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‘‘Who are you?’ said the Caterpillar.
This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation.
Alice replied, rather shyly, ‘I – I hardly know, sir, just at present – at least I know who I WAS when I got up this morning, but I think I must have changed several times since then’’.
(Carroll, 2009, p.40-41 )

     When asked to reflect on the concept of self, the existential question, ‘who am I?’ did not sit well with me. I felt like Alice did when the caterpillar asked who she was in Lewis Carroll’s classic, Alice was unsure. The question as it stands alone suggests that there may be a plausible answer. And I did not have one. The more I tried to identify who I was, the more fragile I appeared to feel. I felt challenged to discover that we are not a static, immoveable self. The world around us is constantly changing and to be one, defined version of ourselves would surely be detrimental to our survival. 

     Using the Kolb learning cycle (Kolb, 1984), I was inspired to challenge my assumptions. Reflecting on the ‘concept of the self’ I did not feel sure of my answer and I went in search of theories and ideas to broaden my understanding to support this. What follows is my experience.

     Carl Rogers notion of self-concept he outlines in ‘On becoming a Person’ (Rogers, 1961, p.110). He borrowed a concept from Soren Kierkegaard, a Danish philosopher who influenced Rogers’ work, “To be that self which one truly is”. How we see ourselves and how we value ourselves are linked together. It is a picture that we create from our own subjective reality and it is made up of the certain conditions that we hold as our own truths. These conditions are linked to who are, where we live, what family we are born in to, what our belief structure is. All of that is going to form our self-concept and the way that we look at the world. We see our truths through our self-concept, measured against our own experiences. 

     The self-concept has three different components; the view you have of yourself, or self-image, how much value you place on yourself, also known as self-esteem or self-worth, and what you wish you were really like, your ideal self.

     Self-image, or how we see ourselves can be affected by many factors, such as environment, family influences, friends and society. Our responses can be summarised as physical attributes, personality traits, our roles in society and more abstract answers such as ‘spiritual’ or ‘human’. So often we define ourselves by what we do and that which is around us but there is so much more to us. I am confident that my self-image has profoundly been affected by my ever-changing environment. As a child, my family moved around a lot. I changed schools several times. I became withdrawn and shy, never sure of where I fit in or where I belong, or indeed, who I was.

     Self-esteem, also known as self-worth, defines how much we like or accept ourselves. This suggests a process of evaluation. Self-esteem can fluctuate and that is often dependent on our environment. We can externalise and bounce off the reaction of others. We can internalise when we compare ourselves with others, or it may have some correlation to our social roles and identification. I can resonate with this idea as my self-esteem has fluctuated greatly throughout my life. It is through evaluation and awareness that I have been able to link and understand the several factors attributing to this flux. Van Duerzen (2017) speaks of ‘constant transformation and flux’. 
‘The concept of the ‘self’ is a relative one. It is only as I act in the world and connect to objects, people and ideas in the world, that I create a sense of self. There is no such thing as a solid, immutable self. We are in constant transformation and flux and can change and redefine ourselves’. (Van Duerzen, 2017, p. 270)

     Rogers (1961) further went on to state “A person is a fluid process, not a fixed and static entity; a flowing river of change, not a clock of solid material; a continually changing constellation of potentialities, not a fixed quantity of traits” (Rogers, 1961, p.122). How reassuring to note that my immediate thoughts of defining who I am have been backed up by this theory that we are no fixed being. 

     The ideal self, and who you would like to be has a direct correlation with our self-worth and value. A difference may exist between a person’s ideal sense of self and actual reality. This is called incongruence. Rogers (1954) believed that for a person to achieve self-actualisation they must be in a state of congruence.  This state of congruence is something that I would like to focus on for the purpose of becoming a fully trained and qualified counsellor.  I am not under any dissolution however, that this is an easy process. 

     This search has led me to consider the essay question in another way. Rather, not ‘who am I?’ but who am I right NOW? How do I view myself today? How much value do I place on myself right now? And what do I aspire to become? 

     My observation to this research and the reaction to my findings has allowed me to find my flow state. A state of creative awareness. In that ebb and flow of creation I have emerged more aware of my ‘self’. My artist depiction using the skull and adding food colouring to represent different stages of my life is an expression of this fluidity of flux. I am a visual learner, according to the VAK learning style test (VAK, 1920). I wanted to present a visual experience to represent how my life has shaped me and how I depict myself to the world today; ‘a person learning to live my life as a participant in a fluid, ongoing process’ (Rogers, 1961, p.124)

     We are influenced every day of our lives and those influences shape who we are. They may be bad experiences and they may be good experiences. We cannot remove them from ourselves as this would not be congruent to our past experiences. Instead it is about seeing the beauty of our experiences, for its marbled, abstract glory and accepting them as the true colour of our water. I was able to see throughout the process that for each experience and each value and each belief system I became a little bit more myself. I was able to stand back and look at my ‘self’ and rather than feel shame and anger and remorse, and focus on the negative, as I would normally do, I stood back and for the first time in my life I saw beauty. And wisdom. And life. In all my flaws and imperfections. This is who I am right NOW and how I view myself today. 

     I wanted to include a poem that I wrote whilst I was at a low point in my life, during a time of transition where I was feeling deep pain and shame. I wanted to float far away from myself. When I compare this to who I am today I feel so much love for the girl who wrote the poem. I feel proud of the steps I took to rebuild my life. I no longer want to drift away. I am present. I am accepting. I am becoming more self-aware. This awareness has increased the level of value that I have for myself and in as such I have made a conscious effort to be kinder to myself and include a level of self-care. This comparison from then to the now, represents how much value I hold for myself in this present moment.

     In conclusion, and upon reflection of this learning model, I have understood that congruence plays a huge part in ourselves. As an individual I need to trust my own experience and work to an ‘internal locus of evaluation’, my ‘real self’ and close the gap.  This is something that I believe will be an ongoing process. As we are constantly changing, so too should we be regularly checking in with ourselves and evaluate the sense of self. Therefore, being open to all the elements of an organic experience. This feels especially important to me as I have suffered greatly in the past with my mental health and wellbeing. I put this down to a lack of awareness of self and incongruence, a juggling of what others expected of me and my own needs. 

     Looking to the immediate future, in my training as a counsellor, I am aware that if I have not looked at myself in depth, it will be very difficult to offer high-quality counselling to clients. To be able to deal with personal triggers, we must first understand our own process. Self-awareness is especially important in person-centred counselling. Areas of incongruence within ourselves may prevent us from offering the three core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard. 

Concluding the Kolb (1984) cycle of learning; after observing and learning from my experience, I owe it to myself to continue to refer to my transparent skull, full of colour and experience and examine it on a regular basis, to “check-in” if you will. I will continue to value myself and my existence. I will do this by accepting myself for all of my attributes and experiences, good and bad. And I will continue to care for myself, especially so going forward on my chosen career path. 
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