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How We Resist ‘Seeing’

Varieties of Psychological Resistance to Valuing the Headless Vision
Sam Blight

One of the great joys of the Headless Way can be sharing it with
others. In this community the discussion sometimes turns to
wondering why noticing what it's like from one's authentic point of

view (also known as Seeing) is not more virally popular, given what a

precious boon we've all personally found it to be. While not difficult
to share with others, the disconnect between the thrilling liberation
afforded by conscious first personhood and the frequent “ meh”
response or downright rejection from some sharees can be
disconcerting. Why is something so obvious, deep, practical and life-
enhancing so hard for some to appreciate and value? Why is it that
what we recognise as the “bullseye” of meditative contemplation is

not immediately taken on board, valued and nurtured by all who are
shown it.

While thinking about this I compiled a list of possible reasons, gleaned from decades of sharing this Way,
which I also ran past some of my headless friends. This led to an expanded list and a Zoom conversation
(https://youtu.be/_xjFcTqUbiE?si=NIMY7TfCINrKxiow) with Richard Lang, which brought to light

further ideas.

The following is a round-up of these ideas presented in no particular order. The hope is that a better
understanding of these issues might go some way toward mitigating them in some cases and generally assist our
efforts to share this wonderful secret, hidden in plain sight.

The paradoxical inversion of reality can be disturbing and disruptive.

The conventional view of ourselves — the one we're raised with — is the feeling of being a kind of “me”, riding
around in a human body behind a face, sealed off from the world by our skin. What we know of the world
“out there” supposedly comes to us via our senses and is put together somehow by our brain to give us the
compelling 3D “movie”of the world we enjoy “in here”. The Headless Way experiments interrogate this
perception directly and experientially, revealing it to be surprisingly vulnerable to inspection. We suddenly
tind ourselves not in the world but with the world in us, with no surface separating us from it. This radical shift
in perception is something which one could easily find psychologically threatening and might require some
kind of pre-existing mental framework to allow it to be accommodated, let alone have its significance
appreciated.

The response to this might be that what the experiments reveal is already the case and always has been. This is
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not the achievement of (or descent into) some new state. There's a strange familiarity to the “set-up” which is
often noticed concurrent with, or shortly after the initial shift in perception. Which is to say, the truth of what
you re really like is not a new and threatening development — it's always been this way. You've been living with
it all this time anyway, whether or not you realised it.

Insufficient curiosity about existential truth.

As Douglas Harding noted, what the headless experiments reveal "...can be the answer to a question they
haven't asked.” The question is some version of “What is it actually like to be me, from my own point of
view?” and is motivated by the recognition that relying on one's societal conditioning, -- and possibly getting
this wrong -- is likely to prevent one from getting much else in life right. I'd suggest that much psycho-
therapeutic effort and spiritual seeking gets off on the wrong foot because of lack of interest in this crucial
question. Much of my own has been no exception.

This indifference might be countered, and some genuine curiosity awakened, by pointing out the critical
importance of this question: “What is the point of living and dying if I never wake up in the place from where
I'm actually doing it.”

Desire for certainty.

One of the great challenges of human adulthood is the realisation that life is fundamentally uncertain — there's
no-one ultimately in charge — and the anxiety that accompanies it. One clings to the apparent solidity of one's
own self-image, its place in the world and one's life story, even if they are far from perfect or even satisfactory, as
a bulwark against the unknown and potential chaos. Much of the appeal of conventional religion and
traditional spirituality is that it provides some kind of solace in this regard by placing a cosmic authority in
charge and promising some kind of continuation of life after physical death.

The re-alignment with one's self-image produced by Secing powerfully and unavoidably demonstrates its
contingent and temporary nature.

The irony is that being conscious of and accepting one's open, vast and accommodating true nature can
ultimately be profoundly grounding and re-assuring. One experiences, and is at one with, the teeming,
tumultuous world from the point of view of a perfect, unchanging refuge.

Interoceptive vertigo.

Our conditioned, commonsense self-perception encloses our bodily sensations, thoughts and feelings within a
skin boundary. When this boundary and encapsulated sense of separation from the world is suddenly dissolved
by Seeing, it can seem like floating or falling, with the contents of consciousness we hitherto regarded as

“inner” found in fact to be at large and unconfined.

While at first potentially disconcerting and disorientating, this new, unguarded appreciation of reality can
quickly become valued as a much richer, thrilling and more meaningful way of engaging with life.
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Fear of annihilation.

Looking for the looker and finding awake emptiness can feel like dying. Harding even called it the “present
death experience” to distinguish it from a “near death experience”. Since much of our mental life is spent
avoiding death--both of our physical body and psychological identity--the direct experience of our complete
absence at centre can understandably come as unwelcome news.

This obstacle can be overcome by remaining with and honouring the direct experience, rather than trying to
explain it away or accommodate it to some existing metaphysical concept. One soon comes to notice that this is
how one has always been at depth, and that one loses nothing real by noticing it. There can be a strong sense of
relief and liberation similar to waking up from a distressing dream.

The psychology of the face game is self-defensive.

Douglas Harding coined the term “Face Game” as a way of describing our initiation into social reality, where it
is necessary to take ourselves to be the one others see, rather than the one we experience ourselves to be. The
Face Game, in short, requires pretending to be just a person. Learning to play it is a pre-verbal process that
begins in early childhood with our recognition of our own reflection. In time we come to identify with the one
in the mirror and become a sort of third person - a thing — to ourselves, losing touch with our first-person
reality. Harding describes this in depth in his book “The Face Game” . There's also a short article by Harding
on the subject on the Headless Way website. This identification comes to be more than physical and soon
includes our thoughts and emotional states, which we mentally place inside the body we've identified with.
This is a necessary development in terms of our ability to function fully as social beings but it comes at the
heavy price of a deeply entrenched sense of separation from the world. It is an inherently self-defensive
psychology which can trigger distress when it feels threatened. The Headless Way experiments are designed to
inspect the assumption that we are as we appear to others. Little wonder that psychological alarm bells might
sound.

I for one found the explanation of the Face Game, given in the workshop where I first encountered the
experiments, very helpful in making sense of and accepting what they revealed.

It's hard to abandon tribal conventions

Alan Watts wrote an excellent book entitled “The Book on the Taboo Against knowing Who You Really Are.”
There is a kind of tacit social disincentive to sharing a perspective on the real state of things, even if you're
lucky enough to become aware of it. It can feel a bit like letting the side down to admit the obvious once it's
noticed, and push-back from the uninitiated can be fierce and derisive. Rather than face this, some will turn
away from the headless vision in order not to risk their social standing.

Fortunately it seems impossible to discern externally when someone is Seeing. It's a private experience with no

involuntary tells. Also, there are now increasingly many opportunities, online and in person, to socialise with a
community of others for whom Seeing is the normative condition and to share reflections from this
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perspective.
Unmet expectation of psychological fireworks

For many spiritual seekers, enlightenment or realisation becomes associated with the expectation of elevated
and overwhelming inner experiences. The “enlightenment stories” of gurus and spiritual teachers, as well as
personal psychedelic and other spiritual experiences, often include powerful and sometimes terrifying
psychological aspects, sometimes culminating in spectacular self-erasure and rebirth. These experiences are
usually framed within the pre-existing beliefs and world views of the experiencer: the religious tend to meet the
deities of their culture for instance, while those with a secular background may encounter an all-absorbing
unification with the universe. These experiences are no doubt real enough for those having them (I've had a
few myself) but I'd suggest that their common feature of simple self-transcendence is subtle and easily
overlooked, while the more eye-catching and spectacular experiential trappings become emphasised and
remembered.

While to some the first experience of headless Secing can feel like a powerful breakthrough, to others it can
seem quite bland and unspectacular, leading to the “this can't be it” response that's sometimes encountered.
The “active ingredient” without the accompanying fireworks can be underwhelming to say the least. This is
perhaps one of the most insidious barriers to valuing Seeing and possibly the hardest to overcome, until the
readiness develops, often through the disillusionment with the diminishing returns produced by increasingly
desperate attempts to create or reproduce the big “Wow” event.

Unmet expectation of arduousness.

Real spirituality is often, and certainly traditionally, presented as an arduous and sometimes many lifetimes
long journey with the big payoff at the end. To find oneself at the goal right from the get-go can seem
implausible, even anti-climactic. This can apply despite the repeated admonitions of many great teachers that
you are, in fact, already at your goal and nothing need be added.

Everything else we learn or achieve in life requires time and effort, so it's natural to assume that seeing who we
really should not be any different. The thing is though, in turns out that this is not a skill or accomplishment

but more like a birthright that requires only that it be noticed in order for a radical shift in perception to occur.
That shift is the end of a kind of seeking but the beginning of a new and far more fulfilling journey into living

as who you really are.
Explanation from the third person -- the "So what?" effect.

Rather than remaining, even briefly, with the view the experiments provide, some will revert immediately and
unconsciously to the third person self-concept and fixate on explaining away the first person experience as a
trick based on the limitations of our senses. For instance one might ask, “So what if I can't see my own head?
That's because that's where my eyes are. What do you expect?” This defends against noticing the actual first
person experience of the missing head by evoking the learned, third person self-image to account for it
conceptually. This “explanation to avoid experience” is quite common and understandable, given our Face
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Game conditioning. What's required is letting go of commonsense presumptions and being unguardedly
present to raw experience — just looking, feeling and sensing, which can be genuinely difficult to do.

Resistance from religiosity.

For those with strong religious beliefs, particularly those of the Abrahamic religions, the expectation of
encountering the kind of external deity represented in these traditions can make the experience of headlessness
seem at best lacking and at worst threateningly nihilistic. The Headless Way is also a profoundly empirical
approach which relies on direct experience and doesn't require anything to be “taken on faith”. Seeing, as
Harding says, is better than believing. There's no polite way of asserting this to someone to whom certain
beliefs have been central and provide their main source of meaning and psychological comfort.

Resistance to perceived religiosity.

For those with a strong aversion to religion, the whole project of self-realisation can easily be conflated with all
manner of fruit-loopery. Let's face it, even the word “enlightenment” has fallen into some questionable
company. Many of us have become quite rightly sceptical of anything that might seem like believing weird
things without any evidence.

Fortunately, while anyone is free to frame what the Headless Way reveals in terms of any religion of their
choice, they're also free not do so, and to approach the experiments in the same spirit of sceptical enquiry that's
found in science.

The expectation that all head sensations will disappear

The point of the experiments is not to get rid of our sense of having a head but to trigger an authentic
experience of the first person view, unmediated by concepts. If the former is taken to be the goal, it's easy to fall
into thinking that the evidence of head sensations, the appearance of a huge blurry nose, glasses frames
hanging in mid air and (for some of us) the appearance of a huge blurry moustache at the bottom of the field
of view mean that we've failed to get rid of our head and are therefore missing the point or doing it wrong.

One might ask though, to the extent that there's evidence that you still have a head, what kind of head do you
have (for yourself)? I'd say it's nothing like the one you see in the mirror and that to map the sensations and
sights you're having onto that head requires hard-won unconscious mental gymnastics. It is not what is given
in your actual experience.

The "not invented here” issue

This seems to mainly affect both traditional and non-traditional teachers and practitioners who might be
predisposed to being sceptical that something not already included in their approach could be of any value. For
them as well, the directness and ease of contacting the mind's true nature using the Headless Way experiments
might seem like an affront to the venerable edifices of knowledge, technique and effort upon which their

approach might be based.
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I think this can sometimes be due to mistaking the result of the headless experiments as some kind of end point
or destination, when in fact they merely open a Way which must then be travelled, using whatever tools are
found to be useful. As Harding points out, “This meditation doesn't preclude, and need not interfere with,
any other kind of meditation - such as 'sitting meditation’ or za-zen - which you may find helpful. What it does
rule out is meditation which assumes the meditator isn't already at Home.”

~The Results of Seeing Who You Really Are

The “already invented here” issue.

Certain more direct traditions like Advaita, Zen and Dzogchen Buddhism contain “pointing out” instructions
not dissimilar to the Headless Way experiments. The temptation is for practitioners of these traditions to
regard the headless experiments as variations or slight improvements on methods they are already aware of. In
these cases, instead of staying with and exploring the experience the experiments can provide, they switch into
an intellectual framing of them in the context of teachings and methods with which they are already familiar.

This difference though, with the Headless Way methods, is that while they seem to be most effective for those
with a certain type of psychological readiness, the process required to attain this readiness is not constrained by
the methods or strictures of any given tradition. People who “get” the experiments come from all kinds of
cultures, traditions and spiritual paths, including those with a non-spiritual curiosity about reality. Nor do the
experiments have to be protected from exposure to the uninitiated, as seems to be the case with the pointing
out techniques in traditional, teacher-based approaches. This allows a new openness, egalitarianism and
creativity in the ways Seeing can be shared.

To quote Harding again:

“This meditation is safe, not only because it can't be bungled, not only because it avoids dependence upon
others on the one hand and self-pride on the other, but also because it is uncontrived. There's nothing
arbitrary or fanciful about it, nothing to strain your credulity, nothing to go wrong, nothing to set you apart
from ordinary people, nothing special. It is safe because it is finding out how matters stand, not trying to
manipulate them. What could be less dangerous than ceasing to deceive yourself about your Self, or more

dangerous than not doing so?”
~The Results of Seeing Who You Really Are

The sunk cost fallacy

This can be a hazard for those with impressive spiritual resumés who've invested significant material resources
as well as long and intense effort into their search and may even have gained some status in the tradition of
their choice. The very obviousness and availability of conscious first personhood can be dismissed, by
comparison, to be “too easy”, so that the effectiveness and likelihood of success on the path travelled so far
need not be re-examined.

Overcoming this requires some disillusionment with whatever approach that's been used to date, which can
take time to happen.



https://headless.org/articles/results.htm
https://headless.org/articles/results.htm

Facets of the Diamond | Peter Mitchell

In Good Company

Closing Thoughts

All of these ways of not valuing the importance of the headless vision, (and no doubt others we haven't
thought of and are not covered here) should not be seen necessarily as failures of courage or character. We must
accept that not everyone is psychologically ready to have their world view inverted by suddenly encountering
their true nature.

This is no doubt why many traditions attempt to provide a kind of “ramp” in the form of some form of
sustained practice to prepare the seeker for the final reveal (if indeed they provide that reveal at all).

This traditional approach also has it's dangers though, as, absent the experience of conscious first personhood,
the very methods, doctrines and symbols employed can become an end in themselves and crystallise into
revered forms of practice, ritual and belief, which come to form proxies for Seeing, and indeed reliable
obstacles to it. Even the relatively benign practice of secular mindfulness can produce negative psychological
results if practised too intensively and/or by those for whom it's unsuited.

In the gap between the seeker and the sought, there's always the strong tendency to give authority to others in
the matter of who we really are. Historically, that authority has tended to be abused both by individuals and
organisations, in the form of various types of gas-lighting and exploitation made possible by the steep power
gradient it produces.

The Headless Way has the advantage of avoiding both these negative aspects of traditional religion and
spirituality.

Firstly, the cost of initiation into Seeing, in time and effort, is low enough that someone not ready to accept it
can easily reject and avoid it without the trauma that can result from the wrong kind of sustained practice, the
acceptance of damaging beliefs, or high demand cult involvement that can be required by other approaches.

Secondly, the headless initiation is itself the Way, immediately placing all authority in the matter of True
Nature with the initiate themself. This prevents the development of an authoritarian hierarchy and with it, the
opportunity for the kind of oppression, and abuse which has come to bedevil other approaches.

So as a Seer who enjoys sharing Seeing I'll continue to do so and not be too discouraged by those who reject or
discount the headless vision on first viewing. This is especially in view of my experience, as well as that
reported by other Seers, that often those initially underwhelmed by Seeing will have a kind of seed planted by

their brief exposure to it, which will germinate when the conditions later become favourable.




