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Experiencing Reality

Society has the potential to greatly impact individuals in various ways.  Through our experiences with society, we learn and develop.  We learn how and when to respond to our environment and we develop perceptions of our environment.  Each of these impacts has the ability to alter behavior and shape society.  The art of mindfulness teaches individuals to control the thought process in order to form accurate perceptions of the environment.  Through these accurate perceptions, individuals are able to not only see, but understand the true environment and respond accordingly.

Much of human behavior is merely a response to external stimuli.  However, it is not true reality that is the basis of response.  An individual’s “behavior is based on our perception of reality” (Fadiman, Frager, 133, 2002).  Therefore, behavior may be altered either by changing the external stimuli or modifying the way individuals perceive the stimuli.  Since it is difficult to control external influences, the ability to control how one perceives these influences can be rather beneficial.  

Perhaps the most common method of distorting individual reality is based on the tendency to think too much.  As humans, we relive past occurrences and experience them as if they were real.  Along with thoughts of the past, the human mind devotes a lot of time to the future.  These processes are natural and in many cases valuable.  However, there are also many cases where so much thought becomes excessive, unnecessary, and even harmful.  This harm is not only experienced by the individual, but it is many times projected into anger which impacts the social environment.

By stopping the thought process and focusing on the present moment, individuals are able to avoid the harmful consequences of unnecessary thinking.  One example of harmful thinking would take place in a social setting.  Many events occur in the human mind that did not really happen or will not happen.  However, much time may be spent worrying about what could happen or resenting what has happened.  As a result of this worry and resentment, individuals have created social phobias and social anxiety.  


One study, performed by Teasdale et al, has demonstrated how existing in the present moment, stopping the thought process, and being aware can reduce the anxiety resulting from social situations.  “Through awareness of how the ruminating mind works, and focusing on the here and now, ‘mindful experience’ is started, in which new information can be connected to implicational (higher-order) meaning structures” (Bögelsa, 849, 2004).  Much can be obtained in the present moment.  It is not possible to see true reality after the mind perceptually alters events.  Though, it is harmful to create negative occurrences that did not really happen.  Perhaps Tich Naht Hanh expressed this concept best when he wrote, “we observe mindfully in order to be able to see and understand.  Seeing and understanding are elements of liberation that bring about love and compassion” (Hanh, 62, 1991).  So, observing mindfully, in social situations as well as any situation, allows individuals to see reality as it truly is, without the over analysis that creates a realistic vision of distorted reality.  


Further discoveries have been made by Z.V. Segal.  Through Segal’s work, he has discovered that humans have the tendency to create “maladaptive schemas.”  Similar to Fritz Perls concept of the mental “top dog,” “maladaptive schemas” are “mental modes” that form belief structures in the human mind and are applied to ones perception of and behavior towards life events in the past, present, and future.  They also “predispose individuals in characteristically negative ways and may precipitate recurrence of mental illness, especially depression” (Day, Horton-Deutch, 167, 2004).  Segal has discovered that mindfulness allows individuals to build an awareness of these “maladaptive schemas.”  With this awareness, individuals may judge the importance, accuracy, and applicability of the schemas.  This awareness and ability to judge gives individuals freedom from predetermined, conditioned behaviors and reactions, allowing for a healthy detachment from unhealthy schemas. 


The use of mindful techniques has the ability to alter one’s perception and behavior.  Personally, I have experienced several interactions where the use of mindful techniques positively altered my response.  Perhaps my most memorable experience occurred with my roommate several days ago.  I was sitting in the living room when he came home and went straight to the kitchen to find dishes filling the sink.  When he found the sight of the dishes, he immediately accused me of being selfish and only willing to help others if would benefit me.  Following the statement, he went into his room and closed the door.  Immediately, I became consumed with anger.  However, through deep breathing, being aware of my anger, and understanding that the anger will pass assisted me in being able to confront the anger.  


As I began to confront my anger, I remembered Tich Naht Hanh’s teaching that “when someone speaks unkindly to us, if we understand the reason and do not take his or her words to heart, we will not feel irritated at all, and no knot will be tied” (Hanh, 64, 1991).  Using this teaching, I started to focus on what the true problem could have been.  I understood that a messy kitchen could make somebody angry and this definitely was a part of my roommate’s unkindness.  However, the kitchen has always been messy and neither of us has made an attempt to clean it.  With this in mind, I began to “mindfully” observe his actions, expressions, and movements to see and understand what he was truly upset about. One teaching that assisted me in understanding the situation is that “anyone who has made us suffer is undoubtedly suffering too” (Hanh, 83, 1991).  Realizing that my roommate was suffering too made me look deeper into why he would be suffering.  I slowly attempted to feel what he was feeling by placing myself into his shoes.  



By placing myself into his shoes, I was able to realize that he had come home from work several hours later than normal.  Also, he had a good deal more automotive grease and oil on his skin and he was taking a shower at the moment.  When he came back into the living room, I could tell that he had remained irritated.  Nevertheless, I began to ask about his day at work and attempt to truly feel what he was saying in his answers.  It turned out that many of his subordinates would not follow his lead and he had to do much of their work for them.  For the inability to have his subordinates work productively, he was reprimanded by his superior.  


When my roommate would speak of his day, I listened mindfully and attempted to feel what he was feeling.  I offered all the comfort that I knew how to give through compassion.  My direct experience has demonstrated the truth behind the teaching that mindfulness allows to truly understand our environment and the situations that occur within it.  Instead of becoming defensive and attempting to say something hateful in return, I practiced “mindful breathing” and became aware of the true situation.  With my awareness, I could see and understand the problem that my roommate was facing.  When I gained an understanding of his situation, I felt compassion for him and his situation.  This compassion brought about peace within our relationship and the apartment’s atmosphere.  Without such compassion and understanding, I would have remained angry and probably tried to verbally harm him in revenge.  Instead of the bad situation becoming worse, the practice of mindfulness allowed our relationship to become stronger than before the incident.


Mindfulness has proven beneficial in my life and can be rather beneficial to all individuals as well as society itself.  It can be used by any individual, either in common situations or in the clinical setting.  To begin, all that is required is a little guidance, which is much cheaper than regular therapy sessions.  However, the practices involved are slow to reach western society.  In our society, it is common for individuals to search for immediate gratification and not consider possibilities that require time and patients.  These practices are foreign and different to our common understanding of biology.  However, we understand how drugs will impact our body.  As a result, drug companies are making billions, while society only receives temporary solutions.  Mindfulness is a way of changing the way individuals live and see the world, which offers lifelong solutions.  Though mindfulness is slowly finding its way into our society, those who have utilized mindful interaction have positively impacted society as well as themselves.

As one can see, mindful practices have the potential to yield great benefits to individuals as well as society.  However, our culture views these practices as foreign and tends to refuse its assistance.  Nevertheless, those who have experienced mindful interaction have also experienced true reality.  The ability to experience true reality allows individuals to respond accurately in social interactions, as well as all situations.  By limiting unnecessary thinking and negative belief structures, individuals are also limiting the potential to perceive false realities.  Without false realities distorting perceptions, individuals are free to see and experience society as it truly is.
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