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The journey metaphor in the introduction is apt. Stephen is 
on a physical journey, spreading his message in keynotes and 
trainings across the world. He is also on his own journey 

of  discovery, taking his knowledge of  Ericksonian Hypnosis and 
NLP and, with Aikido to ground him, 
travelling across the universe of  human 
possibility.

Stephen was a student in San Diego in 
the early 1970s and took a course taught 
by John Grinder “on the overthrow 
of  the US Government by any means 
possible.” Through that course he also 
met “an in-your-face, skinny, long-
haired Gestalt therapist” called Richard 
Bandler.

When Grinder and Bandler showed 
the manuscript of  The Structure of  
Magic Part 1 to Gregory Bateson, he told 
them that they should “go show it to the 
purple one in the desert”. They did and 
impressed by the feedback from that meeting, Stephen persuaded 
them to let him tag along at the next meeting. When Stephen met 
Milton Erickson (who always wore purple, hence the nickname), “he 
touched something inside of  me and started a fire burning in me. 
I’ve tried to put the fire out on many occasions since but it simply 
won’t go out.” It is obvious that the fire still burns.

One of  the key metaphors in Stephen’s current work is that of  the 
Hero’s Journey, based on the book Hero with a Thousand Faces by 
Joseph Campbell (see Box) and on Carl Jung’s work on Archetypes. 
There is a book in the pipeline, written by Stephen with another 
of  the San Diego group, Robert Dilts, on that subect. Following a 
call to action, which Stephen agrees was his meeting with Erickson, 
a journey begins through, often, hostile territory. The hero finds 
helpers along the way. Two of  Stephen’s helpers have been Milton 
Erickson himself  and his inspirational life and work, and also the 
discipline of  Aikido. He sees the two as closely linked.

Much has been written about Erickson and, no doubt much more 
will be. Erickson’s contraction of  polio at the age of  17 left him 
paralysed and, at one point, close to death. His use of  extensive 
visualisation allowed him to have physical effects on his body. 

Stephen Gilligan was in at the birth of NLP and counts Milton  
H. Erickson and Gregory Bateson amongst his teachers. From 
his first meeting with Erickson he has been on a journey. The latest manifestation of 
that, with its roots in Erickson’s own thinking, is the Generative Self. Andy Coote had 
the good fortune not only to talk to Stephen but also to listen to his well-received 
keynote at the NLP Conference in London in November.

“Milton didn’t know about hypnosis and trance when he started to do 
this but everybody told him that he had no hope of  ever moving again 
and he chose not to believe that. He called his crises ‘experiments in 
learning’. He knew that he would like to move again but admitted “I 

don’t know if  it’s possible or how it might be 
possible””.

Stephen recalls that “Milton concentrated 
on positive memories such as picking apples 
on the farm where he grew up and throwing 
a baseball. He found resonance inside 
himself  from the memory of  throwing a ball 
and the muscles involved would begin to 
react until he was able to move them”. It was 
a long, slow process. Milton remarked that 
he had “lost all awareness of  how to walk, 
but who could have a better teacher than my 
one-year-old baby sister.”

Wikipedia defines Aikido as a Japanese 
martial art developed by Morihei Ueshiba as 
a synthesis of  his martial studies, philosophy, 

and religious beliefs. A key part of  the Aikido approach is known as 
‘blending’ - moving with the attacker rather than confronting them. 
Stephen sees this as akin to Erickson’s approach of  Utilization, of  getting 
‘inside’ the experience of  the client- one of  the important elements of  
Stephen’s current work. “Aikido and Ericksonian Hypnosis are both 
works of  genius that map closely with each other,” Stephen believes.

Another element of  the Hero’s Journey is the quest. Through his 
work on human potential, Stephen’s quest has become the achievement 
of  transformational change that leads to happiness, health, healing 
and helpfulness. It is expressed in his development of  his self-relations 
approach to psychotherapy and in his work on the generative self.

Gilligan describes what he calls the ‘Premises of  Self-Relations’. “Each 
person has an indestructible “tender soft spot” (or center) at the core of  
their being, called the Somatic Self. The river of  life moves through you, 
except when it doesn’t. The river brings both happiness and suffering. A 
second consciousness awakens to relate to these experiences, called the 
Cognitive Self. When the somatic self  is united with the cognitive self, a 
third consciousness of  a field mind opens and this is the Generative Self. 
The path by which each person realizes this Generative Self  is unique: 
Each person is an incurable deviant.”

The preconditions for 
well formedness of 
an intention are that 
it must be succinct, 
expressed in five words 
or less and, preferably, 
positive and ‘towards’ 
rather than ‘away from’
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must never get limited by the problem. It must be connected in front and 
underneath (somatic), to it directly (cognitive) and beyond it (field).”

Stephen’s journey continues. From London he was flying to Munich 
and his schedule continues through Spain and London back into 
California. His schedule is on his web site at http://www.stephengilligan.
com/workSCHEDULE.html.

It may, indeed, be a lifelong journey. Stephen studied with Erickson 
from 1974 until Erickson’s death in 1980. When he first plucked up the 
courage to ask if  he could come back to learn from Erickson, Stephen 
asked how much the fee would be. Erickson replied, “You don’t have 
to pay me any money. If  you find anything useful here, pay me back by 
teaching it to others.” Stephen smiles fondly at the memory and says, 
only half  jokingly, “Sometimes I wish I’d paid the old man in money.”

NLP

The five presuppositions of  the Generative Self  Approach are shown 
in the box on this page. Working with clients using this approach requires 
a lot of  attention to be focused into upgrading the state of  consciousness.

The generative trance model has four stages which are, in many 
ways analogous to the Hero’s Journey. Preparation is critical and is 
followed by the shift in consciousness. The third stage, transformation, 
is accomplished in a higher generative state and must be followed by a 
return to reality with a strategy to get significant changes in everyday life 
– NLP Well Formed Outcomes may help with this.

“Generative trance follows the general model of  transformation or 
rituals in history and legend.” Gilligan notes. “In all change work and 
particularly generative coaching you need to have clarity about what 
the intention is. Intention drives attention and intention coupled with 
attention drives trance.”

The preconditions for well formedness of  an intention are that it must 
be succinct, expressed in five words or less and, preferably, positive and 
‘towards’ rather than ‘away from’.

“The intention needs to be resonant both for the client and for the 
change practitioner. Achieving an intention can be quite straightforward. 
In most demonstrations it takes around five minutes to achieve” 
comments Gilligan. “If  people could realise this intention from an 
ordinary state, then we wouldn’t be talking. The hypnotic induction is 
an upward shift in consciousness to so that the intention can be realised. 
That comes from the quality of  your state and not from losing control. 
You need to be in the state in which you formed the intention whilst 
having fluid access to unconscious resources. This is a double level in 
which you are both fully connected and fully detached”.

When would it be useful to use such a trance? Stephen answers that 
Milton Erickson’s three favourite words were ‘I don’t know’. “The state 
of  not knowing is useful to the therapists when conscious patterns are 
not adequate. You move from a pattern through depatterning to a new 
pattern. The client needs the capacity to stay present and to allow it to 
be a helpful process. If  they shut down the state becomes degraded. The 
client must be present.”

“Usually what is causing the client difficulty or distress is not the 
problem itself  but their relationship to it. And being confused and 
overwhelmed may not be a problem - indeed it may be very helpful. 
Rage is not a problem. Whatever comes up in order to move the state 
on is fine. The State is the most important thing here. Consciousness 

Developed from the book Hero with a Thousand Faces by Joseph Campbell. 
Campbell analysed the mythology of many cultures and discovered that 
their stories followed a similar structure – one that seemed to satisfy our 
innate need for a journey and a resolution.

The first of four stages is about our slow recognition that something 
needs to change. We are in our familiar world yet something isn’t right. 
We may deny the need for change but eventually something happens that 
overcomes that (the call) and we begin the journey, leaving the familiar 
world for somewhere unfamiliar.

In this second stage, we are searching for solutions to the need and we 
will meet characters and situations along the way that may make the 
situation worse. We may understand the real issue is much deeper than 
the triggering one. Despite also meeting helpful characters here, we reach 
the end of this phase still searching and maybe doubting our resolve or 
despairing of the possibility of finding the solution.

Five Basic Elements of Generative Self Approach
1. “SPIRIT IS WAKING UP…..
•	 Spirit	has	gift	to	give	AND	wound	to	heal
•	 spirit	is	deepest	identity
•	 spirit	activates	whenever	ordinary	identity	is	destabilized	(e.g.	ecstasy	or	agony)

2. into HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS
•	 human	nervous	system	is	the	most	advanced	instrument	of	consciousness	 
 ever developed
•	 if	you	don’t	learn	to	play	the	instrument,	you’re	in	trouble
•	 attuned	human	conscious	PLUS	spirit	EQUALS	generative	self

3. on HERO’S JOURNEY
•	 each	person’s	life	is	an	arc	unfolding	over	time	into	the	world
•	 journey	has	many	death	and	rebirth	cycles
•	 at	heart	of	hero’s	journey	is	Spirit	waking	up
•	 suffering	is	a	signal	of	misalignment	with	the	call/journey

4. utilizing THREE MINDS
•	 Somatic,	Cognitive,	Field
•	 Integration	of	three	minds	awakens	Generative	Self

5. operating at THREE LEVELS OF CONSCIOUSNESS
(1) Primitive (unconscious wholeness, field without self-awareness)
(2)	Ego	(conscious	separateness,	awareness	without	field)
(3)	Generative	(conscious	differentiated	wholeness,	parts	and	whole	simultaneously)

Spirit	can	be	present	or	absent	at	each	level	Creative	unfolding	moves	among	 
three levels

Source and © – Stephen Gilligan, Ph.D

The Hero’s Journey
The third stage is about finding the resources and solutions that we seek. 
It is by no means certain that we will reach this stage and many abandon 
their quest here. We may find a mentor who will help us on our journey 
and may even show us that the solution was with us all the time – we just 
couldn’t see it. Now we have the answer, we may spend time refining it 
and preparing for the final stage – our return to the real, familiar world.

This fourth stage requires that we return to our familiar surroundings  
and install the changes into it. The more 
radical the change, the more the familiar 
can seem more appealing. Our resolve 
can be dented or completely neutralised 
by our dependence on the people and 
habits of our everyday life. We lose 
momentum and the moment is lost or 
we	seize	the	moment	and	succeed.
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