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Please note: the names of the authors in this 
issue have been carefully changed, and all 
identifying details have been altered or removed. 
This includes the name of the editor, who is no 
longer using his real name even though it looks 
like the same one he used in the last issue. This 
action has been taken to protect the 
confidentiality of everyone concerned, including 
me. You don’t know who I am. (Believe me.)

The editorial board agreed this new policy at 
their last meeting. As I understand it – I wasn’t 
there and I don’t know who was – the policy was 
taken to reflect the way in which the profession 
now not only protects the identity of clients but also the 
identity of therapists.

As some of you will remember, when you once wrote a case 
study many years ago, you used to have to say – as if it wasn’t 
blindingly obvious – that you had changed your client’s name 
and ‘disguised’ them in all sorts of ways. That was in the days 
when we pretended that the amazingly talented therapist we 
also described in the same case study really was us, not a 
figment of our imagination. (Oh, the good old days!) 

As we now know, it wasn’t long before the rule of 
confidentiality was applied to therapists too. Journal articles 
were all signed ‘Another Therapist’ and any subsequent 
correspondence had to be sent via the publisher. It’s hard to 
know why this was done now, because the records are strangely 
missing. However, it is generally agreed that as therapists we 
much prefer privacy and anonymity. (Though I suspect one or 
two academics also prefer not to have their early postgraduate 
work be traceable in the bibliographic databases.)

For most ordinary practicing private therapists, the big 
change came when the BACP and UKCP agreed to remove all 
therapists’ names from their directories. By now, of course, 
we’re all used to the fact that clients search for us by 
photograph (eyes blacked out) and shoe-size only. Remember 
the trouble that therapists with slightly different-sized right and 
left feet had? It took the BACP Ethics Committee years to 
figure that one out. And while it made professional referral 
difficult, I’m sure you have long ago learned, as I have, to tell a 

size 9.5 from a size 10 at some distance across a 
workshop floor.

For those of you who will decry the change of 
our editorial policy, please consider this: have 
our clients ever known who we are anyway? I 
mean, apart from our shoe size? Yes, of course, 
as good existential-phenomenological therapists, 
we all disclose like crazy. I’ve been sharing my 
bank statements, my doctor’s reports and my 
‘Hello Kitty’ diary entries with all my clients for 
years. Don’t we all?

But I’m not talking about that stuff. I’m 
talking about the real ‘us’. When did a client 

– let alone a reader of the Hermeneutic Circular – know who ‘I’ 
really was? Yup! If you think about it, none of your clients and 
none of the readers of this newsletter will have the faintest clue 
who you really are. Even your friends and family may not 
know the real you. So if we just make up names and email 
addresses, what does it matter? 

If we never really, really, get to know each other – anyone, 
ever – it’s starting to look slightly silly insisting on identifying 
who wrote what, and thinking that a name or photo tells us who 
that is. And our authors, whoever they are, are going to feel 
much more comfortable sharing provocative, intimate, 
profound and sometimes ridiculous insights with you – dear 
reader – if you just let the whole ‘identity’ thing go. So chill, 
lie back, and enjoy!

And there’s much to enjoy in this issue, for which my thanks 
to all our contributors. From gardening to compassion, 
stuckness to creativity, and the World Congress to  the Green 
Mile, it’s all here. My particular thanks to Rebecca Greenslade 
(not her real name!) for gathering all the contributions on the 
R. D. Laing (not his real name!) reading group. 

If you would like to write anonymously for the next issue, 
due out in April next year, do please let me know. The email 
address below isn’t mine, of course, but I’m sure your message 
will reach me… 

N O T  M E

FROM  
THE EDITOR 
ANDREW MILLER

Andrew Miller 
insidework@gmail.com
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This  i s  my s ix th 
report to you from 
the  pages  of  the 
Hermeneutic 
Circular.

Have you ever 
walked across the 
same road of your 
everyday journey and 

everything was different? One would say 
that it only takes one’s self to be in a 
different  than the usual  s ta te  and 
everything then looks different, even if 
they are the same, simply because the 
observer is being different. Somebody 
else could claim that things are always 
different but we are accustomed to noticing 
only the repetitive side of things and it 
only takes an experience that distances 
itself from this safe and well known field 
of observation to make everything seem 
different. And then, you may think that 
even the observation itself is a hostage to 
the motive that dictates whether we are 
looking or seeing. Maybe it is all down 
to the eye; that organ that we use to see 
everything but itself, as we can only see 
a reflection of it, never itself directly, 
unless it  is somebody else’s. I can 
remember such a moment, as a student, 
attending a lecture that talked about what 
therapy is. The lecturer was Dr Trevor 
Butt.

I would like to thank Trevor Butt 
through these lines for everything he has 
done, all his teaching and all his work, 
but most importantly for the way he was 
in this world. Sadly, we lost Trevor earlier 
this year and since then he is greatly 

missed.  I ,  personally,  would need 
numerous pages until I run out of words 
in order to describe to the minimum what 
he was in my life and my work. As a 
spokesperson of the Society, however, I 
will deprive myself in acting as our 
ambassador in paying our respects, and 
thanking him for all the work he has 
offered us, as a Society, through his 
articles in our Journal and talks in our 
conferences.

It is with great pleasure and appreciation 
that I would like to thank you all for 
returning the calls for participation in the 
running of our Society. A number of 
members came forward and offered 
voluntarily and gracefully their services 
to the Society and it seems that slowly 
we are getting there. Very capable people 
embody most of the vital roles of our 
structure and I am looking forward to the 
next months, as most of the old activities 
of our Society and some new will be 
established, and offer to our members and 
the public a much stronger presence of 
the Society for Existential Analysis. We 
need more people to get involved as there 
are always more exciting things to be 
putting in place as activities and/or 
services that our Society offers; so please, 
if you have not done so yet, do get 
involved. Also, if you have new ideas 
please do not hesitate to let us know.

You may have noticed that our website 
is modernised and has become way more 
user friendly. It has also become faster 
and soon it will be even more functioning 
in order to represent the Society on the 
web efficiently and synchronously with 

what is happening. Our Continuous 
Professional Development events are soon 
to be re-established in a structured manner, 
and that will enable members to gain their 
CPD as well as give a chance to the public 
to learn more about existential thinking 
and its applications to psychotherapy 
practice.

Speaking of  events ,  our  annual 
conference is already advertised for the 
21st November, titled Being and Doing. 
Following the past years’ tradition of 
duality (love and hate; truth or dare), this 
year’s conference has already attracted a 
number of amazing speakers that have 
signed up to give exciting talks and 
seminars. I will not say more as I do not 
want to spoil the party and excitement, 
as  the  conference organisers  wi l l 
communicate more news to you about the 
event in due course.

Lastly, I would like to thank our 
longstanding members that decided to 
step down from their roles in the committee 
of our Society, Mike Harding and Martin 
Adams, both of whose work is hugely 
apprecia ted.  Their  service  helped 
enormously to get us to where the Society 
stands today.

I am looking forward to seeing you all 
in  November,  and  un t i l  our  nex t 
communication through the Hermeneutic 
Circular, take care and thank you for all 
your support. As always, I wish to remind 
you to volunteer, especially now during 
these exciting times for the Society.

Bye for now.

REPORT FROM  
THE CHAIR
PAVLOS 
FILIPPOPOULOS
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VACANCY FOR 
DISTRIBUTION 
& PURCHASING 
COORDINATOR
An opportunity has arisen to join the team responsible  
for the SEA’s journal Existential Analysis. If you’d like 
to be involved in the important work of keeping the 
journal running, and enjoy making systems work 
smoothly, please get in touch with Katrina Pitts for more 
infomation or to apply. Email katrina.pitts@gmail.com

EXISTENCE  
PRECEDES ESSENCE
Having a look at the Hermeneutic Circular (April 2015), I was 
cheered to find some of my own thoughts mirrored in  
Hugh Knopf’s article, and heartened by his frank honesty.

Although I have been an ‘armchair’ philosopher from the age 
of six (probably more accurate to call myself ‘bed chamber 
philosopher’ in fact, which could raise eyebrows depending on 
t h e  k i n d  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n  y o u  p o s s e s s )  I  f e e l  
like Hugh that intense (existential?) anxiety of being ‘found out’ 
as not truly an existential therapist after all. When I try  
to explain to clients or students what existential means, I find 
that the simplest way to describe the word is, ‘about questions 
relating to our existence’ – and this then reassures people  
who are  nervous  about  the  academia  presumed to  be  
requisite for existential therapists (who are also therefore 
philosophers, by default)

I offered a workshop using film to explore the (Existential) 
therapeut ic  re la t ionship very la te  in  the  day for  th is  
conference, and was astonished at the flexibility of the  
planners who were willing to include me without question.  
This was exhilarating and stimulating, but I still found myself 
mentally comparing my approach with others that I chatted to on 
the day and feeling that I might have somehow got in ‘by the back 
door’ after all!

It was an interesting day where I observed the way many 
individuals seemed to be enclosed in a clear protective sphere as 
their own personal armour, in a strange place and unfamiliar 
environment. So it was not just me after all! Others (as Hugh, in 
this article) felt the same. When I tentatively reached out to several 
strangers, suddenly it was as if a door was opened and the person 
peeped out – but in each case it was me that made the first move. 
No strangers introduced themselves to me.

At the workshops it was interesting to see how people spread 
themselves out thinly in the rooms – just like small congregations 
at church services in the country! The whole business of ‘fitting 
in’ – what a challenge this is for us as human beings – and when 
we don’t fit in, there is always the temptation to try and sense the 
local ‘zeitgeist’ and attune oneself to that. In fact, I am practising 
the belief that to be a ‘borderlands’ person with a foot in various 
camps leaves me freer to be myself and work out the questions 
of my own destiny and ‘thrownness’. 
I wonder what other readers think?
Jennie Cummings-Knight
Contact jennie_ck@msn.com

THE THERAPEUTIC HOUR
There is more than one reference in the last Hermeneutic Circular 
(April 2015) to the 45-minute hour, as if that were normal. I just 
wanted to say that as a therapist I always give a full hour. I am 
sure there are others like me. I don’t really know where the fiction 
of the 45-minute hour came from, although I suppose Freud is 
the answer. Some people in the transpersonal area usually give 
an hour and a half.

I once heard a psychoanalyst say that the reason was that ‘no 
one can concentrate for more than 45 minutes’, but this is not 
true. Research from military operations shows that 2 hours is quite 
possible under ordinary conditions. Those of us who get involved 
in weekend workshops know very well that a single piece of work 
can sometimes go on for over an hour. Of course, from a financial 
point of view, a 45-minute hour is very convenient, but it is still 
a fiction. 45 minutes is not an hour, nor should it be called an 
hour, in my view.

It seems odd in a way that the existential approach should hold 
to the practice of the very different discipline of psychoanalysis, 
but of course the early existential therapists were very close to 
the psychoanalysts, and had much in common with them. Ludwig 
Binswanger and Medard Boss had many dealings with 
psychoanalysts, as Anthony Stadlen has shown.

I blame the training courses, such as Regents College. I do not 
know what the New School recommends, but it would not surprise 
me if the 45-minute hour was not instituted from the start. But 
why? I ask. Why?
John Rowan
Contact johnrowan@aol.com

LETTERS TO 
THE EDITOR
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‘Insanity – a perfectly rational adjustment to an 
insane world.’

 – R.D. Laing

Both influential and infamous, psychiatrist R.D. Laing’s critique 
of conventional psychiatric treatments gained significant visibility 
and attention in the 1960s and 70s. His passionate voice drew 
attention to the dehumanising psychiatric treatment of vulnerable 
patients and generated an intellectual and cultural polemic reaching 
far beyond the psychiatric community. His experimental and 
alternative therapeutic communities – where the distinction between 
patient and therapist was dropped – were the source of both 
criticism and inspiration. 

25 years on from his death, the R.D. Laing in the 21st Century 
Reading Group’s intention was to bring fresh attention and 
understanding to the ideas of this influential psychiatrist. From 
October 2014, meeting bi-monthly at the Claremont Project in 
London, the group explored four of Laing’s works – The Divided 
Self (1960), Sanity, Madness & The Family (1964), The Politics 
of Experience (1967), and Knots (1970) – and ended with a film 
screening and panel discussion of Asylum (1972), aptly hosted 
at Kingsley Hall in celebration of 50 years since the start of Laing’s 
radical therapeutic community there.

The Reading Group welcomed an eclectic and evolving group 
of participants including therapists, students, nurses, artists, 
activists, psychiatric survivors, writers, charity workers and 
retirees. Dynamic in nature, some came once or twice, preferring 
to discuss the works that interested them most, some engaged for 
the duration of the series. Yet, through the Laingian spirit of 
community, we endeavoured to share and challenge our 
understanding of what it means to provide or receive care within 
a 21st century society where the prevalent therapeutic focus lies 
upon symptoms, diagnostic categories, pharmaceutical interventions 
and panacea. 

Below are the personal contributions from seven of the Reading 
Group members, all offering their evocative responses to R.D. 
Laing and all reflecting the diversity and depth of their engagement 
with his ideas. That over the course of the five meetings, almost 
two hundred people from such a range of backgrounds and 
experiences came together and engaged in open dialogue about 
the contribution of R.D. Laing’s work, does indeed indicate that 
both his legacy and contemporary relevance still hold deep currency 
and concern. 
Rebecca Greenslade, R.D. Laing in the 21st Century Reading 
Group Organiser

I REMEMBER A TIME
By Siraj Izhar, Artist / Activist

I remember a time in the summer of 2010, camping in Parliament 
Square, lying in my tent listening to the brawls between drunken 
servicemen back from the war in Afghanistan and Soho drug 
addicts – people abandoned by the State who found a refuge in 

the space called Democracy Village that we had opened up. I felt 
it was a situation that Laing would have understood, a sort of 
Kingsley Hall on the green. 

In my tent I had a copy of his Politics of Experience. However 
I was in Parliament Square not for catfights but to try and be part 
of a new form of politics different from the mothballed democracy 
played out across the green in Westminster. 

But how do we begin to think of the new politics – through 
the world of ideas in our heads or through the world of experience? 
For us we had to start at the bottom with the building blocks of 
life. Then with whom? With what kind of people? Could there be 
a wrong kind of people in the world of experience? As the basic 
building block of politics the conundrum with experience is that 
we are invisible to each other. Or as Laing put it, ‘your experience 
of me is invisible to me. My experience of you is invisible to you.’ 
Thus so much of our behaviour is in the form of unilateral or 
bilateral attempts to eliminate experience. And why politics is 
often the negation of experience, political reality the alienation 
of experience. 

Why experiment with building politics in this way? In particular 
when there are ready-made institutions for building on, and 
achieving recognition and so forth. Outside that, life offers only 
flux. But that’s not the way for the likes of Laing; his is the path 
of the raw encounter, the ‘Viz’ magazine way for the world of 
heady ideas to get to the bottom of things. And for getting to the 
bottom of things there was just no one like Laing, even if he 
confessed that one could never get to the bottom of things in one 
lifetime. But he tried and in his contrary way said, ‘I have a key 
to get out of here.’ What did he mean? That unlike the others he 
had a way of getting out of the situations he had created, or about 
his own place in history, escaping institutional recuperation. Which 
is why he is so indefinable.

Laing was the master at creating places for letting loose life’s 
pathologies, transitional places where nothing is sacrosanct. But 
for the desperate who went there, as Morty Schatzman described 
at the Asylum screening panel discussion, ‘those houses were a 
refuge, it was like going through a blizzard and finding a room 
with fireplace’. Knowing what went on from all the memoirs, 
they were monumental stage sets for an era. It was great to hear 

R.D. LAING READING GROUP

L E F T  T O  R I G H T:  A D R I A N  L A I N G ,  F R A N C I S  G I L B E R T, 

R E B E C C A  G R E E N S L A D E  &  M O R T O N  S C H AT Z M A N
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Francis Gilbert speaking of his time at the Archway asylum: ‘I 
certainly don’t look back on those days as misspent youth,’ he 
said with a twinkle, to remind us of Laing himself. 

SECOND COMINGS VS.  
SECOND HELPINGS

By Andy Brooker,  
Psychiatric Survivor / Founder Soteria London

So is Ronnie coming back to kick Slychiatry up its electro 
convulsives and get the old pneumatic guillotine up n running 
again? With Tara lawn floor cushions, soft lighting and the 
delectable Rebecca Greenslade putting heads in baskets? Happy 
days are here again…

Clinical ironies aside, it’s lamentable that after awakening 
from decades of social amnesia, much of the progressive work 
undertaken by therapeutic communities has now been discredited, 
repressed or assimilated by mock professionals eager to rebrand 
the safebits and boost their flattened ratings at the same time. 

The north wind of psychologization, characterised by expectation 
makeovers, attitude enhancement, victim blaming, clinical 
atomization & self surveillance, has hastened the fracturing of 
collective thought (word and deed) to create new type of 
interpersonal dys-integration where false consciousness abounds 
and the root of the crowd’s maddening remains hidden.

The survivor movement’s defiance of consensus reality rallies 
against this colonisation of experience. The over seeding of our 
psyches with a rapaciously unfulfilled desire for more, requires 
spiritual heartlands to fall fallow, long before they would naturally 
expire. By reconfiguring its parasitical grip on the emerging 
precariat, the next generation of 
psycolonials are busy harvesting a 
new crop of ‘migrant’ med-fodder 
for perpetual psychic enslavement 
& workfare drudgery.

When considering the texts we 
cannot  ignore  how vi ru lent ly 
prosumerist the ‘mental health 
system’ has become in the half 
century since Laing’s rule. & decry 
the sweetening of early survivor 
wrath and radicalism now quaintly 
photo shopped out by latter day 
‘service users’ who waste all their 

with an unquenchable need to win the next sedan chair race on 
social media).

Their coquettish rituals of professional knowing appearing less 
flagrant when restaged in the democratised salons of the Claremont’s 
best broom cupboard. Therein, hierarchical frustrations quickly 
gave way to fusty displays of libidinal jousting, and some petit 
figleaf attempts to hide the lack pure listening under a kabbalcade 
of boarders horsepucky. And that’s just me owning part in the 
bigdick carousel. 

& how did they receive the maddeners in their midst? As 
gleaming tokens of their Machiavellian endeavour? As canary 
prophets and prophetesses with lifesaving omens in their beaks? 
As Dorian Gray reflections of an intra personal odyssey they could 
never embark on? As the next cultural nexus with an ability to 
radicalise by association? As feral tormentors with credibility 
gaps they hoped to plunder? As the new champions of combined 
labour in brave new world health corps? As a means to earn a 
living or as new friends and paramours? 

I think not ... but isn’t that what Meet Ups are all about, eh???

KINGLSEY HALL, BROMLEY BY 
BOW, JUNE 12 2015

‘By’ Dr. Claire Marshall, Counselling Psychologist /  
Clinical Manager, Claremont Psychotherapy Service

50 years since the start of the radical community. The screening 
of Asylum was followed by a panel discussion with Adrian Laing*, 
Dr. Morton Schatzman**, Francis Gilbert*** and, an audience 
of over 120 people – facilitated by psychotherapist Rebecca 
Greenslade. We started at 6.30pm and left after 10pm. It was 
humid. The windows in the hall were boarded up, ‘to remind us 
of how the hall was left’. We talked:

‘Gulf of power.’
‘Signs and symbols alone is sane.’

‘I think it’s where there’s most terror, where the most 
important things are hidden. I can hide from the terror but I’d 

also avoid hearing, seeing, smelling, touching.’
‘What do you want? That’s a very difficult question, a very 

difficult question, especially if you haven’t had much practice.’
‘To tolerate the visions, feelings and behaviours when one 

of us is freaking out.’
‘Work had to be simple to be with one another.’

‘Do we consider you responsible for your own actions?’
‘The film Asylum was made in 1972, what progress has 

been made?’ ‘I don’t have the patience to deal with that kind of 
crap, so it’s not my profession. But from 1972 to 2015 what 

progress has been made? It seems like we are going backwards. 
I’m not here to ingratiate myself, I’m here to talk straight.’ 

(Adrian).
‘At Kingsley Hall there was no hierarchy within the group 

– we all lived together. The visitors couldn’t tell who was who. 
I got a kick out of that because it expressed the ethos.’ 

(Morton). 
‘We were a group of bohemians and that bound us together 

more than a view of psychiatry.’ 
‘I think there are two types of order: imposed and one that 

comes from interactions between people. Hierarchy in terms of 
people who really need help and what my father [Laing] called 

confetti on an unquestioned belief that the ‘Mental Health 
System’ can be reformed via recovery based blindfulness, open 
direlogue, coproduction doublespeak & their melt in the sun 
peer apprentice trophies.

All hail the emperor’s new taskforce!!!
Paradoxically the debate around ‘what happened to you / what’s 

wrong with you’ has slumped to new levels of disdain as the Neo 
Liberal renaissance in social shaming has ignited a top-down class 
war against the disposable and dispossessed which it has gleefully 
scapegoated and driven to suicide.

Elephants in the gloom? As one of the few rotters in attendance, 
I was struck by the raft of bourgeois parlour games on offer 
being championed by Islington’s finest (the lettuce leaf army, 
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dishonest slip outs. Therapists who were going to come to work 
there then went mad themselves.’

‘I’m not a better human being because I’m a doctor or a 
therapist. Some patients were pretty shitty people. What’s easy 

to forget is these houses were a refuge in the blizzard. Where 
else was there? There wasn’t anywhere else. Hospitals looked 
and felt like prisons. You had no rights, they were filthy. The 

homes were a refuge for people who were desperate.’
‘The human animal is the only animal that’s frightened of 

itself.’ 
‘Laing was an odious man.’ (Audience member). ‘I’ve heard 

worse.’ (Adrian).
‘Dialogue was far more real and structure was designed to 

be more humane.’
‘Families of people who had come [into the house] were 

implicated. The families are tragic too – there’s trauma there.’
‘People who suffered a great loss of status . . . what 
happened in Kingsley Hall reversed that, in a way.’

‘I certainly don’t look back on those days as a misspent 
youth!’ (Francis).

‘Big pharma on one side, humanistic on the other – there’s 

Instead, what followed was a 
brilliant denunciation of Laing, which 
included an insistence that mentally 
ill people really were ill, and a 
declaration that he, Peter Sedgwick, 
would be – and I quote – ‘perfectly 
happy to see as many mentally ill 
persons as possible treated fully and 
effectively in this society’!

What exactly Peter Sedgwick said 
in that lecture is intriguing. Did he 
explain that Laing too would be 
‘perfectly happy’ for those with 
organic disorders (which Laing had 
carefully delineated from those with socially intelligible conditions) 
to be treated in precisely the way Sedgwick was demanding? It 
doesn’t sound like he did.

The question implies that Laing’s tattered reputation today is 
the result of a campaign of unfair smears, which is not what I am 
saying. I am also not saying that Laing was simply a sacrificial 
scapegoat to bury a certain kind of libertarian experimentalism 
which during the political defeats and disappointments of the 1970s 
would come to seem embarrassingly naïve (this, indeed, is one way 
of thinking about Laing: as a firebrand of the 60s counter-culture, 
only remembered in heady memoirs of the times; in effect reduced 
to a cipher in the popular memory of the cultural past). 

How and why someone as fashionable as Laing got to become 
so vilified and discarded may be because his detractors and those 
who abandoned him had a point – maybe Laing did get it 
fundamentally wrong. Contemporaries such as Foucault and 
Deleuze have not fallen from grace so spectacularly. Erving 
Goffman, also criticised by Sedgwick along with Foucault, has 
been treated far more kindly by posterity. A special edition of 
Thinking Allowed celebrating Goffman was aired in 2013. 

The production of a field of knowledge and its canonical texts 
is not without its vagaries and what is prized and what is discarded 
is not the result of objective selection. That said, the question 
remains - is ‘R.D.ology’ good knowledge or bad knowledge? Are 
Laing’s theories worth taking seriously? Do we need to consult 
Laing’s critics, for example, when weighing up the value of his 
intriguing Blakean assertion that ‘true’ sanity is to be gained 
through ‘the emergence of the “inner” archetypal mediators of a 
divine power’ (The Politics of Experience)? And, if we don’t, 
what’s at stake? In the sense of the Freudian subject who is 
compelled to repeat what they refuse to remember, is the new 
Laingian destined for a ‘Laurie Taylor’ moment?

I CONTINUE TO QUESTION
Rebecca Greenslade, Psychotherapist

I continue to question the legitimacy of my interest in R.D. 
Laing’s life and work. Unlike many members of the R.D. Laing 
in the 21st Century Reading Group, I am neither a psychiatric 

still a big gap. Polarised. Who wins the battle? Both things 
have to contribute in the question of how we help these people 

who are suffering.’

* A d r i a n  L a i n g ,  R . D .  L a i n g ’s  s o n  a n d  a u t h o r  o f  
R.D. Laing: A Life.
**Dr. Morton Schatzman, a former Kingsley Hall Resident  
and founder of Arbours Association
 ***Francis Gilbert: a former Kingsley Hall resident from 1966-
70, who once commented: ‘Ronnie [Laing] said, ‘Go mad, young 
man’, and I did. I took him at his word, and I went as mad as  
I possibly could, and at no time did he try and stop me.’

RESISTING R.D.OLOGY
Riad Akbur, First-year R.D.ologist

Why is R.D. Laing so unpopular? Let’s listen to the sociologist 
and broadcaster, Laurie Taylor, introducing a 2011 edition of 
his BBC Radio 4 programme, Thinking Allowed, on the subject 
of ‘anti-psychiatry’: 

‘I suspect that most of us carry around  
an uncomfortable memory of a time when we 
were profoundly mistaken about another person, 
another idea. All that’s needed to remind me  
of such a period in my own life is a name – 
R.D. Laing.’

The ‘discomfort and the shame’ that Laurie Taylor goes on to 
recall stem from a lecture in the early 1970s that he had organised 
at York University. The speaker was social activist, Peter Sedgwick, 
and Laurie Taylor was eagerly anticipating a trenchant defence of 
the views and methods of Laing, who he regarded as ‘a cultural hero’. 

R.D. LAING READING GROUP
CONTINUED
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survivor, nor someone experienced in supporting people in 
extreme states of fragility, such as ‘psychosis’. As a white, 
educated, Western woman who has always worked within the 
female-friendly field of the ‘helping professions’, I have 
existed so far in relative social comfort and privilege. Laing’s 
well-documented misogyny and – at times – volatile, 
unpredictability adds to my ambivalence. Yet, reading Laing 
for the first time was agony. 

For through reading Laing, I was able to recognise the psychological 
and emotional violence latent within my own family. The painful 
double binds of social expectations and unfulfilled dreams, alcoholism 
and fatherhood, successful but suppressed children, the tension of 
loving and hating each other, were concealed by well-practiced, 
middle-class family performances. I realised that my own family 
chapter could have quite legitimately belonged in Sanity Madness 
and the Family (1964). As, I am sure, could yours. 

I have questioned why, at times of crisis and melancholy, I 
have managed to always maintain some faint thread to life as it 
is, in contrast to the schizoid disassociations others might create 
in order to simply survive. Perhaps in the same way that I prefer 
early morning walks amidst the street cleaners picking through 
yesterday’s debris and the local drunks still lounging on the park 
benches before the daily sanitisation sets in, I feel more at ease 
within the peripheries of the mad and marginalized. Perhaps this 
is why I have found such companionship with R.D. Laing. Within 
his work, I encounter the freedom to dance with madness and to 
commune with my own. 

As a psychotherapist therefore, I have found Laing’s influence 
and guidance both liberating and challenging. No philosopher, 
anthropologist, cultural theorist, psychologist or psychotherapist, 
accompanies me into the therapy room to the extent that Laing 
does. His social phenomenological critique disrupts my choices, 
demands accountability and questions my own call of conscience 
as I sit with others, amidst this 21st century age of un–thinking, 
where, in my view, individuals are becoming increasingly bereft 
of their own criticality, self-awareness and agency. 

It is impossible – or naive – to be a therapist, oblivious to the 
social, cultural and organizational power dynamics at play, 
suffocating our profession and framing both how we meet with 
our clients and what they come to therapy for. What might Laing 
say about the June protest at Streatham Job Centre against 
government attempts to treat unemployment as a form of 
psychological disorder and impose forced therapy on the 
unemployed? I doubt his words now would differ from his 
passionately urgent voice in Politics of Experience, written almost 
fifty years ago, as we continue to be 
‘murderers and prostitutes’ (p.11), 
perpetuators of our own alienation. 

The etymology of ‘existence’ is 
from the Latin existere, translating 
as ‘to stand forth’, or ‘to take a stand’. 
How does this manifest through 
existential psychotherapy practice? 
As therapists, we endeavour to 
cultivate environments where clients 
can stand forth and (re)emerge from 
experiences of marginalisation, 
suffering and despair. Yet, in this 21st 
century politics of experience, we 

are constantly faced with systematic challenges that risk 
compromising our integrity, values and practice. One legacy Laing 
left us with, is that he always took a stand. 

I LIKE LAING BECAUSE
Bill Thompson, PhD, MSc and  

Boy Scout’s badge for wanky-speak

I like Laing because I understand him as trying to take Winnicott’s 
and Klein’s object relationships, as they contribute to my own 
understanding of object but not as ‘objective’, into a cognitive 
action group, qua family in Laing’s case it seems to me, and see 
how the mismatch or match of dispositions creates the problems 
manifested and reported/recorded in his work between individual 
thinking and group acting.

Winnicott and his space of appearances is somewhat seminal 
to my own understanding, one that I believe Laing worked with 
but Laing went off the rails through celebrity, drugs and drink, 
as happens to good and bad people alike.

The thinking (in the Heideggerian sense thinking) that is going 
on now seems to me to be the disillusionment of some of us from 
pragmatism and positivism as it has progressed since the mid-19th 
century, and a search for conceptualism in the Hegelian sense that, 
for example, Habermas has struggled with. I say for example, since 
he is a thinker upon concepts that relate Hegel’s philosophy to 
history rather than a way of living based on being (living not life).

I also believe, for it is a belief and not inevitably part of living, 
that the Western interest, from Greek through Renaissance to 
Modernity, in the individual is important to the development of the 
human condition. In his interest in Maya and the Eastern spirituality 
of existence, Laing attempted to bring what I consider to be an 
unhealthy totalisation of spiritual meaning under review and link 
it, in a healthy way I believe, to the legitimisation of any establishment 
brought into being in the way that church and state could be 
interpreted as doing to the longevity of what we tag as being the 
history of England [sic] or any other phenomenon of time.

‘The lines on the map are for illustrative 
purposes only - they don’t show the exact  
route taken by the train.’ 

(extract taken from a travel guide circa 2015)

THE LAING READING GROUP
Stephen Bush, Claremont member / Art History Lecturer

The Laing reading group warmly welcomed non-specialists. 
Working for social services in the early 1990s I implemented 
‘Care in the Community’, particularly the exodus from Friern 
Barnet. Perhaps Laing’s influence was stronger on social work 
than medicine? 

I attended a training day where the title, schizophrenia, was disputed 
as a category. We were advised to be suspicious of the disproportionate 
diagnosis of young black men. They might simply be other, 
disenfranchised and disempowered. We were, however, given practical 
advice: not to challenge the schizophrenic’s world, as they’d be unable 
to abandon it and therefore more likely to (re)act violently. 

S A L LY  O ’ S U L L I VA N
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I applied this, in one case to a client holding a knife. I would 
note that we both came to this encounter with labels. I was the 
‘sane’ professional, charged with integrating and containing a 
client. He was ‘mad’ and potentially dangerous.

I enjoyed Knots. However, I write, read, discuss and study 
poetry with leading practitioners. There’s no exclusive definition 
of poetry, but this isn’t the way poets write or think. In particular 
poetry is allusive, not didactic. I’m not sure Laing is making 
poetic claims though, just borrowing the form; his introduction 
suggests he’s restating and reflecting on his previous work 
particularly, I felt, the family case studies. I’m not sure whether 
he’s talking to himself, us, or both. I was surprised he’d give 
further ammunition to those who accuse him of being unscientific, 
preferring quackery, artiness and sociology (whichever’s worst). 
But perhaps by now he considers this a battle that’s been won, or 
lost, depending who he’s addressing?

I’m now an art historian and recently gave a talk on William 
Blake, disputing the Romantic paradigm, seeing him as an 
unworldly, misunderstood and neglected genius. So I’m particularly 
interested in Laing’s affinity with Blake. 

The work ‘Ghost of a Flea’ (Tate Britain) makes the case. What 
might appear a monstrous vision is in fact a combination of art 
and science. Blake has reproduced an enlarged scientific drawing 

of the flea (he owned a copy) between the creature’s legs. The 
ghost/man itself takes its form from this and the scientific 
information that the flea’s leap equates to a man jumping thirty 
feet from a standing position. Hence the extraordinarily powerful 
legs and back, lack of neck and tiny head. 

Blake’s friend and patron, John Varley, asks Blake to recollect 
how he experienced this ‘vision’. Blake says, I don’t need to, he’s 
there, in the corner. Varley gets even more excited, he’s witnessing 
Blake having a vision. Blake says no (you fool), I’m imagining 
him. You can imagine him. Anyone can. But people today won’t 
let themselves imagine (any more). 

In the Blake room, this picture faces Blake’s satirical depiction 
of Newton attempting to measure everything scientifically (Newton 
probably has more irrational personal beliefs than Blake). Paolozzi’s 
giant statue of Blake’s Newton stands outside the British Library. 
I take it to symbolize the combination of cold science and warm 
imagination within. Something Laing also gives me.

For comments or further communication, contact Rebecca at 
rebeccagreenslade@hotmail.co.uk. With thanks and appreciation 
to Claremont Project, Friends of East End Loonies (F.E.E.L) and 
Kingsley Hall 

…mortals ever search anew for the essence of 
dwelling, that they must ever learn to dwell.

(Heidegger, Basic Writings (BW), p363)

A number of existential themes occupied 
Heidegger’s thinking throughout his career; 
the most obvious was Being and another was 
dwelling. After the war he spent many years 
in the wooded hills of the Black Forest where 
he wrote. These writings became collectively 
known as his later works. Often described as 
esoteric and mystical, they seem somehow 
divorced from the brilliance and insight of 

Being and Time. They are neither widely read nor taught. Something 
happened to Heidegger’s thinking around the Turn and it was 
never the same again. 

Having spent the last two years reading and re-reading these 
later essays, as part of my doctoral research, I’m not so convinced 

by this received wisdom. Granted, they are full of the most bizarre 
language, yet throughout there are moments of poetic beauty.  The 
concepts themselves have an almost ethereal quality. I’m thinking 
here of such ideas as gelassenheit (releasement), aletheia 
(unconcealment), die Lichtung (the clearing), poiesis, ereignis 
(enowning) and dwelling. To me it seems as if Heidegger’s later 
work was part of an ongoing process, as he took ideas from Being 
and Time, wrestled with them, working and reworking them, 
taking them to the very edge of language. Hence his extensive 
use of imagery and poetry as a way of mediating this process in 
an attempt to clarify and be understood.

Dwelling
The idea of dwelling develops from Being and Time where it 
appears as Being-in-the-world. The clarity of his message here is 
straightforward, the use of hyphens to describe emphatically the 
inextricable link between Dasein and ‘world’. In his later essay 
Building, Dwelling and Thinking, Heidegger’s thinking has 
deepened and with it a far more subtle creature emerges in the 

R.D. LAING READING GROUP
CONTINUED
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form of dwelling. The essay is a favourite of architecture students 
but I would suggest it should be for psychotherapists too. 

It begins with a familiar Heideggerian rallying cry: ‘The proper 
sense of bauen, namely dwelling, falls into oblivion’ (BW: 350). 
We have forgotten what it means to dwell; much like Being it has 
slipped from our awareness. However in typical Heidegger fashion, 
dwelling can and does means many different things. He starts the 
essay by exploring the etymology of the Old High German word 
bauen and ends with a description of dwelling as a gathering of 

the fourfold (das Geviert) – Sky, Earth, Gods and Mortals. Even 
though this is one of the more accessible of his later essays I still 
struggled to ‘make sense’ of it as a layman psychotherapist. 

However as a passionate gardener I experience dwelling. I will 
use my garden as a means of explicating Heidegger’s thoughts 
on dwelling before turning to how they relate to psychotherapy. 
My aim is to give a phenomenological description of the lived-
experience of dwelling.

Heidegger is often quoted as having said ‘to dwell is to garden’ 
but I’ve never found a reference so it may be apocryphal – although 
he does talk about cultivating the vine. My point is that gardens 
and gardening provide a rich source of imagery, metaphor and 
symbolisms, which can help in understanding the topic of dwelling 
known for its lack of specificity.

The following 18th-century verse is a good example of how such 
garden imagery works and helps to capture the qualities of dwelling:

We are a garden walled around 
Chosen and made peculiar ground; 
A little spot enclosed by grace, 
Out of the world’s wide wilderness. 

(Isaac Watts, 1707)

By enclosing something, you make a space (notice a space is 
created from a general location or expanse) and in that space you 
build or create a place, a dwelling.  Heidegger writes: ‘A space 
is something that has been made room for, something that has 
been freed, within a boundary.’ (BW: 356)

By consciously using gardens to illustrate Heidegger’s thinking 
on dwelling, rather than buildings, I’m trying to stress its nature 
as something more sophisticated than merely a building where 
one lives. Hence for Heidegger dwelling has two fundamental 
characteristics: to build and to cultivate – the creation of space 
and the nurturing of space. 

My experience of gardening
The garden I acquired when I bought my home was a very neglected 
space – a threadbare lawn dominated by a Leylandii hedge and a 
wilderness of flowerbeds. My plan was to create a water garden 
so the lawn and hedge were removed, a pond dug and new beds 
laid out either side. In essence a dwelling space was created – the 
building aspect of dwelling. 

As a therapist I find gardening hugely helpful as a form of 
self-care as it enables me to switch off. It is an outlet for creativity 

and the physical activity is very grounding. I spend many hours 
tending the plants, weeding, digging and passing time. This is the 
cultivating aspect of dwelling. But there is more to Heidegger’s 
dwelling than this straightforward explanation. Why did I go to 
the trouble of making a garden? Because I love gardening, yes 
– but more importantly, as Heidegger would argue, because it is 
in our nature: ‘We do not dwell because we have built, we build 
and have built because we dwell, that is, because we are dwellers’ 
(BW: 350).

In Building, Dwelling and Thinking Heidegger uses a number 
of words to elaborate what is means to dwell – ‘build’ and ‘cultivate’ 
we’ve already looked at and related to. Others are words such as: 
erect, construct, nurse, nurture, cherish and protect. But then he 
takes it to another level by saying the fundamental character of 
dwelling is sparing. Sparing is freeing, safeguarding, ‘letting 
beings be’. This is not the ‘doing’ as in building or cultivating 
but rather ‘Being’ as in presencing, openness, curiosity and 
surrendering to the moment: ‘To dwell, to be set at peace, means 
to remain at peace within the free, the preserve, the sphere that 
safeguards each thing in its essence’ (BW: 351).

Returning to my garden: half way down the pond on the left 
hand side is a bench (the arm of which is just visible in the photo 
below) where I sit and watch the life of the garden go on its way 
– the fish gliding through the water lilies, the robin bobbing along 
the path towards me, the bamboo rustling in the wind. It is a place 
where I soak up the atmosphere – ‘the genius of the place’ to use 
Pope’s phrase. This is just as much part of dwelling as is the time 
I spend pottering around the garden, cultivating, caring-for. 

Every year along my street, several gardens, including mine, 
open to raise money for charity.  Each time a middle-aged couple 
has arrived mid-afternoon to settle themselves on the bench, they 
take out their sandwich and a flask of tea and sit pondering the 
garden. I love to watch the contented look on their faces. They 
are truly dwelling in that moment while having a bit to eat.

Building, Dwelling and Thinking culminates in the notion of 
us dwelling in the gathering of fourfold (Earth, Sky, Gods and 
Mortals): ‘Mortals are in the fourfold by dwelling’ (BW, 352). 
This is a little more tricky and complex to describe. However 
relating it to my garden I’ve come up with the following suggestion. 
The earth is the material from which the garden ‘world’ emerges 
–‘the serving bearer’ (BW, 351); the pond captures the sky as it 
passes overhead – ‘the vaulting path of the sun’ (BW, 351); mortals 

There are a number of aspects to 
dwelling relating to therapy – the 
physical space, the psychological 

space co-created with our clients, 
and the way we work with spatiality
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wander and enjoy the garden; and what of the gods? Another 
garden visitor to the open day furnished me with the best answer 
to this question. A grandmother with her grandson stood at the 
edge of the pond. The child pointed to the sculpture in the middle 
and said ‘What is it?’, to which the old woman replied ‘It’s 
Jungian’. The gods then are our sense of the numinous –  ‘the 
beckoning messengers’ (BW, 351), the spiritual made present but 
not fully understood. What Heidegger calls elsewhere The Mystery. 

To finish the discussion on gardens I want to make the point 
that you don’t need a fancy water garden to elicit a sense of 
dwelling. Any space where we create a ‘world’ has the inherent 
qualities of dwelling, as the photo of my local allotments proves 
beautifully. To paraphrase Heidegger we are dwellers and as such 
we create space for dwelling. 

Dwelling in therapy
Turning from gardens to psychotherapy how is this relevant? 
Heidegger claims dwelling is a fundamental characteristic of 
Being.  If we agree with this statement then it raises such questions 
as how do we dwell?  What does it mean to be dwellers? What 
kind of space are we building and cultivating in our practice? 

There are a number of aspects to dwelling relating to therapy 
- the physical space, the psychological space co-created with our 
clients, and the way we work with spatiality. In the title I refer to 
the ‘art’ of dwelling because it requires practice and awareness 
to bring it out of oblivion. To this end I think the ‘Empty Seat’ 
photos are a great addition to the Hermeneutic Circular as they 
are yet another way to think about dwelling. 

Consider the physical setting of our therapy rooms. It is a space 
we build and cultivate. How do we make the space our own?  How 
does it reflect our values and our beliefs about therapy? How does 
it convey the way we wish to receive clients? In turn our clients 
respond to the space where we dwell. 

I live near the Thames and my therapy room has a view across 
the river. I’ve positioned my client’s chair so it affords them a 
view of the river and the trees beyond. The window frames a 
particular view, which has become part of the therapeutic space. 

On countless occasions clients have arrived in states of stress, 
anger or bad mood. I watch them lower themselves into the chair 
and take in the view. The ever changing sky and the tidal Thames 
seem to have a hypnotic effect. I see them visibly relax and become 
calmer. There is something about the view, the room and their 
association with therapy that allows them leave the outside world 
behind and dwell in a different space for an hour. 

Likewise the way we arrange our rooms and our choice  
of objects is all  part of the dwelling instinct – we are  
communicating something about what it means for us, the  
therapist, to be a being-in-the-world and to which our clients 
respond. Last Christmas I was given a ceramic object as a present, 

which I placed in my therapy room.  
 Not long afterwards I had a new client, who struggled in the 

first session to describe her feelings and kept saying she couldn’t 
make sense of anything. She paused then looking beyond me to 
the shelf behind, pointed to the object and said ‘That’s it - layer 
upon layer, all compressed and wound up, that’s exactly how I 
feel.’ Dwelling is exactly this process of interacting with the world 
around us – letting it speak to us and in turn us being responsive 
to it. It is all about reciprocity. 

But dwelling is not just the physicality of space, there are the 
psychological and spiritual elements too, and even this maybe a 
little bit too prescriptive. Heidegger’s dwelling seems to be a 
highly nuanced kind of atmosphere. All these aspects of dwelling 
manifest themselves in our work. As someone who meditates 
regularly I’ve come to realize that this is yet another form of 
dwelling – our breathing requires space, space to sit, space in the 
body, space to observe, space to become open and accepting to 
‘what is’. 

Many of these qualities are the same as the therapeutic presence 
we offer clients. In some sense I wonder if we are offering them 
a model of dwelling, which they can make their own. 

Currently I’m working with a young client who suffers from 
terrible social anxiety – an acute fear of blushing and looking foolish 
in social situations. As a result of this anxiety the way he dwells 
in the world is all about constriction and limitation – his physical 
presence, the way he curls up in the chair, the shallowness of his 
breathing and his reduced group of friends. He fears the world and 
so he has literally shrunk it to the point where he has no more space. 
He feels totally trapped. 

Much of our work has been about exploring his worldview and 
tracing the possible causes of his anxiety. In equal measure the 
work has been about increasing his awareness of physical space, 
his sense of embodiment and trying to create openness to the 
present moment. We do this through relaxation, breathing and 
just sitting, which at times he finds excruciating. 

Heidegger wrote, ‘dwelling itself is always a staying with 
things.’ (BW: 353). Spatiality in our work comes in many forms 
and I hope this brief discussion will stimulate an interest in 
Heidegger’s later thinking and dwelling in particular. How do 
you dwell?
Contact Rupert King at kingrupert@hotmail.com.

HEIDEGGER AND THE ART OF DWELLING
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I sit and watch the life of the garden 
go on its way – the fish gliding 

through the water lilies, the robin 
bobbing along the path towards me, 

the bamboo rustling in the wind
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Two recent deaths have made me question 
what it is that I hope to achieve for, and with, 
my clients when they come to therapy because 
they say they hope to change.

My son Duncan died suddenly, aged 40, 
two years ago; and at the end of April 2015 
a very dear friend, Nigel Terry, died at age 
69. To outsiders both seemed to be constantly 
hitting their self-destruct button. Both 

struggled with life or, as existentialists say, ‘being–in-the-world’; 
and both were very heavy drinkers and smokers. 

Duncan was a gifted painter and Nigel a gifted actor. Both men 
were intelligent, and knew the score. Each struggled with wanting 
to change; and yet neither of them could make that elusive change. 

We outsiders wanted them to stop drinking, stop smoking and 
start caring for themselves. In our simplistic, well-meaning, logical 
way, we assumed this would transform them into new, healthy 
men who could at last be able to…fit in?  Be happy? Be normal? 
Find their true love? Make our lives easier? Stop suffering? Wash? 
And yet neither of them wanted anything to do with therapy. 
Would therapy have made a difference? Would therapy have helped 
them to change?

Duncan tried AA, following the advice of family and friends 
who were desperate to help him to get back on track. Two sessions 
were enough for him.  ‘Why would I want to sit and listen to a 
bunch of sad people complain about their drinking’? I honestly 
could not think of an answer to that one.

Impossible to help
I asked a close friend of Nigel’s if he had ever seen a therapist 
and her response was ‘absolutely not’! She added that it was 
impossible to help him.

Impossible indeed. Impossible for outsiders, who wanted and tried 
to get them ‘back on track’ – but whose track and for whose benefit? 

We believed that our help and advice was for their own good. 
But how could we possibly know the right way for them? I am 
not convinced that we lead our lives in a certain way because it 
is ‘the right way’. Instead, how we propel ourselves through life 
is neither completely right nor completely wrong. One person’s 
right way is another person’s wrong way. There can be no generally 
accepted way to live a good life; and yet we outsiders have the 
cheek to think we know. 

Back to Duncan and Nigel, I do know that I wanted to be 
free from the constant worry and dread that I lived with, so 
this miraculous unrealistic change I was hoping for would make 
my life a lot easier. We all seemed to be looking for a change 
that would be big enough to enhance their quality of life and 
at the same time give us ‘unhelpful helpers’ a break from 
constantly worrying.

I could see that Duncan’s drinking and smoking had become 

part of who he was; and that he never really believed that it would 
kill him. ‘Come on mum, just because you don’t drink. . .you need 
to relax and enjoy yourself more!’ His impression of me was that 
I was too serious, not enjoying myself enough because I had given 
up smoking and rarely drank alcohol.

Sometimes there was for him enjoyment and contentment  
in popping open a cold can of beer and lighting a cigarette while 
he prepared a canvas to paint. But there were many other  
‘happy moments’ that I never witnessed. I believe that his drinking, 
smoking and painting were his way of surviving and being  
Duncan. Take one away and it would be like an amputation. We 
believed that old cliché that things would eventually get so bad 
that he would ‘see the light’ or have that wake up call and 
miraculously make those required life-saving changes.

In his and Nigel’s case it did not happen like that. To outsiders 
they seemed lonely and stuck. But were they? 

Stuck is somewhere
Therapists often talk about feeling stuck with their clients; or  
that their clients feel stuck. And yet stuck is ‘somewhere’ and full of 
meaning. I know from myself that when I feel stuck there is often  
a ‘should’ attached to this predicament, depending on the context  
and my mood.  The therapist who is feeling stuck with a particular 
client has expectations that something should be happening; there 
should be some kind of movement or change by the client or by oneself, 
as a therapist.

When I think about the term procrastination I think of a similar 
dilemma: being stuck, wanting to change and not wanting to 
change at the same time.

Clients come to us because they are suffering in some way, 
maybe they want to change, or think they should change. We 
therapists write case studies showing how we have guided and 
helped our clients to ‘work through’ and understand what is 
troubling them, how they become more aware of their possibilities 

and choices and therefore less stuck. 
Where did we get this idea that ‘working through’ implied 

that if something had been understood and ‘processed’ it would 
be put to rest forever more? Don’t we know from our own 
experience that there is a lot of truth in the fact that we actually 
‘don’t learn from our mistakes’? If we were robots we could 
work through and draw lines under our ‘issues’. But we are 
complex creatures where every line that is drawn seems to belong 
to the emotional moment it was drawn in, but loses the same 
meaning in new situations

‘BACKWARDS’ IS ALSO A 
DIRECTION AND ‘STANDING  

STILL’ IS SOMEWHERE
B Y  D I A N A  M I T C H E L L
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I believe that this is wishful linear thinking to assume that this 
newfound freedom would happen once our clients were aware of 
their options and choices. But we are not dealing with logic. Sure, 
the logic is there and so is the will to act and create change, but 
we are also propelled along by our emotions, which I believe call 
the shots more than our considered logical ‘common sense’ thinking. 

I also sometimes wonder if the very act of talking about changing 
in therapy can eventually become a safe substitute for change 
itself? But so what if it is? My hunch is that this ‘talking about’ 
is never a waste of time because it can give clients a chance to 
hear themselves – if the listener allows them to follow their own 
thread, even when it seems to be all over the place or a constant 
repetition. My experience of being truly heard seems to make 
room for me to start to hear myself. 

Wanting and not wanting to change
I emailed my sister Charlotte who has been off and on in therapy 
for years to see what she felt about this dilemma of wanting and 
not wanting to change. She responded: 

You and I are contemplating the same questions, 
from our differing experiential perspectives. In 
real despair I went to see my old shrink, who is 
finally telling the truth as well as regarding me 
from a more existential perspective.’

The therapist asks, ‘What do you hope to 
achieve in therapy?’

‘Well, for starters, I want to get a job – no, 
that’s not true. I WANT to want a job. Right 
now, all I want to do is sleep and I don’t want 
anyone to disturb me. I’m very scared of being 
disturbed.’

It’s a conundrum. 

I told my therapist I could not take action, that 
everything was slipping away from me and yet I 
can’t make myself take action to protect myself 
(from poverty, homelessness, solitude, etc.). I 
take the kids to school in the morning and then 
I go back to bed.

He told me, ‘It all comes down to free will. You 
are the only one who can help yourself. You 
need to choose to act. I can’t make that choice 
for you. You have to do this by yourself. I see 
you crying, but there’s nothing I can do to 
change this.’ There was no ‘see you next week’ 
or ‘let’s leave it open-ended,’ he just walked me 
to the door and said good-bye.

What is it we strive for in therapy? Change? 
Validation? Self-knowledge? And what do we 
fear? Perhaps the same things we seek. 

Do we fear the same things that we seek? To step out of our 

familiar uncomfortable comfort-zone can feel very frightening 
and risky; and yet there are times when we simply take that step 
without a fuss and without talking about it. This is what I call that 
silent private change we make happen for ourselves when no one 
is watching or listening.

Developing as a ‘real therapist’
When I was ‘training’ to become a UKCP-registered psychotherapist 
part of the deal was to demonstrate that I had developed and 
evolved into a person who was worthy of being UKCP registered. 
I also believed that my years of  ‘doing the training’ would result 
in me changing so much that I would become and talk like a ‘real 
therapist’.

Here is a section from a colleague’s PPD (personal and 
professional development) essay where he contemplates his 
dilemma with the required development.

Can I demonstrate any development at all in this 
essay: personal or professional? I have kept 
some kind of a record of events over the past 
year and in the process of gathering everything 
together, I can see that I am fighting the same 
old battles and covering the same ground that I 
did with my last essay. Just rolling backward and 
forward and never making any leaps.

I also wonder if these unrealistic expectations that were part 
of therapy training courses overshadowed and undervalued the 
many subtle but meaningful changes that were already taking 
place? Many subtle changes are taking place while we roll 
backwards and forwards, but we are expected to notice something 
much bigger; and judge ourselves badly if we fail to develop in 
the right direction.

One of my supervisors told me that he believed I would become 
a very good therapist one day, as if it was something that I could 
achieve and ‘be’ at will…one day in the future. That comment 
annoyed me no end because of the confidence that came with that 

remark from someone who I felt had no idea who I was or what 
my experiences in life had been so far. How would this person 
know when I had ‘arrived’ and give me the official stamp of 
approval as a very good therapist? 

I have now been a therapist for over 20 years but I would never 
declare that I was a bad or a good therapist because my work is 
about myself in-relation to and with another person, rather than a 
stand-alone quality. This relationship is never the same; and neither 
my clients nor I are fixed in how we interact from session to session.

That is not to say that I don’t feel frustrated or uncomfortable 
and ‘underwhelmed’ by myself as a therapist at times. I think  
I can say that I have a good enough relationship with some  

‘BACKWARDS’ IS ALSO A DIRECTION AND ‘STANDING  
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of my clients. We both seem to gain from being in each other’s 
company; we seem to get on. 

What I can’t do is rate myself on how much my client has 
changed, because I believe that we have both changed and are 
constantly changing anyway. I will never know if our relationship 
and time together will have contributed to clearer understanding 
or future desired changes; and I will never know what it was about 
our time together that helped my client – or what it was about our 
time together that failed to help. 

I would even go as far to say that my years of ‘therapy training’ 
have not made me a ‘good therapist’. I can say that the training 
resulted in me being UKCP registered. Those years were simply 
part of my life experience, and what a very rich and rewarding 
experience it was! I look back on my ‘pre-therapist’ life; and can 
think of many occasions when I was with and listened to another 
person in much the same way as I do now.

Knowing the clients
Duncan and Nigel were changing and making changes all the 
time. Changes that helped them get through their day, but these 
were never seen as good enough as long as they continued to drink 
heavily, chain smoke, complain about their lot and look a mess. 
We outsiders were handicapped by our belief that we knew what 
was best for them and for us; we assumed that we knew Duncan 
and Nigel through and through. I believe that the same thing 
happens when we are with our clients. 

But surely, we as therapists are outsiders who know very little 
about our clients and yet assume we understand and ‘know’ who 
they are? Most therapists I have spoken to know that experience 
when they unexpectedly spot their client with a group of friends 
whooping it up in a café…the same client who in the therapy 
sessions was lonely and depressed.

We need look no further than a supervision session to see how 
quickly we seem to ‘know’ who our clients are. I believe that most 
therapists, including myself, could write a rich and detailed case 
study after one session with a client. It is all there:  the client’s 
story, problems, likes and dislikes, values, hang-ups and emotions 
and how we respond to and make sense of all of that while tapping 
into our own story, problems, likes and dislikes, values and hang-
ups. I’m not saying that we are wrong to do this; but it helps to 
know that is what we tend to do. 

The beauty of being a therapist  is  that I  sometimes  
surprise myself – how ‘hands off’ I can be at times when I have 
no urge to change anything or make anything happen in a  
certain way. I  can stay with and follow, even without  
knowing where we are going or how my client is talking fits into 
their puzzle. And the clincher is that I honestly have no idea what 
is best for my client. 

The best thing I can hope for is that my clients and I have a good 
enough relationship that allows them to truly hear themselves and 
that my input enhances rather than hinders the process. What they 
end up doing or not doing with what they have heard is up to them.

My light bulb moment via Duncan and Nigel has not informed 
me of something I did not already know; but it has helped me to 
see how utterly futile it is to believe that I can explicitly interfere 
with my client’s process. I am now questioning my previous 
assumption that I might actually facilitate the kind of change that 
my client might be hoping for. 

How the client eventually responds to that understanding is 

neither right nor wrong. From an existential perspective there is 
no logical right or wrong outcome; and yet it can be frustrating 
when we hear our clients still complaining about their problems 
in spite of their clearer ‘understanding’. They have found answers 
for their ‘why’ questions, but now what? This is the moment I try 
to say to myself: hang on…there is much more going on with this 
person than I will ever know. So respect and accept where they 
are now and stop worrying about where they are going, let alone 
how they might get there.

There is no ‘there’; there is only uncertainty, but uncertainty 
is full of unknown surprises, some good, some bad.

I find uncertainty liberating; and it frees me to have blind faith 

in my client’s process that is changing all the time…I am a fellow 
traveller; and we are in it together. My relationship with my clients 
feels less ‘stuck’ compared to my close and loving relationship 
with Duncan and my caring relationship with Nigel. Those 
relationships tapped into my need for certainty and my need to 
make change happen; whereas with my client relationships there 
is hardly any such need.

The open relationship
Charlotte is seeing a new therapist. A recent email from her wraps 
this up beautifully:

What I LOVE about my current experience of therapy 
is that my therapist is not holding back, not 
struggling with objectivity. She understands me from 
her point of view and she’s quite uncensored and I 
feel liberated rather than threatened by the lack of 
artifice. She’s very like me philosophically and in 
our sense of humor, but very different from me as a 
being-in-the-world. It’s that difference, I believe, that 
is a catalyst for change and that makes me excited 
and hopeful about identifying and confronting my 
fears and coming to some semblance of inner peace. 
I’m sick of fighting myself. 

It’s important for me to ‘believe in her’ in order for 
me to ‘believe in myself ’ and believe in my capacity 
for change. So...how much of it is her and how much 
of it is me, who knows? But the thing I’m sure of is 
that it’s THE RELATIONSHIP between us that is the 
force behind everything. Not her degree or her 
philosophy, which are so important but still somehow 
don’t explain the chemistry. The open relationship is 
the key, for me, right now.

‘The open relationship is the key, for me, for now’.

In the end it all comes down to the relationship; the relationship 
counts, but it is also unpredictable for client and therapist. The 
therapist must trust the client to silently shift gears at some point 
outside the therapy room in their own sweet time and in whatever 
direction they choose to go in, but never forgetting that ‘backwards’ 
is also a direction and standing still is somewhere.
Contact Diana at didavmitchell@gmail.com.

It has helped me to see how utterly futile 
it is to believe that I can explicitly 
interfere with my client’s process
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This article employs a phenomenological 
description of the processes which take place 
to reveal meaning in the contexts of both theatre 
and therapy. I will explore the notion of reality 
as a construction, and look at processes of 
revealment in the following contexts: the 
therapeutic situation, theatre generally and with 
specific reference to Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex 
and Florian Zeller’s play, The Father.

Realism as a theatrical genre is a highly constructed form, 
involving the layering of elements upon and beside one another 
to create an illusion of reality for the audience members. While 
the impression created is one of effortlessness, realism is in fact 
one of the most laborious and difficult façades to create and sustain 
in a form believable to the audience. It is within this genre 
particularly, where we have been lured into believing that we are 
already experiencing the real, that the notion of revealment is 
especially interesting. 

The selected fact 
The elements in play in the dramatic situation can be considered 
in relation to an idea introduced by the mathematician Henri 
Poincaré in 1914: the ‘selected fact’ – a concept developed by the 
psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion. It is an idea that clarifies the 
relationship between meaning and coherence. 

This is how Poincaré stated it originally: ‘If a new result is to 
have any value, it must unite elements long since known, but till 
then scattered and seemingly foreign to each other, and suddenly 
introduce order where the appearance of disorder reigned. Then 
it enables us to see at a glance each of these elements in the place 
it occupies in the whole. Not only is the new fact valuable on its 
own account, but it alone gives a value to the old facts it unites. 
The only facts worthy of our attention are those which introduce 
order into this complexity and so make it accessible to us.’

According to C. Mawson, ‘Bion considered the element 
serving such a function in giving unexpected coherence of 
meaning is itself an emotional experience.’ Bion’s daughter, 

Parthenope, put it succinctly: ‘The thinking individual recognizes 
as unexpectedly harmonizing all the other scattered facts – it is 
one of them, but it allows the thinker to “see” the meaning which 
had previously not been visible’ (D. Rivista di Psicoanalisi, 27: 
626–628, 1981).

The apprehension of an element serving dramatically the 
function of a ‘selected fact’ in the sense just described, can produce 
an insight that surfaces from amidst a melee of thoughts and 
feelings, one which having once been experienced is known 
immediately to be undeniably true. Not only can this insight not 
be concealed again once it has surfaced, but it shines a light upon 

other aspects of being which force the individual to reconsider 
the more fixed notions of self. Indeed, once the selected fact has 
been revealed it then becomes impossible to view one’s experiences 
in the same way as before. It is here that we can begin to see a 
possible parallel process in theatre to that experienced in therapy. 

 The term revealment is defined in the OED as: ‘The act of 
revealing; disclosure, revelation’. It hints at both process and 
phenomenon. In order to contextualise its meaning more usefully 
and apply it to both theatrical and therapeutic processes it is 
necessary to go back to the ancient Greeks, and specifically to 
Aristotle’s Poetics. It is in this short text that the notion of catharsis 
is fully explored and has become the paradigm for literary and 
dramatic scholars of tragedy. 

Aristotle’s notion of catharsis, as pity and fear, is expressed 
in terms of the processes which bring them about; in the case of 
drama, through anagnorisis (recognition) and peripetia (reversal). 
These terms refer specifically to Aristotle’s model for the ideal 
Greek tragedy, where characters’ actions are lived according to 
their true nature, but from whom complete knowledge of how 
they became so remains concealed, while at the same time driving 
their actions. 

Oedipus in reverse
In the case of Sophocles’ Oedipus, he lives and acts regally, is 
driven to finding out the cause of the plague upon Thebes to free 
his people, and makes strong vows of punishment and exile which, 
ultimately, he keeps. His rise to fame and fortune has reached a 
pinnacle at the opening of the play, and it is at this point that his 
character is most revered. 

Yet as the events of the play lead to the revealing of concealed 
knowledge, the construction of the real Oedipus as the person he 
believes himself to be is gradually challenged through the process 
of revealment. At the height of the drama there is the moment of 
recognition, when what is revealed affects and destroys the idea 
of the ‘real’ (constructed) self, and at this point the drama goes 
into reversal; this means that his fortunes are reversed and he 
lives an existence true to the one which would have ensued, had 
concealment not taken place. 

The idea of concealment is explored in existential philosophy 
and specifically referred to in Heidegger’s notion of the clearing 
in relation to revealment. In psychoanalysis the notions of 
concealment and revealment are linked to a desire for truthful 
communication. Kovar said: ‘In the long run the desire to reveal, 
to tell, overrides the desire to conceal. The talking therapies exist 
only by virtue of this universal desire. If we require an inexorable 
drive in our theorizing about human nature, talk, as the “organ of 
revealment” qualifies’ (Contemporary Psychoanalysis, 30: 522-574, 
1994). 

In Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard refers specifically to the 
notion of concealment in Sophocles’ plays, and also to what he 
describes as ‘revelation’. The shared etymology of the terms 
revelation and revealment is clearly evident, but what is interesting 

In the long run the desire to reveal, 
to tell, overrides the desire to conceal
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is the notion of agency. In Sophocles’ plays, the drive for revelation 
is what Kierkegaard describes as ethical. He argues: ‘Aesthetics 
required concealment and rewarded it, ethics required revelation 
and punished concealment.’ He goes on to say: ‘The ethical idea 
contradicts itself as soon as it must be carried out in reality, hence 
ethics requires revelation… as a tragic hero... ethics loves him 
precisely because he expresses the universal.’

We can see from the example given in Sophocles’ Oedipus 
how Oedipus’ agency is the ethical action which brings about his 
very downfall. On the level of metaphor, however, while we as 
an audience are reduced to pity and fear as we recognise in Oedipus 

our own frailty, we admire Oedipus’ pursuit of truth as a way of 
ending the plague (the consequence of concealed truths). As 
Kierkegaard reminds us: ‘The tragic hero who is the favourite of 
ethics is the purely human and him I can understand, and all he 
does is in the light of the revealed.’

Deconstructing the ‘real self ’
In the therapeutic situation the client presents as a real person, in 
many cases with a sense of a fixed self, an essence. In our work 
as existential therapists we provide a space and a relationship 
where this construction can become more fluid through containment, 
empathy and challenge. 

This transformation takes place through a process of revealment, 
where the idea of the ‘real person’ is gradually deconstructed. 
Through the development of the relationship, concealed parts of 
the self are allowed to emerge and the therapist receives them 
openly and without judgement. As a result of this process of 
revealment, aspects of self can be accounted for, integrated and the 
client becomes more able to acknowledge his frailty and subsequent 
freedoms and responsibilities. Once the idea of the ‘real self’ has 
been deconstructed, the individual is no longer required to be lived 
by his image or the expectations that come from it. 

Once the concealed has emerged through the process of revealment 
it is interesting to ask to what extent one might therefore hold hope 
for our clients for an agency that is ethical. While Kierkegaard may 
recommend this, I am suggesting rather, that through a shared 
catharsis, the client and therapist have experienced a level of 
revealment which makes anything other than authentic relating feel 
false and therefore difficult to accept, thereafter. With this increased 
awareness comes the agency to act towards and out of a notion of 
a self that is ‘becoming’ rather than a fixed construction. 

Different therapeutic modalities have various models or theories 
for understanding this process of concealment and revealment. 
What is interesting is the universality of experience regardless of 
whether one views concealment as a defence, denial, the unconscious 
or bad faith. In theatre, the act of catharsis is a shared experience 
where the individual and the group are interchangeable, and all 
share the pity and fear that are fundamental to the human condition.

‘The Father’
I recently saw The Father, a new play by Florian Zeller at the 
Tricycle Theatre, London. What struck me particularly while 

experiencing this piece was its parallels to therapy, as processes 
within which revealment occurred, creating a level of catharsis 
in its audience that cut through ideas of certainty and reveal the 
unstable construction of reality.

The piece explores the impact on a father and daughter’s 
relationship as his mind deteriorates through the onset of 
Alzheimer’s. On the night I attended, audience members of all 
ages began to cry aloud with the protagonist as the final scene 
played out its tragic conclusion. Left alone, confused and bereft, 
in a heart-wrenching scene in his bed in a residential care home, 
he reaches out for his nurse to hold him, crying ‘Where am I? 
Who are you? – Mummy, I want my mummy.’

This scene, known in dramatic terms as the denouement or 
climax of the play, brought about in its audience a catharsis, as 
the concealed became revealed – not just in the character or, 
indeed, the play as a whole, but also in its audience members. 

In the play, the character of the father Andre undergoes a 
gradual and unsettling transformation which the audience is 
invited to share by experiencing the world of the play in his 
shoes. He becomes more confused as the play progresses, up to 
the point of his aforementioned final speech, where in finally 
expressing his vulnerability and acute anxiety, he resembles an 
eighty-year-old toddler.

Of particular interest is the content of the play, in that the onset 
of dementia in some ways creates a release of repressed material, 
which has been concealed for various reasons. Through the 
liberation of these feelings it is not that the initial trauma is 
necessarily revealed, but that parts of the personality and more 
importantly drives and instincts, which might usually be deemed 
unacceptable to either the individual or society, are. It is as if the 
superego is no longer reigning over the ego. Obviously in the case 
of dementia, this is brought about in a way in which the individual 
has no agency and therefore no power, adding subsequently to 
the feelings of terror and impotence felt by the sufferer, and 
experienced by the audience.

The play had a profound emotional impact on me and other 
members of the audience, and put us in touch with one another 
and the existential frailty that unites us as human beings – an 
awareness of the temporality of not just our existence but our 
unstable construction of reality. To elucidate this point further, 
the form of the play reflected the content, as the gradual 

deconstruction of the set throughout the play (from a fully furnished 
living room to four bare white walls with a bed centre stage) 
served to symbolise not only the deterioration of Andre’s mind, 
but an actual breaking through of the layers of reality. 

Fundamentally,  i t  is  the willingness to stay open to  
concealed aspects of the self through relationship that allow this 
process of revealment to take place in both therapy and  
theatre. To do so one has to trust that what may be revealed can 
be understood and shared in, as an experience of humanity  
by its witness(es). 
Contact Donna Savery at donsydons@hotmail.com.
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In recent months, there has been a lively 
discussion via email on the meaning of 
existential therapy (ET). Many readers of 
this newsletter will have been part of the 
exchange, which has included people from 
around the world who identify variously with 
an approach that, I think we agree, is broadly 
existential. 

The sub-modali t ies named include 
existential psychotherapy, existential psychoanalysis, existential 
analysis, existential-phenomenological psychotherapy, humanistic 
psychotherapy, Daseinsanalysis, logotherapy and many more. It 
has so far been difficult for participants in the discussion even to 
settle on ET as the least problematic name for what we call what 
we do, but most have agreed to do so. 

Longer descriptions have been discouraged and short definitions 
seem inadequate to capture the nuances of a sub-modality. Most are 
eager to formulate something that would capture the essence of ET, 
whether more detailed or briefer, but there is something elusive 
about the thing to be described. What follows are a few thoughts 
about why that might be the case. A remedy is also suggested.

The grandmother of psychotherapies
In the discussion, there are problems, among others, with the 
prefix ‘psycho-‘ and with the notion of analysis. Together, of 
course, they make the term psychoanalysis, which everyone would 
agree (I think) is the grandmother of all psychotherapies, even 
though the term Psychotherapie was in Freud’s vocabulary. But 
psychoanalysis was considered by the Austrian neurologist to be 
something new and special as a kind of psychotherapy. The problem 
with the prefix ‘psycho-‘ is that it refers to an entity of some sort, 
which many of us now find difficult to accept, especially since 
the work of Charles Rycroft appeared on the scene beginning in 
the 1950s.

It happens that as I was following the electronic discussion, I 
was also rediscovering Rycroft, perhaps the most important of 
the Independents in British psychoanalysis and psychiatry. His 
reading of Freud, which is to be found disseminated through his 
Critical Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, accomplishes a great deal 
by way of clarifying the problems with reification of the life of 
the mind understood as the psyche. More recently, the 
Daseinsanalysts among us have also found the notion of the psyche 
suspect, asking us, following Heidegger, to reflect on what makes 
a psyche or a self possible, namely existence, the unique feature 
of human beings that differentiates us fundamentally from all 
other entities, from rocks and bees to God.  

Together, Rycroft’s critique (which means a clarification) and 
the Daseinsananlytic perspective question whether we who sit 
across from someone in the therapeutic situation have anything 

to do with a psyche when we meet the other. We sit across from 
not a psyche but a person, from an instance of existence, and an 
existence is not. The Who there next to me is not a What. Nor am 
I, as therapist, a What.

There are also problems with the concept of analysis as 
adequately describing what existential therapists do. The name 
of the journal Existential Analysis in this way itself becomes 
suspect. Originally, it was the name given to what Viktor Frankl 
termed what he did before renaming it logotherapy, where one 
denotation of the Greek word logos was chosen to capture the 
sense of his way of working: meaning. Logotherapy is a form of 
therapy focused on what is meaningful in a person’s life. Perhaps 
the new name (logotherapy) was also better because it discarded 
any reference to the taking apart or dissecting of (analysis) the 
products of a psyche. The concept is borrowed from chemistry. 

My colleagues who identify as Daseinsanalysts are especially 
keen to distance themselves from any reference to the taking apart 
of something that is always a unity. But existence is not a something 
that could be either a unity or a totality of parts — an it, an I, and 
an over-me, to restore to plain English what the Bloomsbury 
British translators of the Standard Edition, in an effort to make 
Freud sound medical and scientific, created (an Id, an Ego, and 
a Superego).

Rescuing meanings
But wait! Are we merely caught in a web of words here or is there 
something more at stake? As a reading of Rycroft’s Dictionary 
reveals, it is about the way we use words and the possibility of 
disencumbering ourselves of the jargon of Freud’s metapsychology 
— but it is not only about words. It is about rescuing the sense 
of what we work with — meanings —from a tradition of discourse 
about things that developed in the hydra-headed field called 
psychoanalysis, and its nieces and nephews clinical psychology, 
counseling psychology and the several hundred named forms of 
treatment practiced by those in the helping professions.

What is at stake is becoming clear about the Who that has a 
body sitting across from us. It is also becoming clear the therapist 
is also a Who. Currently, I am in favor of rescuing the old English 
word therapeut to name what each of us is who faces the other 
we call a client, patient, or person. At the start and in the end, 

therapy is about one human being facing another human being, 
both of whom first and foremost exist. How difficult it is to capture 
this! The therapeut and the other are not. We exist. One, however, 
the therapist, attends the other. Recall that the basic meaning of 
the word therapeut is one who attends.

As some recall, Charles Rycroft withdrew from the profession 
of psychoanalysis, eventually questioning whether he was a 

ET, PHONE HOME
B Y  M I L E S  G R O T H

The Who there next to me is not a  
What. Nor am I, as therapist, a What

I am in favor of rescuing the old 
English word therapeut to name 

what each of is who faces the other 
we call a client, patient, or person.
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psychoanalyst, even though he was as fully qualified as anyone 
recognized by the British Psycho-Analytical Society (BPS) of his 
generation. He was a medical doctor and the product of at least 
three personal psychoanalyses, a training analysis, and supervisory 
analyses. He left the safe haven of the Society, as he wrote, ‘largely 
because I was discomforted by its resistance to any unorthodox 

views.’ A great deal of inspiration for his critique of psychoanalysis 
was drawn from reading English literature (including the essays 
of Coleridge) and the philosophy of Suzanne Langer. He thereby 
became perhaps the most astute reader of Freud of any generation.

I would like to suggest that his maverick stance was not only 
and primarily, however, the result of his having seen psychoanalysis 
as one of the humanities (rather than one of the sciences), but 
rather because he was by calling an existential therapist. He is 
then perhaps the most important therapist with whom we must 
reckon now as we discuss what ET is and what we do.

In drawing together two current interests of mine on the occasion 
of this brief contribution, I have not hoped to represent Rycroft 

as well as he deserves, nor to have made any contribution toward 
solving the definitional puzzle of ET. I do want to add one further 
comment, however, before closing and that is to recall the occasion 
of a lecture given by the British psychoanalyst H. J. Home to the 
BPS in April, 1964. It is remembered several times by Rycroft in 
his essays as an occasion when Home’s paper, ‘The Concept of 
Mind,’ was dismissed, even derided, by the rank and file 
psychoanalysts in attendance. The response to the lecture (which 
was eventually published in the International Journal of Psycho-
Analysis two years later) seems to have galvanized Rycroft to 
make his quiet exit from psychoanalysis as well as from the 
professional organization in which he had been playing a very 
active role in its day-to-day administrative affairs. I would like 
to suggest that readers ring up Home’s paper, which likely 
confirmed Rycroft’s independently formed intellectual tendency. 
ET, phone Home!

Home (and Rycroft) provide a basis for understanding the 
evident impasse in defining ET. More important perhaps, the ideas 
expressed in it confirm my longstanding impression that there are 
as many forms of existential therapy as there are human beings 
practising it, that in its application by any one of us it takes on a 
different form with each other we sit across from, and that every 
effective therapist is existential.

The scent of fresh cut grass was in the air as 
I pulled into the rocky parking lot of the newly 
renovated Steven’s Park golf course. It was 
early morning and dew was still lining the 
course, the sun had just broke above the tree 
line and the whole place seemed something 
out of a Hemmingway novel. I took a deep 
breath and soaked in the day; it felt good, it 
felt refreshing. 

As the court coordinator for the local family law drug court it 
was my station to assist with the annual charity golf tournament. 
My job was simple: to help coordinate the volunteers and answer 
questions about our drug court program for prospective donors. 
Once the players were off on the course there really wasn’t much 
to do but sit and relax with some of the judges. As a young counselor, 
in my late twenties at the time, this was somewhat intimidating. 
Here I was hanging out with three district judges and a handful of 
associate judges, district attorneys and public defenders. 

As the morning progressed, we drank coffee on the porch of the 
clubhouse where you could see some of the golfers off in the distance. 
From time to time you could hear the crack of a fine shot as it landed 
inches from the pin, and the cheers that followed. Conversations in 
our group grew from polite small talk to deeper, more meaningful 
discussions about the viability and purpose of drug courts; then they 
continued on to politics, religion and social ideologies. 

I found myself sitting at a small card table inside the clubhouse 
across from an older gentleman. As we talked I found that he 
happened to be a partner of one of the largest family law firms 
in the city. Fair to say, I grew more and more intimidated as the 
conversation went on. And then he asked about me, about who I 
was and what I did outside of my role as court coordinator. I told 
him about my small struggling private practice and my dreams 
of growing it into a much larger and more successful counselling 
group. He laughed, then smiled. ‘We are not too different, you 
and I,’ he said with softness in his voice. 

‘You see,’ the gentleman said as he leaned in, ‘Chris, we have 
been chosen for a purpose. We have been placed outside the door, 
in the darkness. And there we are to wait for others to come blindly 
by and our duty is to help them find the light. Our pain, our great 
sadness, is that we may never get in.’ 

I had no idea what to say, how to respond or even if I should 
respond. I sat there for a second which stretched on for what 
seemed like hours trying to understand how well this man 
summarized my feelings and struggles about counselling. Within 
moments the golfers began returning and the tournament ended. 
Back to reality, back to life. But still this thought remained, 
anchored in me like gravity. 

Passionate and devoted are words that you could use to describe 
my view of the counselling field. I truly love my job and care 
deeply for my patients, even the ones… well, you know, the ones 

There are as many forms of 
existential therapy as there are 

human beings practising it

LIVING OUTSIDE THE DOOR
 B Y  C H R I S T O P H E R  S .  T A Y L O R 
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you just are not that excited about seeing every week. Regardless 
of my passion for therapy or how much I love what I do for a 
living, there is something this station takes from me. Something 
I often fear I will not be able to get back, something that may 
leave me forever. This erosion shakes my essence.

When friends, family and future counselors ask me about my 
career path I am reminded of the line from The Lord of The Rings 
when the Elvish queen tells Frodo that ‘to bear a ring of power 
is to be alone’. I think of my name Christopher, which means to 
bear Christ, and I am reminded of the lonely road St. Christopher 
traveled. Am I destined to walk this Holland Road (as Mumford 
& Sons sing)? Is there no hope for me, for us as counselors? Are 
we destined to always be outside the door, to live in the darkness, 
to be alone in our angst? 

If so, what toll does this take on us? How does that affect our 
personal and professional lives? I often feel like the character 

from The Green Mile – the man that took the pain from others 
and carried their burdens, only to die from them. Is this where 
our profession takes us? Do we help our patients only to die from 
their pain? Perhaps not in any physical way but to an existential 
death, a death of essence and of purpose. 

I have felt this pain for many years. I have cried with my patients, 
felt their heartache and have mourned with them. How can this 
pain not affect me on some deeper level? ‘We are not too different 
you and I.’ The gentleman’s words ring in my ears. ‘We have been 
chosen,’ he said. Chosen was the word that stuck in my throat. 
Chosen by whom? Chosen for what? Chosen for what great purpose? 
Perhaps I will never know, perhaps that is the joke of it… that we 
have been chosen but that we do not get to know why. 

We have been placed outside the door, in the darkness, clothed 

in light. Our purpose is to help those wandering, without hope, 
find deliverance in the light. Tragically, we cannot help them all. 
But we can help some, and for those that find their way into the 
light their lives are changed forever. And for us, we continue to 
live in shadow, in darkness. For me, this does not mean despair, 
nor does it equate to a life without hope or joy or happiness. I 
take great pride in my work, and find immense joy in my life and 
in my station just outside the door. I have grown accustomed to 
living in the darkness and find purpose and meaning in helping 
others find their way into the light. 

For me, when all the lights of hope have gone out, when my 
life is at its darkest, I find comfort in the thought that I have been 
placed outside the door for this purpose. That my life has meaning 
in the hope of bringing others into light. I have been placed outside 
the door, in the darkness, clothed in light. God willing, I might 
help others get in. This I choose to be my station in life, that I 
might live outside the door. 
Contact Christopher Taylor at info@christaylorcounseling.com

I am reminded of the line from The 
Lord of The Rings when the Elvish 

queen tells Frodo that ‘to bear a ring 
of power is to be alone’.

LIVING OUTSIDE THE DOOR
CONTINUED

THE EMPTY SEAT

H E L E N  A C T O N

R I N G  O F  T H E R A P Y ?
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Robert Icke, in his earnestly modern and 
overlong adaptation of Oresteia at the Almeida, 
added a new character: a counsellor. Half way 
through the play she turns into an investigator. 
By the end of the play she is an accuser. 

She finds Orestes guilty – of having killed 
his mother who had killed his father who had 
killed his daughter. Mayhem resolved by Justice. 
Human and nonhuman disarray contained by 

the Ethical Code of a Benign Assemblage of Cosy Platitudes. 
The counsellor in the play sounded friendly. She did the holding, 

was attuned to the times. Offered the core conditions then offered 
her client to legally recognized slaughter. Chaos you say. What 
chaos? Sort thyself out mate. Austerity you say. What austerity? 
Move on buddy. Cheer up, it might never ‘appen.

Or take for instance my colleague’s case. Gets anonymous email 
titled HYPOCRITE UNPROFESSIONAL all in capitals. Cut long 
story in shorts: from time to time one of his female clients had 
come to sessions in hot pants, saying at regular intervals I’d love 
to sit on your lap ziggy-freud-boy, got no time for this therapy shit. 
Or something to that effect or something that implicitly meant that. 

In response, my colleague clears his throat, sips water though 
tickled to distraction and foreplayful reveries, plays it by the book, 
acknowledges transferential and counter-transferential currents 
dancing in the mid-morning breeze, it’s all grist for the mill, he 
says, food for thought, gristle to the kill and what have you. Sweet 
springtime tickling buds in the sweet dance of bios and physis. 
Quo vadis? Nowhere fast methinks. Abide by the blooming code. 
Above all he keeps in mind unbroken wisdom nugget transmitted 
from fierce octogenarian supervisor to ex-therapist then to him 
and condensed in a now well-known pre-Socratic fragment that 
in a reputable yet inexact translation from the ancient Greek reads 
as follows: whatever you do, do not fuck your client. 

Cut this long story, Shorty. OK Here I come. He says he did 
not, repeat not, fuck his client but on awkward moments mused 
on post-therapy coital genuflections and six months after end of 
contractual therapy, repeat six months after, following CPD events 
he says both of them him and ex-client now wearing skinny jeans 
which is btw bad for blood circulation, both leaned awkwardly 
in the post-therapeutic light of a winter night, all chairs empty by 
this time he says and well sort of kissed. Nothing else happened 
he says twice, and three months later the anon email. 

So now he says there are trolls everywhere, watch out he says 
wide eyed and scary, the trolls are gathering desiccated branches 
for the scapegoat to be burned at the stake, do I hear twenty one, 
twenty one? I’ll give you twenty one, twenty one… His clinical 
notes sold at the auction, BACP officials in uniform are rummaging 
in search of evidence-based misdemeanours. We don’t have a 
union for therapists, do we? Though upholding like crazy we are 
not upheld, let alone held do you hear he says the hiss of the silent 
majority, the silent majority who do not suffer chaos gladly.

Or take for instance another case, a colleague who trains 
counsellors-to-be. On the penultimate day of the first-year course 

COWARDS ANONYMOUS
B Y  M A N U  B A Z Z A N O

she tells the class step up for chrissake, step up or you won’t pass. 
Be human she says not just nodding dummies in a neo-liberal 
theatre checking your neo-liberal data and measurements of 
effectiveness and rosy progress. In the triple aspected room she 
says during fish bowl exercise client caves in with grief while 
counsellor exudes mindful professional detachment. Step up she 
says or else my god you call this being professional but it’s just 
your terror of feeling anything any emotion you hear me she says. 
So after the Easter hols of our lord raised from the dead in the 
flesh here comes the revenge of the silent majority of the skulking 

sorority and brotherly hate, here comes the silent revenge in the 
month of the darling buds of Gaia that meretricious goddess of 
post-hippy dreams. Not a word of thanks for me she says for not 
getting any younger and on the bus home I’m in tears she says 
quietly chewing a ham & cheese sandwich and organic pink lady 
from bus stop to train station no longer what they used to be my 
humanistic teeth once so sharp and shiny.

On the other hand she says one can at the end of the day console 
oneself by getting article published now and then in Counsellor 
Monthly. Make sure it’s ditch-water-dull she says or it won’t be 
accepted by the editorial board, by the respectfully bored-to-death 
who churn out reams of stuff studded with shiny items like ‘tease 
out’, ‘unpack’ and ‘processing’, or the meaning of the hug the 
meaning of disclosure the meaning of foreclosure the meaning of 
boundaries the meaning of successful therapy the meaning of a 
whole range of issues she says a whole range of contemporary 
relevant trans-cultural issues she says a whole range of issues at 
the end of the day. For instance she says if writing a case study 
give it a happy ending c’mon a little poignancy here and there 
and get your sources right yes recycle the received wisdom of 
years of shrinks in their armchairs day after bleeding day decade 
after decaying decade all that stroking of chins and tears swallowed 
in the half light in rented rooms with plants she says, all those 
counsellors websites each one of them with trees on them she 
says. But yes my name in print will calm me down for an afternoon 
she says it will confirm that I exist even though I walk my 
neighbourhood like a ghost, I’m renting you see she says when 
all have properties and value property and treasure property and 
really love property and have their little patches of soil to care 
for but me I am a ghost she says. 

C’mon stop it I say to her. Be socially engaged. Come and join 
the marching band, be a socially responsible therapist. Be a 
politically aware counsellor. Come with me I say, help me hold 
this banner under the London drizzle. Here’s a yellow whistle. 
Make yourself heard. This is the anti-austerity, this is the anti-
apathy. This is the fraternity of like-minded shrinks who believe 

From time to time one of his female 
clients had come to sessions in hot 

pants, saying at regular intervals I’d 
love to sit on your lap ziggy-freud-

boy, got no time for this therapy shit
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in progress and sign every petition under the sun. Keep one eye 
tightly shut to the unspoken power dynamics in the libertarian 
group. Please be mindful. Do not step on the toes of sacred cows. 
Beware of the horns of the libertarian sacred cows. Sing I say. Sing 
a song. Sing along. A song of hope, a song of joy. Look around. 
Spot the trendy professor with the dark green hair in the London 
drizzle singing along, singing a song of hope, a song of joy. Do 
you recognize him? The same geezer who told you that the meaning 
of life can be measured by quantitative evidence-based research. 
The same who is holding a pistol to the dying body of Universities. 
But it’s all together now with feeling. Sing along. Sing a song. A 
song of hope, a song of joy. No counterpoint. No late Beethoven. 
No dissonance. It’s jarring to the teeth, the counterpoint, it upsets 
the beat. Sing it now for the future still to come. A song of joy, a 
song of hope.

Or take for instance the school where the name of the head is 
spoken in hushed reverent tones. Where the reverend name is 
revered in reveries of muted revelry. Where the student is a 
customer who is always right as we all know even though her rich 
daddy’s idea of sending his twenty year old to become a therapist 
in London wasn’t that great really when all’s said and done. I 
mean c’mon. But the student is a customer who is always right 
as we all know. 

So this friend who works at the revered head’s school one day 
teaches Maurice M-Ponty’s notion of embodiment. Make it real. 
Make it sexy. For instance you are on a treadmill he says, you are 
running, sweating, heart racing, you struggle a bit but also enjoying 
it, elated alone alive, feeling the body from within. Then all of a 
sudden there it is, you glimpse your own body in the mirror of the 
gym. A sudden apparition, the ghost of you as a fragment of the 
world, a touching moment amidst the crappy gym music. Or, OK 
bear with me. Say you are making love. Same thing really, maybe 
a hundred times yummier than sweating it out for fitness but no 
matter. There is the heat, your breath is muted and deep, your body 
felt from within. Body in the world as the heart in the organism, 
get it? Then, a mirror. A mirror in the gym. You see your body in 
the mirror making sweet love to thy beloved in a transient eternal 
moment. Whose body? Your body? Again, catching sight of the 
living ghost of you in this vast world. You are the world you see? 
How ephemeral how tender and so forth. The beating heart. This 
fleeting hut of skin and bones, of dust and clay. A boat... Odilon 
Redon’s mystical boat in the greenish mist. So sad, so wonderful 
and so forth. Billie Holiday whose centenary and so on. Billie 
Holiday’s hotel (that she called home) had greenish walls and a 
bathroom in the hall. Und so weiter. As in Berlin 1973. 

But no. Two students report the exposition of Maurice M-Ponty’s 

COWARDS ANONYMOUS
CONTINUED
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SALVATION
B Y  M E H R S H A D  A R S H A D I

Talk to me, 
Your voice is tender 

Your voice is the velvet that makes the poppies’ buds.

Look at me
Your look is warm

Your eyes are the fire that Prometheus gave to the man-kind.

Hold my hand
Your touch is cure

Your hand is the one that used Jesus Christ to bring  
deaths to life.

Make love to me
Your love is vision

Your love is the salvation that sends the pilgrims to  
the forgotten lands.

Contact Mehrshad Arshadi at mehrshad_ar@yahoo.com.

notion of embodiment as inappropriate. They report it to the head 
of heads whose name is uttered in hushed reverent tones. You get 
questioned. Bodies in bedroom? Bodies in bedroom mirrors? How 
does it relate to being-in-the-world? Why when interrogated do 
we feel exposed as if we are guilty? Same when ill or dying 
perhaps. The shame of being. You ill? just goes to show. You 
dying? you were not mindful enough. And you were too fond on 
nonorganic burgers. With chips. And ketchup. The shame of being 
incapable to conceal your essential nakedness your quintessential 
awkwardness. O dear o dear what do we have here let’s see. 

Sainsbury’s Armagnac. House of Cards series 2. What do we have 
here let’s see.

But wait my friend’s younger brother died. And the sweet old 
darling too is on her way to eternal silence, a book of Thomas 
Hardy’s poems near her bed. No rage at the dying of the light but 
fear, and the dullness of another day. And then acceptance. Make 
it end soon quietly with no hassle for others. The unreliable 
memory of distant holidays in Egypt. And the heady sweetness 
of an eternal noon. And my darling, my love’s pain as she sees 
her mother wasting away.

At the end of the day you have to pay the rent you know and 
what’s wrong with a little cowardice now and then. At the end of 
the day not a sound in the empty street. Then at 1.30am six youths 
on mopeds come racing on the pavement and steal the parked 
motorbike. At the end of the day why bother. Do your job, call 
the police? Nah. Why bother. Play dumb. At the end of the day. 
Why bother. Whinge at the dying of the light. Practice mindfulness. 
Cultivate happiness. Cup of tea? You can see through the scheming 
you say the bullying the grovelling the slobbering the take-a-
distancing, the posturing, the PhD-ing, the doctoring, the flag-
waving the never-take-a-chancing, not-dancing, not-dancing? 
Says who. You think you are above it don’t you sweetie, you think 
you can see through the new puritanism, the new narcissism, the 
eco-moralizing, the social-equalizing, the beards, the sandal-
wearing, the militant sweating in vegetable patches, the gardening, 
the digging? Say for instance you write in your biographical note 
instead of ‘John is a supervisor and a lecturer at the University 
of Vattelapeach. In his spare time he sings in the local choir, 
cultivates white roses and is passionate about artichokes.’ Say 
instead of the good person persona you write ‘When not seeing 
clients he dreams of being blown by a reincarnation of Lou Salome, 
of punching the Chancellor of the Exchequer in the nose, and 
collects baby cockroaches in his little wooden torture box.’

When all’s said and done. The prim reaper’s long kiss. The 
kiss and tell. At the end of the day. At the end of.
Contact Manu Bazzano at manubazzano@onetel.com.

Above all he keeps in mind unbroken 
wisdom nugget transmitted  

from fierce octogenarian 
supervisor… whatever you do,  

do not fuck your client

P O E M
THE EMPTY SEAT

D I A N A  M I T C H E L L
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Why practice cultivating compassion? Is it 
just another fad? 

I had the privilege of spending three days 
with the Dalai Lama earlier this year. Whenever 
I have met him over the past five years, I am 
moved by his presence, his humility, his 
humour and his compassion. His message is 
simple and direct. It is a message of cultivating 
loving kindness, compassion and warm 

heartedness. This message is beyond religion. It is about 
transforming the mind, and nourishing our self and others. 

As a child, the Dalai Lama had a very warm and loving 
relationship with his mother. He remembers his mother would 
lovingly carry him on her shoulders. Being the playful child he 
was, from his perch on her shoulders, he would playfully pull his 
mother’s ears – pull her right ear when he wanted her to turn right, 
and pull her left ear when he wanted her to turn left. It was fun 
and she played along. He remembers his 
mother’s warmth, love and their playfulness 
together with great fondness, joy and humour. 

Early experience plays an important role 
in the way we relate to others in later life. 
However, as the Dalai Lama says, the qualities 
of warm heartedness and compassion for 
oneself and others can also be cultivated 
through intentional practice by anyone. What 
is needed is an intention to practice, a 
motivation and a desire to develop these 
qualities of mind. And determination and 
resoluteness to keep up practice. 

As existential thinkers, we believe that 
early experience is important, but it need not 
be deterministic and make us victims of early experience. We 
value choice, intention, connecting with what moves us most, 
resoluteness and determination in the face of the givens of existence. 
As existential thinkers we also recognize the co-created nature 
of self, of reality, of relationships, and the part that we play in 
relating with others. 

The question we need to ask of our selves is: Do we wish to 
live in a kinder and more compassionate world? Sartre said, ‘Hell 
is other people’. Conflict is a given. He also said we have choice 
in how we respond to this conflict. When conflict is a given, then 
why choose to practice loving kindness and compassion as an 
intentional practice? 

Danger of losing compassion
Here is an almost unbelievable but true story that the Dalai Lama 
recounted. A Tibetan monk had been incarcerated in a Chinese 
Gulag for many years. When he was finally freed, on meeting 
him, the Dalai Lama asked him about his experience and asked 
if at any point during his long detention, he felt he had been in 
danger. To which the monk replied, ‘Yes, on two or three occasions, 

I felt I was in danger’. When the Dalai Lama asked if his life had 
been in danger, the monk replied, ‘No, I mean I was in grave danger 
of losing my compassion for those who were torturing me.’ 

Listening to this narrative, many among us were struck with 
disbelief and moved to tears. As the Dalai Lama pointed out, the 
practice of compassion helps build our resilience against trauma. 
It certainly did for this monk. 

Compassion is recognizing suffering – first our own suffering. 
Our own suffering is the place of connection with another. Feeling 
for the suffering of others with them and wishing for the alleviation 
of their suffering. Compassion practices extend to all sentient 
beings irrespective of their differences with us, such as religious 
beliefs, race, nationality, social status, sexuality, gender, or even 
whether someone is a friend or someone has harmed us. It extends 
even to animals and plants. It is unconditional. Loving kindness 
is a practice of wishing goodwill – wishes of freedom from harm, 
wishes for wellness, good health, contentment, peace, happiness, 

joy and ease for all beings. Practices of 
loving-kindness and compassion cultivate 
openness of heart and mind, and unconditional 
love and respect for all beings. However, 
practices of loving kindness and compassion 
always start with making these wishes first 
for ourselves, and then intentionally including 
all sentient beings in extending these wishes 
to them unconditionally. In experiencing inner 
loving-kindness, compassion for ourselves, 
our heart and mind open towards others. 

This monk had kept alive practices of 
compassion even for his tormentors. Such 
ways of thinking is foreign to us in a world 
where images of conflict, war, violence, 

hatred and revenge fill news bulletins, and our television screens 
on a daily basis. Compassion practices never make news! Do they 
have a place in today’s world?

The starting point is the self
The starting point of these compassion practices is the self. From 
the workshops and courses I have facilitated over the past several 
years, I have found that many people find it difficult to offer 
wishes of loving kindness and compassion to themselves. This 
awareness of how difficult it is to offer kindness and compassion 
to oneself becomes an important realization. It opens up choice 
and the possibility of intentionally choosing to include oneself in 
wishing oneself kindness and compassion. If we wish to live in 
a kinder and more compassionate world, we need to start with 
our self. The rest follows. We start with ourselves, but we don’t 
end with ourselves. The experience of mindfulness and compassion 
practices often bring surprising changes in the way people begin 
to relate to themselves and others.

Mindfulness illuminates experience as it emerges moment by 
moment, allowing us to notice and embrace in spacious and non-

COMPASSION AS AN  
INTENTIONAL PRACTICE

B Y  J Y O T I  N A N D A

T H E  Y O U N G  P U L L E R  O F  E A R S
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require choice, intention, motivation, inner desire and resoluteness 
of practice. They can’t be practiced as an imposition from some 
figure of authority. The good news is anyone who chooses to 
practice mindfulness and loving kindness and compassion  
practices can do so. 

The good news doesn’t stop here. The repetitive nature of these 
practices has the effect of growing neural connections in the brain 
and changing the brain itself as the brain is neuro plastic. In other 
words, what happens in the mind affects the brain. The mind can 
change the brain. These findings only confirm the existential 
position of the inter-relatedness of mind-body (brain). But their 
greatest significance is in changing our relationship to our self, 
others and the world: a relationship which is kinder, more 
compassionate, more connected, warm hearted and more peaceful. 

We see and experience ourselves, others and the world differently. 
But first we start with ourselves. 
This article was previously published at https://www.saybrook.
edu/newexistentialists/posts/08-13-14. 
Contact Jyoti Nanda at jyoti@mindfultherapy.co.uk.

judgmental awareness, what is happening in our mind-body-heart 
in different situations and contexts; loving-kindness and 
compassion practices (chosen intentionally) help us generate a 
mind and heart of unconditional love and compassion. These are 
lifelong practices, and the focus is on an ongoing living practice, 
not on achieving perfection. 

The neuroscientist Richard Davidson from the University of 
Wisconsin tells us in his chapter on ‘The Neurobiology of 
Compassion’ (in Wisdom and Compassion in Psychotherapy) 
that the practice of unconditional loving kindness and compassion 
meditation can have a powerful effect on the brain. Such practices 
produce powerful gamma waves, indicating a compassionate 
state of the mind. Similarly, Daniel Siegel points out in Mindsight: 
Transform Your Brain with the New Science of Kindness that 
the practice of mindfulness meditation has a powerful effect on 
the brain. Mindfulness meditation gives rise to integration of the 
different systems in the brain, giving rise to neural integrations 
and the felt experience of harmony. 

Of course, such practices are intentional practices. They 

THE EMPTY SEAT

R U P E R T  K I N G
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We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence then 
is not an act, but a habit.

Aristotle

It is rare that I encounter a person involved 
in the creative arts without some form of 
anxiety, block, procrastination, or other 
problem that their chosen pursuit affords them. 
I find that, viewed through a philosophical 
lens, these difficulties often stem from a 
paradox which is the duality of subjectivity 
and objectivity,  or as we might posit , 
consciousness and transcendence. 

There are two types of art: performance in front of an audience, 
and creating something alone. The duality applies equally to both.

A cellist is swept up in the concerto; he is transported by the swell 
of the orchestra, the feeling of strength in his fingers, the joyous 
generation of sound. In the pause between movements a lone hand-
clap where he expected silence draws his attention to the unseen eyes 
watching from the auditorium. He becomes conscious of wanting to 
play well. The wraith of transcendence dissipates. 

A painter moves swiftly around her easel; freely she dances 
with the canvas as its blankness transforms in tandem with the 
colours swirling elatedly within her. She steps back, now her own 
audience – becoming critic she realizes that the finished canvas 
does not speak the truth as she felt it. It is not her best work; she 
will not show it. Elation flees. 

Creativity is duality in that it is both a process and a product. 
In Sartrean terms the artist is for-herself, in the process of creating, 
free to make choices and act upon them spontaneously. The creation 
is in-itself, a thing which exists in the world, in performance terms 
unchangeable as it is already cemented in the past. A person in 
the midst of the creative process is a leaf eddying and circling up 
into the realm of inspiration, and back down into the consciousness 
of self, continuously, indefatigably. Imagination pauses as 
perception drifts in to assess the whole, then re-asserts itself as 
the next note, sentence, brush-stroke pushes forth. 

Artists are craftsmen and as such must be able to assess their 
own work as well as transcend the critical voice as they create. 
Performers by definition must be seen by others yet transcend the 
consciousness of being object whilst they engage with their own 
subjectivity in performance. This is the paradox of creativity.

How then to be with this paradox? 
I encourage artists to view themselves as a kind of athlete. I regard 

the athletic world to have advanced much further than the artistic 
one in terms of its view and treatment of its performers. Somehow 
it is accepted, expected even, that artists be insecure, neurotic, 
alcoholic, aggressive; destructive behaviour is excused as ‘eccentric’. 

Athletes are not viewed similarly. The athlete is master of, as well 
as carer for, her mind and body – disciplined, healthy, self-respecting. 
She practices her sport, as a musician practices her instrument. But 
she also practices her mental attitude, which is not something talked 

PARADOX AND CREATIVITY:  
A DIALOGUE
B Y  J O S E P H I N E  D A V I E S

about in the artistic world. Despite daily honing of skills and technique, 
artists often sloppily trust to luck, chance or magic in order to enter 
the coveted yet elusive state of grace. 

Whilst acknowledging an important, inexplicable element to 
inspiration, I suggest that blind hope for the capricious presence 
of one’s muse is unnecessary and unhelpful. It is my belief that 
creativity is not synonymous with suffering; Rilke’s fear of the 
angels deserting him if he were to rid himself of his devils 
symbolizes the myth of the tortured artist – fuelled by his demons, 
yet so often felled by them as well. 

Though adept at creating art, artists often forget and are 
infrequently taught that living is also an art that each of us is 
called upon to master. Creativity and balance are not mutually 
exclusive. Through preparation and exercise of the non ‘creative’ 
aspects of performance, such as mantras for waiting in the wings, 
or positive affirmations about one’s intrinsic self-worth away 
from artistic fame, the artist is freer to do what she aspires to do 
– create. My aim is to introduce a better, healthier way of managing 
the creative mind into the education, training, and everyday 
practice of those who work in the arts. 
Contact Josephine Davies at artoflivingpractice@gmail.com.

THE EMPTY SEAT

J O H N  R O W A N



2 7

H E R M E N E U T I C  C I R C U L A R   O C T O B E R  2 0 1 5

Beautiful, bright consulting room

Elegantly furnished and large size

Regular sessional and daily times

Monday evening, all day Wednesday and Thursday 
currently available

Reception, intercom, waiting area, patio, lift

Great location for City and West End

Five minutes walk from Baker St Station

For details and photos please see:

http://www.therapedia.co.uk/TherapediaLondon.htm

Tel: 07941 300871

Email:info@gregmadison.net

GLOUCESTER PLACE, W1
Central London
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In a target driven world such as we live in the 
UK, it’s easy to forget that there are other 
important things to be seen and attended to, 
outside the current narrow viewpoint that you 
see down the barrel of your gun, pointing at 
your target. The gun itself is so close to your 
eyeball that your vision is limited by necessity, 
to your target, and only your target. The wider 
landscape is only a backdrop to the goal that 

you are trying to achieve. When you are actually using a gun, it 
is your prey that is in your sights, and I think that the same principle 
holds good even if its just a dart board that you are ‘shooting’ at 
– you intend to hit the bull’s eye, and anything less than reaching 
that goal (thereby beating others who are in the ‘game’ with you) 
is not interesting to you.

Even the mnemonic, SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, 
realistic, timed), beloved of educational establishments, only 
reinforces the idea that the goal is the thing, and that nothing else 
matters. The addition of the word ‘passion’ to the word ‘drive’ is 
another popular idea – we become passionate about our goals, 
sadly often not realising that we are in fact being driven to them 
(often relentlessly, and by others).

The trouble is that in narrowing our vision down to specific 
goals, we become driven or ‘drive forward’ (in the business and 
educational worlds) into a pace and an ethos that might in fact be 
completely foreign to our individual ideals (should we ever have 
the time to even think about them, let alone reflect in depth on 
what they are). Political correctness can be so stultifying that you 
might not even have noticed how your own thoughts and opinions 
are hidden from others, and even from yourself.

In my private counselling practice, I see clients who present 
with (amongst other distresses) chronic anxiety, compulsions, and 
obsessions. I am alarmed to discover that if they have been referred 
through a doctor, often they are given CBT or Brief Therapy, 
which is usually target-focused. Chronic anxiety needs to be 
looked at as a process, not as something to overcome with a series 
of goals, and especially not within a brief time frame. 

In a capitalistic society, where we are also taught through the 
media that the most important thing is to make money and preferably 
become famous as well, targets based upon similar goals are what 
drive many, if not most, of the companies that we work for in the 
UK. This attitude of capturing the essence of something and then 
making it ‘work for you’, then translates itself even into deep 
meditational practices like (so-called) ‘mindfulness’, which are 
incorporated into therapy and even taught in easily digestible, 
time-limited modules, rather than as lifetime disciplines. 

We find that we are too busy to even think about whether we 
even like our frame of reference (or our view down the eye piece 
of the gun), which has been selected for us and seems often to be 
out of our control. I know of several people who have worked 
and pushed themselves hard all their working lives in order to 
enjoy their retirement, only to find that they die on the brink of 

WHAT ARE YOU  
LOOKING AT?

B Y  J E N N I E  C U M M I N G S - K N I G H T

realising their long awaited goals. This is tragic. 
How is it that we can become so blind to what is really important 

for us as individuals – the quality of our daily lives? How can we 
continually put the ‘important’ on hold as the ‘urgent’ takes over, 
and how do we think we can get away with it? The human body 
is remarkably resilient, but it often reaches a point where illness 
takes over as stress levels rise and the years pass.

If we look at the natural world, it is fascinating to find that my 
view of a flower is not the same as a bee’s-eye view. My perception 
of a flower is something that I have been taught to notice as 
‘something pretty’ that is colourful and looks nice, either in my 
garden or someone else’s, or growing in the wild. The bee does 
not see what I see, because it perceives ultraviolet light. Flowers 
advertise themselves to bees in higher frequencies than we can 
detect (shorter wave lengths) as flowers and bees have a symbiotic 
relationship. We humans are technically irrelevant from the point 
of view of the flower (presuming that it could have one) and also 
the bee.

Take the rainbow as another example of something that you 
can only see if you are in the right place, at the right time, and 
also noticing various other things. You might suddenly be surprised 
by a rainbow appearing in your field of vision, but if you are 
peering at your mobile device, you might still miss it – especially 
as rainbows generally only last a few minutes at most. Rainbows 
can’t even be seen at all from the side – so in one sense, if you 
do see one, it’s something just for you at that particular moment 
in time. You are more likely to see one if you become aware of 
weather patterns and notice those times when the sun is shining 
and clouds are pouring out rain at the same moment.

In her book Perspective and Other Optical Illusions, Phoebe 
McNaughton describes in pictorial form many different kinds of 

optical illusions that require time and patience to understand, such 
as ‘haloes and glories’, which she describes as ‘windows into 
other worlds’. She also reminds us that Einstein’s equation E=mc2 
tells us that matter itself (which we tend to consider to be the true 
substance of reality) is merely ‘light trapped in a place and time, 
dancing to laws of geometry and harmony.’

So the question to leave with you is: what reality are you 
perceiving at this moment? Is it a reality of duty, a reality of necessity, 
a reality of choice? Are you deriving enjoyment from your viewpoint, 
and if not, do you need to change your viewing angle? Do you need 
to take a hike to a higher vista to be able to see things differently? 
Are you working in an atmosphere of pollution and smog that 
affects your ability to both think and see clearly? Do I mean literally 
or figuratively? That is for you to decide.
Contact Jennie Cummings-Knight at jennie_ck@msn.com.

How can we continually put the 
‘important’ on hold as the ‘urgent’ 

takes over, and how do we think we 
can get away with it?
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A LESSON IN HUMILITY
BY GEORGIA FELIOU

In philosophical circles, there is a legend about 
Immanuel  Kant ,  one  o f  the  g rea tes t 
philosophical minds in the history of modern 
philosophy. Kant was a creature of habit. Every 
afternoon, he would have his walk in his town 
at exactly the same time. People, it is said, 
would arrange their watches according to his 
walk, about which he was obsessively accurate. 
But one day, Kant did not show up. Everyone 

in town was very surprised and thought he was either sick or dead. 
None of these things happened though. What happened on that 

day was that Kant was so upset, so excited, that he could not take 
his walk. He needed time to calm himself down. And the reason 
for all this upheaval was a book. It was Jean-Jacque Rousseau’s 
Emile that set Kant completely off track. 

It’s true; books can have a tremendous impact on us. I am a 
creature of habit too (and this is where my resemblance with this 
great mind stops). When I was studying as a psychotherapist and 
wanted to go deeper into what is called the ‘British School of 
Existential Analysis’, I chose a few titles and I began studying 
them. I can usually manage to read up to three 
books at a time – when I get tired with one, I 
continue with another. However, the book 
fascinated me so much that I stopped reading 
all the other books and concentrated on it. I 
was reading it on the metro, on buses, during 
my set study time; I just did not want to stop. 
I felt enthusiastic, hopeful, excited, humbled. 

What was the thing that attracted me so 
much? It was what I perceived as a courageous 
look at things. I also adored the humour and 
the innovative, fresh ideas that I found in there. 
All these led me to what I can only describe as 
healthy, refreshing scepticism; I felt utterly 
inspired. And the reason was Ernesto Spinelli’s 
Demystifying Therapy (PCCS Books, 2006).

The book examines traditional views on 
basic concepts in the field of psychotherapy 
and tries to see them from a different angle. In my view, it succeeds. 
First it examines the concept of therapy; then it examines the 
issue of power within the therapeutic relationship; it looks closely 
and critically at three prominent psychotherapeutic approaches; 
it examines the psychotherapeutic relationship itself and finally; 
it offers a thorough guide of basic existential/phenomenological 
concepts as well as his (very inspiring, if not convincing) existential/
phenomenological model of therapy.

The first thing that this book helped me realise was that the 
very notion of psychotherapy was not as clear-cut as I thought. 
It made me think and re-evaluate what I believed psychotherapy 
was; what I believed a psychotherapist was or should be. Only to 
realise later on, as I was reading, how often beliefs and assumptions 

are taken for facts and ultimate truths – by the clients, but, more 
disturbingly, by me.

The power in the psychotherapeutic relationship and its misuse/
abuse is something that occupied my mind for a long time. Two 
points raised in the book have been engrafted in my mind:  
‘Relationship is power in flux’ (p. 72); and ‘True power and mastery 
emerge out of the attempt to balance faith and doubt’  
(p. 82). If we remain open to the uniqueness of each client, if we 
are aware of the constant tension that exists in relationships regarding 
power and if we realise that we walk on a tightrope, then we will 
inevitably be careful. That’s the first thing we need to be.

What I also found practically helpful was that the way we treat 
our past, the way we feel about it can change and with it changes 
the way we see it. This can be very liberating and I have seen this 
happening not only in my own personal history but in the clients’ 
lives as well.

The notions of being with/being for the client, of sedimentation 
and of self-construct, among others, although they were new to 
me and sounded innovative, they felt right. The alternative view 
on issues such as transference and interpretation as well as the 
particular reference on the use of humour in the therapeutic 
relationship put words to feelings and impressions that I had 
inside me but was never able to conceive, let alone express, in 
a coherent way. 

Several other points in this book were also 
important. I just mentioned a few. On a more 
personal note, I realised that the only way to 
the truth (some truth, any truth) is doubt; 
certainty, at some point, arrests progress; it 
becomes sedimentation. This realization comes 
with some prerequisites: it requires humility, 
openness, constant and restless pursuit and an 
honest self-assessment. Even defining all of 
the above, let alone applying them, is not easy. 
It is a continuous effort. But it’s worth it. 

In my practice, first and foremost, I always 
have in mind that humbleness is a virtue as well 
as a way of being with a client: this means, 
recognising that I stand before a ‘mystery’ to 
be revered, a whole new world to be explored 
– a world I know nothing about beforehand. 
There  are  several  impl icat ions  in  th is  

standpoint: any power I believe I have over my client or my client 
tries to grant me is illusionary and misleading; I only see a small 
fraction, not only of the issue discussed but mainly of this 
‘mystery’– when I am relating with it, what it important is the 
very process of relating and not whether I have the whole picture. 

This book made me realise on a deeper level that there is 
always, always, another way of seeing things, that there is 
always an alternative way of thinking. If I cannot see it, it 
doesn’t mean it does not exist. I just cannot see it – yet. There 
is always another viewpoint that might very well be more 
accurate or more intelligent or indeed more sensitive or simply 
wiser; my viewpoint is not necessarily correct or even helpful. 
That prompts me to not take things (people, ideas, theoretical 

BOOKS THAT MATTERED
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GREAT MOMENTS IN 
PSYCHOTHERAPY

BY MIKE HARDING

backgrounds,  e tc)  for  granted;  to  always quest ion my 
assumptions: about psychotherapy, the ethical rules, the 
psychotherapeutic relationship in general and the specific 
psychotherapeutic relationships I have with my clients. This 
means that I am willing to reconsider, that I am willing to re-
examine all those issues – in the process of supervision, for 
instance. This, in turn, suggests that I cannot be content with 
where I am. Wearisome as this may sound, I find it preferable 
to the inertia of certainty.

Having said all these, I don’t mean that I agree with every 
single point that is said in the book, for I don’t. For instance, I 
disagree with Prof. Spinelli’s concept of self. That is beside the 
point, however. As Dan Zahavi points out, phenomenology is a 

philosophical tradition; it’s not a philosophical position. I find 
the ideas presented there, even the ones I disagree with, very 
compelling; they don’t allow me be complacent. This is what is 
important to me, and for this I am grateful to Prof. Spinelli.
Contact Georgia Feliou at geofel01@yahoo.com.

Editor’s Note: Do you have a book that ‘mattered’? It could 
be fiction, poetry, philosophy, psychotherapy or some other 
non-fiction work. The only requirement is that it influenced 
your work as a therapist in some way, and that you write about 
the impact it had – the intention is not a book review. If you 
do, please let me know for the next issue.

BOOKS THAT MATTERED
CONTINUED
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NEWS AND NOTES

SEA ANNUAL CONFERENCE
This year’s annual SEA Conference will be themed ‘Being and 
Doing’ and will be held on Saturday 21 November at the NCVO 
in London.

The conference presentations will be asking: What does it mean 
to be a therapist? What are we doing when we are doing therapy? 
Is it enough to be? How do we define what it is we do? What are 
the challenges we face against a backdrop of funding issues and 
outcome efficacy?

This year we will also be debuting ‘Bite Sized Bits’ – ten to 
fifteen minute presentation slots for newly qualified and trainee 
therapists to showcase their ideas and views. We hope you will 
find it an engaging, exciting and experiential day.

Tickets are available on the SEA website: first 30 students 
early-bird price £50.00; students £70.00; members £90.00; non-
members £100. Further information and registration details will 
be sent out by email to all members, and regularly updated on the 
SEA Facebook page and website. 

If you would like to contribute or have any questions, please 
contact the conference organisers Sally O’Sullivan and Ben Spray 
on seaconference15@gmail.com.

SEA SOCIAL MEDIA
The Society now has a presence on Facebook, LinkedIn and 
Twitter, including new Facebook and LinkedIn groups. 

The groups enable any SEA member to communicate with 
other SEA members and other interested people in a quick and 
easy way. You can read about and share information on forthcoming 
events, courses, publications, therapy room space, and of course 
the SEA annual conference. Or you can just start a conversation 
on something you want to discuss with other members.

We also have SEA ‘pages’ on LinkedIn and Facebook, which 
will carry occasional SEA announcements – you can ‘follow’ or 
‘like’ the pages if you want to receive the information among your 
other LinkedIn or Facebook updates. 

To find these, login to Facebook or LinkedIn and search for 
Society for Existential Analysis. And our Twitter name is  
@SocExistential.

Some of you may not wish to use these tools at all - you will 
still receive SEA information through our existing emails, website 
and printed publications.
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The Existential Academy organised the 
First World Congress for Existential 
Therapy in London on 14-17 May. The 
event ,  which covered themes of 
freedom, responsibility and the meaning 
of being, was attended by some 650 
delegates from around the world.

International keynote speakers from 
the field of existential therapy addressed 
delegates, including Dr Irvin Yalom, 
who appeared live via a satellite video-
link and received a lifetime achievement 
award from the SEA. Attendees also 
participated in experiential workshops 
and demonstrations, watched rare 
footage of classic existential masters, 
and engaged in lectures and debates 
with leading existential therapists and 
authors. 

The World  Confederat ion for 
Existential Therapy was also inaugurated 
at the Congress, at a special meeting of 
40 delegates, chaired by Emmy van 
Deurzen ,  A l f r i ed  Läng le ,  Pau l 
McGinley, Kirk Schneider, and Digby Tantam. 

The Second World Congress will take place in Buenos Aires 
in 2019.

Below are a few reflections received from attendees on their 
own experiences.

DOES EXISTENTIAL  
THERAPY EXIST?

By Jane Curzon

In the programme for the Congress, Anthony Stadlen’s workshop 
was titled ‘Does Existential Therapy Exist?’ When I arrived, 
Stadlen was writing on the flip-chart the subtitle, ‘Corruption of 
Existential Therapy by Mental Health’. Anthony said he was 
surprised anyone turned up, as he found the title dull in the 
programme. A woman in the group said she thought the subtitle 
was dull, and this polarity set the tone for the next two hours.

Anthony asked us to introduce ourselves and this curiosity to 
who was in the room meant it was the most interactive session I 
attended over the conference. There was disagreement and accord: 
this was not a presentation followed by a few questions and 
answers, there was discussion throughout.

Anthony’s premise that the term ‘mental health’ pathologises 
suffering, which by extension people can demand that suffering 
of the soul should equate with physical illness. This is to mystify 
things by corruption of language. The Dutch psychiatrist next to 
me asked ‘Where is the cut off?’ There is dementia, there is brain 
damage, but where is the cut off? 

Anthony replied that mental disease is not scientific; there is 
no science of the soul. It is psychiatry not psychoanalysis that 
should be rejected and therapeutic training in the UK should 
incorporate psychoanalysis, as the original project is to define 
who we are. 

What Anthony brings to the room is over 50 years of thinking 
about the human being and this is lost when the struggle is 
pathologised. It is over 50 years since he was standing in a second 
hand bookshop in Charing Cross, before he had started his training 
and he picked up a copy of Thomas Szasz’s The Myth of Mental 
Illness. Having read Binswanger he felt obliged to make an 
existential choice: the choice was between Binswanger and Szasz. 
Standing there and choosing Szasz as a man who he believed, 
though he did not say this, has shaped his life. As an aside he 
threw in that Boss said that Heidegger said that Binswanger read 
too much and thought too little. I don’t think Anthony said whether 
he even bought the book. 

Anthony brings knowledge, opinions, gossip and ideas. He 
tells stories such as the case of Ellen West and her request for 
suicide. West wanted permission and Binswanger created a 
kangaroo court of three psychiatrists who pronounced her life 
unworthy of life. Words chosen carefully, a life unworthy of 
life. With this sentence her husband took Ellen West away and 
assisted her suicide.

Anthony supervised me and taught me, I knew his argument 
that emotional suffering is not disease. Choosing his workshop 
when I spend half my working week working for the NHS in a 
mental health service felt like I was coming to confession. I wanted 
to tell him that I appreciated that my role as a therapist could be 

FIRST WORLD CONGRESS  
FOR EXISTENTIAL THERAPY

W O R L D  C O N G R E S S
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WORLD CONGRESS SEMINAR 
WITH GREG MADISON

By Hendrik Vogt

Working as a psychotherapist in Germany for about two years, 
and feeling an appeal to existential philosophy and existential 
psychotherapy ever since I got in contact with it during my medical 
studies, I decided to attend the First World Congress of Existential 
Psychotherapy in London. 

Though I read a few books and made some therapeutic attempts 
in this direction too, this Congress was my first practical experience 
with existentialism.

So in May 2015 I found myself in this foreign country with 
a lot of foreign people and speaking a foreign language (at 
least not my mother tongue) – not the best preconditions to 

feel ‘at home’. 
One of the memorable and influencing experiences I had at 

the Congress was the seminar by Greg Madison about being at 
home and homelessness. I have been struggling with this topic in 
personal and professional ways for a long time now. And somehow 
the feeling of Unheimlichkeit was present in me at numerous 
times in my life (and still is). 

I was ambivalent about this topic for a long time and did not 
engage myself with it because it was accompanied by a ‘bad’ / 
unsatisfying connotation. I thought about the feeling of  
homelessness as ‘pathologic’ or as ‘needs-to-be-solved’. Working 
in a mainly depth-psychology oriented clinic, I was used to terms 
like autonomy-dependency conflict and was relating my feeling 
of homelessness to a lack of being able to relate / to engage myself 
– this going along with a feeling of insufficiency and being 
ashamed of it.

In the seminar I found a totally different atmosphere. There 
was this room full of people who I did not know before. Some of 
them native speakers, some not, but still everyone was speaking 
the same language (literally and as I was to find out figuratively 
too). We started with a short meditation about a feeling of home 
and shared our experiences afterwards. What does the individual 
need to feel ‘at home’, which preconceptions of home were given 
up over the time and is feeling at home a constant feeling or are 
there ‘only’ certain moments of feeling at home instead? 

After a few minutes I realized that there was a whole room of 
people struggling with this topic – without any obligatory neurotic 
implications but as a normal aspect, a normal challenge of life.

The definition of feeling at home (as I understood it) as 
‘certain moments where the internal world / the inner experience 
resonates / matches with the external world’ was and still is very 
helpful for me. It helps me give up the concept of needing a 
place, a city, or country which is my home (a definition which 
did not fit for most periods of my life anyway). Instead I am 

under the umbrella of the Department of Education, or it could 
be under the Department of Sport and Culture, but it’s not. 

Distressed people are signposted to my room by their GP in 
the National Health Service. I admire Anthony’s 50-year 
commitment to rigorous thinking and discussion; his immersion 
in knowledge allows others to engage with ideas that are rarely 
given daylight. But – and you knew there would be a but – I feel 
I can work more usefully within the Mental Health Service, and 
regardless of targets and outcome measures, my work in the room 
is not threatened.

Where is the cut off? Antony returned to the question I thought 
he had avoided, being seen as ill as opposed to being ill. He paused 
again. Yes, that’s the cut off being seen as ill as opposed to be 
being ill.
Contact Jane Curzon at janecurzon@me.com.

K I R K  S C H N E I D E R

I R V I N  YA L O M ’ S  L I F E T I M E  A C H I E V E N T  A W A R D 



3 4

H E R M E N E U T I C  C I R C U L A R   O C T O B E R  2 0 1 5

WORLD CONGRESS 
SATURDAY 16 MAY

By Jennie Cummings-Knight

Arrivals at a new place for a particular event
All of us are strangers to this space at this time,  

even if we live in this country…
A churning sea of carefully blank faces eddy slowly  

around the rooms and corridors…
A former colleague taps me on the shoulder and I feel the relief 

Of meeting with an old friend,  
someone who I worked closely with,  

In years gone by. 
He introduces me to another person and suddenly I am part of 

the group and really here!
I notice one young man from far away,  

finding relief in distraction –
The usual refuge of the mobile phone is sought by him and others

Who perhaps feel the discomfort most keenly -
I speak with him and make contact with another soul…

So many nationalities, levels of age and experience,  
touch shoulders as we pass.

Many seem on their own, protected in a transparent sphere  
of individuality.

It is hard to make the first move, but I chat to several 
strangers…

Each time it is as if a sliding door has been moved aside, and 
the sun peeps out 

In the person of this special individual who has crossed  
my path.

We talk of our feelings and our differences –
We meet briefly before we separate again to attend  

our seminars.
There is a feeling of restlessness with some who are just 

‘tasting’, it seems,
As many sips from sessions as they can fit in…

I wonder how this feels for presenters who can sense the 
comings and goings

While they are sharing of themselves with strangers too, 
Opening themselves up

To the gaze and scrutiny of others…
I armour myself against it happening to me later on

When I present my own workshop
But I need not have worried – we are drawn into the world  

that we are exploring 
Together for a brief time.

I feel exhilarated – it is good to be part of this –
My moment of inspiration has been honoured

And I feel less ‘thrown’ and more part of something  
that I choose to be with.

This is a good day – I am present in it.

Contact Jennie Cummings-Knight  
at jennie_ck@msn.com.

looking out for the moments of feeling ‘at home’: having a 
barbecue with friends, sitting on the couch and watching a movie 
with my girlfriend, working creatively on a new project with 
my colleagues, sitting in my garden and looking at ‘my tree’ 
after work … or sitting in a room with strangers while discussing 
matters of home and homelessness. All of these moments took 
place in different places, different cities, even different countries 
but still there was a sense of being fully engaged in this very 
moment and no need to be anywhere else but where I was – being 
at home in these very moments.

This seminar, with the different ways of looking at home and 
homelessness, the knowledge about the existence of others who 
‘live with it’ and my own awareness of it, encouraged me to 
discuss this topic in various private conversations and in therapeutic 
contacts. And I found, still to my surprise, that it is an important 
topic to many people. Most of them showed relief at the opportunity 
to talk about it and share their views.

My daily work at a palliative care unit brings up these questions 
in a lot of patients who, because they are terminally ill, face the 
question of whether they are going to see their ‘home’ again – 
mostly followed by the question ‘what does home mean to me 
anyway’ (is it my apartment or my relationships, or…). Considering 
the great  importance and impact  of  this  topic to  this  
population (and every one of us is going to face this situation 
some point in his/her life) it is surprising how little is known or 
published about it.

I am thankful for this (existential) experience I made at the 
First World Congress of Existential Psychotherapy in London and 
hope to keep up the interest and courage to follow matters of 
home and homelessness through – in private as well as in 
professional relationships.
Contact Hendrik Vogt at h.vogt@outlook.com.

FIRST WORLD CONGRESS FOR EXISTENTIAL THERAPY
CONTINUED

D I G B Y  A N D  E M M Y  AT  T H E  F I R S T  W O R L D  C O N G R E S S
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Sy Trommer and I might have met casually 
through any one of a number of different 
connections. 

For example, Sy Trommer went to the 
same high school as my brothers did, in our 
mutual childhood Brooklyn home. Sy 
graduated earlier, a contemporary of the 
school’s very famous alum, Woody Allen. 
Sy played football on the high school team 

– he could have easily been around for games and we might have 
run into to each other on the street.

Or more recently, Sy was leading a group at the Jewish 
Community Center near where we both live on the Upper West 
Side of Manhattan. And most importantly, he lived just three 
blocks from me, in a building where a dear friend also resides.

But it was the most surreal of circumstances that brought us 
together one fateful afternoon in June. Rather than a chance  
meeting, we ‘met’ as I saw him jump to his death from the balcony 
of his apartment.

I was on my way to the subway, having just stopped at the  
public library. I turned the corner and saw what I thought was a 
huge chunk of debris fall from the building. I had just heard about 
debris falling from a building injuring a person in lower Manhattan 
so I assumed the same was happening here.

Then I heard a woman scream and saw another person run  
madly down the block. My view from across the street was 
blocked by a car. As I moved a few more feet forward, there was  
Sy, unconscious, lying on his back with a stream of blood flowing 
into the gutter from the head wound. 

I called the police and emergency services – teaching  
Psych 101 had me filled with images of the bystander effect and 
I refused to let that happen again. Someone else ran for the fire 
station on the corner, and soon the block was filled with emergency 
service personnel. With tears streaming down my face, I could 
only stand there and watch as the medics performed CPR. 

Minutes stretched out as I witnessed the violence of the 
compressions in contrast with the immobility of his face and 
body. I called my brother, a critical care physician, to confirm 
what I knew: that the compressions were all but useless, the life 
had gone out of him. Still pounding his chest, the medics  
lifted Sy onto a stretcher and placed him in the ambulance. That 
was the last I saw of him. I watched the ambulance pull  
away, the tears still streaming down my face and the hysteria 
building in my soul.

About 15 minutes later, my father, a police official, came to 
pick me up, accompanied by one of the officers from the scene. 
It  was from the officer that I  learned that suicides by  
jumping happen all the time in Manhattan. No news coverage, 
no television crews, no photographers. It was just another  
day in New York City.

BEING AFTER DEATH
B Y  S A R A H  A .  K A S S

Editor’s note: If possible, I would like to use this page 
for other endings, personal or professional. If you 
have any that you would like to share in prose, poetry 
or imagery, please send them to me.

As an existential psychologist, however, I did not view it as 
just another day. How many times do we throw around words 
like ‘existential finitude’ and ‘death anxiety’? No amount of talk, 
no amount of philosophy – of Kierkegaard or Becker or Heidegger 
– could prepare me for what I saw. I witnessed existential finitude 
– a man who chose, in a most Sartrean way, to end his life, to 
meet death head on. And I have to say that witnessing that moment 
of life transitioning to death, in that most brutal of ways, has 
shaken me to my existential core. 

I only learned the facts above about Sy Trommer later on. In 
that moment of his shift from life to death, I felt like we had 
become joined somehow, that our stories became intertwined. 
His Being-in-the-World became my Being-in-the-World. I needed 
to know who he was. 

I found out his name from a police message my father received 
on his mobile phone. Straight to Google I went, discovering all 
our synchronicities – his high school, his work for the JCC.  
I found his Facebook page, where I saw pictures from a trip he 
took with his sister several years ago. A dearth of recent posts 
led me to believe his sister had already passed away. Perhaps 
that was part of the reason he decided to end his life at 76. Maybe 
he was alone, maybe he was in pain, maybe he felt he could no 
longer help the seniors he worked with at the JCC. 

Robert Stolorow describes ‘portkeys’ to trauma, from the objects 
in the Harry Potter universe that transport us in time and space 
and Being. The moment of Sy Trommer’s death, etched into my 
consciousness forever, opened up a connection between us that 
Sy may never know as I traveled back in time to read of his exploits 
on the field as a high school football hero in the 1950s or even to 
experience through him his various travels with his sister. 

Through his death, a new relationship came into being,  
one that has changed me in ways I am only beginning to discover. 
All I know for sure is that in that moment of encounter  
with Sy, everything I thought I knew is now called into  
question. A most existential experience for which I can only say, 
‘Thank you, Sy.’
 Contact Dr. Sarah Kass at SarahAnn29uk@aol.com

E N D I N G S
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