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Abstract

This paper is a personal testimony, a short account of my experience of
suffering from the side effects of covid-19 on underlying heart disease.
Writing from within moments of pain and agony, | unfold my inner journey
to the void and back. Reflecting on that journey | offer my thoughts, born
upon my contact with therapists, doctors, and nurses in the hospitals
where | was treated, and my inner dialogue with the voices of many people
who have nourished my thinking and practice all these years. Travelling
through the unknown conditions of my iliness and recovery, who | am and
who | am becoming personally and professionally, have been in constant
movement and intra-action. From this place | offer some reflections on
identity, power and on being a therapist.

NepiAnyn (Greek)

AUTO TO apBpPo £ival Pl TPOCWTIKA HapTUPLa, pla cUvToun adrnynon tg
EUMELPlOC HOU OO TIC TAPEVEPYELEC Tou covid-19 oe UTOKeipevn
Kapdlak vooo. Mpadoviag péoa omd OTYUEG TOVOU Kol aywviog,
OTOKOAUTITW TO ECWTEPLKO Mo TafidL Tpog To KeEVO Kol icw. Mpoodépw
TG OKEWPELG MOV, YEVVNUEVEG HEoA amd TNV emadr Hou Pe BepameuTEg,
ylatpoUl¢ Kal VOONAEUTEG OTA VOOOKOUELQ OMOU VOoNnAgUTNKA, KAl TOV
£0WTEPIKO pou Sldloyo pe TG GWVEC TIOAWY avOpWIWY TIOU €X0OUV
gUnMVeVOEL TN OKEYPN KOl TNV TPOKTLKA HOU OAO QUTA Ta XPOVLa.
Ta&lbevovtag péoa amo TIG AyVWOTEG cUVONKEG TNG aoBEveldg Kal TNG
avAappwWang Kou, To Ttola il Kot TTola yivopoL KAOE aTLyur, TPOCWTTKA
Kal emayyeApatikd, Pplokovtal oe ocuveyxn kivnon, aAAnAemiSpoaon kot
evb0 - Spaon. Amo auth tn BEon MPoodEépw KATOLEG OKEWPELG yLa TNV
TaUTOTNTA, WG Hia petafaAlopevn kotdotaon, tn 0€on wyxvog Kot
gubuvng tou Oepameut péoa oto Oepameutikd oUOTNUA KOL TN
ONUAVTIKOTNTA TNG CUVEEDONC KAl CUUTOPEUCNG TOU Bepameut e TOV
Beparmeudpuevo.
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Journey into the Abyss

When your body ails, you remember you have a body. Until then, you had thought that all your
functioning was taking place in your head and somewhere in your chest, where your heart beats
whenever you are flooded by emotions. Some of them, every so often, make your stomach clench;
you then take an antacid, and you move on. Where to? To work, to your engagements, to your day’s
schedule that becomes the schedule of your life. Your body is excluded even when you are taking care
of it, while you are working out with an absent mind.

Your body returns inexorably when it ails. When you cannot breathe, move, work. When you need to
check yourself into the hospital because you are in danger. The body startles you because it is in pain,
it shouts, it demands. It’s then that your body exists. And you are compelled to listen to it because it
got you detained in bed.

You are forced to take it into account, as it not only demands your attention but also communicates
directly with your environment in absentia. Your thoughts, your emotions, your mental needs, even
your principles come second because the doctors “need to save your life”. They need to operate
directly on your body ignoring you; that is, ignoring what you conceive as yourself without your body.
Occasionally, they ask you something to complete the diagnosis, ignoring all that is unnecessary; that
is, ignoring that you hurt when they touch you, you suffer as they stick you, they violate you to save
your life, they cause you inconvenience because “there is no other way”.

The body suffers and the soul gets tired and doesn’t want to keep trying to retain life or to hold on to
life anymore. The body remembers, it shakes at every touch by a nurse, the body submits, becomes
obedient, has lost control. The body denies, becomes unfamiliar, strange, cut off, no longer yours. It
lets itself in the hands of strangers, in high ceiling hospital rooms with dim lights that become blinding
during night care, when they stick you again.

And then comes a moment, many days later, when something undetermined draws your attention;
it's a voice in your head, a voice in your head saying “you are at the verge of abyss”. “A flight
notification” you ponder, and you remember all your youth’s travels to another continent.
Reminiscing of youth brings back other memories kept in your mind’s trunks. You travel for a while on
the wings of an airplane contemplating the world from high above and you remember Castafieda’s
travels.

Youth comes back in waves of words, abyss, consciousness, travels. You then remember that
consciousness is what can keep you alive in the moment you literally fall to abyss. Consciousness,
soul’s immaterial element, stronger than matter, can build again a body that has been dissolved, can
recreate the organs, assemble its members, and push the fluids in dried arteries to circulation; that
something inside you that is able to set up data and create order at the same moment when you
dissolve into the void and you connect, in thousands microscopic molecules, to the infinity.

You then find yourself in the yard of your family home in your birthplace, without remembering having
travelled there. You were led by the scent of wet soil from the morning watering of the orchard, by
the warm milk that awaits you at the table, the scent of your family home surrounding you. Your eyes
cannot see yet, your ears cannot hear, only the scents bring you back. Slowly, on the bed your hand
begins to feel the sheet, your feet move to recover from numbness.
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In her morning round, the doctor notes “spectacular improvement” on your chart, leaving to the
inexplicable the unexplored fields of existence.

Thoughts and reflections on the Journey into the Abyss

The thoughts cited hereby, were born upon my contact with most of the therapists, doctors, and
nurses in the hospitals where | was treated, and they had the strength to approach, look at me in the
eyes, address me personally, smile and encourage me, or become gloomy when there was no
improvement and they were looking for alternatives. Those are the people that illuminated the old
buildings, the lack of materials, the old machinery, the unbelievable fatigue of a double shift. They
were my guides to the therapist’s human face in these dark times we live in my country and
everywhere.

With them, | was myself as | know me and, at the same time, | was becoming someone else as | was
connecting to faces, places, and the unknown conditions of my illness and recovery. | could sense my
identity being liquified; my family was staying for hours outside the emergency room, | was outside
with them, and at the same time, | was inside with the doctors and patients. | was all of this at the
same time.

In the same way, it is happening now again, while | am writing down these thoughts, being in dialogue
with the voices of loved people who | met in person or through their writings: therapists, writers,
intellectuals, and theorists that have nourished my thinking and practice all these years. Everything |
write and say belong to a language tank where | swim. How can | possibly discern whether | am or |
become as | remember phrases like this: “there is an ocean of meaning in a drop of language”
(McAdam and Lang, 2021). Our sense of self exists in the relationship with the others, what we call
ourselves, our existence is relational. Bakhtin’s (1990) work on answerability comes to my mind: as |
am thinking that there is nothing nearly as painful as a word left unanswered.

The voices of Peter Lang (see for instance Lang and McAdam 1995), John Shotter (see for instance
2012), Tom Andersen (see for instance 1991), Humberto Maturana (see for instance 2005 [1996]),
during KCC’s summer schools are registered inside me. Also, Gail Simon’s voice talking in Athens on
systemic therapy’s novelties (Simon, 2020, 2022), and on writing and activism (Simon, 2018), Jaakko
Seikkula’s voice, here, in Greece, in Open Dialogue with therapists (Seikkula, 2012) Michael White’s
voice in a private conversation in Plaka, on Narrative Therapy (White, 2015). From my favourite texts,
the voices of Kenneth Gergen (see for instance 2009), Mikhail Bakhtin (see for instance 1993), Ludwig
Wittgenstein (see for instance 1953), and Lynn Hoffman (see for instance 2002) are inside me,
indistinguishable in my thinking and in dialogue with each other.

How can it be possible that the voices of alive and dead coexist, and how can | be here and there with
them? Being and becoming the same and someone else, simultaneously, in an aethereal world and in
a real one? Quantum phenomena or fantasy games? In Joanna Michopoulou’s article “The Voice of a
Florist” (Michopoulou, 2022), | met the voice of Karen Barad talking about reality, “realism is not about
representations of an independent reality but about the real consequences, interventions, creative
possibilities, and responsibilities of intra-acting within and as part of the world” (Barad, 2007).

Five months later, the constants of my identity are continuously being moved by this intra-acting. At
the same time, | exist and | become part of a new world that creates me and is created by me. Post-
traumatic reactions of fear of uncontrollable, abrupt catastrophes have brought change to my
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everyday routine. Repeated measurement, medication, examination, medical consultation, hospital
visits. Changes also at my professional employment; change of focus from others’ needs to the
maintenance of my own health. Work and availability to others have been structural elements of my
identity and, as it is expected, my identity is constantly being deconstructed and reconstructed.

Gradually | become aware that things will never be the same again, my strengths are being restored
but up to a point, decay shows up along with age and is settling in. Living in societies with a
consumption lifestyle, age is another commodity for consumption. The knowledge and experience of
the elders are not utilised or valued as a reserve of social life. Identity reconstruction, for a person of
my own age who, furthermore, has fallen seriously ill is limited because of social norms. Therefore, |
am and | become the person | am expected by others, so how will | escape from this image that exists
also inside me?

During all these months, surrounded by doctors, nurses and healers of various fields, my thoughts on
the work of therapists have grown. Having been in a state of inability, | have thought about all the
people | have attended to all these years, coming to me with a personal or family problem, after having
lost balance and control. Now, | believe | can listen better to the voices of their feelings of despair and
anger. | have always thought that | have understood them well; | could enter their state of being and
accompany them. This perception has expanded, and there is a gradual change, day by day, to the
degree of my understanding. New thoughts emerge on the theories, methods, techniques, and
philosophy on the work of psychotherapists.

| now consider how essential it is for them to have a place to speak and us enduring listening to their
pain, suffering, despair, anger. For many years, | have been teaching to psychotherapists the power
of positive reframing of an act or symptom; that is, how expanding the context of an act and
connecting its different elements can change the meaning of the act. Today, | still think of it as a
powerful tool of help, but the therapist needs to attune to the assisted person and take small
exploratory steps with them along the evolvement of the therapeutic dialogue. When a person’s
thought is overturn prematurely, in lack of attunement, could this be received as violence? Can there
be violence to the aid we are giving?

Systemic perspective, reframing, positive connotations, circular questioning from a not knowing
stance, exploring alternative stories and all the wealth of techniques from the legacy of our
enlightened teachers and persistent researchers, are they indeed what helps people that come to us
for therapy? Is it the words we choose to say, sometimes a balm to their listeners, other times falling
to nothing? Or is it the relationship that evolves between us, a context that confers value to words?
It is indeed in a relationship that a person feels heard and understood, feels our empathy and
companionship so that they can listen to us when we talk with different words about what is going on
in their life, since words and language are creating the reality, we all live in. The words and the touch,
the gaze and the rhythm of the voice, the sound of respiration and the physical presence, even via
internet.

Could attunement and contact in the relationship serve as safeguards to avoid violence upon the
practice of psychotherapy? So much has been said and written on the exercise of power via our family
and professional roles. In our profession as psychotherapists, power is an inherent possibility of our
role, due to our knowledge, experience, and sometimes due to our position in the services of mental
health care where we work. Often, the assisted persons themselves have the expectation that we
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exercise power or the situation demands so, for instance, on an imminent danger or when immediate
action needs to be taken. To what degree are we aware of our privileges in a moment of vulnerability
of the other person?

Again, everything is filtered through the relationship evolved with the other person, even if it is a
short-term relationship at the emergency room of a hospital or a long-term relationship at the therapy
room. If we engage a compatible language, our way of asking questions, our tone when we explain,
kindness, a sincere expression of our thoughts and emotions are all agents that establish the
therapeutic relationship as a conversation on an equal footing and not a situation of imposition and
occupation. Everything we know about relationships, human psychology, social conditions, politics,
and culture can become tools of imposition on people who are in a state of vulnerability. Let us not
forget that conquerors, navigators, and explorers have destroyed civilizations and vanished humans
to save them from ignorance. At least, that was the explanation they gave themselves, along with the
accumulation of wealth and domination for their countries.

In Greece, as in other countries where the public health care system is degraded, private practice of
psychotherapy and medicine thrives and can be lucrative, so we need to be especially attentive to the
relationship we develop with the assisted persons and each other. Ethics and matters of principle and
ethical stance are extremely relevant to any of us who want to participate actively, with relational and
ecological responsibility, to a society that, according to H. Maturana (2005 [1996]), possesses the
capacities of a biology of love; those same that are being destroyed in the jungle of power struggle,
along with the Amazon rainforest and the Antarctic glaciers.
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