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Abstract
The Personal Self, No-self, Self Continuum: An Intuitive Inquiry and
Grounded Theory Study of the Experience of No-self as
Integrated Stages of Consciousness Toward Enlightenment
by
Laurel A. McCormick
The purpose of this dissertation was to elucidate the experience of no-self at advanced stages of
consciousness toward enlightenment and to discern qualities of the living out of the experience.
Research focused on explicating people’s genuine perception of the experience of no-self as
dissolution of ego, loss of meaning, and distress, which qualities were apparent in extant
literature. An innovative research method consisted of combining the intuitive inquiry method
with grounded theory as a way of verifying intuitive inquiry information, conclusions, and
procedures in a pragmatic, analytical research process toward theoretical results. Semistructured
interviews of 12 adults (7 women, 5 men; 24 to 70 years of age, average 55; 9 from the United
States, 2 from Canada; 3 were aware of no-self since childhood, 9 became aware of no-self as
adults) from the United States and Canada and from diverse ethnic and spiritual backgrounds
evidenced no-self as a continuing experiential and integrative process of self, no-self, and Self
toward higher stages of consciousness. Participants recounted experiences of no-self related to
witnessing, exceptional human experiences, and living daily life; they also described awareness
of experiences of personal self dis-identification and/or radical personal self dis-identification.
Results pointed toward participants transcending or going beyond current level of ego, and
additionally evidenced the transformational process of postdevelopment toward embodiment of

integrative changes in self in relation to the world. The emptying self of ego allowed higher

il



consciousness to come in, and at the same time, there was still functional ego. The process of
embodying no-self experiences was vital to integration of changes in consciousness. This
intuitive inquiry and grounded theory qualitative, exploratory study produced theoretical results,
which may be substantiated by future research. The study of no-self as lived experience may
further understanding of self, ego dissolution, and transformation of self toward higher states of

consciousness, and may contribute to the fields of humanistic and transpersonal psychology.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

What is the lived experience of no-self? The goal of this qualitative study was to
understand, describe, and discover the experience of no-self as dissolution of egoic or illusory
self in 12 men and women. No-self is a process wherein a person’s sense of experienced self
dissolves (Berkow, 2003; Carter, 1990; Hunt, 2007; Puhakka, 1998, 2007; Stace, 1960/1987)
either immediately or over time. An individual may experience mild to considerable distress
(Adyashanti, 2002, 2006; Hunt, 2007; Puhakka, 2007; Roberts, 1993, 2005), as he or she may be
aware of a change in the sense of personal self or “I.” This research study focused on elucidating
people’s genuine perception of the experience of no-self as dissolution of ego and as loss of
meaning and suffering in advanced stages of spiritual development before the final stage of unity
as oneness.

No-selfin the Enlightenment Process

In the following quote, Roberts (2005) described what happens when one has an
experience of no-self:

The divine’s breaking through the center of consciousness shatters the ego like a hole

made in the center of ourselves. . . . Offhand we would imagine that a permanent

breakthrough of the divine into the unconscious would be a wonderful, blissful

experience. But in fact it is . . . the shattering or falling away of the self-center . . . [and]
there is no ego anymore to experience the divine. (p. 20)

This also illustrates how the concept of no-self is the process of awakening from the illusion of
being a personal, separate self as a shift in consciousness from the individual toward
interconnectedness or nonduality (not two), in that the person’s consciousness itself is
transcended by no-self experiences (Adyashanti, 2002; Blackstone, 2007; Braud, 1998; Carter,
1990; Epstein, 1993; Puhakka, 1998; Walsh, 1994; Washburn, 1988; J. White, 1995; Wilber,

1986).



Roberts (2005) further explained that with an unexpected breakthrough into the void of
the unconscious, there comes the sense of nothingness and emptiness, wherein it seems that the
divine is “absent or lost” (p. 21). She defined this phase as the “Dark Night of the Spirit” (p. 21),
a term which comes from St. John of the Cross, and stated that one is left to live out no-self as
dark night and as loss of Presence (as felt sense of the divine) in everyday life prior to unity as
oneness (Roberts, 2005). Chapter 2 of this dissertation further delineates no-self as loss of
meaning and as suffering in the daily living out (or integration) of the experience.

Defining “Self” and “Ego”

The term “self” refers to the whole individual—his or her personal identity, being, and
experience. Currently, the American Psychological Association defines self as “consisting of all
characteristic attributes, conscious and unconscious, mental and physical” (Vanden Bos, 2007,
p. 827). “Ego” is also a term that refers to the self, specifically to “the conscious sense of self”
(p- 316). For general purposes in this text, these definitions are used; however, the two words
may have slightly different meanings among certain psychologists, authors, or researchers, as
well as in different spiritual traditions. In these cases, the particular definition is provided.
Defining Enlightenment

The following is one definition of enlightenment:

All the greatest teachers from every tradition have said the same simple things: You are

already free. You are already joined with the divine. You are already enlightened. Your

very being is spirit itself. You are the way itself. In your realization of your own
nothingness you have realized the nothingness itself. (McCloskey, 2004, p. 197)

This is an illustration of how it is often said that enlightenment is the ultimate in nonattainment.
Not only are we already enlightened, but also in the nothing or void, there is nobody to become
enlightened. It is described as a shift in awareness or perception that we are not separate—an

awakening from the illusion of having a fixed, personal identity to realization of the



interconnectedness of all (or oneness; Adyashanti, 2002; Balsekar, 2002; Blackstone, 2007;
Lumiere & Lumiere-Wins, 2003; Prendergast & Bradford, 2007; Walsh & Vaughan, 1980;
Welwood, 2000; Wilber, 1995).

This shift from awareness of oneself as an individual to realization of oneness is also
known as direct experience of “ever-present Nondual awareness” (Wilber, 2006, p. 74). Well-
known author and transpersonal theorist Ken Wilber (1995) provided a rich explanation of
nonduality:

When all things are nothing but god, there are then no things, and no god, but only this.

No objects, no subjects, only this. No entering this state, no leaving it; it is absolutely and

eternally and always already the case; the simple feeling of any and all states . . . prior to

the split between inside and outside, prior to the seen and unseen, prior to the rise of
worlds, ever present as pure Presence, the simple feeling of being: empty awareness as
the opening or clearing in which all worlds arise ceaselessly. I-I is the box the universe
comes in. Abiding as I-I, the world arises as before, but now there is no one to witness it.

I-I is not “in here” looking “out there”: There is no in here, no out there, only this. It is

the radical end of all geocentricism, all biocentrism, all sociocentricism, all theocentricis,
because it is the radical end of all centricism, period. (pp. 309-310)

In other words, enlightenment as nondual awareness is sustained consciousness of oneness as
selflessness and is enduring as present-moment being. It is also noted that the terms nondual
wisdom and nondual awareness are also used to reflect a temporary accessing of nondual
consciousness (Blackstone, 2007; Caplan, 2007; Fenner, 2007; Prendergast, 2003b; Puhakka,
2007; Wilber, 1995, 2006), which “expresses itself as and through a radiant heart (love) and
illumined mind (wisdom) . . . experienced as being vast, free, spacious, heartfelt, and present-
centered” (Prendergast, 2003a, p. 2).

Enlightenment and how to become enlightened are topics explored in and among the
subjects of psychology, psychiatry, spirituality, anthropology, sociology, ecology, and
philosophy, among others. In the past few centuries, articles, journals, anthologies, books, and

volumes have been written on the subject. The term “enlighten” is synonymous with shedding



light on or informing what was previously unknown or dark. In the introduction to his edited

book, What is Enlightenment?, J. White (1995), former Director of the Institute of Noetic

Science, posited the following as the most important point to understand about enlightenment:
the value of mystical and transformative states is not in producing some new experience
but in getting rid of the experiencer. Getting rid, that is, of the egocentric consciousness
which experiences life from a contracted, self-centered point of view rather than the free,
unbound perspective of a sage who knows he or she is infinity operating through a finite

form. (p. xii)

This description illustrates where the experience of no-self fits into enlightenment as a
process of “trans-egoic development” (Braud, 1998, p. 37) that extends “beyond the usual limits
of ego and personality” (p. 37) toward interconnectedness or Oneness. For purposes of this
dissertation, enlightenment is defined as “realization of the truth of Being” (J. White, 1995,

p. xiii). The truth of Being is an enlightened state, wherein one “is beyond ego and all socially

‘C‘I”’

conditioned sense of (p. xiii) to the point where one can realize, perceive, or Be life as
illuminated by truth of Oneness.
Enlightenment as Spiritual Development

Enlightenment can be understood as a process of going beyond the notion of self as a
fixed, separate entity (Blackstone, 2007; Carter, 1990; Epstein, 1993; Puhakka, 1998; J. White,
1995; Wilber, 1995). In addition, transpersonal theorists generally agree that spiritual
development involves going beyond the current functioning of ego toward oneness (Walsh,
1994; Washburn, 1988; Wilber, 1995). Spirituality is equated with people’s experiences of what
is divine, pious, religious, mystical, or transpersonal (Ellwood, 1980; Happold, 1963/1984;
James, 1902/1991; Otto, 1932/1960; Roberts, 1993; Stace, 1960/1987; Underhill, 1911/1974).

There exists a multitude of definitions of spirituality; however, for purposes of this transpersonal,

interreligious dissertation, I sought an open and inclusive conceptualization.



Edward Canda, a professor of social welfare at the University of Kansas, is author of
books and numerous articles on spirituality as a holistic, integral aspect of the psychospiritual
therapeutic process. Accordingly, he proposed an all-embracing definition of spirituality:

I conceptualize spirituality as the gestalt of the total process of human life and

development, encompassing biological, mental, social, and spiritual aspects. It is not

reducible to any of these components; rather, it is the wholeness of what it is to be
human. This is the most broad meaning of the term. Of course a person’s spirituality is
concerned with the spiritual aspect of experience. In the narrow sense of the term
spirituality, it relates to the spiritual component of an individual or group’s experience.

The spiritual relates to the person’s search for a sense of meaning and morally fulfilling

relationships between oneself, other people, the encompassing universe, and the

ontological ground of existence, whether a person understands this in terms that are
theistic, atheistic, nontheistic, or any combination of these. (1990, pp. 43-44)

As described above, spirituality is understood as inherent in all individuals and inclusive of all
traditions and nontraditions. This is conducive to this dissertation research on the experience of
no-self as both dissolution of self and as loss of meaning, without being limited by theism or to a
particular tradition.

In addition, transpersonal theorists generally view enlightenment and spiritual
development as a process and posit this in stages in order to help us understand and envision
spiritual development. Chapter 2 presents no-self as mystical experience and as spiritual process
by elucidating qualities and stages of growth in consciousness.

The Concept of No-self

Spiritual teachings and practices all over the world, from ancient to modern times, agree
that a goal of spiritual development is loss or diminishing of individual self as represented by
conditioned mind or ego (Epstein, 1993; E. F. Kelly & Grosso, 2007; Stace, 1960/1987).
Spiritual traditions attend to the process of going beyond ego toward oneness through philosophy
and practice. In Buddhist philosophy, the concept of anatta refers directly to no-self and

addresses ending the human condition of dukka (suffering; Loy, 2001; Michalon, 2001) by



dissolving self into the state of nirvana or enlightenment (Berkow, 2003; Carter, 1990; Hunt,
2007; Puhakka, 1998, 2007; Stace, 1960/1987). Therefore, no-self is not nonduality and it is not
unity as oneness, but rather it is a process in enlightenment. Chapter 2 further clarifies and
defines the concept of no-self as dissolution of ego and illustrates how a person may experience a
loss of meaning and suffering in stages of mysticism prior to unity as oneness.

Related Literature and Rationale for the Study of No-self

Within the field of transpersonal psychology, theorists agree that the goal of
transpersonal development and practice is to break down ego-centered values and beliefs toward
dissolution of self (e.g., Braud, 1998; Kalff, 1983; Lajoie & Shapiro, 1992; Louchakova, 2004;
Walsh & Vaughan, 1993; Washburn, 1988; Wilber; 1995). Self-transcendence is the goal of
becoming enlightened (Loy, 1998; Puhakka, 1998), and the self not limited by ego has the
capacity to become true or complete Self, alternately designated as Divine Self or Higher Self.
The work of psychologists Jung (1964/1978), Assagioli (1965), and Firman and Gila (1997) and
of philosophers Hussurl (1931/1960) and Hegel (1977) laid the foundation for current theories of
a psychology of self and no-self.

Many theorists have discussed self in relation to no-self. For example, Puhakka (2007)
wrote about dissolving the self, letting into nonduality as oneness, and the fear of dissolution of
ego. Berkow (2003) proposed a psychology of no-thingness, explaining how seeing through self-
conceptualization of self-as-object dissolves the illusions of self (and self-image) as a
constructed form. Thus, in dissolving self, one may heal and know self as no-thing, not as an
object of perception, but as inseparable and undivided oneness.

The concept of self is studied in and among numerous branches of psychology; therefore,

there is a plethora of research on ego and self, including empirical research on self-concept and



spirituality in relation to disease and psychopathology. Theoretical phenomenology of self has
been studied in relation to spiritual traditions, psychologies, and theories (e.g., Chirban, 1986;
Engler, 1984, 1993; Hunt, 2007; Loy, 1998, 2001; Wilber, 2006). While analyses and theories of
self related to no-self are helpful to therapists and to individuals interested in spiritual
development, it is acknowledged that theories based on psychological or spiritual theory are not
empirical.

An area of research most directly related to this investigation of no-self is the topic of
mysticism, wherein mystical experience is defined as occurring in relation to the “art of union”
(Underhill, 1914/1986, p. 23) with oneness. Within the field of mystical experience, several
comprehensive reviews exist, such as those of Hood (1994), Lancaster (2004), and Wulff (2000).
Additionally, comprehensive studies have demonstrated positive aspects of dissolution of ego
and self transcendence in spiritual/mystical development (Hood, 1989; Koltko, 1989); however,
these studies did not directly address the experience or the living out of the experience of no-self.
Frysh (2007) attempted to study no-self in relation to adults who had grown up in households of
spiritual teachers; however, she did not find evidence of no-self among participants. Puhakka
(1998) performed a qualitative study of dissolving the self. Chapter 2 presents an outline of this
study, which supported the theoretical view that spiritually mature individuals let go of the sense
of self as separate; it also elucidated dissolution of self as a quality of a population with specific
Zen practice among residents of a monastery.

Empirical research exists with regard to growth of higher states of consciousness (e.g.,
Dillbeck & Alexander, 1989) and spiritual transcendence (Hawkins, 2006; Hunt, 2007;
Lancaster, 1993) has also been studied with regard to dissolution of ego. In addition to theories

of self and no-self, there exists an abundance of writings regarding the beginning stages of



spiritual development (methodology, advice, theory, psychotherapeutic issues) and the ending
stages (theory, viewpoints of enlightened individuals). It appears that the intermediate stage of
spiritual development is a growing field of investigation both in transpersonal psychology and in
spiritual development. While there is some empirical research regarding the intermediate stages
and the penultimate phase of spiritual development, there appears to be little research on the
experience of no-self or dark night as dissolution of self, as suffering, and as the loss of meaning,
or as the living out of the experience.

Within this chapter and Chapter 2, no-self is discussed as mystical experience and as
spiritual process through the writings of Hood (2006), James (1909/1967, 1902/1991), Myers (as
cited in E. F. Kelly et al., 2007), Stace (1960/1987), and Underhill (1911/1974, 1914/1986).
Mystical teachings and practices all over the world, from ancient to modern times, concur that
one of the goals of the spiritual path is loss, death, or diminishing of individual self as
represented by conditioned mind or ego (Epstein, 1993; E. F. Kelly & Grosso, 2007). In the
literature review, no-self and ego-dissolution are reviewed within the contexts of Christian
mysticism, the Buddhist Doctrine of No-self, and the Advaita Vedanta of Hinduism. These
traditions were chosen due to the wide representation of ego dissolution in psychological
literature. This knowledge sets the stage for understanding the experience of no-self as gradual or
immediate dissolution of self.

Roberts (1993) described what happens when the self is no longer useful and one goes
beyond the self into “life without a self” (p. 13), which she perceived as being

characterized by the falling away of self and coming upon “that” which remains when it is

gone. But this going-out is an upheaval, a complete turnabout of such proportions it

cannot possibly be missed, under-emphasized, or sufficiently stressed as a major landmark
in the contemplative life. It is far more than the discovery of life without a self. The

immediate, inevitable result is an emergence into a new dimension of knowing and being
that entails a difficult and prolonged readjustment. The reflective mechanism of the



mind—or whatever it is that allows us to be self-conscious—is cut off or permanently
suspended so the mind is ever held in a fixed no-moment out of which it cannot move. . . .
The journey then, is nothing more, yet nothing less than a period of acclimating to a new
way of seeing, a time transition and revelation as it gradually comes upon “that” which
remains when there is no-self. This is not a journey for those who expect love and bliss,
rather, it is for the hardy who have been tried in fire and have come to rest in a tough,
immovable trust in “that” which lies beyond the known, beyond the self, beyond union,
and even beyond love and trust itself. (Roberts, 1993, pp. 13-14)

While this description informed us as to what the process is and, in general, what can be
expected, some questions may remain lingering in our minds: What was the actual initial
experience of no-self? What was the lived experience of the new perception of knowing and
being in everyday life? While there is existing literature on no-self, this dissertation on no-self as
initial experience and as lived experience seeks to illuminate the experiential process of no-self
and may contribute innovative qualitative research data to the field of spiritual development.
Declaration of Research Question

This research on the experience of no-self provided insight into the question, “What is it
like for someone to have an experience of no-self as loss of meaning and as suffering and to live
out the experience?” The concept of no-self appears in nondual traditions and in mysticism.
Current spiritual, theological, and psychological literature addresses ego-dissolution in beginning
and advanced stages of spiritual development. While there is some /iterature on individuals’
lived experiences of no-self as dissolution of ego (Berkow, 2003; Carter, 1990; Hunt, 2007,
Puhakka, 1998, 2007; Stace, 1960/1987), there is little research on lived experiences of no-self as
dissolution of ego. This exploratory research addressed this gap by elucidating people’s direct
perception experiences of no-self as a dissolution of self which occurs in advanced spiritual
development before the final stage of unity as oneness. The intuitive inquiry method was used to
conceptualize, explain, and interpret participant interviews. In addition, grounded theory was

used to explore the possibility of the data producing a new, empirically based theory and/or of
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the data confirming the current writings of psychologists and enlightened individuals whose
research is not empirically based. The research on no-self was an interreligious study;
accordingly, participants were sought from diverse spiritual and cultural backgrounds and from
diverse locations across the United States. Research findings may potentially be generalizable
and of interest to spiritual and psychological practitioners, as well as to anyone going through
living out the experience of no-self or who knows such a person. The dissertation research may
progress the field of transpersonal psychology by contributing to interreligious, mysticism, and
nondual literature and by increasing current understanding of dissolution of ego and discernment
of signs and symptoms of no-self, with the goal of promoting, versus pathologizing, spiritual
growth.
Overview of Research Method

The purpose of this qualitative, exploratory study was to understand, describe, and
discover the experience of no-self as the dissolution of egoic or illusory self and as loss of
meaning and suffering. Data gathered from semistructured interviews and investigated through
the intuitive inquiry method elucidated what it is like for someone to have an experience of
no-self and to live out the experience. Participants were asked to describe an event or events of
no-self, including how everyday life and their sense of self had changed in relation to the world.

The intuitive inquiry method is ideally suited to investigate complex dimensions of
human experience. The exploration of the experience of no-self is a topic that requires in-depth,
reflective discernment to conceptualize, explain, and interpret data; Anderson (1998) specifically
designed the method to do just that. The method involves intuition and compassionate ways of

knowing to guide the selection of the research topic, data analysis, and presentation of findings.
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In addition, it uses a hermeneutic structure of five recursive cycles to provide structure and
precision to the intuitive process (Anderson, 2004).

Anderson (1998, 2004) stated that the research topic chosen for the intuitive inquiry
method must be one that is compelling for the researcher. The topic must also be one that the
researcher is willing and able to reflect upon deeply; additionally he or she must be agreeable to
allowing himself or herself to be personally transformed by the subject matter.

My dissertation topic has been literally and experientially claiming me at least since
1999, as I followed my heart intuition in life choices, including career and educational decisions,
and as surety along my spiritual path. I can see and understand how everything in my life so far
has articulated recent life situations right down to my current experiential and didactic
involvement with no-self. I feel that somehow the universe has been propelling me throughout
my entire life toward this time of writing and ultimately publishing my dissertation. I have
known for almost 2 years that part of my purpose here as a human being is to clarify and
elucidate qualities of advanced spiritual growth. The experience of no-self is currently my lived,
spiritual reality. The topic is one that enlivens and honors my own experience.

The intuitive inquiry method is ideally suited for engagement with experiences of no-self
as dissolution of ego, in that the method is intended for transformational topics of study and is
ideal for exploring inexplicable, transpersonal experiences (Anderson, 1998). In addition,
Anderson (2004) stated that the method has the potential to generate theory. As exploratory
research, the study of the experience of no-self was viewed as having the potential to generate
theory from the data. Despite the lack of empirical research on the experience of no-self, there
exists a body of literature on no-self written by psychotherapists and enlightened individuals that

is not grounded in research. Incorporation of grounded theory with intuitive inquiry provided a
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pragmatic structure which through which to analyze the phenomena evidenced in participants’
lived experiences of no-self; it also allowed new theory to emerge from this study and provided a
potential foundation for further research.
Chapter Summary

This chapter delineated the concept of no-self as dissolution of ego and as loss of
meaning and suffering within the context of enlightenment and spiritual development and
outlined the study. Chapter 2 portrays literature related to no-self in mysticism and as spiritual
experience in an effort to further elucidate the concept of no-self. The intuitive inquiry and
grounded theory methods involved in this exploration of no-self are explained in detail in
Chapter 3 of this dissertation.

Research results are presented in two chapters: a framework for transformation of the
initial lenses is presented in Chapter 5, toward understanding the rectification of the lenses in the
direction of theory put forward Chapter 6. The discussion of results is contained in Chapters 7

and 8.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter is organized in the following manner: First, no-self is examined in relation
to the enlightenment process and transpersonal psychology. Empirical and scholarly literature
from psychology, religion, philosophy, and social service publications is then reviewed with the
goal of identifying the gap in literature regarding the dissertation topic. Next, no-self is discussed
as mystical experience and in spiritual traditions. Finally, three examples of awakening into
no-self are provided as further evidence of the occurrence of no-self experiences and as basis for
a discussion of living out the event.

Woven into this chapter are descriptions of no-self from literature, which illustrations
serve to contribute to defining and clarifying the research topic. Included are scholarly references
as well as writings of enlightened individuals who are often quoted as experts in mystical,
spiritual, philosophical, or psychological literature. The writings of exemplars provide
retrospective and experiential knowledge of no-self and enlightenment and further substantiate
scholarly references, which are often prospective.

No-self in the Enlightenment Process

Transpersonal theorists agree that the point of transpersonal development (that of self
developing beyond the mature adult ego) and of transpersonal practice (or inducing transpersonal
experiences) involves transcendence of the ego (e.g., Braud, 1998; Lajoie & Shapiro, 1992;
Louchakova, 2004; Walsh & Vaughan, 1993; Washburn, 1988; Wilber, 1995). They agree to this
in general no matter how it is stated, and also they agree that transcending ego is achievable.
Ego-centered values and beliefs are broken down as a “gateway for the experiences of the
transpersonal” (Kalff, 1983, p. 103). Indeed, this may be true to the extent that Koltko (1989)

suggested that one of the main goals of transpersonal practice “is to realize the intimately human
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state of consciousness of ‘no-self’” (p. 491) and Puhakka (1998) stated that enlightenment or
“self-transcendence is the universal aim of the spiritual quest” (p. 156). This leads to the notion
of transcendental self, in which self is left behind in order to be the Divine Self (Loy, 1998).

There are many other terms used in lieu of enlightenment: illumination, liberation, self-
realization, cosmic consciousness, pure silence, awakening, and pure consciousness, among
others. In this paper, the term enlightenment is used whenever possible; however, different
spiritual and psychological writers use other descriptive terms for enlightenment. In these cases,
specific definitions are provided, as I would not wish to presume that all nondual or mystical
writers or psychologists would substitute the term enlightenment for their expression. In
addition, it is generally understood that enlightenment is possible (Bucke, 1901/1966; Deikman,
2000; McCloskey, 2004; Stace, 1960/1987; Washburn, 2000; J. White, 1995; Wilber, 2006) and
that spiritual development and enlightenment can happen to anyone—the traditional and
nontraditional believer, or nonbeliever (Adyashanti, 2002; Canda & Furman, 1999; James,
1902/1991; E. F. Kelly & Grosso, 2007; King, 1984; Lancaster, 2004; Louchakova, 2004; Stace,
1960/1987; Wilber, 1995). This view is also contained within the Advaita texts and the teachings
of the Buddha (Noss & Noss, 1994; H. Smith, 1959).
Defining No-self and the Experience of No-self

Walter Stace (1886 to 1967) was a British educator and philosopher who wrote on the
subjects of mysticism, philosophy, and religion. In the book Mysticism and Philosophy, Stace
(1960/1987) cited evidence from major spiritual traditions both in the East and the West that
oneness with the Universal Self, the One, the Absolute, or God emerges after dissolution of self
as individuality. He noted, with regard to the self, that it is “curious how the words ‘fade away’

and ‘melt away’ keep reappearing in the descriptions which we cull from different cultures,
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times, lands, all over the world, without apparently being due to any mutual influence” (p. 119).
In his writings, Stace clarified the process of “dissolution of individual self as the disappearance
of the ‘I’ by its fading away into infinite being” (p. 121).

In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, no-self was described as a process of the ending of
suffering (Loy, 2001; Michalon, 2001) by dissolving self into nonduality (Berkow, 2003; Carter,
1990; Hunt, 2007; Puhakka, 1998, 2007; Stace, 1960/1987). No-self was also described as a dark
night period wherein one experiences a loss of felt presence prior to unity as oneness (Roberts,
2005). Therefore, no-self is not unity as oneness and it is not nonduality, but rather it is a process
in enlightment. Other spiritual, philosophical, and psychological authors have further elucidated
no-self by using similar terms. Sleeth (2007) stated that “the self is ‘in the way’ of the Self” (p.
39) and further elaborated that “only by letting go of” (p. 39) the false or illusory understanding
of self is one able to find Self as truth and wisdom. Lancaster (2004) portrayed no-self as
“detachment from the empirical self (the immediate sense of ‘I’)” (p. 107). Carter (1990) used
the phrase, “the self we come to forget is the ego” (p. xxxii), and while Deikman (2000)
described the spiritual path of learning to “forget the self” (p. 314), Berkow (2003) refered to it
as “dissolving self-referencing” (p. 207). Additionally, Puhakka wrote about “dissolving the self”
(1998, p. 135) and “the fear of disintegration of ego” (2007, p. 161). Hood (1994, 2002)
discussed self-loss in mystical experience and posited that “unity devoid of attributes, entails the
loss of the reflexive self” (2002, p. 2). These descriptions may connote a negative aspect of
no-self; likewise, other authors have explained it as a “drastic process of unselfing” (Underhill,
1911/1974, p. 400); a “loss of individuality” (Stace, 1960/1987, p. 113); a “loss of ‘I’ (Brown,

1986, p. 276); a “getting rid . . . of the egocentric consciousness” (J. White, 1995, p. xii); and a
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“‘metapathological’ crisis of loss of meaning, nihilistic despair, and death of feeling” (Hunt,
2007, p. 227).

The descriptions just discussed point toward the more extreme levels of distress that may
result from experiences of no-self and which are the focus of this research. Additionally, J. White
(1995) went so far as to say that enlightenment is when “the ego dies and you are reborn into
life” (p. xxi), and Almaas (1988/1994) described it as a “divesting [of] ego, and personal
consciousness itself, of all existence” (p. 471). This might lead to the conclusion that the ego
actually dies; however, this may not be the case, as Epstein (1993) explained

belief in the ego as concretely existent is, in some sense, transferred to the belief in

egolessness as concretely existent. It is not that ego disappears, but that belief in the ego’s

solidity, the identification with ego’s representations, is abandoned in the realization of
egolessness. (p. 123)

By way of further explanation, Washburn (2000) described transforming “the ego from within”
(p. 201), and similarly, Epstein (1988) gave the explanation of “change and development within
the ego” (p. 62).

Despite the cited descriptive differences, the word dissolution is synonymous with
softening, breaking up, vanishing, disappearing, melting, and dispersing; thus, this discussion
points to no-self as being defined as dissolution of ego. 1 believe that this definition is respectful
of individual theoretical and theological differences and of writers’ creative license in description
of what is essentially the ineffability of the experience of no-self. The term dissolution of ego
also reflects the perception that “survival self is still needed to function in the world, but it must
not be the boss if a different experience of reality is to be made possible” (Deikman, 2000,

p. 311) in enlightenment.
For purposes of this study, no-self as dissolution of ego is viewed as a progression

wherein ego or the internal, self-referent “I” dissolves. In congruence with developmental or
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stage models of spiritual development, and as further elucidated in this chapter, an individual
may over time or immediately perceive the world with no “I” or no-self, in that a person may
have one or many experiences of no-self that dissolve personal “I.” An experience of no-self is
defined as an occurrence or an event that elicits either instantaneous or gradual dissolution of
ego; however, it is noted that this is a working definition. Further review of literature contained
in this chapter delineates the experience of no-self, resulting in a more descriptive definition as
including both no-self events and the living out of the experiences. This dissertation investigates
the experience of no-self as dissolution of self and as loss of meaning and as suffering in
advanced spiritual development prior to unity as oneness. The expanded definition of no-self as
including both dissolution of self and the experiential living out of the darkness, void, and
meaninglessness is also delineated as analogous to the most recent analysis of the definition of
transpersonal psychology (Hartelius, Caplan, & Rardin, 2007).
Psychological, Developmental, and Spiritual Theories of Self

As discussed previously, the self is comprised of the whole human, as being and
experience. “Self” with a capital “S” is understood as the self’s capacity to become complete or
true Self not limited by ego. Engler (1984) stated that any clinician would “understand that all
psychological growth comes about by being able to renounce outworn, infantile ties to objects
and to give up or modify self-representations that have become restrictive, maladaptive or
outgrown” (p. 26). The sense of “I”” as ego produces a sense of self out of an objective sense of
experience (Engler, 1993) This causes us to experience ourselves as real and present in time and
space based on memories and current conscious internal and external input. This is a brief

overview of psychological, developmental, and spiritual theories of self.
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Many theorists have discussed self in relation to Self. Jung (1964/1978) developed a
theory of Self as archetype involving the developmental process of achieving personal wholeness
and meaning. Hussurl’s transcendental ego (1931/1960), Hegel’s soul (1977) and Sartre’s (1957)
nonpositional consciousness are also theories inherently based on Self as archetype. Assagioli
(1965) added to Jung’s work to develop a model of the psyche that suggests a process of how
self can access Higher Self, as the wisdom of the collective consciousness, in the process of
going beyond self-actualization to self-realization. Firman and Gila (1997) described this process
in the following manner: “This abiding dependence of ‘I’ upon Self amounts to an ontological
union of ‘I’ and Self. . . . So complete is this union that it may be called ‘nondual,’ a unity
transcending any sense of duality, isolation, or separation” (p. 45). The works of these
psychologists and philosophers laid the foundation for current theories of a psychology of self
and no-self.

Theories of Self Related to No-self

The study of self is discussed in and among the theories of self psychology, ego
psychology, developmental theory, cognitive theory, object relations theory, dynamic systems
theory, social psychology, cultural psychology, and consciousness theory. While it is not
possible to examine all theories of self related to no-self, this section contains a broad review of
some of the most relevant theories related to no-self. One such example is that of Berkow (2003),
who proposed a psychology of no-thingness—a study of “the human being as that which is
not-a-thing, not an object of perception” (p. 185). This model is based on several psychological
and spiritual theories that one mistakenly self-conceptualizes one’s identity and self-image from
projections of a self-as-object who views relationships, things, and people as objects and as

other, rather than knowing self as inherent in and related to all. In other words, seeing through
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this self-construction dissolves the illusions of self (and self-image) as a constructed form,
specifically as objectified self. The psychology of no-thingness addresses both the relationship of
the psychotherapist to self (i.e., his or her own knowing of self as no-thing) and also redefines
the psychotherapist’s role with clients. Thus, Berkow’s psychology of no-thingness addresses
“dissolving self-referencing . . . and suffering” (2003, p. 207) and resolving anxiety regarding the
unreal self as “split being” (p. 193). This can move the individual away from the illusion of
projected reality, toward healing and knowing self as “unsplit reality” (p. 195) or no-thing.

Other examples of theories of self, which are related to no-self, include the following:
transpersonal psychologists Engler (1984, 1993) and Loy (1998, 2001) performed comparative
analyses of Buddhist and Western psychologies with regard to transcending ego. Blackstone
(2006, 2007) discussed the intersubjectivity of nonduality. Wilber (2006) discussed self
transcendence in relation to several different psychologies and theories, and Chirban (1986)
presented a Christian contemplative view of the spiritual path. While analyses and theories of
self related to no-self are helpful to therapists and to individuals interested in spiritual
development, it is acknowledged that theories based on psychological or spiritual theory are not
empirical.

In addition to the above texts on self related to no-self, there are countless historical texts,
which have been written by or about the sages, mystics, and saints, and also contemporary texts
(e.g., Adyashanti, 2002, 2003, 2006; Almaas, 1988/1994; Balsekar, 1989, 1993; Maharishi,
1967, 1967/1992), which present these individuals’ lived wisdom on the subjects of
enlightenment, nondual awareness, no-self, and the living out or integration of these experiences.
These personal revelations may be closer in line with the proposed study of no-self, in that

enlightened individuals may recognize and elucidate true experiences of no-self as dissolution of
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ego as advanced stages of spiritual development. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to
thoroughly review all previously cited texts and theories, the wisdom of such authors is
referenced throughout this dissertation.

Empirical Studies of No-self

As noted above, the concept of self is studied in and among numerous branches of
psychology. Therefore, there is a plethora of research on ego and on the concept of self. An area
of research most directly related to this investigation of the experience of no-self is the topic of
mysticism, wherein mystical experience is defined as occurring in relation to the “art of union”
(Underhill, 1911/1974, p. 23) with oneness. Within the field of mystical experience, several
comprehensive reviews exist, such as those of Hood (1994), Lancaster (2004), and Wulff (2000).
Additionally, Hood’s (1989) examination established self-loss as the delimiting feature of unity
experience, and Koltko (1989) cited numerous sources and studies that demonstrate a positive
relationship regarding mystical/spiritual development, including deep spiritual experiences, and
mental health. While these two comprehensive studies supported spiritual/mystical development
as positive aspects of dissolution of ego and self transcendence, they did not directly address the
experience of or the living out of no-self.

Kaisa Puhakka, a psychologist and author, performed a qualitative study of dissolving the
self. This research involved investigating how the Rinzai Zen teachings of Zen Master Joshu
Sasaki Roshi were being understood and implemented at the master’s monastery (Puhakka,
1998). In this study, Puhakka interviewed 12 people (3 nuns and 9 monks) who were staff and
students of the Zen monastery and uncovered 11 themes. Reported themes were substantiated
through spiritual, psychological, and philosophical references; not all themes were backed by

quotes or descriptions from participants. Most themes concerned monastic life with regard to
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aspects of the master’s teachings. The theme of “self-transcendence” (1998, p. 156) related to
dissolution of self. In this study, dissolving was defined as “that act of true love which is the total
giving of one’s being to the so called other” (p. 135). Puhakka reported that informants in the
study described a common theme of dissolution of the self as a fluidity of self

where the self arises to meet and make relationship with the situation at hand, whether

this be a task that demands attention or another person. When the situation passes, the
self also passes. When a new situation arises, a self arises afresh to meet it. (p. 156)

This research supported the theoretical view that spiritually mature individuals let go of the sense
of self as separate (e.g., Berkow 2003; Miller, 1994) and elucidated dissolution of self as a
quality of a population with specific Zen practice and who live in a monastery. A limitation of
this study was that the researcher did not state what method was used to discern themes, or
describe the process. While this research elucidated a quality of no-self, future research may
confirm permeable boundaries between self and other as an aspect of no-self and also elucidate
qualities of no-self among those living in contemporary Western society.

Theoretical phenomenology of self related to spiritual transcendence has also been
studied. One study is that of Louchakova (2007) who examined the phenomenology of self
leading to ego transcendence. Other researchers have combined philosophy and empirical
literature to study self and no-self. For example, Haskar (1991) combined moral philosophy and
philosophy of the mind with empirical evidence arising from split-brain and multiple personality
cases to examine no-self as evidence regarding the nature of self. Detailed review of two studies
(Hunt, 2007; Lancaster, 1993), which combined mystical philosophy and empirical literature and
which are most related to this study no-self, are presented next.

Brian “Les” Lancaster, a well-known British psychologist, author, and researcher,
proposed a theory of self related to no-self, which supported the mystical view that “‘I” exists

only as a conditioned frame of reference for other mind events” (1993, p. 520). The author
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compared empirical studies on forms of disassociation from memories (e.g., amnesia,
blindsight), along with other neuropsychological research, with mystical philosophy and posited
a model of how “I” is constructed. Lancaster suggested that representations of “I”” are stored in
memory as “I-tags” (1993, p. 518) and that conscious connections are made through a
consciousness system, such as Gazzaniga’s (1988) left brain interpreter. Lancaster’s theory
supported the mystical standpoint that ““I” exists only as a conditioned frame of reference for
other mind events” (p. 520) and explained that the interpreter provides self-commentary to
“unify a person’s experience” (p. 520). He proposed that I-tags enunciate how in no-self
experience, “the sense of ‘I’ is devoid of real substance or continuity” (p. 522). A limitation of
this study was the fact that limitations of cited empirical studies were unstated. A search of
library databases did not provide evidence of acceptance of the /-fag notion by the scientific and
spiritual communities; however, future empirical studies may confirm the theory.

Harry Hunt, a psychologist, teacher, and author of numerous articles on religion and
mysticism, also performed an investigation which included empirical literature as a basis for
theory. In an article entitled, “Dark Nights of the Soul”: Phenomenology and Neurocognition of
Spiritual Suffering in Mysticism and Psychosis, Hunt (2007) viewed spirituality through the lens
of classical mysticism dark night of the soul experiences as spiritual suffering or metapathology
in a penultimate stage of spiritual development. This research addressed two questions: (a) How
is directly felt realization of Being/isness even possible?, and (b) How is it that with experiential
deletion of felt spiritual presence (as dark night or dissolution of self) people show characteristics
paralleling schizophrenic and schizoaffective conditions? With regard these questions, Hunt
cited psychological, phenomenological, and neurocognitive theory and research. One example of

cited psychological empirical research is that of Hood et al. (2001), which study showed that
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introvertive or “self-loss” (p. 693) mystical experiences are associated with psychological
dysfunction—specifically, psychoticism, depression, and somatization of stress. Hunt cited
additional empirical and theoretical studies through which to view the anhedonia at the core of
the negative symptoms of schizophrenia in order to shed light on the penultimate dark nights of
spirituality. In the dark nights,
a deepening of mystical witnessing reveals a nonsubstantiality within (author emphasis)
previous enhancements of presence—only to be transformed into more subtle levels of
unitive mysticism with a more complete letting go of the boundaries of self. We could
say that schizophrenic anhedonia distills the despair of the spiritual dark night, without its
previous tacit assurance of a steadily expanded presence. Indeed, some of the pain of the
“dark night” comes from the memory of this contrast and the awareness of a seemingly
complete loss of meaning in the very midst of its ostensibly authentic realization. This

broader context “contains” spiritual despair as a “meta” version of the more total life
context of suffering in the patient. (Hunt, 2007, p. 220)

In other words, the despair of the dark night seems to come from the comparison of emptiness
within oneself compared to the felt presence and fullness of previous spiritual experiences, and
the dark night seems to be an emptying process which serves to further dissolve self toward unity
as oneness.

Hunt (2007) cautioned that the spiritual path toward enlightenment should be taken
seriously, as this path may entail metapathology as “crisis of loss of meaning, nihilistic despair,
and death of feeling” (p. 227) similar to early onset phases of schizophrenia and to its chronic
terminus in anhedonia and social withdrawal. This is a process of “semantic satiation through
which previous realizations of meaning undergo inevitable loss of significance” (p. 227) in order
for emergence of the new, in cycles of emergence and satiation. Hunt grounded his study in
psychological research and in historical mystical experience and elucidated qualities of dark
night experiences; however, it is unclear whether some of his perceptions came from literature or

from personal experience. Hunt’s study is pertinent to this research in that it elucidates qualities
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of dark night and dissolution of self as experiential deletion of felt spiritual presence and loss of
meaning. Future research may substantiate Hunt’s findings.

There is one dissertation that attempted to study no-self. Frysh (2007) published a
qualitative psychological dissertation titled, The Experience of Self: An Exploration of the
Understanding Gained as a Result of Growing Up in the Household of a Spiritual Teacher. This
heuristic research included investigating sense of self or of no-self through in-depth accounts of
6 adult coresearchers and resulted in 13 themes that arose as a result of being raised by a spiritual
teacher. Two emergent themes related to sense of self: “sense of self influenced by parents’
teachings” (p. 143) and “trying to find independent self” (p. 145). While Frysh viewed no-self as
pertinent to her study of self, and briefly cited the no-self concept as relevant to two participants’
spiritual traditions, she did not find evidence of the experience of no-self among any of the 6
coresearchers. Results of this study suggested the importance of spirituality in raising children. A
major limitation was the small sample size of 6 participants. In addition, in concluding remarks
Frysh (2007) suggested that there was a large gap in the literature regarding the understanding of
the psychospiritual experience of self/no-self of children raised in households with spiritual
teachers. It appeared that the author did not perform a broad literature search of no-self;
therefore, perhaps her specifically identified lack of literature (and small sample size) may have
accounted for the absence of no-self as an emergent theme.

There exists an abundance of peer-reviewed articles and books regarding no-self as
dissolution of ego in the beginning stages of spirituality (and the literature review presents
evidence of this). There are also some articles and books authored by or about enlightened
individuals, including anthologies of interviews of highly-regarded spiritual teachers, whom

would be considered near the end of spiritual development. However, there is little research on
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the stage of spiritual development prior to unity as oneness. Additionally, the conclusion of a
thorough investigation of empirical research of no-self is that it appears that there are few
qualitative and quantitative studies on the topic of no-self as experience, and that there are no
intuitive inquiry investigations of no-self as dissolution of ego. This research on no-self as initial
experience and as lived experience was viewed as having the potential to contribute innovative
qualitative research data to the field of spiritual development and to illuminate experiential
no-self.
No-self as Mystical Experience

Defining Mysticism and Mystical Experience

Evelyn Underhill (1875 to 1941) was a Christian contemplative, psychologist, and the
author of many writings on mysticism and religious practice, including the classic, Mysticism: A
Study in the Nature and Development of Man’s Spiritual Consciousness. In this text, Underhill
(1914/1986) defined mysticism as “the art of union with Reality” (p. 23). She noted,

Mysticism, then is not an opinion: it is not a philosophy. It has nothing in common with

the pursuit of occult knowledge. On the one hand it is not merely the power of

contemplating Eternity[;] on the other, it is not to be identified with any kind of religious

queerness. It is the name of that organic process which involves the perfect

consummation of the Love of God: the achievement of here and now of the immortal

heritage of man. Or . . . it is the art of establishing his conscious relation with the
Absolute. (Underhill, 1911/1974, p. 81)

Mystics are not only the sages of the great religious and traditions of the world (e.g., Lao Tsu,
Buddha, Muhammad, the Vedic sages, Jesus, Moses, and the prophets), but also, the mystic is
someone who has achieved or who is pursuing communion or conscious awareness of the unitive
state. Additionally, Hood (2006) described both the nonduality and the paradoxicality of
mysticism by stating that it is self-authenticating in that it can be both “a self-fulfilling and self-

effacing experience of oneness” (p. 135).
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Over the past decade there have been a wide variety of definitions of mystical experience.
At one extreme is the intensity of the experience in that the event “leads always to an upheaval of
the total personality” (Neumann, 1948/1968, p. 381). Others, such as Scharfstein (1973), have
referred to mysticism as an ordinary everyday occurrence. Hood (2006) stated that “there are two
forms of mysticism: one integral to any and all faith traditions and another that can emerge out of
and be independent of any faith tradition” (p. 132), a distinction that is not always recognized.
Therefore, in accordance with the holistic definition of spirituality, mystical experience is not
linked to the interpretation of any particular spiritual view or the interpretation of any religious
school or tradition; it is defined as an experience that is “self-authenticating for the mystic in all
its ineffability” (Hood, 2006, p. 135).
Qualities of Mystical Experience

William James (1875 to 1941), often acknowledged as the father of transpersonal
psychology, wrote a general ontological description of the mystical state in the classic
psychology of religion text, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902/1991). He proposed
“four marks” (p. 292) present in mystical experience: ineffability (defies verbal expression),
noetic quality (provides intellectual insight), transience (not sustainable for long periods of time),
and passivity (sense of lack of personal will or of having been acted upon by a higher power).
Although James wrote from an objective and third-person view, his contributions to the field of
transpersonal and spiritual psychology include the belief that religious experience should be
studied in order to understand human experience.

Of the above four qualities of mystical experiences, James (1902/1991) stressed
ineffibility and noetic as being the key traits, qualities which E. F. Kelly and Grosso (2007)

described as merging “together in conjunction with states of consciousness that somehow pass
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beyond all ordinary forms of sensation and cognition and yet seemingly come into contact or
even unity with some sort of higher reality” (p. 499). James’ writings on mysticism serve as
historical anthologies elucidating phenomenological mystical experience, as do the writings of
many others, including psychiatrist Bucke (1901/1966), educator Happold (1963/1984),
philosopher Stace (1960/1987), and psychologist Underhill (1911/1974).

Mysticism as a Spiritual Process

In general, transpersonal psychologists and theorists view enlightenment as a process;
many of these writers posit their own stages and describe qualities. Some enlightened
individuals, who state that there is no one who actually becomes enlightened and that there is
nothing to do, may seek to describe the path in stages. While stage theory only represents a
prospective or retrospective view of spiritual development (a view which may depend on the
writer’s own spiritual growth) it is recognized that stages can help us to understand and envision
the process. Within the scope of this paper, Underhill’s (1911/1974) stages of mysticism, as a
practical and transcendental spiritual process, are explored.

Evelyn Underhill’s stages of mysticism. Underhill (1911/1974) described the mystic as
having a passion for love dedicated to living in union with oneness. Wilber (2006) suggested that
the reason Underhill’s spiritual stages continue to stand the test of time is because her research
represents a survey of “the stages of felt experiences or conscious events in the “l” space, as
apprehended and seen from within, as it unfolds over time under the discipline of spiritual
practice (or meditative states training)” (p. 96). Additionally, her research includes mystical
experiences of some of the most highly regarded saints and sages (Wilber, 2006).

In Underhill’s (1911/1974) description of the spiritual way of the mystic, she proposed

four developmental stages of consciousness, the first of which is the “Awakening of the Self”
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(p. 176), an unselfing in which a person’s sense of self enlarges to encompass the world and the
Absolute, Love, or God. The next stage involves “Purification of the Self” (p. 198), a cleansing,
stripping, and purgation of the old self—mortification of attachments and desires—and a
remaking of character in preparation for the next stages. In stage three, “The Illumination of the
Self” (p. 232), the person is illuminated with and awakened to Divine Presence on the
experiential level, often with visual and heightened sensual perception.

Most pertinent to this dissertation research is the fourth stage. Underhill (1911/1974)
called this stage “The Dark Night of the Soul” (p. 380), which is a descriptive term taken from
the famous poem written by St. John of the Cross (trans. 1908; trans. 2002), a 16th Century
Spanish Cat