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FROM THE EDITOR
ANDREW MILLER
Mea culpa. The time has come to atone for my sins and ask
forgiveness.
More precisely: I confess I may have had one or two unkind
thoughts about cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) in the past,
but I have come to understand that it is bad form, or wicked, or
both, to jump on the bandwagon of cynics and criticize it.
Therefore I’ve decided to jump off that bandwagon before it
keels over under the weight of growing numbers of passengers. This
includes the Swedish National Audit Office, which last year found
that CBT used alone was was harming the health of the nation.
Alas, repentant though I may be, I can’t really jump on the
CBT bandwagon either, given my relatively new
credentials as an existential-phenomenological
therapist. So I’m creating my own bandwagon:
CBT imitators. After all, imitation is the
sincerest form of flattery. And surely imitation
is what CBT does best?
All this came about in one of those blinding
conversions on the road to unconcealment I now
get when I am wondering what to write about
here. After dwelling in the dark woods, all was
suddenly brightly lit: the reason CBT is so
successful is that it’s easy to say aloud:
‘see-bee-tee’. Three one-syllable sounds that
add up to an empire, with bonus points for rhyming.
Armed with that, even a two-year-old could sound like a
therapist. Try getting your nearest toddler to pronounce gestalt,
psychoanalysis or existential-phenomenological therapy. And if a
two-year old can’t say it, then I’m afraid neither can a politician.
You may say that’s silly. I hear you, I really do. But give me a
chance to present my own evidence-based argument.
Evidence point 1: the power of three-letter acronyms. The CIA
and NSA know what you’re up to right now and can stop you dead
in your tracks. They are more powerful than GCHQ, MI6 and the
UKCP combined, all of which made some rather self-evident
errors with their acronyms, like not counting to three, or mixing
letters and numbers. Of course, three letters are no guarantee of
world domination. Remember TWA? Or the GDR? But I would
suggest that the W in the former breaks the one-syllable rule, and
the R in the latter just doesn’t rhyme. QED!
Evidence point 2: before CBT was CBT, it was called stoicism,
then behavioural therapy, and then REBT. Pretty obvious, huh? None
of these clunkers turned into a money-making enterprise favoured by
1 out of 1 ennobled economists working at the – wait for it – LSE.
Evidence point 3 (good things come in threes): as an
existential-phenomenological therapist, how many times did you
say ‘existential-phenomenological therapy’ last week? And how
many times did you say ‘see-bee-tee’? I thought so.
Therefore, I will no longer froth at the mouth proclaiming
that CBT is a sham, and I will studiously ignore Jonathan

Shedler’s damning analysis last year of the dodgy practices of
‘evidence-based’ research on CBT ( J. Psych. Therapies Primary
Care, May 2015, p. 47).
No, we must learn from the best and copy flagrantly. Now, I
will sing with joy in my heart about CBT’s success in creating
low-skilled jobs in the military-industrial-health complex (while
also reducing the costs of unemployment by making sad people
feel much, much, happier about going back to work).
The real point is: we can do better. Our magic juice actually
helps people! (It does, doesn’t it?)
You see, it’s not the product that needs fixing, it’s what we call
it. Therefore, I am setting up a re-branding
subcommittee to find the best acronyms with
which to commoditize, monetize and super-size
our modality. Oh, and by the way, since I’m the
self-elected subcommittee chairman, I hereby
table some extremely promising candidates.
First: what if we now practice JKA (Just
Keep Asking). Not a bad description of
phenomenology? Next: what about PDC (Pretty
Damn Clever). A harder sell to nonEPICTE TU S:
philosophers, but no one will actually know
STOIC THER APIST
what the letters stand for anyway. (Just ask your
nearest health minister what CBT stands for.) Or
further: there’s QUU (Quite Useful Uplift) which has only two
actual letters to remember, and will sound pleasingly economically
bouncy in government corridors.
Last but not least, a clear front-runner: BBB (Being By
Becoming). Can you believe it! Not only do we steal the B out
from under the noses of the CBT massive, but we get the triple
whammy of (1) snappy existential mantra, (2) easy one-letter
recall, and (3) the positively percussive rhyme. ‘Bee-bee-bee!’ Or
as we sophisticated insiders will say: ‘be, be, be!’
So I invite your best acronyms, for the glory, greater good and
inflation-adjusted net wealth of our community. Every suggestion
will be treated with the respect it deserves. (Just remember: be, be,
be! You heard it here first.)
Meanwhile, if you who have no clue what this is about but
somehow read this far, I encourage you to swiftly turn the page over
for statistically insignificant but conclusive evidence of the
astounding brilliance of our contributors. Whether it’s money, power
or fame you seek, you could do no better than self-selecting your own
randomly uncontrolled trial data on Danish graveyards, repulsing
monkeys, Amy Winehouse, three realms of spirituality, Laing’s ‘wee
drink or two’, dialogue in Western Lapland, interpreters with a tongue
of their own, David Bowie’s otherness, and much, much more.
Thanks to all of them for being generous by becoming our authors.

Andrew Miller
insidework@gmail.com
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REPORT FROM
THE CHAIR
PAVLOS
FILIPPOPOULOS
Hello All,
This is my seventh
report to you
from the pages of
the Hermeneutic
Circular.
There are times
that time feels like a
friend. There are
other times that it feels like an enemy and
some times like an estranged vendor; or
other times, like simply ‘not there’. Rarely,
it feels like an alien, like a compound from
the far distant universe or even just a
theoretical conceptual property that is there
only and just to satisfy the complexity of
‘consciousness’. The strange thing about
time is that once it’s felt its ontology
remains. But there lays the question whether
time is only available to experience through
its passage and if so, is it learnt or even
constructed; and if all these speculations
are right why is it so difficult to forget or
deconstruct? Maybe it is simply like riding
a bicycle. Once you learn how to ride a
bicycle (for some like me, such a
complicated technique and a longing, more
in the sehnsucht sense, virtue of the older
children) you are exposed to one of the
most difficult challenges that a human can
face: What if you need to ‘unlearn’ how to
do it? And then, there are other strange
times that you ‘forget’. Time does not exist.
It feels like it never existed, until the split
second that you think about it and then
there it is again. But then, there is that
‘ruthless’ calendar time, dictated by earth’s
rotation around its own axis and its orbit
whilst travelling around the sun. That time,
that we measure in years, months, days and
hours, minutes and seconds and reminds

us that we have a body that completes the
same rotation and orbit; and as hours and
days go past, months and years do too.
It was nearly three years ago, in July
2013 that we all decided that I would
serve our Society as its Chair. It feels like
yesterday, that I was experiencing a huge
stream of excitement and honour and at
the same time a rush of responsibility and
duty. During these nearly three years, I
have learnt a lot and I offered the best I
could, something that could have never
happened without your amazing support
and acceptance.
I have worked closely with a dedicated
committee that was always patient with
my pace of learning, embodied by people
that were always happy to offer their time
and efforts, as well as their ‘truth’ to what
can be observed in all the work that our
society has managed during this course
of years: a defined structure of roles and
duties of volunteer and paid officers within
the committee and sub-committees that
not only enable effective communication
and running of the Society but also
widening the participation for members
that want to help with how our society is
run and the decisions that we make, active
participation and support in major therapy
and world scale existential events,
successful conferences and a new
emerging contemporary series of activities
and professional development seminars
for members and not only, a brand new
Hermeneutic Circular and a new
developing website and presence of the
Society in the digital world increasing
our ‘voice’ as well as our ‘ears’ towards
members and the public, presence of the
Society in major scientific journals and
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international conferences allowing more
people and domains to ‘meet’ what
existential thinking may be, as well as
continuing supporting the excellent work
of our own journal with some extremely
strong papers. I am happy with what has
been achieved, especially during these
interesting times that the world is changing
as always – but in a faster pace now – but
on a professional front, increased efforts
are made to respond to pressures of
deduction and quantification of efficacy
and impact and at the same time regulatory
bodies of psychotherapy are redefining
themselves together with what the public
receives as psychotherapeutic service.
I am looking forward to what comes
next and although this is my last message
to you from this section of the Hermeneutic
Circular as the elected Chair of the Society,
I hope I will be a part of what lays ahead,
as we all do as individual members or even
people with an interest, even simply by
being there. Maybe, what comes to mind
now is 4’33’’ – John Cage’s composition
for any instrument or combination of
instruments as the score instructs the
performers not to play their instruments
during the entire duration of the piece with
the consequence of the sounds of the
environment that the listeners hear while
it is performed consisting of the music.
Thank you again and take care; to all
the people I have worked with, to all the
people I carry on working with and all of
the rest of the people that I met throughout
this journey. These years, I have felt time
as well as I forgot time but most
importantly, I shared time with all of you
in a way that I have never done before.
Bye for now.
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THE ÜBERWELT – SOME
CONSIDERATIONS
BY J O H N R OWA N

I think it was Binswanger who introduced
the notions of the Umwelt (for the
inanimate world of Nature), the Mitwelt (for
the human world surrounding us) and the
Eigenwelt (for the personal world within).
But it was Emmy van Deurzen who
introduced the notion of the Überwelt , for
the spiritual world, apparently in 1984.
In her 1997 book Everyday Mysteries
she says: ‘The spiritual dimension of our world relations can be
referred to as that of the Überwelt , the world above, or the
meta-world where all the rest of our experience is put into
context.’ She makes it clear that she is not referring to religion,
but to a system of meaning and value at the foundation of one’s
existence (p 123).
In a later book, Existential Counselling and Psychotherapy
in Practice (2002), Emmy takes up the theme again: ‘Rising to
the challenge of one’s own ideals can instil a whole new meaning
to life and with this sense of purpose comes a vital aliveness
and passion which are commonly considered unattainable’
(p 88). Clearly this is an important aspect of the person, and
not to be ignored.
In her presentations, Emmy has three diagrams, showing three
ways of seeing this dimension. One is to show the four dimensions
as four overlapping circles, none of them being on a different
level from the others. The second is to show them as four
concentric circles, with the Umwelt on the outside, the Mitwelt
inside that, the Eigenwelt inside that, and the Überwelt in the
centre. The third is to show them as a triangle, with the lowest
layer being the Umwelt , the next being the Mitwelt , the next the
Eigenwelt and at the peak the Überwelt .
The problem with this last formulation is the same as the
problem with the Maslow triangle, which I have written about
at some length elsewhere ( The Psychologist, 2014): it does not
allow for further distinctions within the spiritual realm.

In other words, Emmy is avoiding any real engagement with
the spiritual world, because it is too big and complex, which
accounts for the paucity of her writing about the Überwelt . I
have said elsewhere that it is as if she had laid the table for a
guest who never appears: what I mean by this is that she has
given us a category but has said very little about it.
The reason for that is now clear: she perhaps realises that
the spiritual world is large and complex, and that existentialism
has very little truck with it. In fact, Naomi Stadlen and
Anthony Stadlen have taken issue with the whole idea of the
Überwelt, as Ernesto Spinelli makes clear in Practising Existential
Therapy (2015).

A real problem
It seems clear that there is a problem here. Is existentialism
going to embrace the idea that there is a spiritual realm, and
deal with all the complexity that then arises, or is it going to
avoid any such engagement, and play safe?

Is existentialism going to embrace
the idea that there is a
spiritual realm . . . or play safe?
I think there is a real problem here, because existentialism
is widely seen as atheistic (probably because of the Sartre
influence), although nearly all the great existentialists have been
Christian worshippers. Atheism, religion or ‘spiritual but not
religious’ in the common phrase much used nowadays. Or none
of the above – and if so, what?
My own position is that I accept the complete Wilber story,
and I realise that this makes me rather an unorthodox existentialist.
But if existentialism is basically and importantly dealing with
the whole person, as I believe it has to, then it has to embrace
everything that is truly human, or at least find a place for it. It
cannot just ignore it.
What Emmy has done is to open up this question. She has
not explored it much, nor has she faced up to the implications
of what she has done, but she has done the deed, and we now
have to face the consequences of that, I believe.
Contact John at johnrowan@aol.com.

Three great realms of spirituality
If we follow Ken Wilber and his extraordinarily thorough research
into levels of consciousness ( Integral Psychology , 2000), we
find that there are three great realms of spirituality:
• the Subtle (the realm of multiple and concrete representations
of the divine), which the Buddhists call the sambhogakaya , the
yogis call the Bhakti realm, the Christians call middle-range
mysticism (such as that of St Theresa of Avila, for example),
the Jews call Tiphareth , and so forth;
• the Causal (where the rubric is ‘everything is One’), which
the Buddhists call the dharmakaya, the yogis call the Jnana realm,
the Christians call the higher-range mysticism (such as Meister
Eckhart, for example), the Jews call Kether, and so forth;
• and finally the Nondual, which nobody talks about very
well, but is extremely important.

NEXT ISSUE
Our next issue will be published in October. If you
would like to contribute, please email the editor early.
The deadline for submissions is 19 August.
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AN ETHICAL ENDEAVOUR
BY M A RY M AC C A L L U M S U L L I VA N
& H A R R I ETT G O L D E N B E RG
What is the essential
underpinning to the
S U LL I VA N
enterprise we are involved
with, as practitioners,
c l i e n t s , s t u d e n t s ? We
propose that psychotherapy
H ARRIE T T
and psychotherapy
G OL DE N B E RG
training, form, above all,
an ethical endeavour.
Psychotherapy is a new ‘technology’, a methodology which
offers a new perspective on human subjectivity and intersubjectivity,
changing our understanding of what is required to live ‘a good
life’ and to make successful relationships. We propose that such
an ethical framework may also offer a contribution to a wider
social discourse about human relations and the public sphere.
The foundational ethical elements are based on the work of
Tillich and Levinas, amongst others, which stress the significance
of responsibility, dialogue and collaboration. There is also an
intricate three-way relationship between the notions of power,
justice and love which underpin our human relations, inside and
outside of the consulting room and the classroom.

sense of oneself) is required to facilitate a shared experience in
which the listening and creating of internal space for the other,
within the self, is the instrument and the journey.
Training to become a psychotherapist entails learning through
practice an ethical personal discipline alongside a set of
illuminating ideas or learned professional techniques. The
necessary self-disclosure of one’s own frailties as a human, in
collaboration with others, carries the risk of moments and
situations in which we will feel shamed and rejected through
critique and feedback. This often painful but also transformational
experience can be seen as ethically analogous to the self-disclosure
required of clients in therapy.
Each practitioner must forge, out of their own engagement
with the totality of the learning process, an ethics of relationality
to provide a framework and a discipline for professional and
clinical work, across all modalities. The aim of the opening out
of myself is to allow a clearing away of obstacles, of secrets, of
lies, a revealing of whatever my truth might be in any particular
context, because for each of us, the discovery of in-the-moment
truth enables and makes available our potentiality for good.

M A RY M AC CA LLU M

Tillich and the science of mortal existence

A turn to relationality

In The Courage to Be, Paul Tillich defines ethics as the science of
man’s mortal existence, the roots of the moral imperative, the
criterion by which the validity of existence is evaluated: ‘There is
no answer in ethics without an explicit or implicit assertion about
the nature of being’.
Relational truthfulness, as the connecting force that activates
and binds the trinity of love, power and justice, contributes to the
restorative and transformational function of the therapeutic
relationship. For Tillich, ‘love is…
the moving power of life’; for
Erich Fromm in The Art of Loving,
love is an art to be practised, with
discipline, concentration, patience
and ‘supreme concern’ for its
mastery; love and labour are
inseparable, love being willing to
‘labour’ for something in the
service of its growth, in the project
of overcoming human separation
and alienation.
Love drives us from
PAU L TILLICH
estrangement and loneliness
towards connectedness, from
chaos to order; love is the inter-relational force of gravity; love
is the ‘and’ of Buber’s ‘I and Thou’. Love is a foundational
component of a ‘Being-for-others’, and therefore is the basic
reparative driver of the therapeutic attitude – a bold and important
declaration to make.
Awareness of the nature and use of power is a vital element of
an ethical framework for psychotherapy training and practice.
Tillich understands the will to power as ‘the dynamic self-

Being-in-relation, long recognised within existential thought as
a fundamental of life, has recently been taken up by other
psychotherapeutic modalities in a ‘turn to relationality’. I
acknowledge my influence on the other with whom I engage – and
his on me – in this particular kind of conversation.
The developing body of practice-based evidence demonstrates
that, whatever theoretical orientation we espouse, it is the person
of the therapist, her/his qualities and attitudes, and, we would
argue, the ethical framework for the therapeutic relationship
itself, that constitute the curative impact of therapeutic work.
As we said in our recent book Cradling the Chrysalis: Teaching
and Learning Psychotherapy, ‘Ethics – the value base that informs
all one’s actions in the world, how we act in relation to our
environment and to its creatures, animal and human – is at the
heart of psychotherapy.’
As we know, the practice of psychotherapy is a living craft, a
set of relational skills, a process
which only comes to life when
utilised in a carefully-managed
conversation with an Other. The
limited aim of the work is to be
able to bear being-with the Other,
to be consistently available and
attuned to the Other with whom
I am engaged, to recognize myself
as a part of an open, complex,
self-organising, adaptive system.
A radical openness and attunement
to others (which nonetheless is
E R I C F RO M M
securely grounded in a strong
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affirmation of life’, while
justice has a uniting function
between persons: ‘if justice is the
form in which the power of being
actualises itself, justice must be
adequate to the dynamics of
power.’
It is impossible to say how the
power relation in any interaction
will be; any and all acts of
interpersonal justice depend on
my willingness to ‘check my
E M M A N U E L L E VI NA S
privilege’, to acknowledge my
power over the other, and to take
responsibility for action aimed at giving away my advantage in
order to affirm our being-with.

APRIL 2016

to another voice, one that had its roots in the biblical tradition,
where God is ‘wholly other’, and in the prophets, who call for
justice. The Greek tradition seeks beauty and truth; the Judaic,
prophetic justice: we live in the difference between the two, in
the space that opens up between them, the space called western
history, a space of ‘jewgreek’ pluralism.
If I have been able to create in the consulting-room this ‘space
between’, where, in exposing myself to the gaze of this other, I
accept and seek to respond to the undermining of my world-view,
the un-learning of all that I am, to what extent can I seek to do
so in the world? Isn’t it time that we took our therapeutic learning
from the consulting room into everyday life; into those simple
daily encounters with others that are ruled by a sense of ‘don’t
rock the boat’; those challenges in fleeting moments that we let
pass, that highlight our values, our relationships, the way we live
our lives?
We propose the ethical framework we describe as a contribution
to the wider social discourse about human relations and the public
sphere, that such a psychotherapy can be an analogy for the practice
of living in the world with others, an ethical endeavour.
Contact Mary at mary@macpsych.co.uk and Harriett at
hgoldenberg@btinternet.com.

Levinas and radical passivity
Levinas articulated a post-Shoah ethics that proposed that I am
constituted in my subjectivity only in the face of the other, only
insofar as I take upon myself the responsibility for the other. As
described by Benda Hoffmeyr in Radical Passivity, he enjoined
upon each of us a ‘radical passivity’, an absolute requirement to
wait upon the other, a primary motive to respond to ‘the face’:
hineni – ‘Here I am’. By finding a way to recognise the irreconcilable
singularity and alterity of every other, and yet stand for and remain
myself, I recognise the other as always ‘the Other’, rather than
some kind of reflection of myself.
Levinas argued thus that ethics is responsibility for the other,
that this responsibility precedes knowledge and, moreover, has
nothing whatsoever to do with reciprocity; that is, I do not do
something in order to get something in return. It is, indeed, in the
recognition and implementation of this ethical responsibility that
I become most fully myself, most fully human.
In the practice of psychotherapy, Levinas expresses how I am
‘called’ by the plight of the other. My stance in the interaction is
to be responsive to and respons-able for the other, to maintain
teshuvah – a ‘turning towards’, together with an awareness, and
acceptance of his unalterable, his unassimilable alterity. I seek to
‘act’ with a passivity that is radical in its determination to retain
an openness, a potentiality, a lack
of compromise in my faith in the
other, rather than seek to conform
the other to my idea of what he
might do, or how he might be.

THE EMPTY SEAT

Heidegger and the
failure of
‘Greek’ philosophy
Heidegger, pre-eminent in 20th
century existentialism, derives
his authority from Socrates, Plato
and Aristotle. Levinas critiques
H E I DE G G E R
Heidegger by drawing to our
attention the limitations of
Dasein, the failure of ‘Greek’ philosophy to encompass a moral
framework strong enough to withstand the German National
Socialist madness.
We see Levinas trying to expose philosophy itself to its ‘other’,

DAV ID O ’ HA R A
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BLUE MONDAY?
BY M I C H AE L R. M O N T G O M E RY

And I still find it so hard
To say what I need to say
But I’m quite sure that you’ll tell me
Just how I should feel today.

of truly striving to understand the nuances of the individual distress
in favour of the speed at which people are placed in boxes that
we think we understand.
There must be some kind of way out of here
said the joker to the thief.
There’s too much confusion,
I can’t get no relief.

New Order
On 18 January 2016, I had many spontaneous,
non-professional conversations with people
about ‘Blue Monday’. Not the New Order
track, of which the lyrics above come from,
but rather the arbitrarily selected, third
Monday in January, purportedly the most
depressing day of the year. Mine was the
week before, but then I am ever the optimist.
Blue Monday is of course a mediadesignated day, based on pseudo-science, a clever gimmick to
generate features, advertising, promotion and PR, ultimately to
sell more product, a wily catalyst for yet more consumption, but
also a day when people acknowledge a collective down-ness.
If there is any smoke to the fire, as there seems a dearth of
‘scientific evidence’ for this blue day, then the causal links are a
combination of the weather, debt problems, low motivation, a
return to work after Christmas, and prematurely abandoned New
Year resolutions. Yes, I am indeed still fat! Given the state of the
world, one could argue that there is much more to be down about,
but that kind of misses the point.
The conversations I had were quite intimate, tender and thoughtful,
as we discussed depression, sadness, mental wellbeing and the
challenges posed by the reality of another year, with all the
uncertainty that it brings. It was a good day, a different day; I
connected with people in a way I may not ordinarily have done,
due to pressures of working life and the minutiae of the office grind.

Hendrix
We need to keep thinking and keep the conversation open about
distress. There is such despair on the comments pages of these
websites, a prevailing tone of hopelessness.

Watching Amy
Recently I watched the documentary Amy, focused on the incredibly
talented Amy Winehouse. A true jazz singer on a par with Billie
Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald and Nina Simone, as Tony Bennett
concurred; and he, if anyone should surely know. I was disturbed,
profoundly disturbed, for 24 hours.
The previous image of this deeply talented young woman was
delivered to me by the cluster-fuck which is the British paparazzi,
as they hounded her down like a rabid dog, seeking to torture the
last drop of ink out of her, before the big ‘fuck off and thanks for
all the fish’ obituary. ‘Cheer up Amy’ one of them vomited, in a
veiled attempt at some form of perverse empathy, as she desperately
fought through her tears and the scum-scrum to an awaiting taxi
– thankfully not driven by her father.
I can’t help but demonstrate my Freudian fate.
Winehouse

‘Blue Any Day’

Left wanting more of the beautiful Amy, I had a rummage in the
festering cesspit of online forums. A debate had arisen: what killed
Amy? Team ‘disease-addiction’ hailed her death as her own fault,
no one in the world can save an addict, they have to do it themselves
apparently. Narcissism knows no bounds.
Not deterred by concrete dogma and mindless slogans, team
‘allied-mental-health-professionals’ steamed in: ‘with 25 years’
experience I can tell you she had BPD, that’s what killed her’.
Where did she keep this BPD, I pondered, and should someone
not issue a warrant for its arrest?

Later that evening I read on Mind’s media output of their counter
campaign to Blue Monday – ‘Blue Any Day’. They featured a
serious article by a service user who stated that Blue Monday
trivialised depression and mental health – ‘my depression’. This
dovetailed into a growing concern I have around the language
used at times by Mind, Rethink and others in their concrete
conceptualisation of mental distress and vulnerability, or as they
frame it, ‘mental illness’.
Please don’t get me wrong: these organisations continue to do
vital work for us all, but I sense a trend. In their efforts to push
back against the issue of stigma, they seem to be inadvertently
re-enforcing the medical model of ‘illness’, not necessarily
accurately, whilst promoting medication and the ownership of
labels: ‘my depression’, ‘my BDP’, ‘my anxiety’.
Given the pressure from health commissioners to use language
that mirrors the audit culture, it is understandable how easily it
is to be seduced by the certainty of concrete labels and diagnosis
to eradicate the intensity of uncertain suffering and distress. It is
not a total criticism of diagnoses but rather of the neglect at times

The relief of diagnosis
Sometimes there is nothing worse than being told that there is
‘nothing wrong with you’, especially when in the troughs of
unbearable pain and distress. I have worked with many people
who have stated the relief that they felt when they were finally
given a diagnosis, a label that made some sense of years of
senselessness; followed shortly afterwards by the disappointment
in the lack of ‘services’ available, and the stigma of being ‘out’
so to speak.
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big brother cut out his picture from NME and put it on his wall.

However, it seems to me that that these charities, in their online
communications at least, are colluding and even encouraging
people to compete over their distress. ‘You couldn’t possibly
know how depressed I am’; ‘my BPD is much worse than yours’;
only my suffering counts. It is more connection people need, not
more alienation.
The identity politics trip (the ever expanding blob of
intersectional identities) that these charities seem to be going
down is now picking up a momentum by using political correctness.
As one long-term service user replied to my post, it’s only a matter
of time before they object to references of ‘mad’ in Alice in
Wonderland.
As health care becomes more McDonaldized and the UK continues
down the road of dumbed-down-ness, what a wonderful opportunity
it presents for the SEA to offer an alternative view on pain and
suffering. In light of audit culture and overregulation, the Society
for Critical Psychotherapy proposes as action: ‘help inform public
debate about suffering and psychotherapy by offering new forms
of analysis.’
I would go further and propose helping the public access alternative
frameworks of mental distress than the ones dominated by current
stakeholders’ communications. There is an incredible amount of
misinformation out there, and I think existential-phenomenological
ways of deconstructing some of these dead-end paradigms could
potentially open the way for openness, hope and ultimately recovery,
or integration, depending on your word game of preference.
I know Blue Monday is propelled by clever marketing, and I
am empathetic to the view that we do not want to trivialise suffering
or indeed people who find medical diagnosis so important to their
recovery. When reading the posts on the charity websites a common
theme seems to be isolation, lack of connection and empathy.
Naming at least one day when we can collectively acknowledge
or discuss that there are in fact environmental factors that can
impact on our mood is surely a good start?
The irony of the early demise of Joy Division’s lead singer,
Ian Curtis, was not lost on me even as a 10-year-old watching my

Existence, well, what does it matter?
I exist on the best terms I can.
The past is now part of my future.
The present is well out of hand.
Joy Division

Contact Michael at michael@logic23.com.

P O E M S

SOME
REFLECTIONS
ON
EXPERIENCING
CANCER
BY R I C H A R D P E A RC E
coiled and aged
hollowed out, dark
forever new, raw
this darkness, this weight
slow bite of the snake
Growing there
that foreign flesh
of my own
have you now come….
to take me away?
emergency ward
so many stories
unfolding now
only dry dreams left
stones fall away
an ancient now
forgotten by those who
choose to forget
passed over in their own
search for recognition
headlights
on a dark road
endurance
hanging in there
once again

A MY W I N E H O U S E
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THE THERAPIST AS IDIOT
BY M A N U BA Z Z A N O

What we do have words for is already
dead in our heart.

blindness’, the point when all talk of liberation and
delusion is utterly meaningless.

Nietzsche

(Manu Bazzano, in ‘Planting an Oak in a Flower Pot’, in
The Wisdom of Not-Knowing, 2016, p 90)

The poetry of the
idiotic stance

If I read him correctly, encouragement to pursue advanced
idiocy also comes from Merleau-Ponty. In his unfinished,
posthumously published The Prose of the World, he speaks of the
subject (the person, the individual, etc.) as being herself a new
idiom who in turn invents new modes of expression. Language
itself is opened up to new singular forms that are unique to a
particular human experience.
This process is at first unavoidably subjective, and inescapably
‘narcissistic’; it stutters as it struggles to articulate its own idiom
– creating a language rather than applying the given one – what
some cognitive scientists such as Francisco Varela would refer to
as ‘first-person report’, and obliquely close to what Ted Hughes
partly referred to as ‘poetry’:

My late father loved language and would
sometimes add an etymological footnote to
his reproaches. ‘You are behaving like an
idiot!’ would be followed by an informal
lecture on the etymology of the word. ‘An idiot – he’d say – is
one who has his own idiom. What is wrong with that, you may
ask. Well, no one else will understand what you are talking about.
And that may be a bit of a problem.’
I was reminded of this when reading, in Darren Langdridge’s
review of Ernesto Spinelli’s 2nd edition of Practising Existential
Therapy (in Existential Analysis , January 2016, p. 226), of a
comment on the descriptive stance advocated in the book and
portrayed by its author as the therapist as idiot. For Langdridge,
‘this is a rather unfortunate phrase but we can see the focus here
is on assuming a phenomenological attitude first and foremost as
the relationship is developed.’
Neatly integrated in this rather breezy assessment are the two
usual responses to the ‘therapist as idiot’ stance: a) clunky,
humourless and literalist (‘a rather unfortunate phrase’); b)
appraisal of the strategic value of this stance (the therapist is
not really an idiot but shows great sophistication in approaching
clients with her incredibly subtle tactics).
I am familiar with these responses; they are the ones I hear
every time when, working with groups, I solemnly advocate the
idiotic stance. I suspect my own version differs somewhat from
Spinelli’s. I confess to be sympathetic to his perspective even
though in all honesty I cannot claim, as Professor Langdridge
appears to do, to understand it fully.
My own source, long before becoming acquainted
with Spinellian musings, comes from the ancient venerable
tradition of idiotic wisdom known as Ch’an in China and
Zen in Japan. Becoming a fully-fledged idiot is the very
essence of Zen training. At times ‘idiocy’ is described as
blindness, and the trainee is encouraged to travel all five
degrees of idiocy or blindness:

The real mystery is this strange need. Why can’t we just
hide it and shut up? Why do we have to blab? Why do
human beings need to confess? Maybe if you don’t have
that secret confession, you don’t have a poem – don’t
even have a story, don’t have a writer.
(The Paris Review Interviews, Vol. 3, 2008).

Bonkatsu is ignorance plain and simple, our ordinary
deluded state in the shopping mall of samsara. Then there
is jakatsu, a sort of articulated, well-informed and
academic stupidity: we can’t experience life simply
because of the amount of learned garbage we have
accumulated over the years. Next, we have mikatsu, the
blindness of one who is devoted to practice but is still
deluded – too attached, perhaps, to a literal
understanding of the teachings. Then there is shôkatsu
– we begin to grasp that there is nothing to grasp,
nothing to see. At last, there is shinkatsu, ‘true

IDIOCY HA S A NOBL E TR A D IT IO N
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The therapist tunes into the idiotic/poetic (incarnate) language
of the client and then offers his own idiotic responses – idiotic
because they are not interpretations but further associations ,
elaboration of a singular idiom. This idiotic exchange may be also
described, in Merleau-Ponty’s words, as taking ‘the risk of
communication, the very heart of genuine encounter, our real
chance to pursue ‘truth’ via engaged conversation rather than the
unveiling of a supposedly pre-existing ‘Truth’. This is the very
heart of rationality, broadly understood:

APRIL 2016

P O E M

THE SEVEN
AGES OF A
NEOCON
THERAPIST

[We] are rational not because what [we] say and do has
a transcendent guarantee, but simply because ... [we] can
still, if [we] make an effort, communicate with and
understand one another.
(Greg Madison, The Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty,
1981: p 299).

Notes on stupidity
And then there is stupidity. I remember a poignant remark made
by the great, late novelist William Gaddis:

BY M A N U BA Z Z A N O

I constantly try to call attention to what my mother had
told me once at some paranoid moment of mine: You must
always remember that there is much more stupidity than
there is malice in the world

(After Ian Birchall)
At first the client in a rented room, correcting
the therapist’s Sartrean quote.
Then the nervy trainee in smart-casual attire,
aghast at the tutor’s
Unprofessional warmth. And then the writer,
in Therapist Monthly,
Of laudable words in database sheets, computing the level of
empathy, measuring authenticity, assessing the amount of
Unconditional regard for positive change. Then the Professor,
Full of peculiar new words, reading from PowerPoint, adept at
Dodging genuine questions, keen on research,
polished in disagreement,
Smoothing inconsistency with the private anecdote.
And then the
International Figurehead, the key note speaker of
platitudes coated in vague
Philosophical jargon, the peddler of positivism with
a humane flourish who,
Amid free lunches, publicly opines on the state
of the world. The sixth age
Turns into the paltry expert asked to endorse
new versions of the
Old model which proclaims, with studied passion,
we have the means to
Quantify experience, overpower uncertainty, find the Truth and
Build a stable future. The last chapter of our dreary
yarn sees our hero
Repeating the old mottos, now merrily quoted
by the new bureaucrats.

(The Paris Review Interviews, Vol. 2, 2007)
What is stupidity in this context? It is the attempt to translate
the essentially unfathomable human experience (some may call
it ‘existential unconscious’) into measurable, quantifiable data,
which is one of the elements of the current zombiefication of
experience and obliteration of the humanities operated by neoliberalism and neo-positivism.
Instead of an opening of language that makes room for and
tries to express experience (which is how language is renewed),
the meaning of experience is made to fit (incastrato in Italian)
within the clunky iron grip of data.

Becoming a fully-fledged idiot is
the very essence of Zen training
This is eminently boring – as any editor or reader of academic
psychology journals will tell you – and profoundly uninspiring.
It also fails to foster the research and the advancement of
understanding it is supposed to promote. It is a disservice to the
subjective experience of the client and, equally important, to the
therapist’s presence and interventions – what some cognitive
scientists like Varela would refer to as third person description.
I don’t know how far Spinelli takes his idiotic stance. His
idiocy may well be strategic, much like ‘non-directivity’
with some person-centred practitioners who choose to not take
literally the essentially ethical demand implicit in the principle
on non-directivity.
Personally, I aspire to maintain the stance in all ‘phases’ of
therapy, continually searching for new idioms that may help
rewrite the very meaning of therapy. I claim the right to be an
idiot all the way. My father would be proud.
Contact Manu at manubazzano@onetel.com.
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A MATTER OF
INTERPRETATION
BY TA B I T H A D RA P E R
use language is extraordinary and makes me question how flowery,
how much allusion and trickery I must normally employ when
talking to English speakers! It feels so unfamiliar to say something
as briefly and directly as possible.
I try to explain what existential-phenomenological psychotherapy
is to a young man who I could expect to be bereft, traumatised
and displaced culturally, geographically and socially. I explain
how counselling is different from advice, or key work, or education,
and I stress my role as being separate and apart from the many
other agencies involved with him and his situation. I watch and
listen as my words get turned into his language and he nods and
I am told, that he says yes, he is happy with this, he wants to start
to have some counselling.
I wonder what is going to happen to normal therapeutic
boundaries when there is a third person in the room.

Before
I have recently started working with a couple
of clients who do not speak English, or who
speak very little English. I am quite bemused,
alternatively enthused then bewildered, by
the process, and how it sort of works.
I had expected at some time, in my current
job, that I would be called upon to have an
interpreter in the room with me and the client;
but I had also sort of decided that somehow or other it could not
happen, because how it could plausibly work seemed impossible.
In fact, I am discovering that it can work, but it does not work
without being noticed. It is not seamless.
In a previous career I worked with interpreters all the time, as
an advice worker assisting applicants to complete benefit application
forms. Sometimes the questions would simply need a yes or no
answer and I would sit impatiently whilst ten minutes of chat
would take place between the client and the interpreter before the
answer came. ‘What are you talking about together, what else did
he say?’ I would check, mindful about the danger of making false
statements on a benefit form. ‘Oh nothing, he just said “yes”.’
From these previous experiences, I had some ideas about how
to try to manage working with an interpreter: arranging the chairs
in a triangle, maintaining eye contact and talking always to the
client, allowing time for answers, speaking in short sentences,
checking comprehensions.
I briefed the interpreter on how long the session would last,
how I worked with the relationship within the room as well
as what information I had about the client’s history, explained
some of the material or feelings expressed might be unsettling
and clarified that there was the potential to work together for
a number of weeks that there was consistency within the
counselling situation. The client had asked to see a counsellor to
talk about his feeling sad.
The interpreter and I talked about confidentiality. We talked
about not contacting the client outside of session times. We talked
about her role in repeating near enough exactly what was said.
We ticked those boxes.
The first couple of sessions left me exhausted. I felt I had to
be concise and straightforward in what I said, to enable the
interpreter to hold onto what I had said and explain to the client.
The concentration involved in my struggle to contain how I

During
Whilst I sit towards the client, he does not turn in his seat to look
at me. I direct my remarks to him, but he seems only to pay
attention when the interpreter speaks.
When I invite him to tell me something about himself, I am
told that he prefers to be asked questions which he can answer,

The interpreter is older than
me: when I ask her to check with the
client what it might be like to be
sitting with two older women she
looks at me grimly
rather than start up a conversation by himself. When I suggest
that perhaps the idea of counselling, of sitting the three of
us in a room to talk about his experiences, his self and feelings
might be strange, he says, says the interpreter, that he
loves England, he is grateful to be here and he has no problems
at all with being here.
It crosses my mind that I could come to be jealous of the
interpreter, that I could feel excluded from their bond. That she
could have more power and control here than me, and I could
start to feel undermined, to doubt myself and what I offer.
Perhaps he will assume that she is on his side and that I am
against him because I am more different to him than she is, as
they share a language and religion and race. I might start to feel
resentful that I am cast in the role of needing to be placated,
reassured, and kept distant with their joint platitudes about how
really he does not feel too bad.
I think that it will be interesting, and interesting to explore
some of this, but not now not here, not yet. Why not? Because
this is time for him, rather than me and my travails? Because all
the parallel processes loom too close and too huge?
The interpreter is older than me: when I ask her to check with
the client what it might be like to be sitting with two older women

The concentration involved in my
struggle to contain how I use
language is extraordinary and
makes me question how flowery,
how much allusion and trickery
I must normally employ
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I don’t know whose side she is on,
what I have missed or misinterpreted in how I had felt she and
I were part of a team

she looks at me grimly. How phenomenology might breach myriad
taboos is brought home again to me. How should I be paying
attention to her feelings?
Towards the end of the third session, it feels as though something
has shifted, the pace has slowed, there are more silences. Whilst
the client still does not look at me, he does not look at the
Interpreter. He looks at the floor and sighs.
We have spoken a little about not knowing, about balancing
in time between a past that cannot be returned to and a future that
is very uncertain. We have brought into the room a faltering start
to acknowledging what has been lost and what has been kept hold
of, in his sense of self. We think about how he feels that his mum
must be missing him, as he is missing her, and how this is one
way they can be said to be together.
We arrange to meet next week and say goodbye. The interpreter
lingers and chats.
Afterwards I ask her what she had discussed with him, after
the session had finished.
‘I just thought I would ask if he still wants to come here, when

what he talks about is sad. Sometimes I think this is all very hard
for him and it might be best not to dig it all up.’
I don’t know whose side she is on, what I have missed or
mis-interpreted in how I had felt she and I were part of a team
and joint in an enterprise to engage the client in a conversation
about sadness.
Had she missed what I had seen as a faltering step towards a
sense of hope, of continuity? Or perhaps I have interpreted it all
back through my own selective hearing to make sense to me in a
narrative that feels familiar and to which I am open to listening.
There are more conversations to be had.
Contact Tabitha at tabdraper@hotmail.com

EXISTENTIAL PSYCHIATRY:
THE OPEN
DIALOGUE APPROACH
BY M A RC I A GA M S U
If we are to have integrity as existential
therapists, we need to apply our existential
principles not only to the worried well but
to clients experiencing extreme suffering,
including psychosis. Rather than viewing
psychosis as a condition that lies beyond our
expertise, best treated by medical
professionals, we need to find a way of dealing
with this kind of distress.
Weekly therapy with its firm boundaries is clearly insufficient
to contain such intensity of pain and confusion and it cannot
adequately respond to the potential risks to the client and/or others.
Whilst attempts have historically been made to provide intensive
therapeutic treatment in the UK at Kingsley Hall and at Arbours
homes, Kingsley Hall suffered badly from poor organisation,
closing over 40 years ago, and treatment at Arbours is strongly
informed by psychodynamic principles.
We need a new therapeutic model which is in line with existential
principles and which can deal with psychosis.

way of working is based on an ethical way of being with others.
Its stance chimes with the principles of existential thinking and is
in many ways the inverse of medical models of psychosis. Perhaps
at the core of the approach, the patient in their environment, as opposed
to the illness, is placed at the centre of treatment. Rather than being
about techniques, open dialogue is a way of relating to others.
When a person makes contact with the Western Lapland service
(comprised almost entirely of outpatient clinics) there is always
someone to answer the phone and an initial meeting, involving a
team of workers, is arranged with 24 hours. Once a team is allocated
to a patient it remains responsible for the patient’s care throughout,
even if the patient is hospitalised.
Meetings are held intensively, initially usually on a daily basis.
This intensity and continuity of care allows for a different approach
to risk assessment than in conventional treatment.
Members of the team really get to know the patient and are
attuned to changes/deterioration in his/her mood. It is then much
easier to sense if the patient is at risk without the hyper-vigilance
which may be required when the patient is seen by various
professionals meeting with the patient more sporadically.
A network approach is used in these meetings, applying and
modifying principles from systemic therapy. The patient is usually
met at home with their family or peer group. The main aim of
these meetings is to promote dialogue and it is seen as far more
important to have the family understand the patient than for the
open dialogue worker to understand him/her.

Ethical way of being with others
The open dialogue approach, which is the sole mental health service
in Western Lapland, provides such a model. I went on an introductory
training day in June and found it really inspirational, not only
because the approach provides a new way of working with psychosis
with impressive outcomes but, more fundamentally, because this
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Eventually some meaning will emerge from utterances which
initially appear to be meaningless. The aim is to find a common
language for experiences that couldn’t previously be discussed
and which may initially only be expressed through the psychosis.
Medication may still be used but decisions about this are
taken very carefully, taking into account whom it will benefit (the
patient or those around them/ the professionals involved with
them) and with an awareness that medication may remove
psychological resources. There is a preference for anxiolytics
rather than neuroleptics.

CONTINUED
In my view, this provides a wonderful contrast to the sometimes
over-inflated importance we attach to our role as therapists – the
therapist is a facilitator of others’ relationships, rather than a
central figure in and of him/herself.
Other people, for example, the patient’s managers, may also
be invited to the meetings in order to integrate the meetings with
the patient’s family life as soon as possible, in order to avoid
hospitalisation. Individual meetings may also take place,
simultaneously, with different team members where joint meetings
would be unwise (as in many cases of abuse and violence).

More and less demanding
The approach appears to be both more and less demanding on
professionals than conventional forms of mental health treatment.
The emphasis on a fully embodied presence in situations of intense
distress demands a level of engagement which must be difficult to
give. Yet the humanity at the heart of the approach and the attitude
of respect and support for everyone involved seems to provide a
nurturing and rewarding environment which is likely to reduce
dissatisfaction and burnout.
This respect and openness was apparent between the trainers
at the introductory seminar as one of the trainers, Mia, stopped
on several occasions to ask Nick, the other trainer, for his views.
This attitude seemed to spread to participants: there appeared to
be less of a need to demonstrate expertise than there often is at
these training seminars but instead a genuine openness and warmth.
There was a mix of ex-service users, carers and a variety of
professionals in the room and it was very moving hearing about
people’s personal experiences within the system. For me it was
a rallying cry to get involved in the attempt to change it.
One woman said that she had been told that her thoughts were
part of her illness but, without being able to attribute any meaning
to her thoughts, she didn’t know how to understand herself or
life. This dismissal of a person’s interpretation of experience is
surely one of the most problematic aspects of the de-humanisation
associated with viewing psychosis as an illness rather than

An importance is placed on positive
relationships between the team
members who will discuss amongst
themselves, in front of the family, what
the discussion is evoking for them
The contents of these meetings are not prescribed in advance
and nor is their length. The approach is an open and enquiring
one with importance placed on tolerating uncertainty. There is no
hiding behind expertise and diagnosis and nor is there an attempt
to reach consensus. Thoughts are offered in a questioning
exploratory fashion, rather than as truths.
The aim is for a variety of viewpoints to be tolerated including
differing views amongst the team and differing views amongst
the family. An attempt is made to avoid premature conclusions
or decisions as to what needs to be done so that the organic ways
of defusing the crisis can emerge through the dialogue. This is
very much in line with the attitude of unknowing described on
many occasions by Ernesto Spinelli.
Just as the patient is not dealt with as an atomised being, open
dialogue workers do not work in isolation but together with other
team members. An importance is placed on positive relationships
between the team members who will discuss amongst themselves,
in front of the family, what the discussion is evoking for them.
In order to do this, they need to be as fully present as possible.

The dismissal of a person’s
interpretation of experience is
surely one of the most problematic
aspects of the de-humanisation
associated with viewing psychosis
as an illness

Transparent approach
The team/family meetings are the only place where discussions
about how what is happening and how to move forward are
conducted, and it only in this setting that treatment decisions are
made. The transparency of the professionals’ approach to the
patient and family and the team’s respect of each other both
facilitate trust. Their ability to tolerate difference and to listen
carefully to each other provides a model for the family to adopt
with one another.
This open dialogical stance takes the view that psychosis is a
particular response to experiences, often traumatic experiences
that are difficult to express in ordinary language. So initially the
psychotic voice isn’t challenged but the patient is encouraged to
say more about his/her feelings, thoughts and experiences.

expression of suffering.
Questions were raised during the seminar about the viability of
the approach in large urban centres in the UK where people may
not live in close proximity to their families and perhaps not wish
them to be involved. But it doesn’t need to be the family that’s
involved in the meetings. It could be partners/friends/peer groups.
Peer supported open dialogue is currently being piloted in four
NHS Trusts, with teams currently involved in training. I strongly
hope that an awareness of the approach fundamentally transforms
the treatment of psychosis in the UK and that we learn to adopt
a more humane, insightful and ultimately sensible approach to
suffering which expresses itself in this way.
Contact Marcia at marciagamsu@yahoo.co.uk.
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REVIEW: ‘THE DIVIDED LAING’
BY PAU L S I LVE R- M YE R
brilliant and narcissistic being all that I imagined it to be. Cox’s
ability to convey Laing’s own schizophrenic tendencies was
superb, especially in a confrontation with Esterson whilst high
on acid and yet able to set that aside and think lucidly to outwit
his eloquent and sober colleague.
It also brought to mind Laing’s audacity to then charge my parents
£50 for each of my brother’s sessions, whilst on one occasion opening
his front door clearly under the influence of alcohol yet handing my
older brother, who had driven my younger
brother to his session, some cash to go and
buy some more alcohol because ‘a wee drink
or two helps the words roll off the tongue’.
What I did find a little disappointing in the
production was that Mary Barnes, one of the
‘successes’ of the experiment, had a rather
limited and innocuous role, remembered only
for her marmite sandwiches that tasted of
‘shit’. Additionally, whilst Laing was a
celebrity to Sean Connery and many other celebrities of the sixties,
the play made Scottish hay around the possibility that James Bond
was going to visit Kingsley Hall, in order to determine who was the
tougher Scot – Connery or Laing. Whilst Connery did indeed visit
Kingsley Hall, his mirage of an appearance right at the finale just
smacked, to me at least, of Kingsbury being unable to think of any
other way to bring the curtain down.
The play was to be subtitled ‘or the Two Ronnies’ but this was
dropped, probably for the best. All in all, the Arcola Theatre is to
be applauded for putting the play on and for its extensive community
engagement programmes and pioneering environmental initiatives.
A small cosy theatre with a capacity of 180 seats, our group had
an excellent view just feet away from the action. We also enjoyed
some upper limb action in the adjacent bar.
Finally, the play was produced with the 50th Anniversary of
the start of the Kingsley Hall project in mind, and whatever else
one might say about R. D. Laing, the medical and therapeutic
worlds, reluctantly or not, took note of his ideas. And that means
that his reality is also now a part of ours.
Contact Paul at paul@silver-myer.com.

The Divided Laing Written by Patrick Marmion. Directed
by Michael Kingsbury and starring Alan Cox. At the Arcola
Theatre, 20 November 2015.
The play centres on Ronald David Laing, the
radical psychiatrist of the 1960s and 1970s,
and his attempts to save the Kingsley Hall
project. In 1965 Laing, with his Philadelphia
Association colleagues James Burke, David
Cooper, and Aaron Esterson, set up a ‘safe
haven’ for mental-health patients, without
locks or anti-psychotic drugs, in BromleyBy-Bow, East London.
Kingsley Hall was an erstwhile shelter and soup kitchen for
the local community and the PA requested permission for use of
the Hall to house a radical experiment to help their own community
of schizophrenic patients. The anti-asylum venture continued for
five years until two people jumped off the roof, thereby bringing
both notoriety to, and an end for, the project in 1970.
The director Michael Kingsbury found ‘The idea of creating
a play about the utopian community where the individuals were
free to explore their own madness and creativity in an un-stigmatised
and un-medicated environment, immensely exciting.’
Kingsbury therefore gave the excellent Alan Cox an acid trip
to the future to create an imaginary, crazy, free-wheeling farce.
Further, Kingsbury intended to deliver psychedelic entertainment,
which, whilst it didn’t advocate drug taking nor going mad, did
intend to explore those imagined territories with humour and
theatricality. Further, the play set out to provoke the audience to
answer the question: ‘what is the reality here?’

Whilst my brother could be
frightened by just a look from
Laing, he was also a hero
I cannot answer for the 10-strong SEA group that attended the
performance the evening before the 2015 SEA Conference in November,
but for me personally, the reality about R. D. Laing has always been
a question that I have enjoyed exploring. This is because my younger
brother, after suffering several breakdowns, saw Ronnie Laing in the
early 1980s for a few private sessions and numerous group sessions.
Laing suggested my brother join an Ashram in India, though
he ended up somewhere rather less exotic, at the Arbours in Ealing,
which became ‘The most terrifying time of my life, worse than
the breakdowns.’ Nevertheless, whilst my brother could be
frightened by just a look from Laing, he was also a hero as someone
whose fatherliness, kindness, courage and down-to-earthliness
shone through, as did his perception and answer for every situation.
In short, my brother felt he was in the presence of someone special
and this was ‘The place to be’.
And so I found Cox’s portrayal of Laing’s charismatically
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WHAT DO CLIENTS
WANT FROM TALKING THERAPY?
BY L AU R E N SAYE RS & M A R K RAYN E R

What are the types of
difficulties clients with
mental health issues want
support with? And what
do clients want to achieve
from talking therapies?
We have been looking
at these questions recently
in an ongoing pilot study
of existential phenomenological therapy, using a thematic
method of qualitative analysis.
The existential phenomenological approach addresses human
distress by retaining core issues around empowerment, choice
and opportunity within clients. These core ideas are very effective
when working with clients in primary care settings, as they are
focused on triggering the active participation of the client.
Parallel to this is the idea that clients attend therapy to
change. Our understanding of change is that it is a process of
re-evaluating world views and self-constructs that have been
embedded and practised throughout someone’s life. With acts
of re-evaluation and active participation by clients, comes
change or acceptance of their understandings, beliefs and
assumptions towards their experiences in the world.
We believe this process of change improves the mental health
of clients, as they are able to inquire about and understand the
position they have taken up in the world currently, the position
they want to be in, and thus, what changes are needed in their
lives in order to achieve this. The use of client-articulated goals
that represent the clients’ current attitudes and belief systems,
but do not want, allow both clients and therapist to tailor therapy
around understanding these systems.

The screening questionnaire
This questionnaire serves several purposes. First, it creates an
immediate sense of engagement on the part of the GP. Second, it
provides the client with the sense that what they have to say is to
form the basis for the work the therapist and themselves will
embark on together.
Third, it creates valuable point-in-time set of information about
the client from their perspective that emanates from this referral
by the GP to the psychological therapist who will conduct a full
assessment within three weeks.
Fourth, and importantly, it reduces the barriers between physical
healthcare and psychological treatment by having the GP
collaborating with the client and therapist. This last factor has
been, and remains, largely missing from mental health services
that are fragmented.
The form takes only a minute to complete and gives the therapist
who assesses important baseline information about the client that
directs the therapist towards questions that are not necessarily and
predominantly driven by the realm of medicine. Instead, it initiates
the process of understanding and engaging with human distress.
For example, in question 2, it is important that the client is
asked to say how their concerns are affecting them, so that they
are encouraged to move away from abstract terms like anxiety or
depression, to a more specific and personal sense of their experience.

This is a descriptive, clarifying and
collaborative process directed
towards ameliorating the
client’s potential sense of being
a victim of an illness

Our pilot study

Furthermore, question 7 refers specifically to the notion that
lasting change does require considerable self-motivation that is
enduring.

We conducted the pilot study in a primary care GP setting. It
entailed an assessment, in which clients articulated their goals,
and six sessions of psychological therapy that was client-directed
and goal-focused, using Existential Experimentation. This
short-term intervention is based upon existential attitudes,
employing a phenomenological methodology and principles of
humanistic psychology and human potential.
The intervention is integrated within an NHS GP surgery
for the following reasons: it reduces waiting times through
ease of access, as most people live close to their GPs, it reduces
the stigma associated with mental health by attending nonspecialized mental health sites, and deconstructs the
medicalisation of clients’ distress that has become the common
discourse in recent times.
The clients are referred by GPs who, at the initial contact,
use a screening questionnaire devised for the pilot. This is the
first time clients are introduced to the notion of identifying
goals, or in this instance a more general concept of ‘problems’.

Client-led strategy
We stress that this approach embraces a strategy of returning the
notion of diagnosis to the person who is experiencing the distress
or disorder. It is not something that is provided by the (expert)
practitioner. It acknowledges the importance of the uniqueness
of a personalised and client-led description of experience that
may be initially expressed as a diagnosis.
This client-led strategy frees the therapist to attend to the client
in a sound manner that addresses the breadth of experience in a
phenomenological manner. In other words, the client identifies
the focus for the experience that is considered in therapy, in order
that the therapist is free to pursue the clarification of the meaning
of experience and its impact and significance for the client.
This is a descriptive, clarifying and collaborative process
directed towards ameliorating the client’s potential sense of being
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a victim of an illness. It also promotes options for intervening
that are well attuned to the clients’ concerns rather than more
general therapeutic interactions and responses.
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developing the themes until they began to describe a persuasive
account of what people wanted to achieve from talking therapy.
We constructed five main themes:

Identifying client goals

1) ‘Understanding self’. Clients commonly wanted to understand
their views and feelings they felt towards their own self-concept.
For instance, they set goals such as ‘I want to increase my selfworth’, ‘understand my negative self- belief’ and ‘re-define myself’.
2) ‘Understanding relationships’. The term ‘relationship’ in this
instance denotes the relationship between self and world as well as
self and others. Many clients’ goals were directed at their relationship
with their immediate partner or their whole family unit. Additionally,
clients expressed a need to create ‘better boundaries’ when interacting
so they are ‘less affected by another’s anger’.
3) ‘Understanding emotions’. Clients frequently constructed goals
to understand emotions they felt towards themselves such as ‘crying’,
the feeling of ‘dread’, ‘stupidity’, or their ‘low mood’ as a whole.
4) ‘Dealing with givens’. Many goals represented the idea that,
through therapy, clients wanted to process events that have occurred
or inevitably will occur. Specific goals included, ‘coming to terms
with menopause’, ‘facing the future’ with dramatic changes such
as ‘no children’ and
‘feeling responsible for
others’ behaviour’.
5) ‘Letting go vs
holding
onto
something’ . Clients
wanted therapy to help
them find a solution to
situations that bring
about internal conflict.
For instance, they may
want to move on with
their life but cannot stop
‘dwelling on the past’ or
they ‘want to be more
trusting’, but in order to
do that they have to ‘give
up a sense of control’,
or they have a ‘fear of
feeling trapped’ but want
to ‘move forward’ in
their relationship.
Although clients were
free to choose their
goals, which as a
consequence are
subjective to those
individuals, clients with
both clinical and subclinical mental health
issues disclosed common
difficulties and wanted
to address these common
difficulties in therapy.
Our findings also
accord with previous
qualitative analysis of
therapeutic goals.

The psychological assessment is completed when they first meet
the therapist. Part of this involves refining the ‘identified problems’
on the GP screening form to identify clear, specific and workable
goals, using the CORE Goal Attainment Form. As a whole, the
assessment further introduces the client to the notion that they
will be at the centre of the therapeutic relationship to help and
empower themselves towards recovery and resilience.
The clients in the pilot study were fourteen working-age female
adults, referred by GPs who believed they would benefit from an
Existential Experiementation intervention in primary care, as they
disclosed symptoms of depression, anxiety and/or other
psychological distresses.
They created their goals at the end of the assessment
session. Each client was asked to develop three to four
goals that they wished to work on throughout the six sessions
of therapy, though some only developed one or two.

Grouping goals
into themes
We analysed the goals
inductively to extract the
main point from each,
with relevance to the
research question, to
capture the semantic and
conceptual aspect of the
goal, which formed
codes. For instance, the
code ‘facing the future’
was extracted from the
goal ‘facing the future
f i n a n c i a l l y, w i t h o u t
children, without a
husband (he wants to
go), without a job (not
the same satisfaction)’.
We then examined
these codes and grouped
together into themes, in
accordance with their
coherence and similarity
t o o n e a n o t h e r. F o r
instance, ‘facing the
future without
children…’ was grouped
with ‘dealing with
menopause’ as they both
represented an idea that
clients wanted to process
and accept life
circumstances or events
that were inevitable and
out of their control.
We c o n t i n u e d
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THE EMPTY SEAT

CONTINUED

Using goals instead of illness
When people present their issues to GPs as depression or anxiety,
it is hard to understand what that term means to the individual
and it does not capture the specific issues they are struggling with.
Thus, using goals enables health professionals to break down
these broad labels, such as depression, in order to understand
specifically what the client is struggling with.
From this, therapists can focus the dynamics of the intervention
to better support and work with the client as an individual, rather
than viewing the person in light of an illness. As a result, detailed
and specific goals enable both the therapist and importantly the
client to understand what their position is in life at present and
where they desire to be by the end of and post therapy.
To give an example: during GP consultation someone may
disclose they are ‘depressed’. However, using goals as a tool to
uncover what the client specifically struggles with may unearth
that they want to understand their ‘low self- esteem’ and why they
‘cry a lot’. For a health professional, it is clearer how to support
the client with understanding their ‘low self-esteem’ rather than
lowering the clients’ depressive symptoms as a whole.
The themes we drew from client goals are limited to the small
sample size and thus could not be statistically analysed. Having
said that, it is still valuable to identify what is emerging at this
early stage about what clients want from therapy. When our pilot
progresses and we collate more client data, our themes denoting
what people want from therapy may change.
Contact Lauren at lauren@easewellbeing.co.uk, contact Mark at
raynerm@regents.ac.uk.
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THE WRITING IS ON THE WALL
BY RU P E RT K I N G
I settled myself at the back of the room. Shortly,
the inner workings of Being & Doing would
be revealed. The conference started with a
welcome introduction.
As it did, I noticed, out of the corner of my
eye, one of the organizers writing on the wall.
It looked suspiciously like a list. I assumed it
was the day’s agenda. However the handwriting
was so small the task seemed pointless.
The person writing was briefly introduced. I discovered she was
not part of the organizing team. But her role remained mysterious.
I didn’t even catch her name so I’ll refer to her as the artist.
Introductions over, we moved onto Greg Madison and focusing.
This was a great relief. In the morning’s rush I had foregone my
normal morning meditation practice. The universe provides and we
were treated to 10 minutes of much needed stillness.
On opening my eyes and returning to the room I discovered the
tiny ‘day’s agenda’ had undergone some kind of mitosis. There was
now a small colony of back squiggles breeding in the top left hand
corner of the wall. I thought no more about it and returned to the
main event, Ernesto’s talk.
He began big, telling us there are three theories of relatedness:
I or You, I and You and finally I-You-Being. While these ‘grand’
theories were being explicated the artist was busying herself in the
corner. We now had colour and fluffy knowledge clouds. The
bacteria in the petri dish had morphed into a page out of an American
self-help book – all arrows and thought bubbles. This was turning
into Being & Doing for Dummies.
Ernesto continued and all the while the artist faced the wall,
never turning around. She was engrossed in her world. From a

leather pouch around her waist appeared brushes, pens and colouring
crayons. The ‘thing’ continued to grow as the artist responded to
Ernesto’s talk. At this point he was making the distinction between
relatedness and relationship and how easily the two are conflated.
It struck me that in front of us we had a perfect example of each.
As an audience member I was in relationship with Ernesto engaged
in the ongoing discussion. The artist was clearly in relationship
with Ernesto as she transcribed words and produced images.
Yet sitting there I did not feel in relationship with the artist. We
shared the same space, each present and responding to the speaker’s
words. There was a sense of relatedness, each being part of the
other’s conference experience. But for me, the fact I didn’t know
her, this anonymity, precluded any sense of relationship.
As the talk continued my attention kept getting drawn to the
graffiti. It was an unfolding – an ongoing process in the corner of
the room which was independent yet integral to Ernesto’s talk. The
‘thing’ was now clearly a piece of wall art. It had different coloured
lettering, bold outlines, detailed shading and connecting lines.
As I watched I wondered was she Doing or Being? Clearly she
was ‘doing a task’ just as I was doing the task of attending
conference. But there was something about the intensity of her
focus on that wall, the one-ness with her task that made me suspect
she was in the ‘flow’ of Being oblivious to us in the room. It was
as if she was in a parallel world. Then again her presence was
tangible and now informing my understanding of the talk.
I couldn’t wait to get up and have a closer look at her work.
By now half the paper had been covered in an elaborate paisley
of thought. I took a moment to consider what had happened.
Something had occurred: unexpectedly, organically, silently and
at its own pace, was this what it meant to Be? The artist continued

T H E ART O F WO RDS AT T H E 20 15
SE A C O N F E RE N C E

19

HERMENEUTIC CIRCULAR

APRIL 2016

THE WRITING IS ON THE WALL
CONTINUED
on her own sweet way and as she did so it became harder to tell
where Doing stopped and Being started.
By now Ernesto was on the home straight, talking about ‘holding
the polarity of tension’ between relatedness and subjective
individualism. We were back on familiar ground – an existential
paradox. How apt we should have a picture in the corner of the room.
Images are great containers of paradox. They symbolize that
which cannot be articulated in language, and we were rapidly
reaching a point in the talk where language would lose its currency.
As Heidegger reminds us, a work of art can act as clearing where
the dialectic between concealing and revealing occurs and truth or
aletheia emerges. What was the truth that was occurring here?
The artist was privileging us with her own clearing of what
Being & Doing meant for her. In amongst the quotes and caricatures
she was adding her own responses, making connections between
different elements of the talk.
Ernesto had mentioned how oriental cultures were more attuned
to an I-You form of relatedness and cited Indian philosophy, in
particular the cosmic view of Brahman and Atman. Continuing in
this vein the artist had produced her own version of Indra’s Net,
where each jeweled knot connects with, and reflects back, all other
knots – an infinity of relatedness. The wall contained a growing
network of related thoughts, impressions, images and symbols. The
wall contained the artist’s ongoing struggle, her lived experience
of relatedness and individualism, Being & Doing.
As the talk ended I took one final sweep of the wall when
something caught my eye. I immediately honed in on the word
OPEN written in bold orange letters in response to Greg’s focusing
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session. Openness is the topic of my doctoral research. What was
going on here with this picture?
My interest had been piqued and on closer inspection I saw
the artist had represented ‘the open’ as a partially occluded space
– the ever-present concealment in the clearing. This resonated
with my reading of late Heidegger. The artist-communicator was
speaking directly to me, the research-practitioner. Perhaps we
were in relationship after all? This relatedness-individualism is
a tricky business.
I discovered from the programme the artist’s name was Anna
Riccardi and she described herself as a visual communicator. She
wrote ‘I believe in communication, particularly visual. It’s an
extraordinarily powerful way of understanding.’ We were certainly
treated to a masterclass in how that works, and on a topic which
defies capture. I’m most grateful to Anna for sharing this dimension
of understanding with us and to what it added to the conference.
Contact Rupert at kingrupert@hotmail.com. For more about
Anna’s work, see www.annariccardi.com.
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ACTIVE ACTIVISM
BY B E N S CA N L A N
I found myself sitting in listening to Greg
Madison introducing the session on ‘being
at the heart of activism’ and as he spoke I
thought I’d made an error. The people he
introduced were Mark Weaver, Luke Flegg
and Alison Playford, none of whom were
therapists, or even particularly associated
with the profession, but all of whom
seemed to represent ‘rent an activist’ who
appeared on the news with some regularity at things like the
occupation of St. Paul’s.
My internal snob reared up in harmony with my inner critic that
I’d been unable to make sense of what I’d walked into. The friendly,

easy way which each of them spoke soon dispensed with both these
inner voices. All the ‘presenters’ talked with a certain self-confidence
either drawn from a long period of training as actors, or drawn
from a comfortableness with who they were, what they stood for,
what values they cherished and a sense of purpose.
Throughout I felt as though they were challenging towards the
audience’s values; not a direct ‘you should agree with us and
change the world’, but a far more persuasive, ‘what do you believe
and why do you believe it? Have you considered that maybe, just
maybe, all isn’t well, and you can change it?’
I felt at the time as though a penny had dropped slap bang into
my thought processes. Yes. This is the sort of therapy I want to
be associated with, the sort of therapist I want to be: active and
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part of the experience, and trying to better society alongside it.
My background and early life was conservative with both lower
and upper case c’s, and while my own therapy hasn’t really
explicitly been about being more of an activist, the underlying
currents have been there. I’ve always gravitated towards jobs that
try and serve a greater purpose than simply putting money in the
bank, and a key driver for some experience with depression was
the feeling of doing a role which served nobody and did nothing
of note despite my best efforts. That was within the system however,
and there’s a certain safety that the system provides which I find
comforting and I’m drawn to, even now as my first placement is
within the NHS rather than a third sector organisation.
Now, a couple of months on, I feel almost caught between two
contradictory worlds. One is the necessary one required to be
inhabited in order to accumulate hours, pass essays and achieve
accreditation; even writing that feels flat. The other is a potentiality
of really exploring the world with clients, encouraging a questioning
of everyday happenings and offering something of myself.
Written down it seems to seem so obvious, but it feels at odds
with the expectations of tutors and supervisors. It feels at odds with
the hangover of the analytic blank screen; passive, humdrum and
impersonal. Perhaps I betray the contradictions that rage within me
on a daily basis in my summation; I’m conservative yet liberal,
passive yet active, establishment yet outlier.
If you had suggested to the 17-year-old me that I’d have not
only gone to but actually enjoyed a talk from a handful of activists,
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I doubt I’d have stopped laughing this side of next Christmas.
Harnessing this newfound sense of wanting to be an activist is the
somewhat harder part for me personally. There is, at least within
my own social circles, a stigma about not being from the more
mainstream. This may just be the people and situations I find myself
in, but I think there’s a wider disenfranchisement around activism
and taking on responsibility within British, and particularly London,
culture. Despite (or actually, more likely because of) this, activism
within London society is hugely important and that importance will
only grow larger and larger and larger.
Ultimately to me there is a chime between the empowering
nature of psychotherapy and the empowerment required and given
by being active within the community. It feels almost impossible
to go through a day without hearing of another outrageous situation
that seems to be reported and sold to us as ‘normal’, whether it
be refugees drowning or businessmen paying young girls for sex.
Just another day, another news story.
People are encouraged to stop feeling, to become numb, and
that numbness just makes it harder to un-numb and to work for
the greater good. Therapy is a really clear way to reduce the
numbness and start feeling the pain necessary to feel the good,
and as I’m feeling more pain, working to stop that for everybody
just seems so damn right and so needed. Maybe that’s where the
peace Ali, Luke and Mark talked from arises. Working with the
pain for good.
Contact Ben at ben@benscanlan.com.
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THROUGH THE LENS OF
MONTAIGNE
BY PAU L SWI F T & M I K E H I C K E S

An hour is plenty of time
to stir up controversy, if
you want to, and
interestingly Marty and
Diana’s presentation fitted
very nicely to the so called
‘therapeutic hour’, in both
PA U L SW I F T
MI K E H ICK E S
length and intent. Lesson
number one.
Indeed if this had been a therapy hour for either one of us, then
no doubt we might have both left the session well provoked and
duly paid our fees. Indeed, as we might expect in a therapy hour,
Diana and Marty asked some pretty fundamental questions of all
us who had turned up to hear them.
However it was there in their stance to the session that the real
courage showed itself. Marty and Diana, in their quest to look at
being a therapist through the lens of Montaigne, expressed

themselves both during their presentation and, subsequently, in
the face of some quite pragmatic questioning, with raw honesty,
self disclosure, insight, and self doubt: in essence the very real
vulnerability which comes with being open with your own truth.
If authenticity is to be found not in what others think about you,
not in what you think about yourself, but in what you actually do,
then this was it, delivered as a gift to all of us.
Where to start? Well first of all Diana and Marty delivered a
huge, refreshing and pragmatic contrast, indeed challenge, to the
orthodoxy and academic / intellectual nature of what can often
be found to dominate conferences, periodicals and papers concerned
with so called ‘existential analysis’. Ernesto had done what he
always does so brilliantly in his conference opener and his
‘Relatedness’ session duly raised the game in provoking, stimulating
and posing perspectives on how we might view relatedness. There
was plenty to ponder, think about, mull over and examine from
a certain detached sense of being-as-a-conference-delegate.
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that gave me a confidence to be me. Whilst there was a routine and
certain perfunctory rituals which there was no getting out of, that
was all part of the process. My training changed my life: it didn’t
just let me qualify as a therapist, it led me to see me, and my world
in a fundamentally different way.’

CONTINUED
With Marty and Diana it was quite different. Pragmatic
questioning about real things that face us all, things that we could
not just ponder, be intrigued by and then let potentially evaporate
in our day-to-day existence. Diana and Marty, in their uniquely
delightful way, were in there with the gloves off.
Diana and Marty seemed to question everything. ‘Can you
train a therapist?’ They seemed, perhaps, to think not. Personally
we have both taken huge assurance from our mutual years at
Regent’s as therapists in training, but the question posed here was
whether we came out any different, and was it a consequence of
our training that we became therapists and could we have actually
done what we do now without the training? Actually for both of
us the answer is a profound yes, you can train a therapist. And
we were. But our experiences were also different:

There was however a real sense of connection with one of the
underlying themes addressed by Diana and Marty, which we might
loosely describe as the ‘academia’ issue. Their essential point –
that an overly robust academic and intellectualist focus can detract
from people having the confidence to express their own view or
experience – was well understood.
Something Diana said (or might have written about too) was
that she no longer intended to have to validate her own points of
view by quoting an existential philosopher or practitioner in articles
she might subsequently write. It was as if quoting Heidegger or
whoever was a necessary prerequisite to her own view being
expressed, that without his endorsement her own view would
somehow seem less informed, insightful, meaningful or even useful.
It can sometimes be with a sigh that in scanning the journal
Existential Analysis, with the hope that somewhere in its pages
there might be an article remotely understandable, impactful and
which can be read through to the end, it brings home a real concern
that the way we operate and communicate, and possibly the way
we train, might just STOP people engaging. Perhaps we all need
to learn a lot more about how to be generous and thoughtful about
the way we might share ideas and broaden engagement, learning
and exploring the multitudinous ways of being and doing.
And this brings us to pragmatism. Marty and Diana had a key
message to us about therapy only being real if the therapist is real
with the client and prepared to engage in relationship. Clients,
they suggested, often just want to know what the f**k happened
and why they feel so s**t!, a howling cry to be accepted for the
imperfect human beings in the face of a quite simply intolerable
and incomprehensible life.
So the question I think they were asking us was whether all
this ‘dead white philosopher’ and academic stuff is just a way of
disguising ourselves from ourselves and one another, of not
engaging in the fact that s**t happens all the time – that the job
required of us as therapists is to actually to get down, dirty and
real with our clients, be vulnerable and fully engage in both their
and our own struggles, not make life more difficult for our clients
through what could be as a philosophical and elitist stance, a
stance of neutrality and anonymity, a convenient mask that enables
us to hide from the hideous reality. The therapist in retreat.

Mike reflects: ‘Sure, I think there were personal attributes that I
possessed that even made it possible for me to consider and be
considered to train, and yes I came out of training still as ‘me’, but
I think a fundamentally changed me because the process opened
up a whole new world and a whole new openness in me, helped
me develop a potential that lay within but was unrealised because
of my prior lack of opportunity to engage in this form of self
development. It enabled the foundation of my ability to practice.
The access it gave me to what I seem to remember Marty and Diana
described as ‘dead white philosophers’ stimulated in me exploration,
reflection, just darned well made me start really thinking about life,
my life, the lives of others, new possibilities, different possibilities
about how to live in a much more open way. And not only dead
white philosophers, it was like a pebble being dropped in my pool.
For instance, as just one example, the access my training gave me
to such inspirational individuals as the late Freddie Strasser, which
on one occasion led me to reading and exploring what Joseph
Conrad and Chinua Achebe have to say and about being and doing,
providing me with new and unique insights into the nature of change,
the impact and emergence of differing world views, impermanence
and so on. Training opened up and excited me about a new world
of people, writers, thinkers who were/are concerned about being
and doing in the world, how we are with others, and how others
are with us and their impact on us. These continuing explorations
profoundly affected, and continue to profoundly affect who I am,
how I think and feel and what I do. The discussions, the different
ways of being and doing, from PPD to learning about Heidegger
through Socratic dialogue – there has been so much from training
that I believe fundamentally resulted in me emerging from training
different and better positioned to work as a therapist.’
Paul adds: ‘For myself, I remember my early days of training
with a great deal of trepidation, even torture. A sense that every
week, I took the bandages off of my life wounds and exposed them
to an airing which was intended to help them heal but which could
be quite painful in equal measure. In time however I came to see
the lofty dead white men, to quote Marty and Diana, not as supreme
gods of wisdom with infallible opinions and insights, but as ordinary
human souls whose failings and sufferings illuminated my own life
narratives in a way I could connect with, a human to human encounter

Mike: ‘I was somewhat stunned but woken up at their stark
assessment, and what immediately resonated with me in that
moment was something two of my clients had said to me about
how one reason they valued our time together and stuck with me
was that they felt that there was no pretence between us, that they
really felt that they were with ‘me’ and that I was ‘me’ in their
sessions. They both felt that whilst they were struggling to make
progress in their lives somehow through our work together they
felt better about their struggle.’
Marty and Diana introduced us at some point to Sarah Bakewell’s
book on Montaigne, who if not a dead white philosopher is certainly
a dead white writer. It is entitled How to Live, A Life of Montaigne
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in one question and twenty attempts at an answer. Notwithstanding
the paradox that here was a writer from the past being introduced
to a presentation in order to support a point of view, they referenced
a few of Montaigne’s thoughts about living, where he speaks of
‘cheerfully accepting foolishness and talking nonsense’, ‘sliding
over the world more lightly’, ‘dying being more easy than living’,
that ‘all I know is nothing, this about all I know’, ‘nothing can
be established about one person by another’, and that ‘death is
not the objective in life, living is’.

conflicts, anxieties, emotions, he really opens us up to his down
and dirty experience of being and doing.’
Extraordinarily, the life and times of Montaigne, who was born
in 1533, seem as relevant now as they were then, and Marty and
Diana appeared to have found the perfect conclusion to their
therapeutic hour with us by pointing us towards one possible
resolution of their paradox: on the one hand, their concern at ‘dead
white philosophy’, and on the other, their belief that ‘the most
meaningful dialogue between therapist and client is one that is
closest to ordinary conversation.’
Paul: ‘At the end, Diana invited us to ask questions and not only
that but to go to the front of the room and ask the question. It felt
daunting and immediately cast me back to those days at school
where I was made to stand at the front of the class. But there was
a human need being expressed here too; Diana simply couldn’t
hear you otherwise. Stepping out of the safety net of my chair I
burbled on for a few minutes in observing the reflections that
Diana and Marty had made. Whether what I said made in any
sense of the moment is open to question: but it struck me then as
it does now that I had rarely seen a presentation given at an SEA
conference with such emotional honesty or with such emotional
maturity. And that such emotional honesty and maturity was
probably the alchemical blend of not only a gift for connection
and being, not only of their professional training, but of their
determination to be real, not just for themselves but as a service
to others, us, in that room. It was very humbling.’
Contact Paul at pauldswift1@aol.com and Mike at mike.hickes@
btinternet.com.

Mike again: ‘I just loved this, I felt their pitch had beautifully
led to this and I determined to immediately buy this book and
read it. I had flirted with some Montaigne in the past but never
taken it further. It has been no disappointment, quite the opposite.
The excerpts are but a minor example of the extraordinary richness
and revelation Montaigne can provide to us and help us shift our
practice to address the concerns Marty and Diana have in mind
quite appropriately raised. Montaigne does not tell us how to live,
he tells very pragmatically about how he chose to live. I am on
my second reading which to be truthful is unique in my history
with literature, I have never given something a whole second read,
and this time is as stimulating, practical, understandable and
helpful, indeed perhaps more so than the first. I just resonate over
and over with his experiences as disclosed in this book, his
fallibility, his confusions, his vulnerability, his reflections, his
efforts at self awareness and disclosure which are ruthlessly honest,
insightful and revealing of the human condition as I experience
it, with all its contradictions, paradoxes, uncertainties, connections,
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A GROUP LIFE
BY S H RU T I JA I N

When I first volunteered to write this article
– in response to Karen Weixel-Dixon’s session
on existential groupwork at the SEA annual
conference – I thought it would be great to
present an account of my experience of group
dynamics. Straight and simple, right?
Wrong! Upon further reflection I started
fearing I would not live up to the following
expectations:

realised a lot of the work that needed to be done was really on me.
And a lot of this occurred during the Personal and Professional
Development (PPD) group sessions, which I felt were in a
psychodynamic/psychoanalytic training context.
I resonated strongly with the definition of this PPD as a microcosm
of an external world that we create. I started to understand and see
how I placed myself when compared to others in a group. I looked
at age, race, class, gender – just to name a few dimensions – to gain
an understanding of where I could fit in, and who I could consider
as foe or friend.
Having grown up outside of my country of origin, I always believed
and experienced discrimination to be imminent. There was racism
and prejudice in the world because of the colour of my skin, my
cultural background, my accent, etc. But I never thought I also
categorized other people in the same manner, so as to make them an
object in my world.
However, I realised that’s how I really operated by exploring

l I should have enough knowledge about theories of group dynamics/
group therapy
l I should have a clear idea of my experience of groups at my
previous institution
l I should be sure of everything I write here because it will be read
by many experts
When I started studying psychotherapy two years ago, I soon
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group, smiling at everyone, but not saying a word?’ I was so aware
of having numerous conversations in my head but never being able
to share those thoughts amongst this group of people who felt friendly
and honest.
The session ended and I had not uttered a word. It struck me as
odd, and I reflected long and hard as to why it was that, even after
feeling the environment to be warm and the group members to be
friendly and approachable, I did not speak up.
I learnt that I know how to make my presence felt even through
silence. But I also learnt that I did feel the pressure to speak, as that
is really what I was there for, to experience. And I learnt that, in
silence, there was a comfort.
I wondered, can we experience this silence in a group just as we
do in a therapeutic environment? And can this silence be just as
comforting or damaging when experienced in different forms, namely
as creating insecurity in others, or allowing one to experience space
to explore and be oneself?
On this occasion, I believe I experienced a group session where
I felt comfortable enough to be who I wanted to be in that space. I
explored myself as a silent observer, but one who didn’t feel the need
to share anything if I didn’t want to.
Nevertheless, I also have to reflect on what my silence could mean
to others. Can it contribute to turning the group environment toxic,
as per my first experience in training, or can it provide space for
further exploration without hindering the growth and development
of others?
Contact Shruti at shrutijainsaxena@gmail.com.

CONTINUED
myself fully and honestly in this group environment. I had to accept
that maybe, just maybe, my protection of self is so strong that I have
learnt to build a web of categories where I place others, just so I
know how to be around them; just so I know my identity around
them; just so I could find a place in this big, bad, world.
Soon, I experienced so much anxiety over some of these realizations,
among many others in personal therapy, that I decided to take a
sabbatical for reflection. When I felt ready to get back to my training,
I re-started in an institution that trained only existentially.
My brief experience of PPD in this new environment was
completely different. I found myself – I believe after having had
certain realizations about my way of being – to be more honest about
my feelings and thoughts in this environment and I felt ready to
‘own’ what I brought into this PPD space.
Before, I always blamed the others and their way of being towards
me, but after the sabbatical and in this new environment, I understood
that it was really me who had felt incredible insecurity and isolation
in an environment where the PPD was not contained very well.
I recognized that all of Bion’s descriptions of a ‘work group’ were
embodied in the previous group: the pairing, the leader of the group,
dependency, fight-flight, etc. And that in that group there was no
containment, no honest reflection, no way out to create a secure
space for myself, and no way to be honest, truthful and just be myself.
In the new environment, where the environment was purely
existential, I felt an honesty and trust in being able to be myself and
bring all of myself to discuss all aspects of life as I experienced it.
I experienced the group discussing givens such as death, anxiety,
guilt and loneliness, amongst other existential concerns. And being
in an environment that allowed me to express myself and allowed
me to open my feelings and thoughts honestly, I learnt more about
myself, and more about the positive and negative aspects of my world
and how I placed myself in the four dimensions of being in the world.
It was with this learning that I courageously entered the existential
group workshop ran by Karen Weixel-Dixon at the SEA conference.
I remember entering the room with much gusto and feeling comfortable
amongst the many experts in the room. However, as the workshop
gathered momentum and my group members started talking, I felt
myself retreating more into my shell, the same way I had done in
my first year of my training. I kept thinking, as time kept passing,
about what it was that was pushing me further into my shell.
Was it the gender mix in the room, the age difference, the insecurity
of being among experts, or just the fact that I was this way in a new
environment? That maybe when I am in an insecure place in my life,
it does not matter who the other group members are, I just don’t feel
the comfort in sharing and expressing my thoughts and feelings?
I remember, so vividly every second of that hour and a half. I
remember others looking at me, and our exchange of smiles, so as
to reassure me, that it’s okay, you are among friends, you can say
something, anything.
But nothing came out of my mouth, no words, and no noises. I
remained quiet the whole session and did not utter a word.
I remember a woman speaking about being in a group where a
member remained quiet throughout the group sessions, and how that
made her incredibly uncomfortable. I felt this to be the moment to
speak out and say: ‘is that how you feel about me being here in this

P O E M

THINGS UNSAID
BY G R E G O RY WE ST L A K E
1.
The sun catches the edge of the clouds,
Illuminating them into a new dawn.
To the distance pigs squeal possessed,
Pushed to the brink of insanity.
The pond is green – dead foliage, and desolate,
Yet a perfect mirror.
This is a time of expectation, a time of possibility.
2.
A statue of a young maiden looks wistfully at the pond,
Staring onward.
The sorrowful atmosphere speaks of unsaid conversations –
If you ask, you can never be told.
Sometimes we all need to take a step back.
Far away, pheasants cry out in agreement.

Contact Gregory at academic@talktalk.net
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ON THE DEATH OF DAVID BOWIE
BY E R N E ST O S P I N E L L I
Most of the clients and supervisees I met with
during the week of the 12th of January this
year wanted to say something about the death
of David Bowie and how they had been
affected by it. Many were tearful, most had
personal stories of having seen him in concert
or of how one or several of his songs had
impacted upon their lives.
Just in case anyone is wondering: My
personal ‘discovery’ of Bowie and his music took place at the
very end of 1971 with my on-a-whim purchase of Hunky Dory.
This ‘discovery’ spread like proverbial wildfire amongst friends
and colleagues. Here was something that sounded so, so new and
different and was, as well, such great, good fun.
The first time I saw Bowie on stage was at the Free Trade
Hall in Manchester in 1972. The Hall was half empty and Bowie
apologised because he had some sort of problem with his voice
so he was going to go for a ‘softer’ set of songs. Most of these
turned out to be from his upcoming album, The Rise And Fall
Of Ziggy Stardust And The Spiders From Mars. It remains one
of the most gloriously magical concerts I have ever attended.
Near its end, Bowie was hoisted onto the shoulders of several
members of the audience, as the band played on and the song
went on forever…
Next time I saw him on stage, again at the Free Trade Hall, he
had become a god. Most of the audience had come dressed and
wearing make-up intended to copy his Aladdin Sane persona. I
still remember walking home at the end of the concert and bumping
into an ecstatic young woman who could only repeat: ‘I touched
him! I touched him!’
There is an old rock and roll chestnut that goes like this: ‘Elvis
freed our bodies. Dylan freed our minds.’ Bowie? He freed up our
possibilities so that they stepped beyond simple binary demarcations
of gender, beyond approved rules of dress and fashion, beyond
notions of singular and fixed identities. He wasn’t alone in this,
of course. But no one freed these better.
Many people either now forget or find it difficult to believe
how dangerously alien Bowie appeared to be to some and
how, in response to this felt threat, they responded with
media-led hectoring and diatribes against him for being so
pivotal in furthering the nation’s – perhaps the world’s – moral
degeneracy. But, I suspect, for every person who felt threatened
by him, at least as many who saw and listened found the
courage to move out of ‘ the darkness and disgrace ’ (‘Lady
Stardust’) they experienced towards themselves.

Other expert colleagues take a more complex,
less symptomatically-focused view. These latter groups argue
that public reactions toward the public figure who has
died should be seen, and better understood, as some sort of
‘vehicle’ for the release of deeply-felt emotions that, under
more ordinary circumstances, people find difficult to experience
or to articulate.
Further, they acknowledge that, often, the person who is the
focus of these powerful emotions somehow (perhaps, by way of
a song, or a painting, or a stance of some sort) gave expression
to ideas or feelings or emotions which those who are now grieving
had been incapable of expressing or even consciously accessing
until the moment they heard or saw them. As such, how could
people who have been affected by the death of a celebrity not feel
lonely and deeply upset by their sense of loss of such a precious

Bowie? He freed up our possibilities
so that they stepped
beyond simple binary demarcations
and unique channel into their meanings and lives?
What is more – psychologists and pundits continue to argue
– such public outpourings reveal to each grief-stricken person
that they are not alone in having these feelings and experiences.
Instead, each grieving person discovers that there exist many
others who are, in this at least, like him or her.
This discovery permits a connection that offsets the loneliness
of an individual’s grieving and opens the way for a community
of grieving persons. Indeed, these experts go on to suggest, this
experience of community, and the sense of mutual recognition
which accompanies it, has a significance and impact upon each

Experts’ views
Psychologists and psychotherapists tend to respond somewhat
warily to powerful outpourings of public grief surrounding the
death of a celebrity. Such experts like to remind us that these
explosions of sorrow are being directed toward a person who is
almost entirely unknown to the grieving. If so, they enquire, is it
not, therefore, nonsensical – or possibly even hysterical – for
people to permit themselves to feel this way?

BOWIE M IXE S THINGS U P
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ON THE DEATH
OF DAVID BOWIE
CONTINUED
person that might well be even greater than whatever sense of
recognition and connection had originally been felt towards the
dead celebrity him or herself.
And, if such experts were to be attuned to existential theory,
they might also add that these experiences serve as reminders of
the inevitability of death – not least, our own eventual one.
In sum, they propose, the public grief expressed at the death
of a ‘pop star’ or a celebrity can, at its best, serve as vehicle
towards some sort of shared experience which takes us away
from our alone-ness and permits us, however temporarily, to
experience community and belonging with other people who
are, in their grief, just like us. Such experiences, they argue, are
uncommon and they act to raise us out of our more typical
isolated lives so as to provide some ‘higher’ experience of
connectedness with others. As Bowie pointed out, they might
make us feel that ‘ we can be heroes ’ – even if ‘ just for one day ’
(of communal mourning) (‘Heroes’).
Or, to employ some other of his memorable lyrics :

ONE OF THE M ANY
FACE S OF DAV ID BOWIE

of an instantly recognisable and seemingly unchanging identity.
Instead, Bowie’s was a path that continually risked the loss
of stardom and celebrity for the sake of something far less
tangible. Paraphrasing one of his own songs, in taking his stance,
he opened strange doors that no one could ever close again
(‘Scary Monsters’). Not least of these, were doors related to
gender and sexual orientation in general and, perhaps more
particularly, to male notions of what masculinity might mean
and how it could be expressed.
If anything, I would argue that Bowie was an ‘Anti-Pop Star’.
His longevity in a world of ‘15-minute wonders’ would suggest
that. More to the point, any number of people who didn’t personally
‘get’ Bowie or remained unaffected by his art and his charm,
nonetheless could still acknowledge and value his significance
– be it cultural, artistic or, as I have suggested above, in the domain
of sexual politics.
In my keynote talk at the recent SEA Annual Conference, I
tried to put forward a view of relatedness that both acknowledges
the specialness and uniqueness of each and every individual ‘I’
while at the same time urging each ‘I’ to remain sceptical about
everything that it might suppose about itself. Such an existential
enterprise has less to do with ‘being true to myself’ than it does
about ‘being true to Being’.
In taking this stance, a view of ‘the other’ becomes possible
that does not require ‘the other’ to exist either as an extension of
my subjectivity or as a being entirely distinct and separate to the
being ‘I’ might claim to be. Instead, this view, places ‘I’ and
‘other’ as inseparably inter-relational reflective manifestations
arising from a common, all-being-encompassing Being.
Viewed in this way, ‘I’ and ‘other’ demand equal status and
serve as irreducible focus-points to those experiences of being
that each of us accesses and reflects upon. It is through this
recognition of the status of ‘the other’ that we can become
aware of the limiting dominance of the ‘I’ that we both see
ourselves as being, and which we are seen to be by others.
This, to me, encapsulates the radical ‘turn’ being proposed by
existential phenomenology.
So, for me, the expert psychologists and therapists who promote

One day – though it might
as well be someday –
You and I will rise up all the way.
All because of what you are:
The Prettiest Star
(‘Prettiest Star’)
Uhmmm… Well, true enough. There’s nothing in what all these
experts might propose that strikes me as being decidedly wrong.
But… Even so: so far, so Freudian.

Something missing
Perhaps those of you reading this might be left with an unease
similar to mine – a gnawing sense of something pretty important
gone awry, or just plain gone missing, in such explanations.
For one thing, was it the case that what I and so many others
were feeling with regard to Bowie’s death had something to do
with the death of a ‘Pop Star’ or a celebrity? Is that all that Bowie
was? I don’t think so.

In taking his stance, he opened
strange doors that no one could
ever close again
That he played with stardom and celebrity is obvious. But
equally obvious was his willingness – perhaps even need – not
to be ruled by the demand and desire to be a slave to such. He did
this by continually re-inventing himself and, through this, rarely
repeating the structure and content of his creations. Sometimes,
he gained any number of followers along the way. At least as
often, he lost many, many more.
Sometimes, the plasticity of being that he experienced drove him
towards breakdown rather than breakthrough. This is anything but
the path of the ‘pop star’ or the celebrity who requires the maintenance
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consequences that these attempts provoked. Again, he captures
this awareness most succinctly in one of his songs:

I and others

For we’re like creatures of the wind,
And wild is the wind.
Wild is the wind.

Following on from what I attempted to convey through my talk,
I think that it is this: their idea that all the emotions and feelings
being expressed are, really, just about, and for, and directed
towards, the ‘I’ who can then ‘rise up’ in some sort of fashion
seems to me to be exclusively – and problematically – solipsistic
in its non-relational one-sidedness.
Are ‘others’ – especially ‘significant others’ – in our lives
just there to serve the function of assisting each ‘I’ to raise itself
to some somewhat vague higher level? What kind of ‘community’
are these experts talking about here? It sounds to me very much
like a ‘community’ made up of a single, self-centred, and selfproclaimed arisen ‘I’.
And, perhaps more to the point, is it not somewhat insulting
and discrediting to those ‘others’ we identify as ‘stars’ and
celebrities – much less to someone like Bowie – to demote them
to being a mere ‘channel’ to that ‘I’s’ feelings about itself? Might
there not be a subjective ‘space’ somewhere that simply recognises,

(‘Wild is the wind’)
Every once in a while, the world is blessed with the presence
of those rare, gloriously unique beings who find the determination
and the courage to persist in exploring the perpetual interplay
between that ‘otherness’ that co-exists with that ‘I’ with which
they identify themselves. These ever-questioning, genuinely
sceptical investigations lead them to ways of expressing and
disclosing themselves that are akin to those of an ever-shifting
‘ambiguous figure’. This facing up to, even embracing, that ‘other’
who inhabits their experience, opens novel possibilities of meaning
and identity that are then expressed through their creative
endeavours.
I think that Bowie was one of these rare beings. Bowie was an
‘other’ who was like no ‘other’ before or since. Those among us
who grieve his death, direct their grief to that mercurial dance of
‘I’ and ‘other’ that he danced so well, and celebrate it – as well
as our great good fortune to have recognised its wild wind presence.
It was a dance that he urged us to undertake as well so that, in
doing so, we might chance upon the ‘otherness’ that is ours and
which remains a constant challenge to that ‘I’ which we claim to
be is all that we are.
Listen: That unmistakable, unforgettable voice calls to us.
‘Let’s dance’ it says. ‘Let’s dance.’

Can these explosions of grief not
also contain and express a
celebratory quality that basically
states: ‘Thank you for your being’?
and acknowledges, and respects, and values the genuine and
unique accomplishments of ‘the other’ who remains ‘the other’?
And, as well, can it be at all possible for a subjective view of
these accomplishments, and ‘the other’ associated with them, as
being eminently worthy of the ‘I’s’ appreciation not primarily
because ‘I can arise through this’ but, perhaps, because ‘I can
look up to’ that ‘other’ for who s/he has been and what s/he has
accomplished and, in accordance with this, value and respect the
‘other’ as ‘an other’ who is not there to be subsumed nor who
threatens to subsume?
In the same way, does the sadness that is felt simply have to
be about who or what has been lost to the ‘I’? Or can it also be
the sort of sadness that expresses gratitude and appreciation
towards the ‘other’ for having been this ‘other’ in such ways that
permitted the reality of whatever ‘doing’ went into the works/
achievements that still remain?
Can these explosions of grief not also contain and express a
celebratory quality that basically states: ‘Thank you for your
being’? If tears come to my eyes when listening to Bach, or looking
into one of Rothko’s paintings, must it be only due to my having
been raised to some supposed higher level or because I am reminded
of my own mortality? Can my tears not, equally (perhaps, even
more significantly) be directed towards that ‘other’ – no matter
how unknown s/he may be to me – and express my gratitude and
appreciation that s/he was an ‘other’ who expressed that ‘otherness’
through his or her creations?

David Bowie
(8th January, 1947 - 10th January, 2016)
For your being, thanks.
Contact Ernesto at esa@plexworld.com

Let’s dance
Taking these thoughts back to my appreciation of Bowie, I was
reminded of how many have noted his constant attempts at loosening
up of the boundaries and representations of ‘I’ and the uncertain

GOODBYE MA JOR TOM
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BOOKS THAT MATTERED
RECIPROCAL UNDERSTANDING

For it is when one can recognise that embryonic features
of the same emotional problems with which the patient is
struggling are present in oneself that one can begin to
empathise with what the patient is feeling.

BY ALISTAIR MCBEATH
When I was a student and learning about
psychotherapy, I felt the need to read
something that wasn’t on a reading list;
something that I didn’t have to read but
which might help to facilitate more selfreflection and some cohesion of all the
various bits of knowledge that I was
gradually accruing. In this regard it was my
good fortune to come across a book entitled
The Art of Psychotherapy by Anthony Storr.
To my mind this book delivers a potent combination of wisdom,
humility and insight that had an immediate impact upon me and
continues to inform my therapeutic thinking and practice. Just
the title was intuitively appealing – psychotherapy viewed as
an art form.
Storr’s book is very cleverly written and has a specific magical
quality, namely, that if you pay close attention, within the text,
there are thought provoking insights on almost every significant
topic within the realm of psychotherapy. I hope to give a sense
of this quality by reflecting upon a few of Storr’s selected areas
of focus.
As someone who had successfully navigated the various
challenges that confront an individual wishing to train as a
psychotherapist I can vividly recall being jolted by a sentence
in Storr’s book: ‘Are those who are attracted to the profession
the best kind of people to become psychotherapists?’ (p. 168).
To be honest, these words made me feel uneasy, as it was clear
that I had not done enough thinking around my ambition to
become a therapist.
However, in a slightly later passage, Storr delivers what I
think is a hugely important and realistic message, which stays
with me always:

(p 173)
I’ve found this passage, at various times, to be a useful aidememoire to remind myself that therapy is essentially a shared
journey. Storr places a strong emphasis on the value of what he
termed ‘reciprocal understanding’, i.e. ‘The more the therapist
knows about himself, the more he will be able to understand his
patients. The more he learns from his patients, the more he will
be able to understand himself.’ (p. 173)
For me, one of the most intriguing aspects of any therapeutic
endeavor is the relationship between therapist and client and the
various dispositions that a therapist might adopt (or be). At one
stage in my training I spent some years following a fairly classical
psychodynamic approach where there was a definite emphasis on
being somewhat detached and not for self-disclosure. I have to
say that I never felt terribly comfortable in this guise and felt
some traces of guilt that I was fostering a relationship with a
disparate (and unfair) power dynamic. My unease was unlocked
– and partially explained - by these words from Storr:
Understanding other people is, inescapably, a different
enterprise from understanding things; and those who
attempt to maintain towards people the kind of detached
attitude they might adopt toward things render
themselves incapable of understanding others at all.
(p 149)
Storr went on to emphasise that any pseudo-scientific approach
to working with clients may well provide information about the
causality of behaviour but it could never reveal what meaning
may be attached to behaviour.
There is one section within The Art of Psychotherapy that has
always evoked ambivalent feelings within me and it’s to do with selfdisclosure. In my own early clinical training self–
disclosure was discouraged because it was thought
to negate a potential useful source of information,
i.e. the client’s phantasies about the therapist.
Storr sought to elaborate on this issue in what he
saw as a calamitous episode of self-disclosure by
himself. A client, wracked with guilt over
masturbation, asked Storr whether he, the therapist,
had ever masturbated. He replied in the affirmative,
the client never came back, and Storr saw it as missed
opportunity to explore the deeper meaning and
phantasies of the client’s inner world. He concluded
that his self-disclosure had been anti-therapeutic.
Whilst self-disclosure can undoubtedly be a
positive therapeutic factor it also offers the
therapist an unhelpful avenue to self-indulgence

I once had a conversation with the director of a monastery.
‘Everyone who comes to us’, he said, ‘does
so for the wrong reasons’. The same is
generally true of people who become
psychotherapists. It is sometimes possible
to persuade people to become
psychotherapists who have not chosen the
profession for their own reasons; but for the
most part, we have to put up with what we
can get; namely, ourselves.
(p 169)
I believe that this assertion that psychotherapists
are not inherently more complete than any other
people has truly significant implications for being
with clients. Storr captured the notion (in my
view) with these words:
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Patients may look back upon it as the only time
in their lives during which they feel themselves
to have been understood and fully accepted by
another human being.

CONTINUED

(p. 161)

cloaked in a belief that it is really for the good of clients. As Storr
noted, therapists, just like clients, want acceptance and understanding,
but a psychotherapy session is not the place to fulfill such needs.
I think he makes a significant point in warning that psychotherapists
are far more likely to encounter difficulties with clients they like
too much rather than too little; for herein lies the path to overidentification, non-therapeutic disclosure and, ultimately, dependency.
Throughout Storr’s book there is a carefully placed emphasis on
just how special the psychotherapeutic encounter can be and, at times,
how it may transcend any notions of cure. He used these words:

I doubt there’s a more important point to be made.
Contact Alistair at mcbeath@hotmail.com.
Editor’s Note: Do you have a book that ‘mattered’? It could
be fiction, poetry, philosophy, psychotherapy or some other
non-fiction work. The only requirement is that it influenced
your work as a therapist in some way, and that you write about
the impact it had – the intention is not a book review. If you
do, please let me know for the next issue.

GREAT MOMENTS
IN PSYCHOTHERAPY
BY MIKE HARDING

FREUD
DISCOVERS
THE
UNCONSCIOUS
PLAYED
TRICKS ON
HIM
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LIVING NEXT TO
SØREN KIERKEGAARD
BY A N D E RS D RA E BY S O R E N S E N
Søren Kierkegaard and I did not use to be
friends. Actually, we did not get along at all
before my 40th birthday. Now we have
become best neighbours.
Growing up in the world’s most secular
s o c i e t y, D e n m a r k , C h r i s t i a n i t y a n d
spirituality were not an essential part of my
upbringing. Nor was philosophy. I was not
familiar with Danish philosopher and
theologian Kierkegaard’s writings in my childhood or my youth.
I heard his name. Nothing else.
This is not unusual. Contrary to what most foreigners think,
Kierkegaard is not very famous in Denmark. Most Danish people
are not familiar with the writings of Kierkegaard. Actually,
Kierkegaard is not a particularly Danish writer. His thoughts do
not reflect Danish culture and mentality. Or else, it is more
correct to say that Kierkegaard’s writings form a contrast to
common Danish norms, values and ways of thinking.
Kierkegaard sets the individual the task of breaking free from
conventional living in order to become itself as oneself and meet
God. According to Kierkegaard, this is fundamentally a spiritual
task, but Kierkegaard also uses the new science of psychology
to help him explore the anxiety and despair of the individual
when faced with the fundamental challenge of discovering and
choosing itself.
Being the child of a doctor and a nurse, born in 1972, my
personal ambition as a young man was to become a psychiatrist.
However, when I started working in a psychiatric hospital, I did
not feel that medicine and the hospital sector were able to contain
humanity and humanistic ideas. Instead, I went on to do a BA
and a Master’s degree in Philosophy and History of Ideas at
Aarhus University as well as a Master’s degree in Humanities
and Health Studies.
While the Philosophy Department at that time did not have
any teaching or research in Kierkegaard’s writings, they were
rather popular at the Department of the History of Ideas,
specializing in intellectual history and Continental philosophy.

I studied psychology at Aalborg University, and I did a foundation
course in Psychotherapy and Counselling at Regent’s University
London. The approach of existential therapy spoke to me, and
I began to study at the New School of Psychotherapy and
Counselling, which gave me a chance to become more familiar
with Kierkegaard’s psychological thoughts.
When I was 30 years old, a spiritual person told me that a
major change would happen to me at the age of 40. Because I
did not believe in spiritual or religious insights, I purely rejected
this statement. However, two weeks after my 40th birthday, I
decided to make the greatest choice in my life so far. I felt it
necessary to leave my position as head of counselling and teaching
associate professor, without having any new opportunities in
sight.
Suddenly, Kierkegaard was very relevant to me, more than
anyone else I had ever read. In his groundbreaking work, The
Concept of Anxiety, Kierkegaard was writing exactly about what
I was going through. No other philosophers, psychologists or
psychotherapists were able to elucidate my experience on the
same level. Kierkegaard’s book portrayed the feeling immediately
experienced by human beings during fundamental life changes
or crisis – the feeling of existential anxiety, which I discovered
was not at all just a theoretical concept or an abstract idea. The
fundamental feeling of losing your ground, looking into the
abyss of nothingness.
I got the feeling that I had to start my life all over. Not just
concerning my job, but back to the rough ground all over. What
was I supposed to do?
L A ST STOP FO R A NXIE T Y:
KIERKEG A AR D ’ S G R AV E

Kierkegaard sets the individual
the task of breaking free
from conventional living
However, even though I choose to do my major in the history
of ideas, I never caught an interest in Kierkegaard. On the
contrary, I felt some dislike and even discomfort at his Christian
and spiritual tone, and I did not read more than a single page of
Kierkegaard’s writings before rejecting them all together.
After completing my two master’s degrees, I felt an urge to
engage in something more practical than philosophy and I spent
the following 9-10 years establishing a counselling unit at Aarhus
University for students with lasting mental disorders. Alongside,
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In the midst of anxiety, I had discovered and chosen myself as
a person, fundamentally engaged in searching for wisdom. The
original meaning of the Greek word philosophia ( φιλοσοφία ) is
the pursuit of wisdom, implying that the philosopher is just a
human being who is only able to love and search for wisdom
but is never able to become a wise person, possessing wisdom.
That was how the ancient Greek philosopher Pythagoras coined
the term.
What does it mean? When I realized the meaning of my life
was to engage in some kind of quest for wisdom, my life slowly

CONTINUED
I began visiting Kierkegaard’s grave every morning at Assistens
Cemetery, the burial site of a large number of Danish notables
such as Kierkegaard and Hans Christian Andersen. The cemetery
is the largest and most important greenspace in the Nørrebro
district of Copenhagen, and it is only five minutes’ walk from
my home.
Every morning, I asked Kierkegaard what I was supposed to
do with my life. Then I went home, spending the rest of the day
engaged in reading and writing texts on philosophy. Somehow,
I just rediscovered my original interest in philosophy and started
to dive into the thoughts of Kierkegaard as well as the thoughts
of Friedrich Nietzsche, Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Epictetus,
Marcus Aurelius and many others.
One morning, I stood in front of Kierkegaard’s burial site,
asking the same question once more. Suddenly, I realized that
Kierkegaard has already given me the answer to my prayers.
The answer to my question was that I went to ask him every
morning. In other words, my questioning and my search for
answers was the answer to prayers.
Who was I? Who was I supposed to be? Where was I going?

Two weeks after my 40th birthday,
I decided to make the
greatest choice in my life so far
began to heal. Kierkegaard and I did not use to be friends. Now
Kierkegaard has become my favorite neighbour as well as my
preferred spiritual guide. I did have the experience of some kind
of spiritual awakening, allowing me to enter a different level of
being and beginning to grasp the divine aspects of being. Finding
inner peace and tranquility. Sometimes opening your eyes may
be the most painful thing you ever have to do. However, what
Kierkegaard gave to me, I now have the possibility of passing
on by working with clients.
Contact Anders at andersdraeby@gmail.com.

SELF CARE THROUGH
TAI CHI
BY D I A N A P R I N G L E

If your mind becomes calm, You can
think in front of a tiger.
If you can think in front of a tiger, you
will surely succeed.

there for one or more of these reasons.
I took up Tai Chi five years ago, hoping it might help with pain
and assist my efforts to fend off osteoporosis but I quickly became
hooked for reasons beyond these: initially by the sheer physical
challenge of standing on one leg while slowly kicking out with
the other, doing something with my arms, remembering where to
go next and how to position my feet in order to shift my balance,
all without falling over. As a long-time cyclist and gym regular
I’d assumed my balance would be OK. I was very wrong about
that. I now know it’s true that as we age we lose our balance
slowly but surely (and the extent to which we have lost it is a key
marker for how much longer we’ve got!).
So, I was surprised and engaged by how hard it is to master
the moves and learn just one of the numerous forms. Each form
consists of a defined sequence of moves. Each move has several
aspects: the physical move itself, the postural and health benefits
of a particular move, the symbolic meanings and the martial
art application.
But you don’t have to be aware of this complexity to practise
and enjoy Tai Chi. For me it has also been about reconnecting

Mencius
As therapists we must find ways to care for
ourselves, emotionally and physically.
Supervision is important of course, but most
of us need more. I recharge my batteries and keep fit in a number
of ways, including a lifelong engagement in gardening and most
recently by learning to do Tai Chi.
As with all martial arts, Tai Chi functions on different levels
and people approach it in their own way and for their own reasons.
For some it’s about exercise and physical health or recovery from
injury (it’s often recommended for back injuries because it
strengthens the ‘core’).
Others are attracted by the self-defence element. For some it’s
the spiritual, ‘moving meditation’ and mindfulness possibilities.
In the class I attend, where ages range from 18 to 68, we are each
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When I looked at the 82 year old man ... I had a sensation
that he was transparent ... as if there was no barrier for
him between this life and another life. His balance was
perfect ... the flow of his movements and the harmony of
his body seemed timeless ... an example for myself ... of
how to grow old.
Events forced them to flee to Hong Kong in 1951 where she
found a Master to take on the unusual task of teaching a European
Woman. She is credited with bringing Tai Chi to Britain and being
one of the first to teach it here. She was a trained dancer and had
been in Reichian psychoanalysis, so already had an interest in
meanings that might be represented in posture and movements.
Her book draws on Chinese myths, legends and philosophy
and discusses her interpretation of the ordered sequence of symbols
in Tai Chi forms and how they may stand for a cycle of becoming
and passing away, an archetypal blueprint of human life.

All forms begin with a meditative position that is about emptying
oneself and preparing for Tai Chi. Many of the moves represent
movements of animals, real and mythical. Several relate to the
tiger such as Strike the Tiger, Ride the Tiger, Shoot the Tiger. The
tiger is an ambivalent animal, it be can be either Yin or Yang and
represents all forms of energy.
Learning to deal with your energy is central to Tai Chi, so that
you use it with intelligence, directing it to enhance the body’s
natural healing and not allowing it to become depleted. Return
the Tiger to the Mountain at the end of a form is about returning
your energy to the stillness to rest.
Geddes’ book title refers to a story about an old Taoist monk
famous for wonderful embroidery. When asked his secret he
replied it was only possible through the use of the Golden Needle
and those who wanted to do likewise must find this for themselves.
The Tai Chi move Look for the Golden Needle at the Bottom of
the Sea is about looking for inspiration within yourself.
More recently I embarked on The Tai Chi Bible: The definitive
guide to decoding the Tai Chi form , by Dan Docherty. In this
he illustrates the traditional Tai Chi moves alongside their
self-defence components and their health benefits. This, together
with Geddes’ book and the
practice of Tai Chi, helped
me begin to put all the
elements together and
discover a delightful
ambiguity in all the moves
where the poetic and physical
collide harmoniously.

STRI K E , RI DE OR S H OOT M E?

with something started in my teenage years when I practised
Judo and Aikido. Then I was attracted mainly by the self-defence
aspect, so I’ve returned to where I started, but in a new way at
a different time of life that feels like something being completed
and made whole.

Experiential learning
Tai Chi is first and foremost experiential. Books, DVDs and apps
won’t help much when you start learning. You need to work with
a teacher and not mind feeling clumsy and confused for a while.
Tai Chi forms are usually practised slowly, which is harder
and more strengthening than going at speed, but it is speeded up
for contests. It also involves training in static meditative postures,
health exercises (for energy and breath training) called Qigong,
and drills called Pushing Hands, which teach self defence by
working with opponents at close quarters, using their inertia to
unbalance them.
Learning the moves is only the beginning; it becomes
increasingly about breath and flow, but to reach the stage
where the movements are almost incidental is a lifelong pursuit.
As with becoming a therapist, after several challenging years to
reach registration you realise this is just the beginning, learning
never ends. Currently I feel I am still at base camp with Tai Chi
– but I have hopes!
The first book I was drawn
to read on Tai Chi was Looking
for the Golden Needle: An
Allegorical Journey by Gerda
Geddes, which focuses on its
spiritual underpinnings and
symbolic meanings of the
moves. Geddes, a Norwegian,
first saw Tai Chi in 1949
when living in Shanghai with
her English husband and was
TH E DYNAMIC WATER
YIN AN D YANG TAI CHI
immediately captivated by it:

White Crane Flaps
its Wings
From the outset one of my
favourite moves has been
White Crane Flaps its Wings,
both for the pleasurable back
stretch it gives me and the
peaceful feeling I get from
doing it.
I now understand that
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The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi mentions research
about its positive impact on connective tissue: the continuous
anatomical network throughout the body that includes tendons,
ligaments and tissues that wrap round and contain blood vessels,
nerves and internal organs. It’s suggested that connective tissue
is the central fabric of energy pathways (meridians) of Chinese
medicine. This confirms what many practitioners know, that Tai
Chi reaches and benefits many parts of the body.
Reflecting on my reasons for embarking on Tai Chi, has it
helped with pain? Mine is improved but there are other contributory
factors, so I’m unsure if it has played a part but am content to
think it has. Definitely the ‘active relaxation’ suits me and absorbs
my attention, holding me in the present more effectively than
static meditation.
As my skill increases I flow more smoothly and there are fewer
‘ouch’ moments, so I’m not surprised it’s recommended for
conditions like arthritis and Parkinson’s. Has it prevented
osteoporosis? I am at high risk, so happy that my bones are ‘just
OK’ for my age. However, such questions are no longer foremost
for me. I plan to continue with Tai Chi for the self care I know it
gives me and for the sheer pleasure of doing it.
Contact Diana at diana@dianapringle.com.

CONTINUED
White Crane is many things: a beautiful move to behold; that
realigns the spinal column and promotes abdominal breathing;
where (in Chinese traditional culture) the Crane represents longevity
and communications with the divine; and where (in Tai Chi)
spreading the wings prepares you for a new clarity of thought;
while also being about intercepting an opponent’s punch, jamming
his arm and using his forward momentum to pivot and throw him
over your hip.
Another favourite is Step Back and Repulse Monkey, which trains
balance and coordination, and refers to the Monkey Fairy that represents
human nature and is easily distracted (with Monkey Thoughts flashing
through the brain), so it’s about focus and pushing away disturbing
thoughts. You sidestep and intercept your opponent’s punch to the
head then push and trip him up, thus the Monkey is repulsed.

Bend the Bow and Shoot out the Arrow
Bend the Bow and Shoot out the Arrow is a symbol of the soul’s
departure from the body. In the Epilogue written near the end of
her long life, Geddes describes reaching this stage and gives this
quotation from The Sannyasin by Satprem:
You cannot live truly until you have passed through your
own death. As soon as one steps on the path of true life,
one meets death.

THE EMPTY SEAT

By imagining the form as an allegory for our existence I may
be reminded of this wisdom every time I practice Tai Chi, and
when I do remember it feels good. This is especially so when I
can practice in my garden on a warm sunny day.
When I started, for fear of appearing pretentious and ahead of
myself, I didn’t buy the traditional garb and now I don’t think it’s
necessary. In my class we all wear comfortable casual clothes.
Dan Docherty says his venerable Chinese Sifu (teacher) sometimes
practised in boxer shorts and sometimes wearing a suit and tie
with Cuban heels. A good reminder not to take unimportant things
too seriously and to tell you that Tai Chi is also fun, and sociable
and requires a lot of space – all captured perfectly in this comic:

How does Tai Chi contribute to self care? As a mind/ body/
soul activity it can help in many ways.
It keeps me grounded (in more ways than one) and contributes
to a sense of well being and calm, all very important for safe
therapy practice. Physical gains like improved balance, posture
and strength are clearly worthwhile. It’s probably valuable in
maintaining brain health and memory – matters of urgent interest
to this oldie!

K YO KA HOT TA
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NEWS FROM THE
NEW SCHOOL
BY C L A I R E A R N O L D - BA K E R A N D N E I L L A M O N T

The New School of Psychotherapy and Counselling (NSPC)
has reached an exciting time in its history, with both doctoral
programmes now fully established; students are graduating in
a steady stream. What makes this exciting is not so much the
number of graduates attending the Middlesex Graduation
ceremony each year, although this does fill us with pride, it is
more all the existential research that is being undertaken.
We have the privilege of being part of both the research
proposal panel and the mock vivas and the breadth of
existential research being conducted is proving to be
extremely interesting and very relevant for our field. In a
profession which is often assessed in terms of its outcome
measures, this research will go some way to putting the
existential approach firmly on the map and show that the
approach can offer clients and practitioners alike a deeper
understanding of their concerns and existence in general.
Much of this research will also provide further substantive

support for the effectiveness of existential therapy in practice.
It seemed hard to imagine when NSPC first started that it
would develop and flourish in this way, becoming a centre for
existential research and a home to existential therapy. From
its meagre beginnings 20 years ago, with a group of just six
students in an old hospital in Waterloo; to its new home in
West Hampstead, and a custom-designed building specifically
for therapy training and with over 200 students, from so many
countries. It has been quite a transformation.
To celebrate this milestone NSPC will be holding a special
one-day conference entitled ‘Philosophy and Psychotherapy:
How we Live’. This conference will prove to be a fascinating
day, bringing together philosophers and existential
practitioners to debate, question and exchange ideas on How
we Live .
Please do join us if you can!
Contact Claire at nspcclaire@gmail.com.

TREASURER’S REPORT

FOR FINANCIAL YEAR END 31ST OCTOBER 2015
I am the Honorary Treasurer of the Society for Existential Analysis,
and in fulfillment of my duties I can confirm that I have kept
proper records of all financial movements in or out the bank
accounts of the Society during the period 1st November 2014 to
31st October2015.
All payments, receipts and bank transactions have been executed
and recorded in the financial accounts.
At the end of the financial year there were no outstanding debts
or liabilities nor future commitments other than the normal running
transactions taking place and being recorded.
Once again, revenue was generated by Membership fees,
Conference tickets, UKCP registration fees, CPD events and by
sales and adverts of our publications.
This year, like the previous one, has seen a loss in income,
because of extraordinary oneoff expenses, connected to website
re-design and sponsorship by the SEA, for the World Congress
of Existential Therapy.
Funds were used to finance general administration, scholarships,
editing and printing of publications and for remuneration of the
Registration Secretary, and IT officer.
Finally this year saw the reintroduction of CPD activities with
one event in March and more planned for the foreseeable future.
The reintroduction of CPD events, together with a very

successful Annual Conference and the extended presence of SEA
groups in the social media, are all very important contributing
facts which will increase interest and participation of members
and nonmembers alike, in future gatherings and enterprise.
The main objective of the SEA remains that of financing and
sponsoring the academic preparation of students of Existential
Psychotherapy, through scholarships as well as research projects
or any activity finalized to divulging of Existential Thought.
Disseminating and promoting Existential Therapy in a variety
of ways and means remains at the heart of the Society. The
accreditation process and the close contribution to UKCP as part
of their College structure and future development, grants the
Society and its membership an active voice in the advancement
of Existential Therapy as a modality.
The Financial Accounts were audited by the Society Auditor
Jonathan G Powell FCA.
Paola Pomponi
Honorary Treasurer
On behalf of the Society for Existential Analysis.
22nd January, 2016.

35

HERMENEUTIC CIRCULAR

APRIL 2016

FINANCIAL RESULTS

Balance sheet as at 31st October, 2015
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