, dejected look, and in giving up so easily.

MILO: Winks and smiles. Yeah, you’re a real old timer. Over the hill. No more pep in you, buddy. And all that book reading! That would be too much for your fading eyes.

And I’m not so sure your arthritic bones could take all that sitting anyway. Why not just

forget about it, take up a hobby and wait for retirement. It’s only 15 years away. Save your energy for crosswords and shuffleboard.

MILO’s wink and smile indicates that he’s joking. This is a paradoxical or forbidding intervention at the edge. MILO paradoxically represents and amplifies the “old people’s” attitude to make it more explicit. He’s attempting to show Hafez how he is the “old person” right now, in his attitude, and in how he gives up so easily and dismisses his dreams.

HAFEZ: He laughs. Hey, I’m not that old! OK, OK, I get it. But what if I go there and don’t like it. Or I fail?

Here again is the obstacle of old age as an attitude. Failure feels like an obstacle. A “young” attitude might not be daunted by the fear of failing.

MILO: What failure? If you enroll and give it your best shot, even if you flunk, you still followed your dreams.

HAFEZ: looks seriously at MILO. You really think I can do it? 
Hafez is starting to step over the edge a bit, but the need for support is still part of the edge. He really could fail, but the point of this process is not necessarily to succeed, but to follow a dream.

MILO: No, I don’t think you can do it. 
Hafez looks baffled.

MILO: And I don’t think you can’t, either. I’m not thinking in terms of succeeding or not. It doesn’t matter to me. Are you interested in law school because you think you’ll succeed, or because you have a passion for social justice? 
Hafez slowly nods, listening intently to what MILO is saying. 
MILO: Maybe you’ll fail, but at least you’ll have followed a lifelong dream. That’s a form of success in and of itself. 

Money and time only appear as problems, because of Hafez’s edge. The inner attitude or identity edge creates the appearance of an outer obstacle (“too old”). 
Session Two: Dreaming the solution forward

The next week, Hafez comes back and tells Milo that he called up the university, and inquired about enrolling in law school. He even met with the admissions director, began looking over the law school entry requirements, and found a preparation course for the LSATs, the law school entry exams. But he comes into his session feeling overwhelmed and depressed. 
HAFEZ: Well, I took the first steps, but I’m a mess. My wife is very supportive, but my brother thinks I’m losing my mind, and my accountant thinks I’m having a mid-life crisis. He suggested I buy a red sports car and get over it. Laughs dejectedly. 

HAFEZ: Doesn’t it seem silly to you? He sighs. It all feels so difficult, though. I mean, three years is a long time. And my family…. He sighs again, looks down and shakes his head. I should have acted when I was younger. I feel so far from that dream now. So much else has happened. And the world is a very different place. 

His lack of energy could be hopelessness, or it might be a signal not to encounter the edge directly or energetically. The words he uses invoke dreams and dreaming, a far off time and place. He’s talking about the past, and the dream of “being a lawyer.” These signals show that his inherent method in this session is to slip past the edge, the sense of conflict, using his dreaming and imagination. Since it is a dream that pulls him forward, maybe that is also the method to work on his depression. 
MILO: Hmmm, the lawyer you were to become…. who was he? What was he like before you gave up on him? MILO is looking for the dream, the essence or quality of ‘lawyer-ness.’
HAFEZ: The lawyer? Hmm. He closes his eyes and thinks for a moment. He slowly nods, as if recalling something. Well, I remember watching Martin Luther King Jr. on TV. As Hafez speaks, his posture shifts. He sits upright, and his voice gets louder. King was such a, such an intense speaker. I mean, you were just riveted to him. 

MLO: Tell me, what was so riveting about him, how did he speak? Even though Milo undoubtedly knows about Martin Luther King, Jr., he’s asking Hafez in order to elicit ‘sensory grounded information,’ that is, the nonverbal signals and subjective experiences that represent the aspect of Hafez’ identity that can go forward, and that is projected onto King. 
HAFEZ: Well, watching him on TV, he had such ease, confidence and passion, all at once. He was so inspiring, and I wished I could see him speak in person. 

Confidence, ease and passion is the way forward. It’s an attitude, found by dreaming into the quality of lawyer. At this point, identifying with and embodying these qualities, whether or not Hafez goes to law school, is the point. The lawyer is both the means and the ends to the problem. To become a lawyer, Hafez has to already act like the lawyer he hopes to become. 

MILO: Amazing, what’s that feel like inside, to be so confident and passionate? Milo is still interested in exploring that quality, not as an activity, or a ‘doing,’ but as a quality and state of mind. He’s helping Hafez identify with the feeling and attitude that belongs to this identity. 

HAFEZ: He pauses for a long time. Hmm, it feels sort of… basic, authentic. Like a centeredness or calm. And it has an unerring direction and focus. When I imagine into it, it feels like a mountain. Nothing can move it. Yet it’s not fighting or using a lot of effort. 
MILO: Hmm, imagine that. Can you feel that as well? 

HAFEZ: Yes, it’s incredibly solid, yet without effort. Even though it’s immovable, there’s an easiness to it. 
Hafez’s body posture shifts and aligns itself to his verbal description. He is sitting up straight, and is looking straight ahead. His breathing has slowed down, and he looks somewhat heavy in his chair. As well, his rhythm of speech has slowed down, and his tone is low and steady. 
MILO: There’s the lawyer! I can see him now. How does he approach the difficulties of money, time, and the LSATs?
HAFEZ: Laughs softly. Well, from here, it’s pretty ridiculous. I mean, this state of mind is so… implacable. All those worries are just trivial and small. He shakes his head, still smiling to himself. From this perspective, you got your eyes on the horizon, and you just take one step after another. Difficulties that pop up, well, they’re like pebbles on the path. Certainly not a reason to stop. 
*****
This last session shows the power of dreaming over the edge. It is not a direct confrontation with an inner attitude or sense of obstacle, but rather, it uses subtle feelings, imagination, and dreaming to find the path forward. We don’t know for sure, but we could surmise that since the non-verbal signals of his new state of mind, and the non-verbal signals of his depression are so similar (slow and heavy movements, low and quiet voice, deep breaths and sighing), that the depression is actually an attempt to bring him down into his centered and calm self. The depression, rather than being the obstacle, is a counterpoint to his overly dutiful and practical everyday identity. It pulls him down, into himself, into his dreams, and onto his path. 

This type of edge work shows that the future is present in the signals of the problem itself. In this sense, there is no change of identity, since everything is imminent, just marginalized. Edge work therefore is not so much about changing who are as it is about discovering and releasing the expanded sense of self that is already within us. 
� This is a composite case, which has been adapted from A Path Made By Walking: Process Work In Practice, by Julie Diamond and Lee Spark Jones, Portland, OR: Lao Tse Press, 2005. 





