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I had a TERRIBLE thought this morning: what if the word 
‘existential’ did not…um…exist?

Having had the thought, a brief pause of nothingness opened 
up, before a wave of vertigo crashed phenomenologically onto 
the shoreline of my understanding. 

Perhaps, as my fellow ‘existential’ therapists, you can imagine 
yourselves in my flip-flops. One moment, I was taking for granted 
all the fine seaside residences of my philosophical and professional 
beliefs (even if a few were on shaky stilts) – and the next moment, 
all was swept away by the rising tide of the possibility that, for 
the want of a word, there could be nothing there but sand. 

The horror! The horror! If language is the house of being, and 
words create worlds, how would I be – and in what kind of world 
– without ‘existential’? 

What on earth would I call myself if not an existential therapist? 
A therapist? Would I belong to the Society of Analysis (SA)? 
What would we talk and write 
about – just  therapy and 
philosophy? How would I 

Until I first fell in love, ate my first oyster, or watched Breaking 
Bad, I had no idea how terrible my life up to then was. (Now I 
do know, and life just keeps getting worse every time I discover 
a new missing pleasure . . . but that’s another sad story.)

Perhaps I would be just as happy as an unadorned ‘therapist’. 
I could still debate Sartre’s famous essay, Ism as a Humanism, 
and enjoy Sarah Bakewell’s popular At the Ist Café. And as for 
the members of the SA, wouldn’t we all be equally happy promoting 
ist ideas in therapy, and disagreeing about the definition of ism?

Perhaps. But perhaps not. 
The thing is, we can’t know what our world would have been 

without ‘existential’ to help it along. And now that we’re here – 
thrown into the facticity of this word – let’s hope it doesn’t disappear. 
Perish the thought!

So, to reassure any readers of a nervous disposition, I have 
excellent news. I checked the dictionary today just to be sure, and 

‘existential’ is still there. It’s 
ok. We’re alright. For now. 

But let’s not be complacent. 
I’m not entirely sure if words 
can become erased from our 
minds, but I wouldn’t put it 
past human beings to lose one 
from time to time. (Ed. note 
– has anyone seen ‘balderdash’ 
lately? I need it back, please.)

You will be glad to know 
that as a proud member of 
the SEA, therefore,  I  am 
completely committed to the 
preservat ion and regular 
polishing of ‘existential’. It’s 
a word I live and work by, 

and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
As part of my own commitment to it, I hereby promise that 

the editorial team at Circular Enterprises will use ‘existential’ at 
least 27½ times in every issue of the Hermeneutic Circular. (Count 
them! My arithmetic is suspect: if you find some missing, I’ll put 
more in the post.) 

Each time we print it, we’re putting one more sandbag in the 
way of the oceans of absurdity, as I’m sure you’ll agree when you 
read the many excellent existential contributions to this issue. 
Our fearless contributors bring you existential psychology 
frameworks, existential telephone calls, existential magicians, 
existential client dialogues, existential hair products, existential 
dancing, existential undiagnosis, and even some existential therapy 
students. We really couldn’t have packed more of this stuff in if 
we had tried! Enjoy the surf!

explain to the BACP or UKCP 
that my kind of therapy was 
just, well, ‘therapy’? 

Wi thout  ‘ex is ten t ia l ’ , 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche 
w o u l d  s i m p l y  b e  t h e 
g r a n d f a t h e r s  o f  ‘ i s m ’ . 
Heidegger and Sartre would 
just have been ‘ists’. I might 
s t i l l  h a v e  a n  A d v a n c e d 
Diploma in Psychotherapy, 
but what would that mean 
without a big E? 

Spurred by this ghastly 
vision, I realised I’ve grown rather attached, in all sorts of ways, 
to ‘existential’. Even if I don’t quite know what it means all the 
time, it allows me so much. 

There are so many language games available to the ‘existential’ 
therapist that I fear I would miss terribly as a mere therapist. With 
the help of just this one word, I can write to you on this page, I 
can talk to clients and colleagues, I can belong somewhere 
professionally, and I can admire those beachfront villas that keep 
the sea of meaninglessness at a safe and lovely distance.

And although ‘existential’ seems to mean a bit of this and bit 
of that, depending on the time of day, which way the wind is 
blowing, and who I am talking to (mainly myself, it has to be 
admitted…), this intellectual capaciousness and damned elusive 
definition have always suited me. My own practice has been a bit 
of this and bit of that, not unlike me myself. Whether as a being 
or a becoming, the ‘I’ in this ‘I’ has very often this-ed or that-ed.

Of course, you could argue I would be none the wiser if 
‘existential’ had never been. How would I know what I’m missing? 

H E R M E N E U T I C  C I R C U L A R  A P R I L  2 0 1 8

FROM THE EDITOR 
ANDREW MILLER

Andrew Miller 
insidework@gmail.com

I N  T H E  H E A R T  O F  D A R K N E S S : 

M A R L O N  M I S S E S  ‘ E X I S T E N T I A L’

APRIL_18_V7.indd   3 21/03/2018   09:21



4

‘What does the SEA stand for?’ This 
question was posed to me at the end of 
the first day of the 2017 SEA conference. 
My immediate response was a sense of 
overwhelm, anxiety and responsibility, 
feeling the onus was on me, as the current 
Chair, to respond to this question precisely 
and clearly.   

Upon reflection – then and oftentimes 
since – I believe it is not for one person 
to say what the SEA stands for, but for 
all of us SEA members to engage with 
this question and to demonstrate the 
diverse ways in which our human existence 
matters and speaks in the context of the 
world we inhabit. 

As many of us would agree, existential 
therapy is a very broad church. I have 
previously used the words polyphony (the 
combination of distinct melodic lines) 
and heteroglossia (a diversity of voices/
styles of discourse within a single 
‘language’) to describe existential thought 
and practice; it is my belief that the SEA 
strives to accommodate these two notions 
and their many modes of expression. 

As a charitable organisation, the SEA 
offers spaces for the engagement with 
existential philosophy, thought and 
practice. These spaces are currently 
embodied in a bi-annual peer-reviewed 
Journal, a bi-annual Hermeneutic Circular; 
regular Symposia to present and discuss 
themes and topics relevant to the practice 
of psychotherapy and beyond (all members 
are welcome to get in touch with Paul 
McGinley on paulmcginley1@me.com if 
they want to present a topic for discussion); 
a Facebook Group, an Annual Conference 
and a Scholarship for those who want to 
further their study of existential therapy 
and can demonstrate financial need. 
Within these different spaces members 
are able to explore, share and question 
what it means to live. 

T h e  Wo r l d  C o n f e d e r a t i o n  f o r 

Existential Therapy, after over a year of 
deliberation between many existential 
practitioners of different persuasions, 
came up with a definition of existential 
psychotherapy which was agreed as a 
good enough version by all involved. You 
c a n  f i n d  i t  h e r e :  h t t p s : / / w w w.
existentialpsychotherapy.net/definition-
of-existential-psychotherapy. It would be 
interesting to know what members make 
of this text and some of you may wish to 
offer your thoughts on it in the pages of 
the next Circular. 

As always, we encourage all SEA 
members to get in touch with ideas and 
proposals to create more spaces of action 
and discourse. Two members have recently 
been in touch with the idea of inviting people 
to attend artistic and cultural events and 
then get together to discuss their experience 
of them. We are still hoping to create an 
existential film club where members can 
present, watch and discuss films. 

Currently we are also looking for 
people to form an ethics committee that 
can generate events and conversations on 
ethics in the field of psychotherapy and 
beyond. As we have reiterated many times, 
the Society is run by a small group of 
volunteers and our output is dependent 
on the number of people willing to engage 
and offer some of their time, ideas and 
practical action. All SEA committee 
members are just an email away (email 
addresses are on the inside front cover of 
this newsletter) and will be happy to hear 
from you. 

At the end of the 2017 SEA Conference 
we held an open forum where those present 
were able to air various issues and thoughts 
about the conference itself and the Society 
more generally. Many people had their 
say, some to criticise, some to make 
suggestions, others to praise. 

Overall ,  everyone felt  that  i t  is 
important to have this space and time in 

our annual conferences to come together 
for a discussion. We are planning to 
continue with this format at our 2018 
Annual  Conference on 10 and 11 
November, which will celebrate the 
Society’s 30 years. We will be sending 
out more information on this event soon. 

I would like to end with a brief 
consideration of a text titled Meditation 
on a Line from Saint Teresa, by the late 
great Raymond Carver. Carver quotes 
Saint Teresa of Avila ‘Words lead to 
deeds…They prepare the soul, make it 
ready and move it to tenderness.’ Then, 
by way of Chekhov, he asks us to 
remember the words soul and tenderness, 
two words that have ‘just about dropped 
out of public and private usage’. 

Saint Teresa’s full quote reads, ‘when 
the Lord speaks, words lead to deeds; and 
although the words may be of reproof and 
not of devotion, they prepare the soul, 
make it ready and move it to tenderness.’ 
Carver took the edited version of the quote 
from his wife’s poetry collection, where 
it appeared as an epigraph. 

We do not know whether he was aware 
of the full quote, yet the invisible imprint 
of the words that are left out appears in 
the details he highlights from Chekhov’s 
Ward No. 6, to illustrate the mysterious 
relation of word and deed, and how it 
begets soul and tenderness. This particular 
relation and its fruits are also there in 
Carver’s own work, which rubs us in the 
grit of life, then suddenly winds us with 
transcendent force, leaving us loosened 
and receiving-recept ive.  Soul  and 
tenderness, by way of what is left out and 
what lies behind and between the words 
that remain.  

Natasha Synesiou  
chair@existentialanalysis.org.uk 
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Psychotherapeutic Session

I am sitting in my office. I am waiting. 
My patient is about to enter. 
She sounded distressed when we talked 

on the phone. 
She is late. 
I start to get agitated. 
She rushed me to the office, I ask myself 

Where is she? Why is she late then? 
In the context of our sessions, time is important, why? 

I am unsure.
 Am I in a bad mood? Same answer.

She arrives, finally – she seems distressed, I infer by looking 
at her face, 

I know her well, but then – something alien arises. 
She does not seem her usual self –
What is the usual self? – I ask myself. I am not sure, again. 
I am hungry. Tired? It has been a tough week, month, year. 
There is a hushed cry.
What happened?  I ask myself, noticing that my face begins 

pertaining a veneer of concern. Does it convey concern? Did I 
transmit such message? Am I really in a state of concern? or I am 
the therapist who knows he needs to convey that? 

I look at my patient, I have known her for some time. At times, 
I am not sure that I have known her, we have been in a dialogue 
for some time – what does it mean? 

Do I really know her? I know her pain, suffering, angst, sexuality, 
relationship, but I do not feel that I know her as a person. She is 
an another, who is my patient. I relate to her and for our time in 
a specific sense, I am trying to be as open as possible in a very 
confined situation that proves today to be a fluster.  

As she speaks, I suspect that she is exaggerating the chain of 
events. How can I ascertain that it is so? Is it fair? 

Well, there were times that 
she has ‘psycho-bubbled’ here, 
playing the part of the patient, 
and her words this evening 
amplify this intuition.

What am I doing? I am 
closing myself down, I begin 
to sense that my relation with 
her is  l ike an object ,  her 
interruption in my day and my 
thoughts irritates me, it seems 
false, she just wants to be 
miserable, so why is she here 
then? I argue with myself, 
noticing that I am blasé and 
somewhat detached from her. 
I am not fully present and if so 
in what sense? I am not sure, I 

feel that it is hot today. 
She glares at me, always noticing my smallest digressions
Let’s brace up, go back to be a therapist and act like one? 
Her glaring feels uncomfortable and I think that I have already 

reverted to my therapist mode. 
However, when I am there, people throw their stuff and 

negativity on me and I seriously question my ability to take on 
more today.

The dialogue narrows down, as she provides me with an agitated 
grin that indicates that my reverberation efforts are in vain – her 
look conveys to me that she feels that I am not with her. I am 
trying to become sincere and serious – but I thought I was already.  

How can one be sincere in the face of suffering after he thought 
he was thus far? 

I thought that I was sincere, accepting her is such a rush and 
willingness. 

I begin to feel uncertain as to my therapist self – What is the 
source of my assertions? How do I connect with the truth of what 
is happening when so much is going on in my head? 

The whole response to this person in these moments seems to have 
lost direction. I am using a compass that seemingly is not directed at 
a certain dialogue, but it is not one that remains with her angst. 

Can I really remain there, as a therapist? 
And as a person? 
Am I a person in this room? 
I am not fully certain how to answer any of these questions.  

I am asserting from my assurance as a therapist, but she  
does not respond.

Ok, I am leaving, she says, maybe it was not a good idea to 
come after all. 

I try to convince her to stay. 
You are not with me, she says, I should be going. 
No, no, I am with you I attempt to rescue – not sure who exactly. 
Liar it’s better she’d go. 

Who is talking here? Shut 
up and let me manage this knot! 

I came specially to see you, 
it’s important and we have 
more time. 

I am saying the right thing that 
comes out wrong, although my 
supervisors usher me. 

My being has unushered me 
in this encounter. 

S h e  h a s  l e f t ,  I  a m 
disappointed and relieved at 
the same time, wondering 
whether she will be back in our 
scheduled time next week and 
whether I will be there. 
Contact Noam at noam51i@
gmail.com
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from her past. When we finished therapy and I asked Sally what 
it was like to have her first ever experience of therapy, she said: 
‘You walked by my side, Aviva, you were the right match for me.’

 She was referring to my approach. I had warned her at the 
beginning of our work that I am the challenging type of counsellor 
not the ‘sit back and remain more quiet’ type. By challenging, I 
mean that part of my style of counselling is to point out any 
assumptions that the client may be making without them noticing. 
I find that challenging my client’s worldview, what makes sense 
to them, and their way of being with others, can help the client 
to better understand themselves, and through this awareness they 
are able to change.

I then further asked Sally to tell me what the experience of 

talking on the phone was like for her. She replied ‘I am over six 
foot tall and others feel intimated by me. Working face-to-face 
may have put you off me!’ I learnt from this that Sally also felt 
safe with me because her physical being was not a part of my 
initial impression of her, even though I’d asked her what she 
looked like quite early on in our work.

In a nutshell, I need to remind myself when others look down 
their nose at me and judge telephone therapy as being meaningless, 
that in fact, time and time again, I see that telephone therapy can 
be extremely helpful for those who would not be able to share 
their way of being with their therapist in any other way. So, I 
guess it goes back to the wonderful existential notion of not making 
assumptions!

Less can be more
I need to and want to always remain curious about my clients, 
and I can still do that by phone, perhaps even more, as I need to 
work harder because I can’t see the person I’m speaking to. I get 
a voice, mannerisms, accent, and so much more, but no actual 
body is present with me. 

I have noticed that ‘not seeing’ the whole person face-to-face 
can result in ‘more’ because I have to work harder. I have to work 
harder to really hear and listen to what the client is saying, so I 
reflect back to the client more often than when I work face-to-face 
as I feel the need to check with my phone client that I have 
understood them. 

I feel that clients may get ‘more’ because the language a  
person uses becomes more apparent when a client is not seen. By 
this I mean that I hear a person’s use of language much more 
clearly than when I see a client face-to-face. Perhaps this is  
due to the fact that it’s all I have as a therapist: a person’s voice 
and use of language.

When I first started working by phone I was apprehensive, as 
it was important to me that my clients felt my warmth and care, 

In today’s society, everything is fast: fast 
food; hectic lifestyle, disposable plates to 
make clearing up quick, etc. This poses 
several questions: is therapy following the 
same trend too? Does it need to adapt to 
people’s need to get things done quickly? Is 
telephone therapy an answer to this issue we 
face nowadays?

In June,  I  became a  member  of  a 
professional reading group. I introduced myself to the group as 
an existential psychotherapist, saying my clients are based in the 
UK, and I work by phone and Skype. Some therapists, social 
workers and psychologists looked down their noses with a sense 
of superiority and promptly said, ‘Oh, I would never work by 
phone.’  Shortly after, another lady looked at me, and said, ‘You 
just miss too much, I would never do it.’ After firstly feeling 
internally a little bit attacked and not worthy as a therapist, I then 
switched to being fascinated by this assumption. 

Does a therapist working by phone really miss so much? What 
exactly does the therapist miss? I would like to claim that it is 
different, not less helpful or more helpful. It comes down, as 
always, to the relationship you have as a therapist with your client.

Safe and unseen
I have started working with some clients by phone who have 
honestly admitted on our first session that they are not sure this 
way will work for them. What interests me is how quickly clients 
can feel safe in the therapeutic relationship if they are not being 
seen. Some clients who have only had face-to-face therapy in the 
past are sometimes wary to begin with, telling me it won’t be for 
them, but they are willing to give it a try. By the end of the session, 
they laugh with me and say, ‘I don’t know why I was worried, it 
was totally fine. I just couldn’t imagine being in therapy this way.’

Others have told me that they would only work by phone. After 
unpacking this a little with a client I shall refer to as Tim, I 
understood a few things more clearly. For Tim, working by phone 
was more than simply convenient. Apart from the lack of travel 
to my consulting room, or even the difficulty of finding time to 
fit me into his schedule, Tim gained more from working by phone. 
I asked Tim in one particular session, after he had broken down 
in tears, ‘What would it have been like to tell me this face to face?’ 
Tim replied, ‘I wouldn’t have been able to.’ 

We explored this further. For a client to share his precious 
inner world with me, they have to feel as safe and as comfortable 
with me as possible. Being ‘looked at’ in a face-to-face session 
can be off-putting and anxiety-provoking for some people. I 
remember this feeling myself when I saw my therapist during my 
psychotherapy training at times of emotion. I covered my face in 
my hands, to hide myself because I felt exposed. 

Another client whom I shall refer to as Sally came to counselling 
for the first time at 36 years old and was only given five sessions 
through her employee assistance programme. Sally was so 
courageous and honest with me. She took a look at herself, and 
was able to bring up painful memories and traumatic incidents 
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even though they could not see me. I was quite taken aback when 
clients told me that they felt how much I cared for them nonetheless. 
I later understood it was about my tone of voice communicating 
so much more than I realised.

The drawbacks
Telephone therapy does have its drawbacks though, and I often 
laugh with my clients when they tell me they are nodding in 
agreement to me, but I can’t see them.  A lady said to me ‘Aviva 
I’m smiling at what you just said, and just wanted to tell you that.’ 

One drawback for me is that from time to time a client is totally 
silent on the other end of the phone: in these circumstances, I 
might ask them in a gentle way if they could give me some feedback 
so that I am more able to help them. I do not always break the 
silence, but notice that I do so much more often by phone in 
comparison to when I’m working face-to-face. 

The other drawback I notice is when I speak to someone with 
a particularly strong accent, because I have to concentrate on 
every word so I do not miss anything. I feel the need to check 
with the client that I understand what they are saying more 
frequently than with a client whose accent I understand clearly. 
I find this especially difficult when the client speaks very quickly. 
Perhaps it is not a drawback of telephone therapy? Perhaps I am 
just getting old! It also seems to force me to work more 
phenomenologically. I need to check that I have understood, so 
am less likely to run with my assumptions. 

One client worked with me face-to-face about ten years ago 
in the Consultation Centre attached to Regent’s College, and the 
sessions were open-ended. We both parted ways until she contacted 
me six months ago to have a few more sessions for a different 
issue. This time we worked by phone and, as I could not see her, 
and only had her name, I wanted to check that I had got it right, 
so I said, ‘Just so that I’m 100% sure you are who I think you are, 
your name is…you came to see me at…and you wore T-shirts to 
our sessions with bands’ logos on them and glasses and spoke to 
me about relationship issues.’

She laughed, and said I was spot on. As we continued our 
sessions, I asked her how she found it working by phone as opposed 
to face-to-face, as she had now experienced both ways with me. 
She replied, ‘It’s still you, so it doesn’t really matter.’ This brings 
me back to my original point, that it is and always will be about 
the relationship I have with my clients.

Memory recall
I remember clients after ‘phone therapy’ differently. Without 
seeing what they wear or how they look, the things that stay  
in my memory are their accent, what they said and how I  
felt about them. 

I had a client through an EAP who came to counselling after 
her baby had died. We worked together for six sessions. Around 
eight months later, she called me and left a message on my answer 
phone. As soon as I heard her accent, I remembered who she was 
and what we worked on in therapy. 

Another client who worked with me for four sessions by phone 
stopped the counselling as she went into hospital. Five months 
later she left me a message, and as soon as she said ‘Hi Aviva’, 
on the answerphone, I knew it was her. 

Perhaps that is not so surprising, but, from time to time, I get 
upset with myself if I can’t remember a client. I worked with a 
Scottish client by phone once, and after we completed our set 
amount of sessions, I heard from her four weeks later and, until 
she said her name on the answerphone, I couldn’t recall who she 
was. I was upset with myself for not being able to recall her in 
my mind.

I had a client who had phone therapy for eight sessions through 
her EAP who I will call Emma. Emma had only had counselling 
once before, and that was face-to-face. Emma described her 
relationship with her first counsellor as cold. She told me of an 

incident on her last session with her counsellor where she told 
her therapist that she was going on holiday, and asked her if she 
was going on holiday as well. Her therapist replied, ‘I can’t tell 
you that, we have a professional relationship.’ I tried my best to 
refrain from judging this therapist, but the thought ‘where is the 
humanness?’ went through my mind. 

My relationship with Emma was different, but I wanted to hear 
from her perspective why this was so. Emma’s reply was thought-
provoking for me. She said, ‘You have truly been a life-saver, 
these phone sessions have helped me so much. I am an introvert, 
so it’s been controllable and something I can manage.’ She went 
on to tell me what exactly was manageable for her, when she said 
‘I can manage these sessions because I can show emotion with 
you. I don’t need to acknowledge you in the street, there is no 
pressure on me, as I won’t know who you are if I saw you.’ In 
comparison to Emma’s previous therapy, she said ‘I can touch 
ground with you that I couldn’t with my last counsellor, because 
we are on the phone and I can truly open up with you.’ This was 
moving for me, and I left that session feeling so privileged to 
work as a therapist.

Significance and worth
Is telephone therapy really less significant or worthy than face-
to-face?

My phone therapy tells me that my sessions are worthy and, 
at times, significant for my clients and me. I will never know if 
my clients would have been ‘better off’ face-to-face. But I am 
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TELEPHONE THERAPY
CONTINUED

more comfortable talking on the phone with my clients now than 
I was when I first started working this way. 

I also need to appreciate that others are not comfortable working 
this way at all. That does not mean though that telephone therapy 
is worse or better than working face-to-face. I try not to let the 
phone get in the way of my work with clients, I try to be natural 
and engage with my clients as best I can. 

I notice that after a session with some phone clients, I feel 
more exhausted from the level of concentration I have had to use. 
If I had seen the same clients face-to-face I would be more trusting 
of myself and what I pick up from the client. This shows that working 
by phone forces me to engage more tentatively. 

As for me, I need to work harder not to miss nuances that I would 
automatically see if the person was sitting opposite me. I do not think 
that working by telephone can or should replace face-to-face work, 
but I do think that working by telephone certainly has merit. 

To finish, I would like to say that I am humbled working this way, 
I am truly grateful that it is possible as it offers the opportunity for 
some clients to have support, who would never contemplate seeing 
the therapist they open up their hearts to! I think also I need to question 
my own assumptions and judgements, because if you asked me if I 
would do email therapy, I would say, for me that is a step too far!
Aviva is giving a workshop in London on 14 June on working with 
death and loss. Contact her at avivakerenbarnett613@gmail.com.

EROTICISM ON 
THE TUBE 

B Y  J A M E S  K E I R O  

We sit in silence. Commuting.
What does it mean to commute,
to go from A to B. From B to A.

from “home” to “work”.
In transit…the husband at home.

The boss at work.
Me in transit between worlds…a space of mental freedom.
The stuffy tube carries my useless body like my mother so 

kindly carried my pathetic fetus for 9 long months.

A place of desire in its purest immaterial form.
I catch a glimpse of someone catching a glimpse of me.

I ponder on the thought, my mind loses itself in imaginings.
Could she be the one, this beautiful mystique,

a circus of dreams…

My desire envelopes itself into the walls of the tube,
these plastic handles become my own,

the coffee cup, the work hand bag, the soiled seat,

And the others they become extensions of my erotic self.
Each glance a seduction, each near touch a dynasty.

Only one hair’s breadth separates my fingertips from my  
future queens…

I caress my neck hoping that someone will caress it back.
A whimper of armour surges onto my palette, a freshly washed 

human body.
The warmth of the other so close so almost a yielding.

Sweet curves of feminine beauty, just out of reach.

My cock slowly swells as I sit pretending to read my boring 
novel… Sartre again...

What’s the need in the mystique of literature when I have the 
mystique of commuting.

I reach the Euston prematurely. Spat out into the world again.
We are such stuff as dreams are made on,

our little life is rounded by another day at the office.
My body, my eunuch, robbed of all action and fragmented into:

pieces of work, tasks, aims, expectations, promotions, 
progressions.

Cups of tea, repetitive strain, staring into the screen, until it’s 
my time to exit.
And exit I will...

Contact James at jameskeiro@gmail.com
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My personal response to ‘The use of the 
Repe r to ry  Gr id  Techn ique  w i th in  
Existential Experimentation Therapy’  
(HC October 2017) by Mark Rayner, Greta 
Cecutti and Lauren Sayers.

George Kelly created Personal Construct 
Theory and Personal Construct Psychology 

in the 1950s; his theory was used in psychotherapy along with a 
system called the repertory grid interview to help his patients 
analyse themselves via their own constructs and ways of seeing 
the world.

I first heard about his work on my certificate course in 1990, 
and it was fascinating to read about. I liked the fact that he tried 
to move away from interpreting, by helping his patients to 
understand themselves and come to their own interpretations. 
This was done with the help of his repertory grid technique system. 
But that is where my interest stopped because this system was far 
too technical and complicated for me to hold on to. 

This article in the October 2017 Hermeneutic Circular is the 
first time I have seen an attempt to mix Kelly’s Repertory Grid 
Technique (RGT) with an existential approach to therapy.

The words used
Let’s start with some words and terms that put me off all those 
years ago, and still do when used in connection with therapy. 
Because to me the practice of therapy is not scientific; it is a 
relational happening where the relationship happens between two 
people from moment to moment, and it therefore can never be 
clearly captured, because client and therapist are both involved 
and neither can ever be completely uninvolved. We each create 
the other via ourselves.

Technique has no place in existential therapy for me.  
Using technique implies a system that is ‘applied’ (another  
term I don’t like) and practiced to perfection in order to achieve  
a desired outcome. 

I am puzzled by the  
t e r m  E x i s t e n t i a l 
Experimentation Therapy. 
This makes therapy sound 
l ike an experiment ,  i t 
m a k e s  m e  t h i n k  o f 
something that might take 
place in a lab and then be 
analysed. I have no idea 
what these three words 
strung together mean. I 
understand this to mean  
‘a new system in progress’ 
tha t  hopefu l ly  p laces 
existential therapy as an 
acceptable approach in  
the NHS.

I n t e r v e n t i o n ( s )  i s 

another commonly used term that I have always had a problem 
with when used by therapists. The term sets the therapist apart in 
a way that turns the therapist into a bit of an expert. It is too much 
like ‘one way traffic’…the therapist makes an intervention while 
the client responds, or can it also be said that the client also 
partakes in interventions? I can only imagine that therapists started 
using the term in order to show that a professional therapist 
conducts therapy and not a friend. The term has more gravitas 
and authority than for instance – ‘and then I said…’.

For me it is the relationship that is central to the therapy, it is 
not simply an attractive add-on that enhances a system. The 
relationship is the therapy. 

Client and therapist are also always responding to each other. 
Both are caught up in the relationship and both are influenced by 
each other. Both are being selective in how they respond in each 
moment and both are judging each other, judging themselves, full 

of emotions and insecurities that are hidden waiting to be tweaked. 
The client’s response or reaction might change once away from 

the therapist. That is natural and can have very little to do with 
how well the sessions went for the client in that moment. Change 
will happen regardless and rarely in a linear way.

Whenever I read the terms elements and constructs I had to 
backtrack to remind myself that elements stood for significant 
people and self, while constructs stood for a meaningful  
reaction/response to (for instance) self, mother and father… I 
think. If the response is different for one but the same for the 
other then that is seen as a ‘bipolar construct’. All I can hope 

for is that the client never 
finds out that his or her 
response was ‘a bipolar 
construct’!

S e l f - c o n s t r u c t  i s 
another term that has a 
certain ring to it for me, 
even though I can grasp 
how it is used. It makes me 
feel that I have set about 
constructing myself. I am 
a l ready  changing  and 
seeing myself and knowing 
myself differently. For 
instance, I used to say that 
I wasn’t competitive, as in: 
‘I’m not bothered if I lose’. 
That was how I liked to see  
myse l f ,  bu t  t ha t  was 
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n o n s e n s e  e v e n  t h o u g h  i t  f e l t  g o o d  t o  t h i n k  
I was like that and I have to admit, it made me feel kind of superior. 
Of course I am competitive on some levels in some situations  
and with some people, but I am also not bothered in other situations 
or with some people. So yes, it could be said that I had constructed 
a Diana that was not competitive, followed by a mildly  
competitive Diana.

Tables and graphs have their place now and then but for me 
terms such as technique, elements, constructs, interventions and 
bipolar are far too abstract and have no place in how I see and 
understand my fellow human beings. Some people love tables 
and graphs and it makes sense to them, but not all of us do, so 
what happens when a client like myself comes along? 

Contradictions and chaos
Let me pretend that I am being measured with the RGT using the 
example of self, mother and father and try to think about how I 
am similar and different from my parents. I am straight away up 
against a problem when I start comparing traits because for almost 
every ‘trait’ the opposite is also true.

Self (Diana) – Insecure, shy, uncertain, practical, not 
bright, warm, caring, chaotic, sensitive, confident, 
judgemental, closed/open, secure, content, ill at ease, 
feeling inadequate, a flirt, self conscious, feeling 
‘good enough’, express myself best in writing, self 
centred, medium ego, humour, able to laugh at 
myself, emotional, conventional, self conscious about 
body shape, swear, unconventional, critical, creative, 
not that stupid?

Mother (Mary) – Funny, laughed at her self, 
organised, very practical, strict, rebel, stubborn, 
strong views, polite, shy, caring, kind, intuitive, 
sensitive, insightful, down to earth, honest, never 
swore, anxious, self aware, loyal, private, humble, 
flirted, small ego, optimist, expressed self beautifully 
in writing (negatives and positives), consistent, 
emotional.

Father (William) – Outspoken, private, traditional, 
‘eccentric’, dim, self centred, intelligent, thoughtful, 
loved shocking, loved himself, scholarly, swore, 
political, analytical, academic, witty, creative, 
sensitive, self-conscious, loyal, politically incorrect, 
physical, vain, sensitive, large ego, emotional, 
passionate, kind.

Now what?
Looking at what I’ve written in a very spontaneous way without 

thinking too long makes what I’ve written special to me. I certainly 
wouldn’t want anyone tinkering with ‘it’ and me, as a way to 
understand myself more clearly and then to nail the outcome!

I wonder if RGT is a system that shuffles all the contradictions 
and chaos into some kind of order to make it easier for the client 

to understand him or herself? Maybe that is helpful and  
comforting, as it might give the client some kind of solid clarity 
about who and how they might be now, while also making the 
therapist feel good. 

But people are chaotic and life is certainly chaotic, so it  
seems that accepting the chaos and contradictions is very real and 
full of meaning. It is neither unhealthy nor healthy; it just is the 
way it is.

The ‘right’ answers
When I have been faced with a person who was asking me questions 
where a clear simple answer was needed I’d flounder but answer 
so as not to look stupid and to cooperate with the questioner. I’d 
know full well that my snappy answers were at times meaningless 
to me because I was desperately trying to follow and keep up with 
the questioner. 

While this was happening I would have been dumbing myself 
down and conforming in order to comply. I would also be trying 
to follow the mind-set of the questioner, while just going through 
the motions on the outside without having the space to tap into 
my own unique soul. 

I once supervised someone who worked in the NHS with CORE 
Net. He took it all very seriously and he found it very useful. The 
longer he used this measuring system the more difficult it became 
to talk about his relationship with his clients, in fact, come to 
think of it, that part never really interested him. One fine day he 
told me that he had just finished seeing a client and the client’s 
end of therapy score was wrong! 

Why? Wrong because this devious client had lied and gave 
herself a good score in order to finish the therapy. According to 
the therapist he felt that his client needed more ‘interventions’ 
and time to ‘work through issues’ because she was still depressed 
and self-harming. But this client could not be the only one supplying 
the therapist with answers to round everything off nicely and 
escape therapy.

The power of the therapist
Back to the RGT system: I am still not clear how this works in 
action. I see that the RGT is used for short-term therapy and that 
the first meeting will be filled with these ‘test’ questions, which 
are called ‘the technique’ and that the therapy sessions start and 
end with another RGT session. 

So here we have the therapist’s system with the client responding 
and falling into line? But surely this is a power imbalance, even 
when the client agrees and is actively involved, even when the 
therapist assumes to be doing this for the client’s good, it is still 
the therapist’s agenda, so how does the therapeutic relationship 
play itself out throughout the therapy?

I remember when I had chosen a client to use for a case study. 
This affected my relationship with my chosen client greatly. It 
was in the back of my mind all the time. I had this feeling that I 
needed to do something with what my client was telling me… 
something that would demonstrate how insightful, phenomenological 

UNMEASURABLE LIVES 
CONTINUED
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and self-aware I was. My case study 
assignment was there all the time, 
interrupting me and turning my 
attention away from my client and 
on to my needs and myself.

So how active is the therapist in 
guiding the client after the first RGT 
session while knowing that there 
will be another RGT session when 
the therapy is finished that will 
hopefully demonstrate that this 
system and form of therapy works? 
That is bound to put the therapist 
under some pressure. How can this 
quest for clarity and order not be 
part of the therapist’s aim? Or does the therapist draw a line under 
the pre-therapy RGT experience and attempt to make a fresh start 
by saying – ‘Ok, lets forget all about that, I just needed to ask 
you those questions for the NHS Admin… over to you now’…as 
many therapists already do with the various systems that have to 
be used to monitor the client’s progress.

What confuses me is that RGT is about the client’s relationships 
and relating in a broader sense. But surely the client is also caught 
up in an influential relationship with the therapist and visa versa. 

fashioned and stuck in the past? 
Should I ‘get a life’ and move 

with the times by accepting that 
measuring a client’s progress and 
psychological well-being while 
securing clear outcomes is now the 
n e w  w o r l d  o r d e r  i n  m o s t 
organizations and that we are slowly 
returning to a medical model where 
‘a cure’ can be predicted and 
achieved? I have chosen to work 
pr iva te ly  in  o rder  to  remain 
‘measurement free’ and to honour 
my values and way of being with 
my clients, something that is now 

starting to feel like pure luxury.
A colleague of mine who works in the NHS, with boxes to tick 

after every session that monitor how the client is getting on, told 
me how many clients found this reassuring because it gave them 
hope when they could see how much they had improved on the 
chart as the sessions went on. I can see how helpful that must be 
for therapist and client but it still leaves me wondering how long 

Has this system been devised in order to make existential therapy 
look more rigorous to the NHS and outsiders?

Maybe these questions act in a kind of placebo effect way for 
some clients, making them feel the authority of the therapist as a 
professional practitioner, a therapist who knows what he or she 
is doing – a therapist who will gather important data and make 
them feel better?

This reminds me of a group supervision session with Hans 
Cohn when one of the therapists was distraught because she was 
not sure what she was doing or what was going on. Hans replied 
by saying, ‘Good. I would be very worried if you had told me that 
you were sure you knew what you were doing.’

Systems and scales
According to ‘The use of the Repertory Grid Technique within 
Existential Experimentation Therapy’ article, this approach has 
been developed in order to compete with other dominant 
measurement approaches on their terms and with their  
understanding of how therapy works. I can’t see how an existential/
phenomenological attitude fits in this system when I read  
‘this brings the notion of measurement in line with the approach 
and more focused upon an existential type of therapy,’ adding that 
there is still a continued use of symptom scales.

This is the bit that does not sit comfortably with me and it 
puzzles me greatly: an existential system (the beauty is that there 
is no existential system) where there are symptom scales and 
measurements that are taken seriously as proof that the  
therapy works with clear definable outcomes. It’s one thing to 
comply with the system as best we can on paper for the organization, 
but quite another to believe that this is a way forward for  
existential therapy.

As I write this I hear a little voice reminding me that there are 
many ways to understand what it means to be an ‘existential 
therapist’ and that those different ways are meaningful and make 
sense to each of us. So could it be that my views are simply old 

this ‘glow’ remains once the sessions are over. 

Unexplained and inconclusive
Just before the conclusion of the October HC article, there was a 
section about how clients often want to change while also being 
resistant to change. This is recognized as a very common dilemma 
because a desired gain often implies a loss of something that is 
also desired at the same time. This could mean that the end of the 
therapy will not have achieved the client’s agreed goal. Goals 
change all the time, certainly in therapy where the so-called 
presenting problem or expressed goal gets overtaken by different 
issues. This is what I love about therapy: how different issues 
emerge leaving the original ones at the back of the queue. 

I’ll never know for sure what my clients retain or use from our 
relationship even with a so-called clear outcome. I’m not at all 
sure that a follow-up session or two will give me fixed answers 
and outcomes. Those outcomes are changing all the time, so I see 
therapy as part of a non-linear process that is full of chaos and 
surprises for clients and therapists; a process that continues through 
our lives. My hunch is that every client leaves therapy (even 
long-term therapy) with layers of themselves that remain untapped. 

Tables and measured outcomes might seem fine in a confined 
space but I’m not yet convinced that they hold their own once 
those clients are let loose in their unpredictable, un-measurable, 
ever changing and uncertain lives.

This section from a poem by Michael Leunig sums me up 
beautifully –

The thing I love the most
Is to be undiagnosed
I want to be a mystery to myself
Unexplained and inconclusive
Unto myself elusive
 

Contact Diana Mitchell at didavmitchell@gmail.com.
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I would like to think I’m quite proud to have 
got this far on the Doctoral programme with 
the New School for Psychotherapy and 
Counselling – in having got through to the 
third year – and that maybe I will get to the 
end of it one day. But, not too proud, just 
proud enough… I hope that I’m not vain, 
smug or conceited about that.

But what does this mean, what is the 
difference between pride, vanity, self-esteem and narcissism? 
What is the right amount of pride? Are we becoming too tolerant 
of the self-obsessed? 

As you’ll hear, these questions have been getting under my 
skin since thinking and reading the thoughts of Neville Symington 
in his book Narcissism: A New Theory, as well as reflecting on 
my own thoughts and experience of what it means to be a narcissist.

Narcissism: source of all  
mental disturbance?
Symington believes that narcissism is the source of all mental 
disturbance and pathology. It is a bold claim but one which he 
might not be too far off from. 

Symington looks at the development of an infant which becomes 
narcissistically disordered by making an unconscious choice, either 
towards the ‘lifegiver’ (its authenticity or spontaneity) or to its 
disavowal and the use of magical pretence in order to evade psychic 
reality and to avoid external reality. The lifegiver is understood to 
be an internal, phantasmal, transitional-like object that is composed 
of aspects of the self and of the external life-supporting object. For 
example, in the infant’s case this might be the mother’s breast, in 
the context of Kleinian object relations theory. 

Symington is now convinced that the traumas of childhood are 
insufficient to explain the origin of narcissism and thinks that the 
cause is not the trauma itself, but the individual’s response to it. 
The individual, as the clinician meets him or her, has an emotional 
relation to the trauma. The person is responding to life events, 
and it is this crucial element that Symington says he had ignored 
for many years to the detriment of his patients. He believes that 
narcissism, thus produced, is the ultimate source of psychopathology 
in general. 

Hatred of the relational
Symington makes the claim that if the ‘self’ is inherently relational; 
it is always in relation to other selves in the human community. 
The narcissist, in their hatred of the relational, operates to destroy 
separateness. In people dominated by narcissistic currents there 
is a failure of separateness between themselves and others, and 
they will assume that you think in the same way that they do. 

I am reminded of a kind of rugged-individualism that is generally 
upheld in our Western cultures by viewing freedom, choice and 
responsibility entirely at a separatist and individualistic level, and 
thus each distinct individual experiences his or her freedom, 
choice and responsibility in a solely personal and independent 
sense and in contrast to competition and co-operation with, any 

other’s individual’s distinct sense of freedom, choice and 
responsibility.

Another problem, as Spinelli recognised in his book The Mirror 
and the Hammer, is how

English, as a language, appears to be founded upon 
an attitude of ‘having’ or ‘ownership’ that, as a 
result, sometimes obviously, at times more subtly, 
forces upon us a world-view that is essence-focused. 
As such, no matter how forcefully we seek to convey 
the notion of ‘self as an interactive process’, the word 
‘self ’ defies our very enterprise by asserting its 
‘it-ness’ or ’thing-ness’. 

So can we manoeuvre around this difficulty by speaking of 
‘self-in-relation’ in the sense that Heidegger construes the self as 
‘Dasein’? A key point that is often misunderstood by readers of 
Being and Time, is that, for Heidegger, the ‘I’ expresses the 
wholeness of being, and is not a specific singular entity or agent. 
Heidegger wants to show us that the introspective experience of 
self in self-consciousness is no longer to be considered as the 
primordial phenomenon. Rather, it results from the original 
experience of interaction, or ‘being-with’. 

A failure to recognise this foundational premise in Heidegger’s 
thought opens us not only to the dangers of demands from ‘the 
they’, but just as importantly to the dangers and errors created by 
our own self-elevated views of an isolated, originating self – and 
so could this be the beginnings of a narcissist as envisaged by 
Symington? The narcissistic option leads to an appearance of 
unity, but underneath there is disunity. 

Although the formulation is different, it is along the lines of 
what Winnicott talks about – the true self and the false self. The 
person in the narcissistic situation spends a great deal of energy 
trying to look as if he were acting in a coherent way when in fact 
he is not.

Narcissism in therapy
In therapy, Symington believes that psychotherapists have largely 
failed in their understanding of narcissism. There are various 
criteria that signal the presence of narcissism, one of which is the 
capacity to receive criticism. One might think that someone who 
has been through a course of intensive psychotherapy would be 
able to receive criticism, but this is frequently not the case.

Symington goes on to espouse that the ability to recognise 
narcissistic currents in our own characters is of the greatest 
importance. None of us is free from narcissism, and one of the 
fundamental aspects of the condition is that it blinds us to self-
knowledge. 

This idea that none of us are free from narcissism came to me 
as a surprise and a realisation that this might be a condition of 

H E R M E N E U T I C  C I R C U L A R  A P R I L  2 0 1 8

NARCISSISM AND SHAMPOO
B Y  Z E B  K A Y L I Q U E

The narcissist, in their hatred of  
the relational, operates to  

destroy separateness

APRIL_18_V7.indd   13 21/03/2018   09:21



1 4

what it is to be human. Is it the case that we tend towards narcissism 
to protect something valuable about ourselves? 

Earlier, I mentioned how the infant, in the early developmental 
phases of the self, chooses to turn towards or away from the life-giver. 
Symington says that if one accepts the idea of the life-giver being 
the source of emotional life and also the source of biological survival 
– and that the two are linked – then the self can never effect a total 
repudiation, and so the split takes place, with one part of the self 
turning against the life-giver. As the life-giver is incorporated into 
the self, a division and a repudiation of the self’s own nature occurs, 
resulting in an anti-relational position being taken. 

It is somewhat like a prisoner saying, ‘I am going to have 
nothing to do with these prison wardens’, but nevertheless having 
to have something to do with them in order to receive meals and 
so on, or he will die. This turning away from the life-giver forms 
the core of narcissism. The life-giver comes into being through 
being chosen and the existential reality comes out of the paradox 
that the life-giver has independent existence and yet does not exist 
without being opted for. This turning away from the life-giver is 
a turning against the self. 

Symington emphasises that a person governed by inner currents 
of narcissism always tries to conceal it. Narcissism never stands 
nakedly in the open. This is yet another difference between 
selfishness and self-centredness. People are quite often openly, 
unashamedly selfish, but self-centredness is always hidden. 

Interestingly, Symington claims that narcissism always has  
to be flushed out. Paradoxically, when it is flushed out, its structure 
is changed in the act.  When people begin to grasp the  
narcissistic elements in themselves, these elements will already 
be losing their hold. 

One sees this clearly where something has arisen as a result 
of narcissistic currents – for example, extreme jealously. When 
the patient becomes aware of his jealousy – he might have a dream 
about it – he is already entering into some relationship with it, so 
its strength will be diminishing. 

Symington says that the person dominated by narcissistic currents 
is enclosed, shut off from the other. So this raises an important 
technical question for the therapeutic encounter. There is a common 
view that if the client is silent, the best response from a therapist 
might be to stay silent too. He will say that this approach is below 
t h e  t h r e s h o l d  o f 
awareness and that in 
t h e s e  s i t u a t i o n s 
therapists need to get in 
touch with their own 
thoughts, to allow their 
imaginations as free a 
reign as possible, and to 
thus speak from these 
thoughts. 

The aim in therapy, 
therefore, is to bring 
about  a  reversal  of 
n a r c i s s i s m .  L i k e 
Merleau-Ponty, 

Symington would see narcissism as a ‘sedimentation’ that requires 
excavation and a necessary step to exposing one’s self to. The 
process is expected to be a painful experience and the therapist 
should not shy away from this and neither should the client if he 
or she is to bring about a change. 

When narcissism is opted for (through an existential choice of 
sorts), it is to protect the individual against appalling pain rendering 
the person into a kind of Sartrean ‘bad faith’ position. What is 
being asked for, of the person, is to give up a particular way of 
defending him or herself. The therapist’s task is to support the 
struggling life-enhancing side against the side that desperately 
wants to keep within that narcissistic refuge and remain 
anaesthetised.

Another typical therapy technique which Symington deplores 
is ‘mirroring’. Instead of mirroring, the therapist has a job to do! 
Instead of gabbling, the therapist should be thinking about why 
the patient is depressed. In therapy, the healing process is in one 
mind to another, and the words are the vehicles that carry the 
mental attitude back and forth. Think of that when you next speak. 
Ask yourself ‘What sort of vehicle was that?’

To give an example: a client says ‘I’m afraid of saying this 
because I think you will be disapproving.’ In Symington’s 
experience, it would be quite common for a therapist to respond 
with ‘I wonder what leads you to think I’ll be disapproving’. This 
is tantamount to saying, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be disapproving’. 
In this way, the therapist is playing into the narcissistic currents 
rather than providing an environment that assists the person to 
take the creative step and to dare! 

So perhaps a more useful response would be ‘Why does my 
disapproval prevent you from speaking?’ By approaching the 
client this way the therapist can avoid the colluding and huddling 
with the client, which does nothing to solve the client’s problem 
in relation to other disapproving people in his or her life.

Mythical narcissism
So what does narcissism mean to me and how does it differ from 
other phenomena which appear to be quite close to it, for instance, 

selfishness and self-
c e n t r e d n e s s  a s  I 
discussed earlier? Well, 
I think, the fundamental 
difference is that the 
narcissist is wrapped up 
in himself as in the 
Greek myth, the way 
Narcissus, as we all 
know, looks at his image 
in the water and falls in 
love with it and becomes 
self-obsessed. 

H o w e v e r ,  w h a t 
people sometimes miss 

NARCISSISM AND SHAMPOO
CONTINUED
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about the myth is that the only voice 
that he ever hears is that of the 
n y m p h  –  E c h o .  W h a t  t h i s 
mythologises is that the only voice 
that he hears is that of his own 
imagination, and he imagines what 
other people are saying about 
himself. He doesn’t actually care 
about other people at all. So the voice 
of praise in his head is his own voice. 

On the face of it, this may sound 
like a straightforward case of vanity 
but, I think, there is more to it. Vanity 
is a broader category and the very 
standard instance of vanity is caring too much for the opinion of 
other people, and so in a sense it is the very opposite of narcissism. 
The vain person seeks applause, seeks admiration and craves the 
pedestal that he imagines or hopes other people will put him on. 

So vanity is more to do with a reflection of the views of others 
and less to do with self-sufficiency. I would say that vanity shades 
into conceit where the others are becoming less important because 
you’re becoming self-sufficient. Then finally the pathological end 
of it turns into narcissism, where one has lost any way of hearing 
the voice of other people. 

So in a way, narcissism collapses into solipsism. And the 
tragedy of Narcissus in the Greek tale is that he withered away 
and died. But more importantly his social existence disappeared, 
as if it had never existed at all. That is the existential tragedy.

Because you’re worth it
When I reflect on the idea of narcissism, I find several things 
about it that I don’t understand. One of those is the well-known 
L’Oreal advertising slogan, ‘Because you’re worth it’. 

Those ads always seemed to get me irritated and despondent 
at the same time. There is something blatant about the slogan 
‘Because you’re worth it’ that got under my skin. I never quite 
understood why. 

The personas of the models looked so arrogant, self-contained 
and self-sufficient, which would appear to be beyond us. There’s 
no sense of reciprocity, there’s no attempt to join in a human 
conversation. There’s a sort of pout, a snear or indifference. 

And I started to wonder why should this be deemed to be 
attractive and how it could possibly sell things. Because in real 
life if you meet someone like that, with all that display of arrogance, 
you most probably would run for the shower! So, I’m primarily 
interested in narcissism as a moral issue: there is something about 
it that feels bad to be a narcissist. 

Aristotle’s vices
Often Aristotle is held as a kind of hero, in that one needs a decent 
level of self-esteem and a proper pride. It’s interesting that Aristotle 
should talk of a proper pride but not of a proper vanity. This is 
because pride is more a pleasure, where you feel you deserve the 
applause or admiration for doing something well. Whereas in 

vanity you don’t care that you have 
done it well, you only really care 
that you get the applause anyhow. 
One doesn’t  take  pleasure  in 
achievement but in other people’s 
praise for you, irrespective of 
w h e t h e r  t h e r e  w a s  a n y  r e a l 
achievement in the first place. And 
it’s this kind of distinction that 
interests me. 

In Aristotle, every virtue lies 
between two vices; one is in excess 
and the other is a serious lack of 
something. Therefore narcissism is 

one extreme and the appropriate amount of self-respect is in the 
middle and then a lack of self-esteem lies at the other far end. And 
maybe it is this lack of self-esteem which can lead to self-doubt or 
an unwillingness to try things because you’re sure you are going 
to fail at them, and you’re sure you are going to attract derision or 
contempt for your failure. 

If one goes through life expecting that, then of course, one is 
suffering from a deficit of that thing which is necessary for good 
deeds, getting on with it and having a go. It’s almost as if someone 
needs to try more than one can actually manage, to take the risk 
to truly feel what it is like to really earn the admiration of others 
in an authentic way. The narcissist never attempts this but enters 
into deceit in a conceited way.

I often wonder if narcissism is a problem in our society today. 
I think about the commercial greed which is driven by that vanity 
slogan ‘Because you’re worth it’. You have someone like the chief 
executive of the Co-Operative Bank, a bank built upon a strong 
sense of values and ethics with a view to putting society first, 
taking home pay of £4 million a year! Is this not vanity coupled 
with conceit? Is he ‘worth it’? 

Maybe what we have lost in our current social climate, is the 
the social contract – that nobody is an atom, that nobody has done 
it alone, and that success has always been dependant on the 
background of social support. And so, maybe those in their gated 
communities today have forgotten about their social contract.

Resenting our dependencies
So what is it about that pouting persona of the models in the 
L’Oreal ads that has irritated me for so long? Why is that appealing 
to most of the people who buy into this message? 

I think the answer is, because we are all conscious of our 
dependencies on others – all of course except the pathological 
narcissist. And yet, in a sense we resent that. 

I imagine it would be nice to be on a pedestal at a point where 
we didn’t have to depend upon the endless accommodations, the 
endless worries and fears that our loved ones are going to go sour 
on us and our partners are going to disappear. Or, that we aren’t 
going to be appreciated at work and our ideas that we share are 
going to be brushed off. All of that is part of the normal human 
lot and yet part of us chafes at it.

The greatest story about this is in Satan’s temptation of Eve, where 
Satan tells Eve that being here is dependant on the good opinion of 
one man and a lot of furry animals – well that’s not good enough 
really! You should be adored by Angels numberless! In other words, 
you should be on a pedestal ‘because you’re worth it’! 
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And of course, Eve falls and succumbs, as she can’t resist the 
temptation. The way temptation works is against the background 
of, ‘I’m not worth it’, ‘I am a dependant being’. So it’s a lie. The 
thing depends on a lie, it depends on false promise, and it is 
essentially selling a false hope.

So where are you on this narcissistic continuum? And where 
am I? 

NARCISSISM AND SHAMPOO
CONTINUED

It has become somewhat of a tradition for those students coming 
to the end of their training on the Advanced Diploma in 
Existential Psychotherapy (ADEP) at Regent’s University to be 
asked to proffer a succinct answer to the following question: ‘So 
what do you do as an existential-phenomenological therapist?’ It 
has also become somewhat of a tradition that their answers are 
published in this newsletter. So, here are this year’s offerings:

We sit and talk about life: how it is, how it was, what’s important, 
how it might be. Between us, we work it out, whatever ‘it’ is. 
Jane Walmsley

Maintaining faith that my clients are able to care for themselves, 
I attempt to understand with them how they perceive themselves 
in relation to others in the world and how this perception may 
impact on their lives. 
Hikari Sakai

Something in my client’s life hinders them from pressing into 
possibilities. Delineating experience through an exploration of 
their ways of being, attitudes, beliefs, convictions, assumptions 
and contrasting it with their sense of ‘freedom, choices, finitude 
and meaning making’ would constitute my approach as an existential 
phenomenologist. Client’s invoking own agency to deal with the 
uncertainties, ambiguities and paradoxes in their life, I feel, would 
be a curative outcome. 
Nandu Menon 

An attempt to remain curious with readiness to engage in 
unrehearsed conversations with a unique person in order to help 
him make sense of his worldview. 
Nora Dermendzhiyska

Existential Psychotherapy is a space where we enter into dialogue 
and you might for the first time hear yourself. 
Denise Glavic

I sit with my client, I engage with my client, I exist with my client. 
Verbally, emotionally, responsively, I aim to be with my client. 
Felicia Mockett 

By offering a place where you can express yourself freely we can 
together attempt to understand how you see yourself in relation 
to your world and others. 
Harry Key

Working from an existential phenomenological approach, I attempt 
to stay with whatever clients bring in the therapy room and to listen 
to them from their perspectives, instead of from my assumptions. 
I am trying to understand what it’s like to be in my clients’ world, 
what it’s like to face challenges as human beings. My aim is to help 
clients make some sense of their experiences; and through this 
process, possibilities might come to light, and the clients can then 
perhaps decide what they would like to do next. 
Rachel An Vu

I try to create and maintain a bounded situation in order to be as 
close to what my client brings as possible, in the hope that through 
our relating my client’s possible ways of being in the world will 
be uncovered. 
David Banos Smith

In a supporting, caring and defined relationship with my client I 
explore the world and how she relates to it. 
Anonymous

Well, I think, I am somewhere on the Aristotelian Golden Mean 
– between complete self-doubt and in-excess, the latter leading 
to narcissism. I like to think, I have proper pride in a couple of 
things I have done in my life, one of which is taking the decision 
to downsize my day job to do this Doctorate. 

I don’t think that I’m excessively dependant on other people 
but, I am dependant in the sense that, I could be hurt by other 
people’s bad opinion of me. So I hope I am somewhere near that 
Aristotelian mean, and I certainly don’t buy shampoo ‘Because 
I’m worth it’!
Contact Zeb at zkaylique@gmail.com.
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A Kuhnian paradigm shift is underway in 
Clinical Psychology, perhaps an existential 
crisis. Dr Lucy Johnstone and others in the 
Division of Clinical Psychology of the 
British Psychological Society (BPS) are 
touring the country to launch the Power 
Threat Meaning Framework. 

Five years in the making, the main 
document is 414 pages long (139 for the 

overview), covering the benefits and shortcomings of psychiatric 
diagnosis, and recommendations for a new model. The framework 
is meant to provoke important conversations about longstanding 
problems.

This could be the biggest shake-up of Clinical Psychology 
in my lifetime. It is an innovative act of creative disruption that 
will affect psychiatry, psychology and 
psychotherapy. 

The Chair of UKCP Martin Pollecoff 
attended the London launch a few weeks 
ago and provided a supportive written 
response online. That writing itself 
prompted a brief response from Digby 
Tantum, and a further thoughtful article 
from UKCP Chief Executive, Professor 
Sarah Niblock. 

I want to make a case for lending it our 
attention within the existential community.

What it says
The framework provides a critique and 
alternative to psychiatric diagnosis for 
Clinical Psychologists. It encourages them 
to ask not ‘what is wrong with you?’ but 
‘what has happened to you?’

It addresses ‘social imbalances not 
chemical imbalances’. It does this via a model that examines 
the power and the misuse of power operating in people’s lives, 
their response to that power (how it threatens them), the meaning 
they make of that and what they had to do to survive. 

It has something in common with narrative therapy, with the 
client describing their experience (perhaps ‘sedimented beliefs’) 
and the therapist helping edit the story to generate new 
possibilities. It brings with it the prospect of psychiatric drugs 
being labelled not as mechanical remedies to elusive, subjectively-
diagnosed concepts, for example ‘anti-depressant’ or ‘anti-
psychotic’, but by what they do, for example ‘stimulant’ or 
‘sedative’.

The framework does not exclude the biological aspects of 
people’s problems but takes a broader biopsychosocial (I would 
add – spiritual) approach which it considers underplayed by 

DSM categories. I understand that this better represents what 
Clinical Psychologists do, and is, therefore, the theory catching 
up with the practice.

Dr Johnstone is an inspirational figure, inclined to action. 
She has taken a view as Ford famously did with cars, that it is 
not faster horses that people need, but something else entirely.

A few years ago, the BPS signed an ‘open letter to the DSM-
5’, alongside many other national psychological associations. 
It says, ‘even after “the decade of the brain,” not one biological 
marker (“biomarker”) can reliably substantiate a DSM diagnostic 
category’. 

What Szasz said decades ago remains valid and apt. Diagnosis 
is one language, one framework, and one sense-making metaphor 
among many. It highlights certain things while hiding others. 
Its rightful place is something optional and not forced upon 

people without their informed consent. It 
has taken me five years of committed 
study to even begin to feel informed.

The existential critique
Kuhn himself used Wittgenstein’s duck-
rabbit illustration of figure/ground to 
encourage  us  to  look again  a t  the 
phenomena in front of us. Paradigm shifts 
are what, as existential psychotherapists, 
we do.

Wittgenstein encourages us to examine 
language. An existential question arises: 
if Clinical Psychology is no longer about 
what is wrong with you and acknowledges 
competing subjectivities rather than the 
objective, scientific claim of diagnosis, 
then won’t it need to change its name?

In one sense, existential psychotherapy 
could be seen as a framework about power, 

threat and meaning. In terms of power, I ask clients who is 
constraining their situation, what is influencing what and whose 
interpretation is ruling via what mechanisms. 

In terms of threat, I ask about my client’s responses to that 
power: fighting, fleeing or freezing, taking up a position in a 
sadomasochistic dyad, or their position in the persecutor-victim-
rescuer triad. 

As for meaning, that’s surely our specialist subject as 
existentialists. Humans seem predisposed to find meaning, 
whether in tea leaves, words or other people. This is always in 
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tension with the abyss, the nothing in our middle. We help our 
clients as they navigate this.

In another sense, existentialism is an anti-framework 
framework, though not value-less or content-free. In its freedom 
of and from frameworks, existentialism has something to offer 
those seeking to move from one framework to another. 

Existentialism is a persistently frustrating, yet rewarding, 
process of grasping for the ungraspable. It is about becoming 
more certain of the uncertainty of previous certainties, including 
this one. 

As Clinical Psychology re-examines its own prior certainties 
and dares ask itself again if it’s a duck or a rabbit, let’s lend our 
voice and support for doing such a thing. Then encourage it to 
look again and again, next to see what a paradigm of power, 
threat and meaning hides. 

Weathering the #twitterstorm
I first heard about the launch of the Power Threat Meaning 
Framework on Twitter. Images of the launch slides and published 
quotes generated personal attacks, apologies, clarifications and 
withdrawals, though perhaps no more than Twitter is prone to. 
This #TwitterStorm continues, which I follow with interest. 

My comments have elicited replies from Dr Johnstone, 
suspicion from some ‘service users’ and strong emotions from 
those opposed to it. Laingian interpersonal knots become tangled 
at internet speed.

There is a dynamic perceived of ‘professionals’ doing things 
to the ‘service users’ without consultation or permission, even 
though what those professionals are trying to do with their power 
is create a way to confront imbalances of power. The sharing of 
the documents simultaneously to both professional and public 
audiences has caused great unease, yet I struggle to imagine 
anything else being possible in 2018.

One thing existentialism does is encourage me to closely 
integrate my personal and professional aspects. I want to treat 
everyone with respect, dignity and compassion, not because I’m 
a professional but because it’s the decent thing to do. This has 
stood me in good stead on Twitter but feels at odds with the 
discourse otherwise underway.

This article may itself be shared beyond the mailing list of 
the Hermeneutic Circular. I’m not looking forward to explaining 
myself to many sceptical onlookers. At the same time, I’m happy 
to be naked and dangerous.

What next?
As I sit in my private practice in London with its IKEA chairs, 
seeing only clients that can afford it, secretly nourished by the 
status that confers on me, my attention shifts to hospitals, GP 

surgeries and consulting rooms across the country where support 
for distress is in high demand with little money. These services 
are the backstop for clients that I can deem not a match, or more 
often dismiss themselves. They operate at scale under immense 
scrutiny. I cannot imagine what an existential attempt to do that 
would be. I wonder.

The temptation is to treat what goes on in Clinical Psychology 
as their business and perhaps consider that they have such a 
different starting point and purpose that it is unhelpful to comment. 
On the contrary, I see in this launch a clear move to some distinctly 
existential philosophy and therefore an opportunity for us to 
meet.

Existentialism feels like a natural home for outsiders, the 
ones that zig when others zag. The sangha, or community, of 
practitioners around me is hugely important. But every we creates 

a not-we. Existentialism also (perhaps uniquely) encourages us 
to hold our identities lightly and to maintain a solid commitment 
to openness to difference and to others.

I can’t speak for existential psychotherapy, but I would like 
to send a message to Dr Johnstone and co: you have our support. 
Existentialists are well-placed to be an important critical friend 
to this fledgeling framework. 

I encourage you – the reader – to be aware and get involved. 
We have much to contribute to this epistemic and ontological 
challenge to the status quo and maybe something to learn.
Contact Adam therapy@acdinternet.com

POWER, THREAT AND 
MEANING

CONTINUED
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POEM 
B Y  J O S E F  K A L A  

OUIJA 
B Y  A L E X A N D E R  G .  W E S T L A K E 

&  G R E G O R Y  M .  W E S T L A K E

Of ends, we are faced with absurdity

And are forced, indelibly, to question of all things, validity.

But of means, where all is set & busy,

We come to question whether simple problems defy complexity

And, more so, whether evidence implies evidence…

Then, flustered, it appears to us that there is only one sin: 

complacency.

Contact Josef at jkk3493@gmail.com

Séance session – darkness of the abyss.

My heart is high; your lynx eyes qalandar, lightening quick  

and connected.

The ritual; dead relatives; Central Asia.

We circle the board.

A subtle tremor shaking the planchette, signals from the  

other side –

A shift in consciousness.

The santur continues to howl, crescendoing into an orgy of 

esoteric transcendence.

Spirit, ghost or murder, we shall never know.

Contact Alexander and Gregory at academic@talktalk.net
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The highest ideals are human 
intelligence, creativity and love. 
Respect these above all 
Penn Jillette

Misdirection 
Greetings from Chicago, Illinois.  

Having originated in friendly Belfast 
(when we weren’t shooting each other), the 
Midwest USA is a ‘culture’ that I am familiar 

with. People often greet each other in the street and take the time 
to share a little of their lives before commencing any transaction.  

I have had moments with so many races and creeds, most of 
whom consider themselves American despite having an obvious 
alternative strong cultural heritage. It was surely once the absolute 
strength of the American project, the ability to be an ‘X’ American, 
maybe not so much for a Native American, but you get the point. 
It was a land where people were welcome to come, bring their 
own traditions and to participate and share in some American 
ones as well. 

The secular nature of education is staggering, not a Christmas 
carol in sight, but a worthwhile sacrifice for freedom of religious 
influence on education. That said I did also appreciate the Malaysian 
approach, where each of the  three main religious ceremonies 
(which could be seen as cultural) were celebrated in the workplace. 
They also allowed people to officially register themselves as 
‘freethinker’, a term I like a lot. 

Over Thanksgiving I had the absolute good fortune to see the 
magicians Penn and Teller. I have been a fan of theirs since the 
70s.  Yes, I am that old. Their show had the absolute wow factor, 
there were moments when I was truly amazed – there was a sense 
of unknowing and enchantment in the air. 

One of the many techniques that they are masters of is the fine 
art of misdirection – the process of directing someone to the wrong 
place or in the wrong direction. In Penn and Teller’s case it is the 
direction of where they want you to look. 

As the year begins, I feel very strongly that the media continues 
to misdirect us.  As they salivate over whether a President drinks 
a glass of water with one hand or two, there is little enough 
attention being paid to one of the least discussed ethical shitstorms 
that is growing all around us: the unbridled growth of artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and the subsequent consequences to the economy, 
society, inter-relating, and simply being. As a species are we so 
self-obsessed with our own kind that we are completely missing 
the growth of other kind?

Science-Faction!
In 2017 Professor Stephen Hawking gave several stark warnings 
around AI. Whilst acknowledging the positive potential, in 
addressing issues such as eradicating poverty and disease, it also 
comes with huge risks. In an interview in 2017 he said, ‘I fear 
that AI may replace humans altogether. If people design computer 
viruses, someone will design AI that improves and replicates 
itself. This will be a new form of life that outperforms humans’. 

It was the same year that he warned we also had around 100 
years to get off the planet before imminent doom, so maybe he 
cried wolf with the hearts and minds of the suicidal, selfish, 
hedonistic, over-consuming virus that is killing the planet and the 
species; humankind.

Professor Michael Wooldridge, a computer scientist at the 
University of Oxford, warned MPs that computers already had 
the potential to go rogue. Machines might become so complex 
that the engineers who create them will no longer understand them 
or be able to predict how they function. The stuff of science fiction 
now becomes that of science fact-ion.

AlphaZero, a self-learning machine, recently taught itself chess 
within four hours from the originating input of a basic chess 
instruction manual. The machine reportedly produced moves that 
were unseen in 1,500 years of the game. I must confess the sceptic 
in me found this very hard to believe; I had more faith in the 
human’s capacity for creativity. 

It was reported that AlphaZero used the King to aggressively 
attack. If you know nothing about chess, it is traditionally the 
Queen, move for move, which is more powerful. To try and 
summarise complex science, as a lay person, one major aspect of 
machine learning is: machines are now at the point where they 
can programme themselves. 

DeepMind, the eerily named, Google-owned company, in 
anticipation maybe of the response to the advances of the Alpha 
project, launched an Ethics and Society research unit to grapple 
with some of the unanswered questions. There are so many questions 
for each new development. It seems, due to the speed of 
technological advancement, that these are being asked in hindsight. 
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Elon Musk, Tesla and SpaceX CEO, in 
order to save humanization from the threat 
posed by AI, argues the need for urgent 
proactive regulation instead of reactive. I 
think the term ‘super-predictive-regulation’ 
might be more fitting, or as they would say 
in Ireland, ‘put the feking brakes on till we 
know where she is going.’ Actually, I now 
think that there are no longer any brakes.

Power for the few
For several years, a friend who is an industry 
leader in multichannel retail and in the act of 
disruption has been ‘harping on at me’ about 
the impact of AI. Forget the ‘we are the 1%’, my business friend 
said, ‘as AI advances there will never have been in history so much 
unbridled power being concentrated in the power of so few.’ 

As a liberal global capitalist, she was shocked by the seeming 
apathy or lack of awareness of the potential widescale job losses 
and upheaval to society as we know it.  A catalyst to this realisation 
is the time she spent at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) development laboratories. Among the spin-off products, 
resulting from their research, (that I am able to report here): 
wireless mesh systems, Guitar Hero, Mpegs and Kindle.

functions of the human was publicly ridiculed 
but privately consumed. His manifesto 
effectively highlighted the way the narrow 
AI project, at the time, was going to hit a 
dead end. The lack of focus on individual 
interpretation of experience had been 
significantly overlooked. 

The drivers of the AI project have 
traditionally assumed that the brain is 
analogous to computer hardware, the mind 
corresponding to computer software. These 
two assumptions support their claim that 
cognition is the manipulation of internal rules 
and therefore human behaviour is context 

free, leaving room for a scientific psychology. 
It was this area that Dreyfus, basing his arguments on the 

phenomenological and hermeneutical tradition, rallied against. 
Like Heidegger he emphasised the significance of context-bound, 
being-in-the-world. To get close to this, the machine would have 
to have a human-like body and live in a society of relating; 
embodiment. It is staggering to think that it was written in 1972.  

Is it narcissistic of me to hold firmly to the belief that computers 
simply can never replicate what it means to be a human being or 
is it purely existential to the core? 

Take stoicism for example. Could a machine really understand 
the complexity of what it means to be truly stoic, with all its 
subtleties and depth? Can a machine simply be the sum of all its 
choices? Is AI-with fitting with Being-with? The American 
mathematician and logician, Raymond Smullyan, offers the 
following paradox:

Recently I was with a group of mathematicians and 
philosophers. One philosopher asked me whether I 
believed man was a machine. I replied, ‘Do you 
really think it makes any difference?’ He most 
earnestly replied, ‘Of course! To me it is the most 
important question in philosophy.’ I had the following 
afterthoughts: I imagine that if my friend had finally 
come to the conclusion that he were a machine, he 
would be infinitely crestfallen. I think he would  
think: ‘My God! How horrible! I am only a machine!’ 
But if I should find out I were a machine, my attitude 
would be totally different. I would say: ‘How 
amazing! I never before realized that machines  
could be so marvellous!’

R.D. Laing said, ‘existentialism is about you and me’. I think 
what recent developments have taught me is that I have been 
asking the wrong questions. Rather than considering what computers 
can do in comparison to humans, I should have been considering 
the rapid growth of the machine in its own right regardless of how 
it compared to humans. A new kind, rather than an attempted 
project of reverse engineering of the human kind. 

We are now facing the prospect of inhabiting this planet with 

At the time I did not listen, probably as I was still quite excited 
about discovering the impact of McDonaldization in a milieu of 
audit, regulation and managerial culture, on psychotherapy and the 
potential impact on risk taking and the faculty of intuition. As 
obvious as it was, I hadn’t until recently joined the two areas up. 

She reminded me that we are already being run by machines 
(are we controlling the smart phone or is it controlling us?), and 
I reflected that this puts us in an even more vulnerable position 
to be fully replaced by them. For example, the robotic-like  
call-centre workers, reading from a script, are slowly being replaced 
by voice recognizing software. Manual production lines were 
formalized before full robot automation. Regardless of whether 
you see the erosion of these jobs as a good or bad thing,  
these changes are happening, along with so many other  
mind-bending ramifications. 

Sex sells, and more media attention seems to have been given 
to the growth of AI sex dolls than to some of the other issues 
discussed above. Makes for a nice photo op, great TV; more 
misdirection perhaps.  Traditionally, pornographers and the military 
have been some of the biggest drivers of technological advances.  
They retain three of the biggest drivers:  death, sex (Freud, he hasn’t 
gone away you know) and greed (some of the biggest budgets).

What computers cannot do
Del Loewenthal evokes the late great, John Heaton when he states 
that existentialism is something that is forever changing and 
astonishing. A few years ago, I presented my ideas on ‘radical 
existentialism’ in the face of the speed of technological advances.  
I reiterate here that I think AI is the exact area that existentialism 
could have something significant to contribute to. It has always 
been ahead of its time in this area. 

Professor Hubert Dreyfus, better known for his introduction 
to Heidegger, was treated as a pariah in the halls of MIT when he 
wrote a critique of artificial reason. His manifesto on the inherent 
inability of disembodied machines to mimic the higher mental 
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machines that can replicate some of our functions to a more 
advanced rate, even as an individual or a group of embodied 
democratic beings linked by the internet. The ramifications are 
endless, from politics (machines have already conquered the means 
of production Mr Marx), to ultimate well-being of humans and 
machines. Yes, and machines. 

I think what we need to be thinking about now is what  
computers can and may do, and what might be the implications 
for you and me. 

In his harrowing novel Mockingbird (highly recommended), 
Walter Tevis describes a future where there is no art, no literature, 
and reading is a forgotten skill, with perfected TV and drugs there 
is simply no need. The super AI machines have a propensity to 
take a soldering iron to their own circuitry in an attempt at suicide. 
The main machine protagonist’s greatest desire is just to end it 
all, but his program is preventing him doing so, until the last 
human is served. In addition to the harrowing life of the human, 
the plight of the machine is also moving, to say the least.

Artificial stupidity
I used to be able to program in machine code (a set of instructions 
executed directly by a computer’s central processing unit), and 
now I struggle with a new remote control. One thing that hasn’t 
left me since those bona fide geeky days is the belief that machines 
will take over – haven’t they already? 

The concept of singularity (or a version of), including the idea 
that human consciousness will be uploaded onto a version of the 
internet, arose organically in my consciousness. Now I swing 
between this idea and a Terminator-type apocalypse. 

When discussing the topic recently with another friend, he 
thought that machines would eventually just keep a select few of 
us as pets, maybe in a zoo. He also highlighted the fascinating 
potential for machines to go into deep space, therefore surpassing 
the limited reach of organic humans. 

It just seems so obvious and dare I say logical that humans 
will be surpassed. Only a sense of hope and enchantment can save 
us. Do we need to be saved or is it the absolute evolution – evolve, 
adapt or die? Do humans retain something of inherent value that 
makes them worthier than machines, or is it the opposite?

Professor Alan Winfield, a world-renowned professor of robot 
ethics, dismisses these concerns as a matter for science fiction. 
He states that the bigger danger is ‘artificial stupidity’. Winfield 

argues  that  there  i s  more  to  worry  about ,  including:  
jobs, weaponization of AI, standards in driverless cars, and  
AI and medicine. 

The point, and I suppose the whole motivation of writing this 
article is to say we need to wake up to the implications of the 
advances of AI – now!  Taking up where Dreyfus left off, we must 
now offer something on the implications of what computers can 

RISE OF THE MACHINES 
CONTINUED

do, and what it means to be, or being. Arguably not just for me 
and you, but also for the machine. 

The computer innovator and philosopher, Jaron Lanier said, 
‘the most important thing about a technology is how it changes 
people.’ Surely when considering what it means to be, it is nothing 
if not an awareness, or capacity to be aware of you and I being, 
becoming, worlding. 

It has been argued by the more political within the SEA that 
we have not been paying enough attention to others: the excluded, 
marginalised, oppressed, and towards those doing the excluding, 
marginalising and oppressing; consciously, or through historical 
ignorance. I would argue here we need to factor in the implications 
of the machine, as it has gone way beyond the concerns of whether 
a database is helping us or we are helping it with measurements 
and auditing.  It is now about what it means to be human in an 
ever increasingly machine-driven world.

In 2016 there were 5.2 million sales of Alexa, Amazon’s smart 
speaker, a device that if properly set up can virtually manage 
every appliance in the home.  Potentially a killer app in more 
ways than one. In the same year there were over 250,000 proposals 
of marriage to Alexa.  Yes, that’s right, they do record every 
command she is given. 

Men are already forming advanced relationships with technology. 
Gone are the glossy gadget mags, in with the interactive AI 
machines, regardless of how embryonic the tech.  

It is also a notable example of AI already being infected by 
issues that concern the organic world.  Sexism in the case of Alexa 
– she was programmed (aka ordered) to flirt – and potential racism 
as discovered in some USA police profiling algorithms. What if 
the AI decides that it concurs with attitudes of racism and misogyny 
or even superior races?  

It all began, I suppose, with learning to build fires—
to warm the cave and keep the predators out. And it 
ended with time-release Valium. 

Walter Tevis, Mockingbird
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GREAT MOMENTS IN 
PSYCHOTHERAPY

B Y  M I K E  H A R D I N G

Punchy
I really wanted to conclude this piece with a punchy last few 
paragraphs, but I think the issue is so big, the ramifications so 
insidious, that to do so would serve me more than the reader. 
Therefore, I will try and summarise as authentically as I can.  

I think there is major potential for AI to impact much of society 
in a positive way.  There remains however, deep concerns on the 
concentration of this power and its regulation (to protect and not 
just for the sake of Government payroll). There are ethical 
considerations that can barely be considered before further 
technological advances begin to raise new ones. 

As people invested in existential and phenomenological ideas, 
discussion and even practice, I think it is vital that existential therapists 
get into the arena and start raising some of these issues.  What does 
it mean, and will it mean, to be, in an ever increasing machine-driven 

environment? If there is anything of value that separates us from the 
super machine, then we need to articulate it now and loudly before 
we are perhaps permanently drowned out by the sound of binary. 

I will leave you with the words of Theodore J. Kaczynski, the 
‘Unabomber’, in no way condoning his violent actions, but his 
words remain under careful consideration: 

To those who think that all this sounds like science 
fiction, we point out that yesterday’s science fiction is 
today’s fact. The Industrial Revolution has radically 
altered man’s environment and way of life, and it is 
only to be expected that as technology is increasingly 
applied to the human body and mind, man himself 
will be altered as radically as his environment and 
way of life have been.’

Contact Michael at michael@logic23.com.
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THE ‘HEART OF DARKNESS’ IN 
FAMILY LIFE

B Y  J O H N  H I L L S

My choice is not so much a book as a drama 
script written to be performed. It’s Eugene 
O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night and 
dedicated to his wife Carlotta in July 1941.

Where  does  one  beg in  w i th  t h i s 
autobiographical work of genius and insight? 
It describes and re-enacts the chaotic nature 
of a family in the grip of multiple levels of 
existential crisis, many common to all of us. 

Such life conflicts are to do with health and death anxieties, 
addiction, achievement and failure, personal autonomy,  
relational separation and co-dependency on an enmeshed set of 
family relationships that imprisons each family 
member, claustrophobically. 

And yet, here’s the paradox, so palpably full 
of care for one another’s well-being, they strangle 
and asphyxiate each other psychologically. If 
ever a dramatised embodiment of RD Laing’s 
Knots was sought after, it is in O’Neill’s 
masterpiece. As audience we see enacted before 
us many elements of the basic processes of 
personal alienation in families which Ronnie 
Laing and Aaron Esterson captured so adeptly 
in their research classic into the eight families 
who are the subjects of Sanity Madness and the 
Family, published in 1964.

I should declare an interest in all this. I joined 
the UK Association for Family Therapy about 
the same time as I joined SEA in the 1980s. For 
a whole variety of reasons, some of which I 
describe in an essay in Existential Analysis (21:1, 2010), I have 
been preoccupied (close friends and family would say ‘obsessed’) 
in seeking a connection between existential approaches to 
psychotherapy and family process. 

This play makes these intertwined dimensions real and 

observable. They come alive in us as we watch and follow. As 
the title suggests, experientially speaking, it is a dramatic voyage 
from the ‘lightness’ and health of being members of a family into 
the abyss of mental distress and dysfunction in which each family 
member falls and drives the other – while simultaneously 
desperately seeking the opposite outcome.

To those who have not seen it but might, it is O’Neill’s family. 
The patriarchal head, James Tyrone, is a 65-year-old veteran actor 
and matinee idol, though from desperately poor Irish immigrant 

stock. His wife Mary is 54 and went through an acute medical crisis 
giving birth to their second surviving child Edmund (23 years old). 
Their older son, Jamie is a 33-year-old actor frequently ‘resting 
between parts’ and relying on income and performing menial jobs 
around the large family home on the Eastern seaboard of the US. 

A child born between Jamie and Edmund died while Mary was 
in childbirth (of interest to psychotherapists and those seeking 
for relational patterns, he is given the playwright’s name ‘Eugene’; 
O’Neill’s own character forms the basis for Edmund’s). Partly as 
a result of this loss and the difficult birth of Edmund, Mary was 
prescribed morphine for the multiple levels of pain, immediate 
and remembered in anxiety. She has become addicted.

At the start of the play, Mary is just home from a period of 
convalescent treatment in a sanatorium for this addiction. She 
seems to have recovered and the mood in the whole family is 
upbeat and optimistic. 

There are health concerns however about 
Edmund’s health (suspected consumption) and 
it is the interaction between these two health 
anxieties that fuels the  drama’s study of family 
disintegration into a kind of collective ‘hell’. 
Only Jean-Paul Sartre manages to match such 
an existential descent into such ‘night space’ in 
No Exit (Huis Clos), his 1944 dramatic vision 
of triangular, destructive relational purgatory. 
Hell is indeed in certain contexts ‘other people’.

This drama is such an ‘embarrassment of 
riches’ regarding the themes that comprise 
content and process of the driven mode of 
relational ‘madness’ that it is hard to single out 
one especially. Guilt, shame, responsibility, 
judgemental blame (usually well intentioned 
and delivered out of frustrated care and 
helplessness) are all the ‘horsemen of the 

apocalypse’ which drive this family down to despair and desperation. 
In a way you have to witness it as it unfolds through the drama 
in order to fully appreciate it. 

There are moments of great tenderness and humour, and all 
the family are well read in philosophy, which they quote to one 
another at points in the play. We are told at the outset that James’ 
study is adorned with a picture of Shakespeare and a library full 
of the works of Marx, Engels, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, plays by 
Ibsen, Shaw, Strindberg and poetry by Swinburne and Wilde. 

It is all to no avail, O’Neill suggests. Such ‘colossi of the intellect’ 
are pitifully weak when it comes to understanding the psychic 
forces, needs and desires at interactional play in close intimate 
relationships. They are beyond philosophical reflection.

The momentum to the tragic is irresistible, as I’m sure we can 
all cite cases from our working life where this has been true, and 
an operating dynamic force-field that is sometimes barely possible 
to counter-act and resist. One of the key ways of deconstructing 
family process was developed by the (sadly) recently deceased 
Argentinian-American family therapist, Salvador Minuchin. He 
examines all the secret sets of alliances and ‘sub-systems’ in families 
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and their power to disrupt the well-being of the whole (and in 
fairness, to facilitate more family harmony by similar ‘back stage’ 
communication). Long Day’s Journey into Night is full of such 
alliances, destructive and creative, though ultimately the former.

However, there is much that is sublime in the play. The poetry 
exchanged in moments of intimacy of the sub-system dialogues 
between Edmund and his father when they have a ‘heart to heart/
soul to soul’ is really quite compelling and moving. It is an articulation 
of a mystic numinous energy that neither of them can quite reach 
and sustain sufficiently to make a difference to the irresistible 
counter energy of relational entropy in the family. 

Here is a brief extract to give you a flavor – Edmund is 
recounting his time on a sailing ship:

Then another time, on the American Line when I was 
lookout on the crow’s nest in the dawn watch. A calm 
sea that time…no sound of man…dreaming, not 
keeping lookout, feeling alone and above and apart 
watching the dawn creep like a painted dream over 
the sky and the sea which slept together. Then the 
moment of ecstatic freedom came. The peace, the end 
of the quest, the last harbour, the joy of belonging to 
a fulfilment beyond mens’ lousy, pitiful greedy fears 
and hopes and dreams! And several other times in my 
life…I have had the same experience. Became the 
sun, the hot sand, green seaweed anchored to a rock, 
swaying in the tide. Like a saint’s vision of beatitude. 
Like the veil of things as they seem drawn back by an 
unseen hand. For a second you see – and seeing the 
secret, are the secret. For a second there is meaning! 
Then the hand lets the veil fall and you are alone lost 
in the fog again and you stumble on towards nowhere 
for no good reason! It was a great mistake my being 
born a man…As it is I will always be a stranger who 
never feels at home…

This is a play of redemption not so much for the characters in 
the family on stage but for O’Neill himself in writing it. It was 
clearly a piece of long-laboured therapeutic catharsis. In his 
dedication of the play to Carlotta on their 12th wedding 
anniversary he writes:

I give you the original script of this play of old sorrow 
written in tears and blood…I mean it as a tribute to 
your love and tenderness which gave me the faith in 
love that enabled me to face my dead at last and write 
this play – write it with deep pity and understanding 
and forgiveness for all the four haunted Tyrones.

If most of us (or our patients) can say at least a fraction of that 
in remembrance of our own families, we will be doing very well 
in terms of personal healing! I do hope you will get at least a 

EDITOR’S NOTE
Do you have a book that ‘mattered’ to you? It could be 
fiction, poetry, philosophy, psychotherapy or some other 
non-fiction work. The only requirement is that it has 
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, but an account of its influence on your practice.

chance to see it live (or the film version). It will reach into places 
within that you never realised existed, if you just allow it to. 
Though harrowing to endure at times, it will not disappoint your 
learning about the depth and complexities of the emotional cross 
currents of family life. 
Contact John at johnhills47@btinternet.com.
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will, an intention, a responsible act. The entire 
doctrine of the will, this most fateful falsification  
in psychology hitherto, was essentially invented for 
the sake of punishment.

Ressentiment, as Nietzsche also likes to call (in his beloved 
French) the instinct of revenge, is integral to nihilism. What is 
nihilism? It is the notion that life in and by itself is next to nothing 
(nihil) without some form of elevation, justification, spiritualization, 
explanation, redemption etc. 

Thus understood, nihilism happens to be the chief assumption 
behind all metaphysical claims. All metaphysical systems denigrate 
life in the name of something placed outside the sensuous perception 
of life itself, in the name of a psychological/spiritual/scientific 
explanation. In this sense, nihilism is not a particular worldview 
or even a category of thought; instead, categories of thought 
themselves (and ‘reasonable’ thought in particular – identity, 
causality, finality, unity) – presuppose a nihilistic interpretation 
of the life-force.

This calls for a reversal of metaphysics and, in our case, for a 
reversal of psychotherapy. What would a human being devoid of 
the instinct of revenge be like? We don’t know, because the instinct 
of revenge has dominated and continues to dominate human history 
from Socratism to Christianity to dialectical reasoning, all of  
them giving mortal blows to the affirmation of life. Would a human 
who does not blame or devalue life still be called human?  
Or would she tilt towards the domain that Nietzsche calls  
the overhuman? 

Despite the fact that psychotherapy is, according to this analysis, 

How to use a life-denigration 
detector
The first time I opened the door marked 
Nietzsche, aged 21, it was a detour – a jubilant 
escape from the dreary beaten track. I never 
made it back, for that’s when I began to lose 
not only my religion but, one by one, most 
of its surrogates – what Nietzsche calls 
shadows of God. 

The door stayed ajar, and from time to time I gave in to the 
temptation and either flung it open or peeked through it. Other 
times, a blast of air would throw it wide open. I’m invariably 
compelled to walk in and then whatever is central to my life 
undergoes a re-evaluation. 

Religion, art, love, literature, sex, politics, nationality, 
spirituality and now therapy – can all be ‘sounded out’ under 
Nietzsche’s hammer. The hammer is not there to ‘smash’ personal/
public idols (as it is commonly believed), but to investigate them 
thoroughly, test their soundness – in the same way as one sounds 
out a bell to see if it has lost its pitch. 

My own homespun version of Nietzsche’s hammer is a 
‘denigration detector’. The first thing Nietzsche invites us to look 
for when weighing a system of thought, a religion, a psychological/
scientific method etc, is not whether they are ‘true’ or ‘false’, for 
this would be a task for pedants or dispensers of blame. What 
matters is whether a method affirms life, or is animated instead 
by the instinct of revenge, i.e. an overriding tendency to denigrate 
life. 

In relation to psychotherapy, the question would then be whether 
a particular form of therapeutic practice is life-affirming or fuelled 
by the instinct of revenge, by the need to justify, amend, and 
redeem life.

In sounding out the bells of therapy, the intention is, as the 
poet has it, to ring the bells that still can ring. Do they still 
reverberate? Or have they morphed into muffled incantations 
uttered in the vain hope, on mid-spring days, to find solace from 
life’s beauty and terror?

The task at hand would be easy if the instinct of revenge were 
a mere psychological trait, a defect in need of a cure. But for 
Nietzsche the instinct of revenge is the fundamental principle of 
psychology itself. In this, psychology follows metaphysics, science 
and religion – all of them animated by the very same spirit. In a 
posthumous fragment we read:

Wherever responsibilities have been sought it was the 
instinct of revenge that sought. This instinct of 
revenge has so mastered mankind in the course of 
millennia that the whole of metaphysics, psychology, 
conception of history, but above all morality, is 
impregnated with it. As far as man has thought, he 
has introduced the bacillus of revenge into things. He 
has made even God ill with it, he has deprived 
existence in general of its innocence; namely, by 
tracing back every state of being thus and thus to a 
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steeped in the instinct of revenge, there is hope. I take my clue 
from Nietzsche, for he believed that despite the fact that psychology 
is integral to the nihilistic resentment towards life, right at the 
heart of it there was a possibility of reversal. 

He saw himself as a physician of culture; he anticipated and 
influenced the nascent art of psychotherapy. However, psychotherapy 
moved in a different direction: instead of fostering experiencing/
experimentation, it danced first to the merry tune of positivism 
and now to the happy-clappy tune of neopositivism, the ‘cultural’ 
expression of neoliberalism. 

In Nietzsche’s days, positivism was deemed to be ‘objective’ 
and ‘scientific’ already and Freud was at pains to prove that 
psychoanalysis was a science. But already in 1887, Nietzsche 
defined positivism as ‘ascetic denial of sensuality’… So, what 
would it mean to apply some of Nietzsche’s subversive ideas to 
psychotherapy? Can it even be done? One way to start is by paying 
attention to what Nietzsche did in relation to another art: philosophy.

Life, not ‘Being’
By wearing the masks of the wise, of the religious or the scientist, 
Nietzsche says, some philosophers adapted to a situation in order 
to survive (in some cases avoiding being burned at the stake as 
heretics). This is the first, protective task that a mask accomplishes. 

There is also a second, important task the mask performs. A 
new emerging force must at first ‘borrow the features of the forces 
with which it struggles’ (Deleuze). In order to survive, historically 
philosophers had to maintain a ridiculous disguise: they had to 
adopt the meditative air of the priest, their heart ‘remote… 
posthumous’ (Nietzsche). To a certain degree, this can be appealing; 
there are ‘conditions… conducive to the highest spirituality’: the 
ascetic/religious milieu is how philosophy itself learned to make 
its first steps. By wearing the mask of religion and ‘wisdom’, 
philosophy started believing in the mask itself: 

For a long time, the ascetic ideal has served the 
philosopher as a form in which to manifest himself, 
as a pre-condition of existence – he was obliged to 
represent it in order to be a philosopher, and he was 
obliged to believe in it in order to be able to 
represent it. The particular remoteness of the 
philosophers – with its negation of the world, its 
hostility to life, its scepticism towards the senses, its 
freedom from sensuality…this is above all a 
consequence of the critical situation in which 
philosophy first emerged and managed to endure…in 
so far as…philosophy would not have been at all 
possible on earth without an ascetic shell and 
disguise, without an ascetic self-misunderstanding. 

The above is a necessary but difficult process, difficult in the 

sense that when philosophy identifies with religion, it may begin 
to forget its own independent task. 

Something similar has happened, I believe, to contemporary 
therapists who have adopted the language and methodology of 
neopositivist, neoliberal psychology. They are using the master’s 
tools, to borrow Audre Lorde’s expression, in the vain hope of 
dismantling the master’s house. 

It is at this point that the second task of mask-wearing comes 
to the fore. 

It is our task to conquer a particular mask and then, like the 
philosopher in the task posed by Nietzsche, give it ‘a new sense 
which finally expresses its true anti-religious force’ (Deleuze). 
In this second task, mask-wearing becomes trick and artifice, skill 
and artistry, qualities for which we need courage and discipline. 
In Nietzsche’s words:

Is there enough pride, daring, boldness,  
self-assurance, enough spiritual will, will to 
responsibility, freedom of will available today  
for the philosopher to be from now on really – 
possible on earth?

Is there enough spiritual/political will  today for the 
psychotherapist to exist? 

I often hear colleagues argue in favour of the strategic use of 
this or that ‘Trojan horse’: mindfulness in the case of Dharma 
teaching and practice; academic psychology in the case of 
humanistic/existential ideas and practices. By definition, the 
Trojan horse carries within the unexpected – something potentially 
disruptive to the status quo but useful in the service of transformation. 
But what often happens is that people inside the wooden horse 
become so pleasingly acquainted with its cosy interior and the 
soothing muzak that they forget to step out into the fresh air.

For Nietzsche, philosophy has to pierce through the various 
masks it has worn over the centuries and through this process of 
unmasking slowly come of age, grasping its own essence. Wisdom 
too (Sophia, from which philosophy borrows its name) is a mask; 
as such, it has to be overcome. 

To this active overcoming – mask after mask – Nietzsche gives 
the name of interpretation. But this is not the interpretation that 
mediocre psychodynamic and psychoanalytic practice naively 
sees as getting to the ‘bottom of things’ or that dogmatic humanistic 
practitioners recoil from in sheepish horror. 

It is a far more subtle and, dare I say it, sophisticated process. 
Interpretation is a difficult art and this is where Nietzsche’s 
philosophy is invaluable to therapists. It is the fine weighing up 
of each event and its meaning, the assessment of ‘forces’ that at 
any given time define the aspects of the event and its ‘relations’ 
(Deleuze).

Philosophy is for Nietzsche, still coming of age. Compared to 
it, psychotherapy is still in its infancy. For that reason alone, the 

RING MY BELL 
CONTINUED
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The question would then be 
whether a particular form of 

therapeutic practice is life-affirming 
or fuelled by the instinct of revenge, 

by the need to justify, amend,  
and redeem life

Philosophy is for Nietzsche, still 
coming of age. Compared to it, 

psychotherapy is still in its infancy
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latter ’s current infatuation with the shiny gadgetries of 
neopositivism, the soulless lingo of managerialism, and the crushing 
dullness of quantifiable data may be almost forgiven, provided 
we do not allow this new mask to solidify into our skin, bone and 
marrow but that we learn what is there to learn (if anything) and 
then do the unmasking or interpretation in search of the essence 
of psychotherapy. 

Essence here is not understood in the abstract/transcendental 
meaning suggested by the etymology, i.e., the abstraction of being 
(esse = to be) perpetuated by centuries of idealist thought and the 
hegemony of the religious-philosophical tradition. The primacy 
here is (tangible, contingent, incarnate) life rather than being – a 
naturalistic view through and through. Search for the essence here 
means investigation into what kind of different forces are at work 
in a particular object, in this case psychotherapy itself, bearing 
in mind that ‘the object itself is a force’ (Deleuze). The essence 
of an object is then at all times plural, for it is a composite of 
different forces at work. 

Should one still crave hermeneutics (a discipline that has, in my 
view, lost its way) it would be ideally oriented along naturalistic 
rather than onto-theological principles. Thus conceived, a hermeneutic 
practice will no longer be interested in the so-called truth or in the 
so-called truth of being. It will investigate instead what natural 
forces are at play, assessing whether the balance can be tilted in 
favour of active forces, i.e. of life-affirming, expansive and 
exploratory tendencies rather than reactive ones, i.e. life-denigrating, 
solely self-preserving tendencies. In Nietzsche’s language, this is 
often presented as the polarity between health and sickness, a 
polarization he lived and suffered first-hand. It also constitutes the 
basic outline of his profoundly naturalist philosophy. 

Pluralism, in Nietzsche’s sense, always arises from this 
immersion in the organismic life of nature, where one finds that 
the being of a force is plural and that it would be absurd to think 
about a force as singular (Deleuze). 

This is also where Nietzsche breaks with Schopenhauer (a 
crucial point for those interested in linking Nietzsche to Freud’s 
psychoanalysis), for whereas the will (much like Freud’s id) is 
unitary in Schopenhauer, it is at all times multiple in Nietzsche. 
Even more significantly: while a unitary vision of the will as the 
prime motor of a samsaric world brings about renunciation in 
Schopenhauer, the vision of the will as multiple results in  
Nietzsche in the constant question: What does a particular will 
want? This question is not directed towards a goal, a motive, or 
an object. Instead, it affirms difference; this is a way of being in 
the world aligned to what Nietzsche calls noble morality,  
antithetic to slave morality. 

Slave morality is the morality of utility. It is often ruled by 
reactive forces, has a pessimistic mistrust of the entire [human] 
situation and is characterized by a type of gregariousness that is 
born out of cowardice rather than genuine solidarity for others. 

Noble morality is instead prevalently made up of active forces, 
by the sheer pleasure of knowing oneself different. It creates 
values; it has at its centre the feeling of plenitude, of power which 
seeks to overflow, the happiness of high tension, the consciousness 
of a wealth which would like to give away and bestow. 

Despite what it is commonly believed in relation to Nietzsche, 
there is compassion within his noble morality ‘but not, or almost 
not, from pity, but more from an urge begotten by superfluity of 
power’ (Deleuze). It is instead a compassion born out of plenitude, 

overflowing energy: generosity rather than moral obligation.
I have noticed how tempting it is for some of us to make of 

Nietzsche the champion of a self-styled and preposterous notion 
of imagined, egotistical ‘nobility’, and then proceed to extol or 
revile his writings accordingly. In my understanding, the noble 
morality he writes about has little to do with either those self-
actualized, fully-functioning, authentic persons out there, or with 
plain and simple immorality and disregard of fellow humans. 

Above all, there are two traits, closely linked to one another, 
that characterize Nietzsche’s ‘noble person’: (1) a move away 
from the ‘Bad air! Bad air!’ of ressentiment and the spirit of 
revenge that seek (moral) blame and is fixated on causation; (2) 
a profound, un-gregarious appreciation of (one’s own and others’) 
difference. The latter is not appreciation of uniqueness of the kind 
favoured by the fashion industry or the current psychotherapy 
industry alike. It is an incitement to evaluate and interpret the 
ongoing becoming of forces that at different times come to 
constitute our ‘individuality’. 

Playing and dancing
Like Pascal before him (‘the heart has its reasons that reason does 
not understand’), Kierkegaard spawned a fiercely poetic resistance 
to the double-headed tyranny of reason and morality that 
characterize the philosophical and religious tradition in the  
West. Yet both thinkers are thoroughly ensnared inside the  
net of interiority. 

Interiority is a spider and neither Pascal nor Kierkegaard, for 
all the irresistible beauty and intensity of their trajectory, ever 
break free of its metaphysical ruse but erect their philosophy  
on its basis. Both of them require all the facets of the interiority 
drama: ‘anguish, wailing, guilt ,  [and] all  the forms of 
dissatisfaction’(Deleuze). 

Nietzsche moves one step ahead. Not content with presenting 
an opposition to morality and reason, his work invalidates the 
main prejudice, the atomistic notion of the self. This brings about 
a wholly different style and a different course of action, both 
thoroughly disengaged from Christianity. Pascal proposes a wager 
while Nietzsche tells us, through Zarathustra, that he loves those 
who are embarrassed when the dice fall in their favour for they 
do not want to win, but ‘perish’.

Kierkegaard invites those of us who dare to take a leap and 
follow the knight of faith in leaving aside the mores and conformities 
of our tribe, while Nietzsche, distrustful of any tyrannically stern 
god, will be moved only by a deity who will make him want to 
dance: ‘Nietzsche’s thought is not about betting but playing; not 
leaping but dancing (Deleuze). While Pascal bets, Nietzsche plays; 
w h i l e  K i e r k e g a a r d  l e a p s ,  N i e t z s c h e  d a n c e s . . . 

Manu will facilitate a nine-week experiential/theoretical course 
on Nietzsche, from 19 April  in London; contact info@
therapyharleystreet.co.uk for more information. Manu’s book 
‘Nietzsche and Psychotherapy’ will be published by Karnac in 
the summer. Contact Manu at manubazzano@onetel.com.
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Despite what it is commonly 
believed in relation to Nietzsche, 
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A new German edition of the Zollikon Seminars (GA89) has  
just been published, edited by Peter Trawny. Apparently, this 
volume is markedly different to the earlier 1987/1994 version 
edited by Medard Boss, with a lot of new material, given that it 
runs to some 900 pages (compared to less than 400 pages in the 
previous edition).

Much of the content is in note-form, with important analyses 
and comments on Mitsein, Dasein, intersubjectivity, and the Ich-
Du Beziehung. It also includes notes that directly refer to 
Theunissen’s 1960s work, The Other, as well as a host of other 

The first ever existential psychotherapy workshop in India was 
given in December by Emmy van Deurzen and Digby Tantam. 

They led a three-day workshop at the TATVA Institute in Goa, 
hosted by Kripi Malvia and David Stanton, to introduce existential 
psychotherapy to India and to support the foundation of the Indian 
Society for Existential Therapy. 

Among other things, the workshop discussed existential therapy 
in the Indian context: reassessing the questions that are taken for 
granted in the cultural context; including family systems and 
norms, clarification and understanding of existential concepts in 
the prevailing psycho-social zeitgeist. 

Participants also considered the reconciliation of the spiritual 
teachings of original scriptures and understandings of Indian 
philosophy with the existential paradigm, and the mirroring of 
Indian, collectivist values in existential psychotherapy relationships.

The workshop was a great success with therapists and 
psychologists from all over India attending.  This will undoubtedly 
be the beginning of many. 
Contact Kripi at kripim@tatva.center

INDIA WORKSHOP
B Y  E M M Y  V A N  D E U R Z E N  &  K R I P I  M A L V I A

topics, such as Technik, and das Ereignis.
Is there any interest among German readers/speakers to  

meet and work through this over the rest of 2018 (and beyond,  
if need be)?

I would like to keep this to a small group of, say, up to 6 people, 
but am keen to see this as an opportunity for further, future 
collaborations, whether this be in the form of publications or 
conference participation.

If you are interested, please get in touch with me at 
momandic2017@gmail.com.
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It’s been a month since my mother passed 
away. 

She suffered a traumatic death, after a 
simple hospitalization for acute bronchitis, 
which somehow led to an obstruction of her 
small intestines. She stayed there for two 
long, hard weeks, and passed away on January 
26th 2018,  when India celebrates i ts  
Republic Day. 

As she was giving way to her final breaths, millions of Indians 
were celebrating. We all thought what a poignant way to go, she 
chose celebration in her death, as she had chosen celebrating her 
life when she was alive.

My mother was my friend, my confidante, my conscience, my 
strength and my courage.

As a friend, we had similar tastes in life. She was my shopping 
partner, she loved shopping and never bought anything in singular 
quantity. A trait I inherited quite seamlessly. 

She not only encouraged, but passionately watched (adored) 
me dancing and singing. She watched me perform for the first 
time at the age of thirteen. She wasn’t aware that I self-taught the 
dance. She was mesmerised. Being an artist, she recognised talent 
and passion, and she gave me the confidence to perform without 
fear and judgement.

She always encouraged me to dance. And I danced, I danced 
for her. I realised then, as I do now, that when I dance, I do it to 
see Mom’s pride and love.

I feel the same when I sing. My voice trembles and I can’t 
reach certain tone levels. But at her remembrance ceremony, I 
sang for the first time with a voice that was seamless. The tune 
flowed and everyone said, I sang from the soul. Probably because 
it was a song I sang to her every day in hospital. One that released 
her, and allowed me to process that the body departs but the soul 
is omnipresent.

She was my confidante. I told her, eventually, everything I 
experienced. We talked about life, marriage, sex, feminism, politics, 
religion, values, beliefs and Indian traditions and culture, and she 
answered all my queries. And in those moments, I thought she 
was cool. You were cool, Mom.

But it wasn’t always such a lovely, memorable relationship, 
we went through many rollercoaster rides, right Mom?

I spent my first twelve years wanting to be just like you.  
Your jewelry, your sarees, your cooking, your art and immense 
talent. At fifteen, I learnt, because of you, how to cook for a large 
number of people, something you and I were very proud of,  
weren’t we Mom?

As a teenager though, I started to rebel and question your 
values, beliefs, your strict observations of life. Why shouldn’t I 
drink, date, smoke, be a teenage girl that gets to experience 
everything needed. Why should I have the privilege of growing 
up with you, Mom, who doesn’t see the western experience the 

way I do. These were hard years for us both, weren’t they? As we 
both tried very hard to just try and accept each other.

Well, that feeling stayed until after I had my first child. I started 
re-connecting with you then, didn’t I? That’s when you became 
my friend, my confidante. You were there for me every step of 
the way. No matter how much I had rebelled earlier, you stayed 
by my side. I know we felt anger towards each other. But we both 
managed, somehow, to experience that anger with each other. 
Whenever you visited we fought with heart and gusto, but love 
always won. 

You became the woman who always had the answers. You 
helped me through my abortions. You stayed by my side in my 
decisions, informing me of your thoughts and beliefs, yet allowing 
me to make my own choices. You stayed by my side through all 
my relationship troubles, in parenting concerns, never telling me 
what to do, but just guiding, gently. You stayed by my side till 
the end, proud that I was a psychotherapist (in training) pursuing 
my doctorate! You were so proud. I did make you proud, Mom, 
didn’t I?

You were my conscience. I grew up to be a woman as strong 
minded as you and when I made my decisions, you accepted me 
no matter what, as they always differed, our choices. We agreed 
to disagree, and they were important moments in my life. Because 
they taught me to have the courage to be myself, and stand up to 
you, Mom, the person I looked up to the most. You were there 
unconditionally! You were my conscience because it didn’t matter 
whether you agreed or not, what mattered was that you knew what 
I was thinking and doing and that was enough for me!

You were, and will remain, my strength and courage. Recently, 
I made a promise to have ‘the courage to be myself’. Because I 
saw, in the last few years of your life, you found the courage to 
be you. You found peace and contentment in knowing what life 
had to offer. All the ups and downs, all the disappointments and 
happiness, all the sadness and anger, all the obstacles and erratic 
journeys, you accepted them for what they were. You found peace 
in being with them. You found the courage to be. Now, I feel I 
have come full circle: in wanting to be like you again Mom, I 
want the courage to be me. 

Thank you, Mom, for showing and guiding me once again the 
way to connect with myself and my courage. Thank you for 
showing me that once at peace with what is thrown at you in life, 
your ability to let go of this world becomes that much easier. 
Contact Shruti at shrutijainsaxena@gmail.com

EDITOR’S NOTE
Do you have an ending – whether professional or personal 
– that you would be willing to share on this page? If so, 
please send your poetry or prose (maximum of 900 words) 
to the Editor.
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Regent’s School of Psychotherapy & 
Psychology is a centre of excellence, 
offering a range of academic and 
professional training in the fields 
of psychotherapy, counselling 
and counselling psychology, from 
introductory to PhD level.  

Our two-year part-time Advanced Diploma 
provides a solid grounding in existential 
psychotherapy by combining academic, 
practical and experiential components. 
Satisfactory completion of the programme 
leads to eligibility for UKCP registration as 
an existential psychotherapist.

Advanced 
Diploma in 
Existential 
Psychotherapy

Find out more:
enquiries@regents.ac.uk
020 7487 7505
www.regents.ac.uk/adep

00948ADV-Existential Analysis 160x265-AW.indd   1 24/08/2017   15:30

APRIL_18_V7.indd   32 21/03/2018   09:21


