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Chapter 3 

Radical Presence: A Relational Alternative to Mindfulness  

Sheila McNamee  

There has been an enormous insurgence of mindfulness philosophy and practice over the past several decades 

circulating in almost all areas of our lives – therapy, business, community, spirituality, medicine, and education, to 

name a few. While traditional mindfulness is rooted in Buddhism, contemporary models of mindful- ness provide 

forms of practice that do not require the original Buddhist spiritual and cultural commitment.  

I would like to take a step back and open conversation and reflection on the dis- course of mindfulness. I would like 

to propose that we recognize mindfulness as a way of talking – a way of relating – that, when employed, privileges 

certain ways of orienting ourselves to the world. I would like to question the place of mindfulness within 

contemporary culture. My hope is that this discussion will provide fruitful resources that will help professionals, and 

laypeople alike, avoid some of what I see as the unfortunate by-product of “the mindfulness fad.” At the same time, 

I must be clear that my attempt here is not to dismiss the use of mindfulness practices. Rather, my interest is in 

raising questions about how we are engaging with the discourse of mindfulness and for what purpose.  

3.1 Why Mindfulness, Why Now?  

I do not think anyone would disagree that we are living in challenging times. Globally, politics are in a state of 

instability that we have not seen since the Cold War. Where we once enjoyed a sense of hemispheric (if not national) 

dominance, a decline in ideological struggle, and a high degree of global cooperation, we are now living in a 

moment of contestation where competition has replaced cooperation and opposing ideologies dominate. 

Additionally, we have front row viewing and around- the-clock commentary on coups d’etat, school shootings, 

airport bombings, and other violent crimes around the world. Our access to personal suffering is proliferating, 

thereby inviting a narrative of danger, distrust, and fear. If we look at the state of affairs globally, it might be less 

surprising that people are flocking to what they see (and is often referred to) as the meditative practices of 

mindfulness. The belief is that centering one’s self and giving space to reflect on one’s present moment will provide 

us with the resources to make our way through a chaotic, divisive, and challenging world.  

But, for the most part, the discourse of mindfulness, and the practices and advocating that go hand in hand with the 

most dominant form of this discourse, emerges within the tradition of modernist science where social problems or 

challenges become the problem of the individual. In other words, the presumption is that, if the complexity and 

diversity of the world (or of your community, family, or intimate relationship) becomes too much to bear, you, the 

individual, must find a way to “cope,” to “deal with,” and to “manage” your discomfort, irritation, feelings of being 

overwhelmed, etc. The focus is on the individual.  

What this approach ignores is that, as humans, we live in community. We engage in relations with each other and 

with our environments. The challenge that confronts us as we examine the pervasive problem of living in 

contemporary culture is the challenge to move beyond an individualist ideology where it remains the purview of the 

individual to resolve his or her problems. Instead, we should be questioning the larger social orders – the very 

institutions and taken-for-granted ways of relating – that invite divisiveness, conflict, and human suffering. In doing 
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so, we shift from enticing people into a self-focused practice (mindfulness, in most elaborations of mindfulness) to a 

future-forming ritual. We need to provide a coherent narrative that allows us to examine the broader cultural and 

social factors that perpetuate our personal suffering. Thus, transformation or problem resolution occurs in 

recognition of the intimate and interdependent relationship between our daily processes of engaging with others and 

the creation and maintenance of broader social orders (e.g., institutions, belief systems, values) – not within the 

individual. This stance challenges the dominant discourse of popularized mindfulness and invites us to explore how 

this discourse has been socially constructed. It also invites us to explore how our engagement in popularized 

mindfulness practices maintains a focus on the individual at the expense of pathologizing the individual and 

ignoring broader social practices that make living often unbearable.  

3.1.1 The Discourse of Mindfulness  

Probably the simplest way to summarize what could be an extremely lengthy discussion of the evolution of the 

discourse of mindfulness (see Purser 2019) is to acknowledge that the ideology of liberal humanism, very much an 

individualist stance, privileges the pathologizing and subsequent treatment of persons over deconstructing and 

transforming social and cultural institutions, thereby challenging our dominant discourses. It is easier to prescribe 

mindfulness practices for over- worked employees or university students who are overwhelmed with deadlines and 

exams than to examine and question the condition of the workplace or the ways in which we educate. It is easier to 

medicalize/psychologize a person’s experience than to politically examine our ways of living.  

In these remarks, my hope is not to summarily dismiss mindfulness. That is not at all what is being argued here. 

Rather, by identifying the discourse of mindfulness within the individualist paradigm, my hope is that we might 

acknowledge that, by imposing the discourse of mindfulness on interactions that challenge one’s sense of presence 

in the world and ability to cope, we ignore the larger political and social issues that contribute to the chaos of 

contemporary culture.  

3.2 The Rise of Disciplinary Knowledge  

Foucault (1977) argues that our sense of self, very much situated within the twentieth-century ideology of 

individuality, autonomy, free choice, and liberty, has been constructed by the rise in stature of the social and “psy” 

disciplines (Rose 1990). These disciplines (psychology, psychiatry, psychotherapy, psychoanalysis, and even 

sociology and anthropology) have emerged as dominant discourses that regulate our lives. Specifically, what a 

culture or society comes to believe is “nor- mal” is regulated by the psy-disciplines including normal sexuality, 

family, and work life, and all that we take to be rational, reasonable, and right.  

Thus, we can say that we have been living in a culture marked by the multiple ways in which we can pathologize 

ourselves and others. No matter what professional domain we encounter, we offer ourselves to the surveillance of 

experts – expert doctors, expert scholars, expert therapists, expert politicians, and expert managers. Foucault’s 

argument makes clear that the construction of dominant discourses (generated within what he refers to as 

“disciplinary regimes” – or, professional domains, we might say) guides our actions and, recursively, as we act in 

concert with the dominant discourse, we unwittingly insure that this dominant (unquestioned) way of acting is 

maintained. As we utilize the services of educators, medical professionals, and legal experts, we are not only acting 

in ways that are simply taken-for-granted as the proper way to be in a particular community, institution, or culture, 

but, in so doing, we are keeping these unquestioned beliefs and practices alive. To Foucault, if we question these 

taken-for-granted discourses and engage in what he calls an “archeology of knowledge” (1972),1 we come to 

question the truth value of these practices and free ourselves to construct alternatives. 

 

1 Engaging in an archeology of knowledge (Foucault 1972) is to trace a certain social practice or way of talking back to its 

origins. For example, when did health professionals first start diagnosing workers with trauma and (most important) what else 

was going on at that time, in that context and historical/cultural moment? The assumption is that social practices emerge as 

“sensible” within the communities that construct them. Yet, over time, a particular practice might lose its utility.  
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3.2.1 Pathologizing Discourses  

Foucault (1972) makes clear that the disciplinary discourses are, just that, dis- courses. They are ways of talking, 

ways of being in the world. And, to put it that way, suggests that there are or could be other ways of talking and 

being in the world available to us. This is not to suggest that the discourse of mindfulness is wrong or not useful. 

Rather, it is to suggest that, when engaged in any sort of therapeutic encounter,2 we should ask ourselves how useful 

the concomitant vocabulary and practices of mindfulness are. This is most commonly located as an individualist 

discourse – one that places the nexus of a person’s being within the private recesses of the mind/psyche (McNamee 

2002). Thus, mindfulness becomes an individual’s sensible response to social challenges.  

The concentrated focus on the individual in contemporary society is the by- product of these emergent and 

eventually dominating discourses. And, when under- stood in historical, cultural, and social context, it becomes 

possible to recognize that all of us are active participants in the power and dominance of what I refer to as 

“pathologizing discourses.” Pathologizing discourses are ways of talking that cast a person, family, or group as 

abnormal, lacking in some way, unable to meet social expectations, or basically not meeting social standards. When 

the discourse of mindfulness was introduced in the field of clinical psychology in the form of Mindfulness-Based 

Stress Reduction (or MBSR) (Kabat-Zinn 2005), all the original Buddhist components of mindfulness practice were 

in place (attention to the here and now, no judgment, focus on feelings, thoughts, bodily sensations, etc.). Yet, this 

focus was condensed into the singular practice of one person attempting to focus on himself/herself so he/she can 

deal with the complexities of the social world.  

The result of this internal, individualist focus is that, if one is not perpetually satisfied, fulfilled, and emotionally and 

behaviorally “adjusted” in the workplace, school, community, or family, there must be something wrong. 

Dissatisfaction is either a personal problem/deficit or a problem imposed by the contextual demands of the 

environment within which one operates. Basically, all problems we confront in contemporary society are traced to 

some personal failing or flaw. Even admitted contextual problems–in the way in which work, school, and everyday 

life is structured or in the physical constraints of these environments–are viewed in terms of how these problems 

effect the individual. In other words, the dominance of psychological discourse actually shapes the contours of our 

day-to-day lives; since the individual is always the unit of analysis, focus remains on individual performance at the 

cost of creating collaborative and communal environments. Thus, competition and comparison to others becomes 

the norm, and constant surveillance (by self and others) leaves one feeling incompetent, inadequate, and – most 

important – the cause of one’s own hardships. And, most unfortunate is the fact that mindfulness – a practice and 

philosophy designed to help people connect with each other and their environments – actually further separates and 

divides, making success in life a personal pursuit.3  

Here, we see the deterioration of relational bonds. Where is the community to support one who is suffering? Who – 

if anyone – might be able to offer alternative descriptions of what one is experiencing, descriptions that are not 

based on deficiencies? Are a person’s problems really due to his/her inability to “cope,” or might “inability to cope” 

be a rational response to institutional systems of discipline such as education, healthcare, and organizational life? 

Should an employee engage in the practice of mindfulness because he/she finds the competition in the workplace 

unbearable or because he/she walks past abject poverty each day on the way to work and is riddled with guilt for 

his/her own comfort? A movement beyond this pathologizing culture requires a shift in focus from expert voices and 

unquestioned forms of practice toward an active attentiveness to processes of relating and to what Gergen (2009) 

calls “relational being.”  

This relational focus offers an alternative to the modernist ways of describing social life, elevating our attention 

instead to processes of relating as opposed to objects or entities (such as an individual person, an individual’s 

thoughts, feelings, or bodily sensations). I believe, this relational sensibility offers us a very different path for living 

in today’s complex world and points us beyond the (often) pathologizing discourse of contemporary and popular 

mindfulness. It is to suggest a very particular way of positioning ourselves in the world as opposed to creating 

2 Here, I use the term therapeutic in the broadest sense, encompassing any form of diagnosis and treatment.  

3 I am limiting my discussion here to the popularization of mindfulness practices.  
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formulas for “correct” (or corrective) action, and, to that extent, the relational understanding of our daily 

environments, coupled with questioning the discourse of mindfulness, might offer new forms of life. In order to 

explore this relational alternative, it is important to provide a brief overview of a constructionist stance.  

3.3 Reconstructing Mindfulness Relationally  

Constructionists takes a critical stance toward taken-for-granted understandings of the world. Constructionists also 

acknowledge that what is taken as real is not only the by-product of social interaction but our interactions, in turn, 

serve to sustain what we assume to be real. The implications of this stance are significant. If we create what we take 

to be real in our interactions, then we can change reality by changing the ways in which we engage with others. Note 

the emphasis. Where popular mindfulness practices urge us to change ourselves, the relational stance of 

constructionism invites us to change how we engage with others. We shift our focus from diagnosing and treating an 

individual and focus, instead, on examining processes of interaction where certain beliefs, values, and social orders 

emerge. Social construction urges us to attend to the traditions, the communities, and the situated practices of the 

participants at hand – that is, to attend to local understandings – in identifying what becomes real, true, and good. To 

attend to traditions, communities, and situated practices requires a constant flexibility on the part of those involved, 

a flexibility marked by discursive potential (McNamee 2015). Discursive potential refers to the ability to move in 

and out of divergent discourses – to recognize more than one discourse (social order) and become curious about 

what different discourses might open as possibilities.  

3.3.1 Social Construction  

There is no one voice in constructionist theory and practice. However, there are shared assumptions that guide 

constructionist work. First, constructionists are concerned with how meaning and understanding are created in 

interaction among people and in the environments in which they operate. To this end, constructionists focus on 

language or what I refer to as language practices. Language in this sense encompasses much more than words or 

written text. Language includes all embodied activity. The alternative that social construction offers is what many 

refer to as a relational stance – one that views meaningful action as always emerging within relationship: 

relationship among people as well as relationship between people and the environment. The focus of analysis, 

therefore, is not the individual but is what people do together and what their “doing” makes. Once we embrace the 

assumption that meaning is created in the joint actions of people, we must ask, how does the inner focus of popular 

mindfulness provide resources for navigating a world of relational engagements?  

Given this focus on local language practices, constructionists adopt a critical stance toward taken-for-granted 

understandings of the world. Since interaction is always situated (locally, culturally, historically), the possibility for 

differing and often incompatible realities is always present. Thus, questioning what we take to be true, real, or good 

is a necessary part of social construction.  

Constructing a World.  Elsewhere (McNamee2014), I have offered a visualization of the constructionist focus on 

interactive processes and how the responsiveness of persons to one another and to their environment comes to create 

what we “know,” what we “understand,” and what we believe to be “real.” Let us consider how specific ways of 

understanding the world emerge. Meaning emerges as communities of people coordinate their activities with one 

another. These meanings, in turn, create a sense of moral order – how things are or should be (what is referred to 

earlier as dominant discourses). The continual coordination required in any relationship or community eventually 

generates a sense of taken-for-granted, common practices (moral orders) otherwise known as dominant (and largely 

unquestioned) discourses.  

As people coordinate their activities with others, patterns or rituals quickly emerge. These rituals generate a sense of 

standards and expectations that we use to assess our own and others’ actions. Once these standardizing modes are in 

place, the generation of values and beliefs (a moral order/dominant discourse) is initiated. Thus, from the very 

simple process of coordinating our activities with each other, we develop entire belief systems, moralities, and 

values. Of course, the starting point for analysis of any given moral order (reality) is not restricted to our relational 

coordinations. We can equally explore patterns of interaction or the sense of obligation (standards and expectations) 

that participants report in any given moment. We can also start with the emergent moral orders, themselves 
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(dominant discourses as many would call them) and engage in a Foucauldian archeology of knowledge (1972) 

where we examine how certain beliefs, values, and practices originally emerged (which returns us to the simple 

coordinations of people and environments in specific historical, cultural, and local moments). The relational process 

of creating a worldview is illustrated in Fig. 3.1.  

 

 

 

Fig. 3.1 The process of constructing a social order 

This is a simplified way of illustrating the relation among coordinated actions, emergent patterns, a sense of 

expectations, and the creation of dominant discourses. Adopting a relational focus places our attention on the 

specificities of any given interaction while also allowing us to note patterns across interactions, across time, place, 

and culture. It is important to note that the focus, unlike traditional, modernist approaches, is not placed on 

individuals, on individual actions, on individual mental capacities, or on individual, isolated features of the context. 

Rather, through this description we can see that the macro-social orders that guide our micro-level inter- actions 

(coordinations) are also maintained by those very micro coordinations, themselves. For example, one common social 

order embraces that belief that, when we are ill, we should seek treatment from a medical doctor.4 And, as we 

continually in fact do seek a doctor’s treatment, we unwittingly maintain the belief (social order) that medical 

treatment is the “right” response to illness. It is also important to note that, since we coordinate with many, many 

different people and in many, many different environments each day, we participate in constructing multiple social 

orders/ dominant discourses. And, similarly, we cannot anticipate that others share the same social orders as we do. 

In other words, a constructionist stance embraces both the multiplicity and the complexity of the social world 

making the goal of agreement a futile effort and replacing it with an attempt to reach new forms of understanding 

across differences. This stance of understanding multiplicity is what I referred to earlier as discursive potential.   

 

4 I should note that this is only one social order. There are many alternatives that would generate very different actions. For 

example, a different social order might have one seek spiritual counseling if one was experiencing bodily discomfort (what we 

might refer to as illness).  
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As mentioned, most research and popularized understandings of mindfulness are rooted in the individualized 

ideology of the psy-disciplines (psychiatry, psychology, social psychology, etc.). The constructionist approach to 

understanding mindfulness examines interactive patterns and the worlds they create. In other words, our focus is on 

how microlevel interactions create and maintain larger, macro institutions and belief systems – the very ordering 

systems we presume to be true. When process, not isolated behavior, is centered, mindfulness can no longer be 

viewed as a self- focused practice. Mindfulness imposes the challenge of living amidst the complex- ity and 

diversity on each separate individual, whereas the relational alternative proposes that we examine how our 

engagements with each other, and our environments contribute to the chaos and complexity of the world. In short, 

we turn our attention to patterns of social interaction as opposed to the singular attention of our thoughts, feelings, 

and bodily responses. This is not to suggest that thoughts, feelings, and bodily responses are ignored but, rather, they 

are considered within the broader landscape of social orders that have emerged through the micro interactions of 

persons in relation with each other.  

3.3.2 From Private Minds to Social Minds  

Since mindfulness relies on training one’s mental capacity to sense, feel, and notice what is going on within one’s 

self, it is useful to look at how we understand what mind is (i.e., the mind in mindfulness). One’s inner mental life is 

the domain of the psy-disciplines. And that inner mental life, referred to as “mind,” is contained within the bounded 

body of the person. Sampson (1993) critiques this “self contained individualism” and proposes a “celebration of the 

other” in the form of dialogism. He says:  

The heart of any dialogic argument is its emphasis on the idea that people’s lives are characterized by the 

ongoing conversations and dialogues they carry out in the course of their everyday activities, and therefore 

that the most important thing about people is not what is contained with them, but what transpires between 

them (emphasis in the original). P. 20  

Earlier, Gregory Bateson (1972) talked about this focus on what transpires between people as the pattern that 

connects, and, to that end, he describes mind or mental states as social – not bounded by the skull but rather, as 

“immanent also in pathways and messages outside the body ... [and] still immanent in the total interconnected social 

system and planetary ecology” (p. 461). This more expansive view of mind – mind as released from the confines of 

the body into our relational patterns of engagement – provides fertile ground for a relational reconstruction of 

mindfulness. I refer to this relational vision as radical presence.  

Radical presence, unlike popular elaborations of mindfulness, draws upon Bateson’s notion of the pattern that 

connects and Sampson’s vision of dialogism. The term – radical presence – is a deliberate attempt to avoid drawing 

upon the discourse of mind. My hope is that by avoiding mental language, attention is more readily drawn toward 

relational processes and away from self-contained individuals. Where mindfulness guides one to a presence to one’s 

self in the sense of bodily feelings, sensations, and thoughts, radical presence places our attention on relational 

processes. There is an active attentiveness to the process of relating, itself. This is distinguished from consideration 

of “what I am doing” or “what is going on inside me,” not to imply that attention to these aspects of our relational 

being should be ignored. Rather, radical presence orients our concern toward what we are making together as our 

interaction unfolds within specific local circumstances, histories, and cultural patterns. Rather than solely scrutinize 

the integrity of our own actions, we recognize how our actions and the actions of others invite certain responses. 

And in inviting certain responses, we pause to consider what other responses might invite alternative supplements. 

The significance of this attention to unfolding, interactive patterns is that we recognize that our well-being and the 

well-being of the other are intricately connected. They cannot be separated and evaluated independently. It is worth 

pointing out that this attention to the moment-by-moment unfolding of inter- action is a form of presence to what 

“we are creating together” that is radical in its focus.  

3.3.3 Radical Presence and the Challenges of Living in a Complex World  

The relational focus of radical presence offers us a way out of the self-contained focus offered by our individualist 

tradition. And, mindfulness, while not intended to ignore broader social issues of inequality, injustice, and 

oppression, inadvertently tells those who are practicing mindful meditation that the outcome of their efforts will help 
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them cope in a chaotic, challenging world. But is this the message (or the practice) that we want to perpetuate? It is 

akin to giving sedative drugs to someone who is suffering from poverty and oppression. If they are sedated, they will 

be less likely to attend to the ever-emerging features of their poverty or oppression; they will be less likely to engage 

in social activism to change the injustices in the system. We could also say that popular versions of mindfulness 

practice are like imprisoning the young, black youth for possession of marijuana; the imprisonment ensures that this 

youth will not publicize the comparatively low number of white youth incarcerated for the same offense. In both of 

these cases, the response to “the problem” is imposed by an authority. The difference with mindfulness practice is 

that we are told to impose it upon ourselves. Instead of asking what, in our own small ways, we can do to create 

possibilities for equality, justice, and inclusion, mindfulness tells us that we can focus on ourselves and endure.  

O’Brien (2019) points out how mindfulness has “privatized a social problem.” She tells the story of social housing 

residents who, when evicted from their high- rise homes by the local council, were coached in mindfulness. “The 

council encouraged residents to look inwards, towards their brain chemistry, and in doing so cast itself as a solution, 

rather than a cause of the problem” (p. 3). O’Brien quotes Purser who claims that:  

... mindfulness has become the perfect coping mechanism for neoliberal capitalism: it privatizes stress and 

encourages people to locate the root of mental ailments in their own work ethic... it promotes a particular 

form of revolution, one that takes place within the heads of individuals fixated on self-transformation, rather 

than as a struggle to overcome collective suffering. (p. 6)  

3.3.4 The Peril of Relational Isolation  

Purser’s words are important and are supportive of the argument I am attempting to make here. Our attention to 

mindfulness practices of the sort Purser and I are addressing ensures that we ignore the larger discursively 

constituted realities and structures that are the main contributors to our present angst. Radical presence, on the other 

hand, directs our attention to the relational processes, to the ways in which we are all connected to – and part of 

constructing – all that we love and enjoy as well as all that disturbs and worries us. Radical presence can take many 

forms. It is embodied in the curiosity and attentiveness of a therapist engaging with a client. It is the manager who 

adopts an unknowing, ready to learn from others stance. It is the invitation to collaborate that a teacher offers her 

students. It means adopting the assumption that we are, if even in some small way, part of the larger problems we 

confront.  

Let me offer two challenging situations that we confront in contemporary culture: environmental concerns and 

addiction. In both these situations, a shift from an individual focus to a broader, relational focus transforms our way 

of thinking about and approaching both problems. And, in so doing, this relational focus illustrates a radical 

presence.  

Environment As we worry about climate change and our environment, we are told that recycling is important. We 

are told that each of us is individually responsible for purchasing less plastic and recycling the plastic we do use. 

And, while this is of course a practice that is environmentally sound, it ignores the larger issue of the production of 

plastics.5 Shouldn’t we be looking at the corporations that are producing the plastics in the first place? Furthermore, 

the individual, who occasionally places a plastic bottle in the trash instead of in the recycling bin, has been trained to 

feel immediately guilty. Here we see, as in many popular mindfulness practices, how isolated individuals bear the 

burden for larger social problems. Can we, through adopting the relational stance of radical presence, recognize the 

interdependent relationship between our micro interactions and macrolevel institutions (e.g., corporations producing 

and using plastic packaging), cultural beliefs, and values (see Fig. 3.1)?  

Addiction Another illustration can be drawn from our common understanding of addiction. Where addiction is 

commonly viewed as an individual’s problem (e.g., chemical hooks in the brain, criminal activity, and/or immoral 

character), Bruce Alexander (2008) argues that addiction is the by-product of late capitalist society where, thanks to   

 

5 Of course, plastics are not the only environmental concern. I am using plastics as an example here.  
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our individualist ideology, people are isolated and dislocated. He questioned the common wisdom about addiction 

based on his observations of and work with drug addicts. He proposed that drug addiction has less to do with the 

actual chemicals and the reaction of those chemicals on the brain. He proposed that addiction has more to do with 

one’s environment and one’s relations.  

Alexander set out to explore the influence of environment on addiction. He designed a study using rats. In his study, 

there were two rat cages. One that contained an isolated rat with two bottles: one with water and one with morphine. 

In the second cage, the cage Alexander called “Rat Park,” he provided wheels, balls, and food, and, instead of 

putting one rat in the cage alone, he put several rats in together. The second cage, like the first, had two bottles: one 

water and one morphine. What Alexander observed was that the rats in Rat Park drank less than 5 milligrams of the 

morphine while the rats in the isolated cages used up to 25 milligrams of morphine a day. Even more interesting was 

that:  

He took a set of rats and made them drink the morphine solution for fifty-seven days, in their cage, alone. If 

drugs can hijack your brain, that will definitely do it. Then he put these junkies into Rat Park. Would they 

carry on using compulsively, even when their environment improved? ... In Rat Park, the junkie rats seemed 

to have some twitches of withdrawal – but quite quickly, they stopped drinking the morphine. A happy social 

environment, it seemed, freed them of their addiction. (Hari 2015 p. 172)  

There’s much more to be said about this, and the interested reader is encouraged to read both Alexander’s (2008) 

and Hari’s (2015) accounts of drug addiction. But what does this have to do with mindfulness and its emergence 

within the dominant discourses of psychology, education, medicine, work-life, and beyond? Everything. In the 

description of Alexander’s research, we see strong support for a social, relational approach to human problems. It is 

an approach that diverges from the standard practice of individual diagnosis and treatment. Paying attention to a 

person’s relational environment – not just with other humans but with the physical environment as well – offers a 

wealth of resources for transforming problems. When we expand beyond the individualized, 

medicalized/psychologized approach, we recognize that those who feel challenged have options. Perhaps the options 

are choices made between participating in certain relationships over others. Or perhaps alternative forms of 

explanation can be generated once we expand our attention beyond the singular person. This, too, is what a focus on 

relational processes offers. Being radically present requires a curiosity, a responsivity, and a desire to understand 

beyond what appears to be “obvious.” Alexander (2008) illustrated the power of looking at relational patterns 

instead of individualized behaviors, and, in doing so, he has demonstrated the power of relational engagement over 

isolation.  

3.4 Radical Presence as a Different Path for Going on Together  

To me it is clear that radical presence positions us to appreciate a relational under- standing of the social world. 

Amidst all the diversity and complexity of our daily lives, how could a practice that advocates attention to and 

centering of one’s self be responsive to the need to collaboratively deconstruct and reconstruct our ways of going on 

together? The world is complex, not simple. It is time that we embrace this complexity and develop ways of 

coordinating our diversity rather than eliminating it by finding our own, self-contained “core.” When we orient 

ourselves to the other, to the complexity, and difference, with curiosity and a desire to “know differently,” we are 

radically present. Our respectful attempts to understand might foster new forms of coordinated activity, and this 

coordination might be focused on embracing the diversity among which we live.  

We need to widen the lens; we need to see and assess what is happening within our communities, our institutions, 

and our culture. It is important to ask how mind- fulness assists in challenging oppressive and unjust social orders or 

encourages engagement with others to create social transformation. As long as we shelter our- selves within an 

individualist ideology, we avoid confronting some of the most vexing challenges of today. When problems are 

individual problems, and mindfulness is touted as the most useful way to deal with one’s problems, we remain 

locked in patterns of first-order change Watzlawick et al. (1974) where we simply substitute a different form of 

action for the typical action. However, the overall pattern remains the same because the new action serves the same 

function as the original. This simple substitution does not change the entire scenario. If, instead, we ask ourselves 

how our broader social structures and our ways of maintaining those social structures contribute to alienation, 

disengagement, humiliation, degradation, and negative evaluation, we recognize our own participation in the 
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perpetuation of individualized pathology. By adopting a radical presence, we can move beyond the focus on 

individuals and harness the vast resources available when multiple com- munities coordinate together to create ways 

of “going on together” (Wittgenstein 1953).  

If the central questions of modernist discourse and the popular mindfulness practices that are centered within this 

discourse are, “how can I learn to control myself – and cope – in the face of complexity, diversity, and chaos?” the 

parallel questions of the relational constructionist are:  

(a) What are we making together? 

(b) How are we making this? 

(c) Who are we becoming as we make this? 

(d) How might we make a more livable future? (Pearce 2007, p. 53)  
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