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Each of us walks through life carrying unconscious assumptions about how

everything fits together. We sport implicit understandings of how A relates to

B plus how events in the present relate to events in the future. Sometimes these

assumptions emerge from religious dictates, as in the belief that God creates

and controls all aspects of life. Sometimes implicit assumptions emerge from

emotional symptoms or psychopathology, as in the experience of being a victim

whose fate is fatalistically determined by forces outside of one’s control. In the

current social climate, many if not most of us form pictures of universal

workings based on our understanding of science. At the same time, readers of

this journal who are particularly interested in transpersonal events may find

themselves at the fringes of traditional science. For, even in the face of sound

empirical studies, many hard core scientists remain staunch disbelievers of

phenomena such as telepathy, telekinesis, precognition, and other non-

ordinary occurrences.

The central theme of Manuel Almendro’s recently translated book (from

Spanish) is that the reductionist stance that underlies traditional Western

science is the kiss of death for all human pursuits, especially for conscious

experience, acts of self-determinism and true creativity in the face of life’s

apparent mysteries. In the first half of Chaos, Psychology & Psychotherapy,

Almendro outlines the history of reductionism, which is the belief that all

complex phenomena can be broken down and effectively analyzed according to

simpler components. Reductionism goes hand-in-hand with strict determinism,

which is the idea that if we know the starting position of each molecule in the

universe plus all the laws that govern their interactions, we can predict where

each and every molecule where go next, as far into the future as we care to

venture.

In the history of Western science, when these ideas are applied to the pecking

order of scientists, physics has been crowned “king” of the sciences, with

psychology considered a mere “soft” if not “pseudo” science in need of

reduction to biological and material substrates in the brains and bodies of

people. Little room exists for a starring, much less causal role of conscious
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awareness. Our internal experience is relegated instead to the supporting role of

being an epiphenomenon, that is, a secondary effect or mere by-product of

electrical and chemical events in the brain.

Most importantly, Almendro’s agenda is to protest this stance of reductionism

and strict determinism, which results in treating people and animals

mechanically, as if robots devoid of inner promptings. Consider the movement

of behaviorism, for example, so popular in the 1960s, which deemed all

thoughts, emotions, and other mental events as irrelevant and then

metaphorically shoved them into a “black box,” which was never meant to

be opened. This is where Almendro makes a poetic and passionate plea for

a science to support interiority, consciousness, supra-rationality and all that is

beyond complete understanding, prediction, or control.

Consider Almendro’s story of visiting a house in the country where the owner

had hundreds of sheep that “looked like stuffed and immutable dolls.” When

Almendro protested that the sheep were sick, the owner responded, “No way!

They just got a visit from the vet” and were now filled with medication,

antibiotics, and stimulant cocktails aimed to prevent them from getting sick

and to increase their production. In Almendro’s words:

It was here that I bore witness to a direct consequence of tactical

determinism: the exploitation of the living being converted into a machine,

undertaken in the interest of economic gain, and based on some initial

medicine-like principles which make it impossible for the machine (i.e., the

animals) to escape from the desired commercial trajectory. That is of course

until the complexity and unpredictability of nature steps in and blows

everything up, and those who seek to determine it—ourselves, today’s

experimenting techno-scientific human beings—ultimately end up being the

victims of their own deception. Thus our efforts are rewarded with mad

cows, dioxins, acid rain, global warming, viral mutations, and illnesses…

(p. 100)

In the second half of the book, Almendro outlines a different kind of science

that is kinder to living creatures, partly through being more holistic in focus.

Chaos theory is introduced to turn all previous assumptions upside down.

Rather than complex events reduced to simpler bases, complexity emerges

instead, indivisibly and unpredictability from simple bases and a few rules of

interaction. In nature, a little bit of chaos goes a long way to shake things up.

What looks random on the surface can still have underlying order, yet even

with a complete understanding of the patterns of every molecule in the present

moment, chaos theory tells us it is impossible to predict future positions or

patterns. Meanwhile, dissipative systems, as studied by Ilya Prigogine, appear

to defy the entropic degradation of the universe specified by the second law of

thermodynamics. Amid the slow heat death, localized pockets of increased

complexity emerge due to the presence of open systems that exist in far from

equilibrium conditions and maintain continual exchanges of matter, energy,

and information with their environments.
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Almendro celebrates and elevates these new ideas, rightly believing they

represent a science of human beings where there lies a primary role for

consciousness, including its non-ordinary states. In the final section of his
book, Almendro attempts to apply these new concepts to psychotherapy. He

identifies human moments of emergent crisis as states of chaos and resists

categorizing the resulting symptoms as psychopathological states in need of

elimination. Instead, these symptoms are viewed as necessary, non-ordinary

states of consciousness signaling possibilities for positive change and healing.

Finally, Almendro includes a couple of brief and complicated case histories to

exemplify these ideas in action.

Dear reader, I confess that as a champion of nonlinear dynamics plus as

a psychologist and author dedicated to applying contemporary science to

psychotherapy, I was primed to love this book. Unfortunately, this was not my

experience at all. Instead, I struggled mightily to read Chaos, Psychology &

Psychotherapy. While the main theses are sound and Almendro’s agenda to

elevate contemporary science to the forefront is highly worthy, the scientific

aspect of this book is weak. Almendro careens wildly between presenting ideas

as scientific models and presenting ideas as vague metaphors, without
identifying which he is doing when. Almendro’s writing is often confusing, if

not incorrect. Consider these assertions:

We understand that “attractor” and “fractals” have a point in common,

since every attractor would correspond to the start of a fractal…In

psychotherapy the symptom, within the “positivation of the

pathological” could be the expression of an attractor that responds to

the emergence of a sensitivity in the patient as a call for attention, so that
the patient himself is guided towards a transformation of greater or lesser

consequence, which will possibly begin with partial transformations that

would constitute fractals of his psychic life…The attractor will therefore

mark a point of instability towards which the system will direct itself.”

(p. 247)

Chaotic attractors don’t correspond to the start of a fractal, because

most chaotic attractors are characterized from the start by fractal structure.
While some attractors are highly unstable, such as the chaotic or “strange”

variety, others are highly stable, such as the point or cyclical variety.

Regularity in structure doesn’t lend itself readily to change. Meanwhile,

even chaotic attractors indicating instability don’t necessarily indicate

the onset of change. Consider people who suffer from a diagnosis of

Borderline Personality Disorder. Their lives are filled with chaotic

transitions and instability, yet these continual crises don’t necessarily

indicate fundamental change. If change is to come, it will probably emerge
relationally, from the influence of coupled dynamics within a healing dyadic

process.

Almendro’s book emerged from ideas dating back to the 1990s. As

a result, the underlying science as well as its application to psychology are

sorely outdated. Chaos theory has given way to complexity theory at the

Book Reviews 291



center of application to human beings and the mind/body/brain plus self/

other relationships. In my opinion, interpersonal neurobiology is at the

forefront of how complexity theory applies to human beings. Whether in
development or psychotherapy, interpersonal neurobiology is a 2-person

perspective that views the relationship between people as primary for

tuning minds, brains, and bodies of emergent, yet interdependent

individuals. Unfortunately, Almendro’s book lacks the developmental,

evolutionary, as well as a fundamentally relational perspectives afforded

by more contemporary work.

Meanwhile, the book is filled with typographical errors. The most distracting
element is a host of copy-edited mistakes surrounding hyphenations at the end of

lines. Here are two of countless examples, “underl-ying” and “occu-rred.” It is

unclear how much his opaque choice of words and phrases come from the author

versus the translator, but Almendro appears to make up words and phrases, such

as “positivation of the pathological.” I found myself reading many sentences two

or three times, but still remained unsure of the intended meaning. Finally, the

absence of a subject index is glaring, rendering the job of reviewer particularly

difficult.

But grumblings aside, a lot of scholarship did go into the making of this book,

especially surrounding the history of determinism. Almendro tackled the highly

ambitious aim of changing the whole paradigm of underlying assumptions

within clinical psychology. Especially with respect to transpersonal phenom-

ena, I believe he is on the right track. The notion of open boundaries between

self, world, and other definitely helps to model fluid borders between mind and

brain and between inner and outer events.

The Author

Manuel Almendro, Ph.D., is a clinical psychologist and Director of Oxigeme,

a psychotherapy integration center in Madrid and Barcelona, Spain, where he

conducts individual and group psychotherapy as well as a research and training

program. Dr. Almendro is a member of the European Federation of

Psychologists’ Associations (EFPA) and holds a Specialist Certificate in
Psychology and Psychotherapy-EuroPsy. He is on the boards of the

International Journal of Transpersonal Studies, Liberabit, Journal of USMP,

Peru, and the Journal of Transpersonal Research.

The Reviewer

Terry Marks-Tarlow, Ph.D., is a clinical psychologist in private practice in

Santa Monica, California. She is author of Psyche’s Veil: Psychotherapy,

Fractals and Complexity (Routledge, 2008) and more recently of Clinical

Intuition in Psychotherapy (Norton, 2012) and Awakening Clinical Intuition

(Norton, 2014). She teaches affective neuroscience at Reiss Davis Child

Study Center, is a research associate at the Institute of Fractal Research, is

core faculty of the Insight Center and sits on the Board of Directors of the

Los Angeles County Psychological Association, where she curates an

292 The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 2015, Vol. 47, No. 2



exhibition of psychotherapist art entitled “Mirrors of the Mind: The

Psychotherapist as Artist.”

* * * * * * *
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