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Context / Background

• My research is exploring the possibility 
of a different approach to conflict –
focussing on the “imaginal”

• Beginning from McGilchrist’s idea of 
epistemological duality
• Left hemisphere “stands aloof” to the 

world – represented in its inherent 
capacity to abstract, analyse, reason 
(2009)

• Right hemisphere sees itself as 
connected to the world – able to see the 
bigger picture, it has an inherent 
capacity to understand metaphor (2009, 
p.50), symbols, and ‘to see’ imaginatively



Context / Background (Cont’d)

• Conclusion of McGilchrist’s thesis is 
that contemporary society has become 
left hemisphere dominant – devaluing 
capabilities of right hemisphere

• However, both hemispheres are 
required to deliver the fullness of the 
human experience to us

• Suggestion that current (LH) 
orientation towards the world has 
its limitations



Metaphor • “Metaphor is centrally a matter of thought, not 
just words” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p.123 & 
129)

• “Thinking cannot be severed from our bodily 
existence, out of which all metaphors arise” 
(McGilchrist, 2009, p.115)

• “Only the right hemisphere has the capacity to 
understand metaphor” (McGilchrist, 2009, 
p.115)

• Metaphor has the capacity to carry us across 
the gap between language (which separates) 
and lived experience (which connects us to 
life). “Metaphoric thinking is fundamental to 
our understanding of the world” (McGilchrist, 
2009, p.116)



The heart as metaphor

1. Physical organ – “a pump” (generally a left hemisphere approach, rational, literal)

2. Inner feelings, soul, spirit – heart as container/entity, locus of emotions (“I have a 
broken heart”, “my heart is full of love for you”)

3. Feelings for others/social relationships: goodness, humanitarian (“my heart goes 
out to you”, “heart-to-heart”)

4. Courage  (“take heart”, “brave heart”)

5. Core/centre (“let’s get to the heart of the matter”)

(Rodale , 1978, p.496)



Heart as research symbol

• If how we think and act is metaphorical in nature (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 
p.3), then taking an ‘imaginal’ approach through the right hemisphere  opens 
up the possibility to contemplate the heart, not just as a physical pump, but 
as a symbol for connection, harmony, relationship, openness, depth, etc

• “The symbol makes the impossible happen, it becomes the node on which 
the transcendent can meet the mundane” (Struck, 2004, p.75)

• The heart can become something different  through our contemporary eyes 
– an ‘interpretive lens’, and an important symbol of reconnection to help us 
understand something ‘more’ about what it is that we are interested in 
researching

• Following the symbol can lead beyond the reason of the left hemisphere



Heart as a research symbol 
(Foundations in transpersonal psychology)

• The heart’s way of perceiving is both “sensing” and 
“imagining” (Corbin, 1997; Hillman, 2007)

• Situated between the duality of human experience, the 
heart acts as a symbolic bridge for communication 
across different ways of knowing (e.g., imaginal and 
rational); making it possible to open up to, and 
consider ideas, which, from a modern objective point 
of view, would seem impossible

• As the right hemisphere meets the left hemisphere to 
make sense of human lived experience, I suggest that 
the symbol of the heart presents an ideal ‘container’ to 
consider the implications of another way of knowing 

• By embodying this understanding as a metaphor of 
reconnection to the fullness of the human experience, 
it may be possible to look at our research topics 
differently



Scholars using a heart-centred approach to their 
research (Transpersonal Psychology)

• Robert Romanyshyn:
• Ways of the Heart: Essays Toward an Imaginal Psychology 

(2002)

• Wounded Researcher – Research with Soul in Mind (2013)

• Rosemarie Anderson: 
• Intuitive Inquiry: An Epistemology of the Heart for Scientific 

Inquiry (2004)



Thank you for listening…



References
• Corbin, H. (1997). Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn Arabi.

Princeton University Press, New Jersey.

• Hillman, J. (2007). The Thought of the Heart and The Soul of the World. Spring Publications, 
New York. 

• Lakoff, G. & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors We Live By, University of Chicago Press, Chicago.

• Lakoff, G. & Johnson, M. (1999). Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its 
Challenge to Western Thought, Basic Books, New York.

• McGilchrist, I. (2009). The Master and his Emissary. Yale University Press, London.

• Rodale, J. (1978). The Synonym Finder. Rodale Press, Emmaus, PA

• Struck, P. (2004). Birth of the Symbol: Ancient Readers at the Limits of Their Texts. Princeton 
University Press, New Jersey.


	Using the metaphor of the heart as a research symbol
	Context / Background
	Context / Background (Cont’d)
	Metaphor
	The heart as metaphor
	Heart as research symbol�
	Heart as a research symbol �(Foundations in transpersonal psychology)
	Scholars using a heart-centred approach to their research (Transpersonal Psychology)
	Thank you for listening…
	References

