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As I sit here waiting for an idea to write about, in yet another 
effort to convince you that my foolishness is serious, it strikes 
me that the thing I should ponder while I am waiting for inspiration 
is ‘waiting’ itself. Specifically, waiting for the client. (And if you 
are patient enough to wait to the end of this page, you will 
undoubtedly agree that you have foolishly waited in vain for signs 
of my seriousness.)

I don’t know about you, but in my practice I do rather a lot 
of waiting. In fact, I could describe the whole of my professional 
work as waiting, if you include the bit – sometimes years – where 
I’m waiting week after week for someone to finish their 
exploration, their recognition, their confession, their revenge, 
their education, their transformation, 
their lament, or their entertainment, 
with me alongside. Whatever their 
purpose, I often seem to have limited 
influence on the pace at which they 
proceed with their project. 

For this treatise, however, I would 
like to focus on the waiting I do for 

sudden rush of activity can happen even before the first client of 
the day – I am already ‘busy’ – as I make haste to read my notes, 
check my phone, put my shoes on, or check the room for tidiness, 
lighting and unwanted flying insects.

However, I think brevity of expectation also reflects my 
feelings about some clients. I am nonchalant about some, at ease 
with when they arrive, dawdling over my book or bowl of fruit 
& fibre cereal. This could be comfort with the relationship, 
perhaps, or a confidence in their tolerance for my relaxed 
humanity. Or perhaps I am more peevishly disinterested, in a 
devil-may-care-when-you-come belligerence that reveals, maybe, 
a tension between us, or a cussedness on my part. Grist to the 

phenomenological mill, at least.
Then there are the times when 

someone is ‘late’, which may of course 
mean that in their own world they are 
nevertheless ‘on time’ – delayed 
unavoidably or avoidably, and avoiding 
too much time with me. This presents 
me with a dilemma – do I spend an 
unknown period dwelling on their 
la teness  and i ts  many possible 
meanings? Or do I catch up with where 
I left off watching House of Cards on 
Netflix? Meditate gravely on their 
being-in-absence, or take a go at 
today’s Sudoku puzzle? The choice, 
as someone said, takes courage.

Assuming I can’t bracket out the 
elapsing minutes of our session time, 

I am left with further phenomena to investigate. Do I worry, or 
is this their ‘usual’ lateness? Have they forgotten to attend or have 
I forgotten a cancellation? (My diary has its bad days, for which 
I punish it severely. I really do.) When do I text to enquire about 
them and the ‘missed’ session? Is it ok to head out for an early 
lunch at minute 40 in the hope they won’t turn up at minute 45 
(someone did once; on that occasion I had remained sans sandwich, 
in situ).

Wait! That’s the doorbell: my next client. Alas, I had far more 
brilliance and insight to share, but I’m out of time. I must rush 
now to make toast, send a few emails, check my Facebook stream, 
and clip my fingernails, before I open the door. 

I will leave you, therefore, with this issue’s authors, who have 
been waiting, eager but entirely dignified, on the following pages 
for your attention. Dear reader, you need wait no longer for the 
drawing of blood, the vulnerability of intimacy, the intolerability 
of the beautiful world, the ambiguity of islands, the dreading of 
endings, and the truth of the untruthful. It’s time…

the client to show up in the room (or 
not). And I think this could add to the 
phenomenological understanding of 
therapy – given that most professional 
descriptions seem to have something 
to do with the client’s presence in the 
flesh. My proposal is to explore their  
not-quite-yet-presence: the moments 
of not really being, but not really 
nothingness either.

For some of my clients, this imminence is only a matter of 
minutes – I am too busy to allow them into my awareness much 
before their time, and the previous client has only just departed. 
For others, they may arrive phenomenologically hours or even a 
day or so before the clock says they are allowed to arrive incarnate. 
(Note to self: charge fee based on Heideggerian session times?) 
New clients are often especially early phenomenologically, as I 
anticipate their first session with at least an appointment date 
floating in and out of my mind, if not also a little song and dance 
of joy that I am not yet redundant.

At the former, more immediate, end of the scale there are those 
days where time is ‘short’, and I have to squeeze in some note-
writing, a cup of tea, a conversation with a family member or 
colleague, a frantic search for another box of tissues, the  
call of nature, an unexpected package delivery, a few emails and 
a half a sandwich into the 10 nanoseconds I allow myself  
between sessions.

Now this may say rather a lot about me not actually liking to 
wait between sessions, and rather little about anyone else. The 
more I feel I ‘need’ to cram into the gap, the less likely I am to 
notice the pointlessness of life, the anxiety of isolation, and – 
indeed – the passage of time. (Second note to self: hmmm…) The 
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I have sat in front of the blank page making 
several false starts over the past few weeks. 
Nothing seems to sit well or right or 
truthfully. This morning I received an email 
about the death of Anthony Loudon, an SEA 
member and ADEP alumnus. I didn’t know 
Anthony, but feel the need to acknowledge 
his death.  Death has surrounded me for a 
long time and, much as I tried to keep it at 
bay in this text, it knocked on my door, in 
various guises, persistently.  Today it did 
so through Anthony, who was a part of our 
existential community. 

Death brings terrible grief, madness, a 
huge empty space in the world where the 
person once was. We will never hear their 
voice again, never touch them, never laugh 
with them, never argue, converse, dance 
with them. They will never again be present 
in the world, embodied, flesh and blood; 
no more our companion in small everyday 
gestures – cooking, taking out the rubbish, 
setting the table, washing up, sharing music, 
thoughts, plans, a bed, a walk, a swim, a 
car ride. Sudden death or a long, slow, dying 
are unspeakable events for the living. 

In Chris Marker’s film Sunless, the 
narrator offers: ‘Who said that time heals 
all wounds? It would be better to say that 
time heals everything except wounds. With 
time, the hurt of separation loses its real 
limits. With time, the desired body will 
soon disappear, and if the desiring body 
has already ceased to exist for the other, 
then what remains is a wound, disembodied.’  
There is no normal or appropriate period 
of mourning for a great loss. Death, 
displacement, separation – they challenge 
the ground and structure of our life and of 
who we know ourselves to be.

The year 2017 also marks the deaths of 
Paul Smith-Pickard and John Heaton (see 
their obituaries in this issue). Paul was chair 
of the SEA from 2004 to 2007. He was 
passionate about Merleau-Ponty, embodiment 
and existential sexuality, about which he 
lectured and wrote. He loved Greece and 
especially Hydra, where he spent a great deal 
of time with his wife, Bernice Sorensen. His 
enthusiasm, spontaneity and childlike joy 
will be hugely missed. And I will personally 
miss our absorbing conversations about 
Merleau-Ponty’s vision. 

John was a founder member of the SEA 
and an institution in the world of existential 
psychotherapy and beyond. He was a 
polemicist, often contrary, and very un-pc. 
Students tended to either adore or dislike 
h im.  He  cha l l enged ,  ques t ioned , 
interrupted, countered, in quick succession, 
always generously giving of his remarkable 
knowledge and experience to us all. 
‘Therapy is a dancing thing,’ he once said, 
‘and it’s how you dance, though with some 
clients it is very difficult to dance and of 
course our job is to get them to dance 
again in ordinary life.’

Some years ago, my son asked, ‘what 
is life?’ ‘A vale of tears,’ I replied 
unthinkingly, jokingly. In truth, when I 
consider the surrounding reality I think the 
phrase is apt. The historical moment 
continues to terrify – through war, genocide, 
natural disasters; through unstable, self-
serving leadership and muscle-flexing of 
the most destructive kind. Yemen, India, 
the US, Myanmar, Syria, North Korea, to 
name a few. Millions of people are on the 
move the world over, escaping certain 
death, illness, the destruction of the place 
they once called home. Refugees, seeking 
refuge, fleeing, avoiding, escaping. 

These great floods of displaced, 
dispossessed people, grieving and aggrieved, 
are a counterpoint to what Greg Madison 
names existential migration, the experience 
of not-being-at-home, which so many of us 
are overcome by; the journey and quest of 
the voluntary migrant is intimately related 
to personal identity, the temporal self and, 
as the author sees it, expresses the radical 
groundlessness of human existence. 

But is human existence radically 
groundless? There have been many times in 
my life when I have concurred with this 
statement; yet when I turn to works of art I 
find myself in fierce opposition to it. Invisible 
threads weave diverse human and cultural 
histories, edifices both resilient and delicate, 
expressed in a variety of media, styles and 
forms. Arguably, we create works of art to 
protest against death, against the quicksand 
that is our existence; to create a ground, a 
world, to bestow meaning, however fleeting; 
to speak of what we have witnessed and 
experienced, to speak for others who can’t. 

This last point is movingly addressed in 
the beginning of the poem Requiem by Anna 
Akhmatova, written during Stalin’s purges: 

In the terrible years of the 
Yezhov terror I spent seventeen 
months waiting in line outside 
the prison in Leningrad. One 
day somebody in the crowd 
identified me. Standing behind 
me was a woman, with lips blue 
from the cold, who had, of 
course, never heard me called 
by name before. Now she 
started out of the torpor 
common to us all and asked me 
in a whisper (everyone 
whispered there):

     ‘Can you describe this?’

     And I said: ‘I can.’

     Then something like a smile 
passed fleetingly over what had 
once been her face.

This simple phrase, ‘I can’, holds 
untrammelled freedom, vision and courage. 
Human beings have engaged with the 
struggle and freedom of artistic creation for 
thousands of years. The great body of 
artworks throughout human history is itself 
a ground of Being and an expression of 
Being, a celebration of the world, as well 
as a response to the death and destruction 
humans inflict on each other and on nature. 

Merleau-Ponty reminds us that ‘art 
achieves an expression of the concrete man 
which science does not attempt’; and that 
‘science manipulates things and gives up 
living in them’. Yet everywhere in our 
profession we hear talk of evidence-based 
and manualised treatments, of outcomes and 
measures – a privileging of science over art, 
over the ‘play-ful art of therapy’ as existential 
therapist Marion Steel calls it. IAPT services 
continue to favour CBT and manualised 
treatments over other forms of therapy. 

The government has published Stepping 
Forward to 2020/21: Mental Health 
Workforce Plan for England, without 
proper consultation with Allied Health 
Professionals, but in close collaboration 
with psychiatry. The pharmaceutical 
industry is not far behind. Theresa May 
has promised to overhaul the ‘flawed 
Mental Health Act’ and plans to put a 
mental health treatment bill in place, at 
some point during her tenure. Let’s hope 
that Richard Layard and David Clark stay 
well away from that.
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Since starting the feasibility and pilot studies for this short-term 
integrative therapy that focuses upon existential attitudes, 
phenomenological methods and humanistic principles, we have 
used standardised scales for measuring the effectiveness of this 
intervention.  We have done this in order to demonstrate that 
this intervention is comparable to other dominant interventions 
for mild to moderate mental health concerns.  

However, since its inception, the approach has been based 
upon the premise that misery has become increasingly medicalised. 
Rather than measuring a reduction in symptoms, we have taken 
up a position that proposes that a person’s difficulties contain 
intentionality.  In other words, people become sad, depressed 
and/or anxious about something, someone or other aspects of 
their experience and their difficulties emerge within this context.  

For instance, two clients may describe their sufferance by 
using the medicalised term ‘depression’, yet their experiences 
of having ‘depression’ may be very different. Thus, this approach 
focuses upon the notion that experience is relational and we 
address difficulty from the perspective of client-attributable or 
context-related factors, as well as relational aspects of their 
experience.  

Nevertheless, we do not simply focus upon relational factors 
from a particular perspective, such as the notion suggested by 
Bordin regarding goals, tasks and bonds, but rather we focus 
upon those aspects of experience that are elicited from and by 
the client using a form of measurement known as the Repertory 
Grid Technique (RGT). 

Explanation of the technique
The Repertory Grid Technique is constituted by elements and 
constructs. Elements indicate or relate to important people in 
the individual’s life (parents, other relative, person I like, person 
I dislike and more) as well as the self viewed in different ways 

(self, future self and ideal self). 
Constructs are characteristics elicited by the individual that 

represents the way in which a client construes meaning to the 
people they are speaking about. To expand, during the technique, 
clients are presented with three elements at a time (the element 
‘self’ is always included in the triad) and is asked how two of 
the people in the triad are the same and thereby different from 
the third. It may be the elements ‘self’, ‘mother’ and ‘father’ 
are presented and a client describes that the self and mother are 
the same as they are quiet and the father is different as he is 
outspoken; this is seen as a bipolar construct. 

In total clients speak about ten people (elements) and elicit 
nine characteristics (constructs). When all bipolar constructs 
are elicited, a rating is given, on a scale of one to seven, for 
each person on whether they are more similar to one pole of the 
construct (i.e. quiet) compared to the other pole (i.e. outspoken) 
(see table).

On completion of the pre and post Repertory Grid, a spider’s 
web type picture is constructed, which demonstrates how each 
person (element) spoken about, is related to each characteristic 
(construct) spoken about, thus creating a picture of the person’s 
life in a more personalised and in-depth way. 

In our work, this brings the notion of measurement more in 
line with the approach and more focused upon an existential 
type of therapy, rather than a symptoms scale. Our continued 
use of symptom scales allows for comparison with dominant 
approaches rather than a more specific focus on self-construct 
as this form of measurement does.

Using various parameters of the pre- and post-grid, changes 
of a client’s personal construct can be identified. That is, changes 
in how they experience and view their relationships and what 
characteristics are meaningful within those relationships. 

Specifically, we are able to detect changes by comparing the 
variance between elements such as the ‘self’ and ‘ideal self’ . 
This not only indicates whether a change occurred as a result of 
EE therapy but the way in which the changes involve the client.

How the technique is compatible to what 
we do already
Using the RGT pre- and post-therapy can be seen as complementary 
to the psychological scales currently used (PHQ-9, GAD-7  
and  CORE-OM 34) ,  the  pr inc ip les  of  the  ex is ten t ia l  
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THE	USE	OF	THE	REPERTORY	GRID	TECHNIQUE	WITHIN	EXISTENTIAL	EXPERIMENTATION	THERAPY	
BY	MARK	RAYNER,	GRETA	CECUTTI	AND	LAUREN	SAYERS	

Since	starting	the	feasibility	and	pilot	studies	for	this	short-term	integrative	therapy	that	focuses	
upon	existential	attitudes,	phenomenological	methods	and	humanistic	principles,	we	have	used	
standardised	scales	for	measuring	the	effectiveness	of	this	intervention.		We	have	done	this	in	order	
to	demonstrate	that	this	intervention	is	comparable	to	other	dominant	interventions	for	mild	to	
moderate	mental	health	concerns.			

However,	since	its	inception,	the	approach	has	been	based	upon	the	premise	that	misery	has	
become	increasingly	medicalised.	Rather	than	measuring	a	reduction	in	symptoms,	we	have	taken	
up	a	position	that	proposes	that	a	person’s	difficulties	contain	intentionality.		In	other	words,	people	
become	sad,	depressed	and/or	anxious	about	something,	someone	or	other	aspects	of	their	
experience	and	their	difficulties	emerge	within	this	context.			

For	instance,	two	clients	may	describe	their	sufferance	by	using	the	medicalised	term	‘depression’,	
yet	their	experiences	of	having	‘depression’	may	be	very	different.	Thus,	this	approach	focuses	upon	
the	notion	that	experience	is	relational	and	we	address	difficulty	from	the	perspective	of	client-
attributable	or	context-related	factors,	as	well	as	relational	aspects	of	their	experience.			

Nevertheless,	we	do	not	simply	focus	upon	relational	factors	from	a	particular	perspective,	such	as	
the	notion	suggested	by	Bordin	regarding	goals,	tasks	and	bonds,	but	rather	we	focus	upon	those	
aspects	of	experience	that	are	elicited	from	and	by	the	client	using	a	form	of	measurement	known	as	
the	Repertory	Grid	Technique	(RGT).		

Explanation	of	the	technique	

The	Repertory	Grid	Technique	is	constituted	by	elements	and	constructs.	Elements	indicate	or	relate	
to	important	people	in	the	individual’s	life	(parents,	other	relative,	person	I	like,	person	I	dislike	and	
more)	as	well	as	the	self	viewed	in	different	ways	(self,	future	self	and	ideal	self).		

Constructs	are	characteristics	elicited	by	the	individual	that	represents	the	way	in	which	a	client	
construes	meaning	to	the	people	they	are	speaking	about.	To	expand,	during	the	technique,	clients	
are	presented	with	three	elements	at	a	time	(the	element	‘self’	is	always	included	in	the	triad)	and	is	
asked	how	two	of	the	people	in	the	triad	are	the	same	and	thereby	different	from	the	third.	It	may	
be	the	elements	‘self’,	‘mother’	and	‘father’	are	presented	and	a	client	describes	that	the	self	and	
mother	are	the	same	as	they	are	quiet	and	the	father	is	different	as	he	is	outspoken;	this	is	seen	as	a	
bipolar	construct.		

In	total	clients	speak	about	ten	people	(elements)	and	elicit	nine	characteristics	(constructs).	When	
all	bipolar	constructs	are	elicited,	a	rating	is	given,	on	a	scale	of	one	to	seven,	for	each	person	on	
whether	they	are	more	similar	to	one	pole	of	the	construct	(i.e.	quiet)	compared	to	the	other	pole	
(i.e.	outspoken)	(see	table).		

	

	

	 	

	

	

1	 Self		 Mother		 Father		 Future	
self	

How	I	
would	like	
to	be	

7	

Quite	
honest	 7	 2	 6	 2	 2	 Quite	

dishonest	

Upbeat	 6	 6	 5	 3	 2	 Serious	

Talk	about	
negatives	 7	 2	 4	 2	 1	 Ignores	

negatives	

THE USE OF THE REPERTORY GRID 
TECHNIQUE WITHIN EXISTENTIAL 

EXPERIMENTATION THERAPY
B Y  M A R K  R A Y N E R ,  G R E T A  C E C U T T I  A N D  L A U R E N  S A Y E R S

We do not simply focus upon 
relational factors from a particular 
perspective ...we focus upon those 

aspects of experience that are 
elicited from and by the client 
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experimentation intervention and the client-elicited goals. 
To expand, the quantitative psychological scales focus on 

aspects such as symptomatology, risk and general wellbeing, 
yet the use of the Repertory Grid Technique allows clients to 
extend their focus from one centred around illness to one centred 
around their own beliefs, assumptions and values relating to 
themselves, significant others in their lives and their world in 
general. This is not to say the technique is better than the scales 
but rather it allows individuals to think about themselves in a 
different but equally valuable manner. 

Furthermore, the technique is complimentary to the existential 
experimentation intervention as it enables clients to think in a 
relational manner about their experiences within their world and 
the values, beliefs and assumptions around such experiences. 
Additionally, both promote active participation of clients in their 
therapeutic process as it  focuses on their narrative and 
interpretation of their difficulties. 

Likewise, the Repertory Grid Technique and the client-
elicited goals are compatible. Specifically, the technique aims 
to identify what it is about certain aspects of clients’ self-
construct that they are not content with and leads to closer 
identification of the difficulties that they express. Similarly, 
the goals highlight what clients are not content with and want 
to address throughout therapy. 

After therapy clients rate if they feel they addressed their goals 
during therapy on a scale of zero (not at all) to four (extremely). 
It seems analysis of the grids can further be used to indicate 
whether the clients achieved some of their goals that focus on 
developing their self-concept, their relationships with others, and 
addressing their internal conflicts in their lives, not in an anecdotal 
way like the goal ratings, but rather in a more systematic way that 
requires a lower level of awareness from the client.

To further highlight the compatibility and cohesiveness 
between the technique and client-elicited goals, one can turn 
their focus to the thematic analysis that has been previously 
discussed in the Hermeneutic Circular and more recently at the 
SEA annual conference 2016. Conducting thematic analysis 
identified themes which clients wanted to address throughout 
their therapeutic process, themes that similarly are a principal 
focus of the RGT. To expand, understanding and developing 
one’s self-concept, understanding relationships with others  
and dealing with internal conflicts were three key themes from 
the goal analysis. The RGT allows for these aspects to be measured 
and changes from pre to post therapy to be identified.  
By comparing the element ‘self ’ with their ‘future self ’ and 
‘ideal self ’ we can understand whether the clients believe  
they are more similar to their ‘ideal self ’ after therapy and  

thus how their self-concept changes. 
The RGT can also be used to explore clients’ relationships 

by looking at the interactions between the ‘self’ and all other 
people (elements) discussed in the RG. By comparing pre- and 
post-grids we can understand if there are any changes in how 
the clients view their relationship towards those discussed and 
what such changes are, for instance, do they see themselves as 
more close to or different from those in their lives compared to 
before they had EE therapy. 

Lastly, the RGT can highlight when the clients want to make 
a change, but a desired change in one aspect of their life risks 
an undesired change in another aspect of their life, which is 
defined as an implicative dilemma. For instance, a client may 
want to become more outspoken but through analysing the ‘self’ 
and ‘ideal self’ of their RG, it is apparent that the client believes 

the wished for construct outspoken is associated with the unwished 
for construct vain; an undesired characteristic they do not wish 
to posses. Thus, creating a conflict within the client about 
changing. This is similar to the theme that emerged from the 
analysis of the goals that suggests clients want to address their 
difficulties in dealing with internal conflicts; they want to change 
in some way but there is resistance to this change. 

Conclusion
For a therapeutic intervention to gain recognition and have 
credibility, it is essential to take measurements – both before and 
after therapy, as well as to conduct follow-up sessions in order to 
establish that clients have made use of what they might have 
gained from the intervention.  While our approach is not one that 
has been manualised, it does have a way of being operationalized 
in order that we can demonstrate adherence to a way of working.  

Of course this creates a tension between being and doing – 
allowing for flexibility, creativity and personalisation and 
maintaining a semblance of working within boundaries that follow 
process and procedure. It is paramount that the measurements 
used to evaluate existential experimentation’s effectiveness address 
the creativity and personalisation that it aims to adhere to, and 
represent a valid way to measure effectiveness. This is the rationale 
of incorporating the use of the Repertory Grid Technique within 
existential experimentation therapy, alongside the psychological 
scales commonly used in the NHS. 

Using the technique allows for a wide variety of data to be 
extracted and analysed due to the nature of the data being both 
qualitative and quantitative as well as having the possibility to 
use the data for both ideographic and nomothetic research. 
Currently, we are embarking on research to explore the link 
between psychological wellbeing as measured by the well-
established psychological scale CORE 34 and the intensity of 
relationships among constructs as measured in the Repertory 
Grid Technique. 
Contact Mark at mark@easewellbeing.co.uk

REPERTORY  
GRID TECHNIQUE
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is perceived by many as one of the ways to remove pain, i.e. 
mental suffering and traumatic experiences. 

Hiding from pain
Here are some telling facts as an evidence of the wish of people 
to get away, to hide from physical pain. IQ magazine wrote that 
in 2012, the United States had 284 million packages of opiates 
prescribed, which means approximately one package for each 
adult. At present the consumption of opiates in the USA is 6 times 
greater than 20 years ago; in 2015, 19,000 people died in America 
due to overdosing of pain-killers.

Modern man tries to escape from pain, to defend, to close against 
it, to push vulnerability out of his lifeworld. Along with this, a person 
refuses many chances to express his/her need of intimate relationship, 
such as a need to get help or to be dependent on or related to somebody, 
since all these needs mean a chance to be hurt, to suffer pain. Therefore 
such attributes of intimate relationships as dedication, self-sacrifice, 
heroic deeds for the sake of another person become, in the best case, 
old-fashioned, but more often simply impossible, unacceptable and 
forgotten. The image of a modern person commonly includes seeking 
only pleasant experiences in relationships and thus choosing 
separateness and aloofness from another person.

Gulnara Haydarova, a philosopher from Saint Petersburg, 
Russia, speaks about ‘advent of the era of increased sensibilization’ 
and maintains that we become extremely sensitive to even the 
tiniest superficial changes in our life or superficial intrusions in 
our private space, meanwhile such essential elements like intimacy 
and openness to another person vanish from our attention.

Modern man lives within the culture of anaesthetization, which 
also includes removal of pain possibly caused by relations. Suppression 
of all awkward (often meaning important, arguable, subjective, 
existentially significant) themes eliminates from a relationship any 
risk of feeling painfully vulnerable, and along with it a feeling of real 
life. Relations between people still offer a limited space for openness, 
almost devoid of risk, but, unfortunately, with very little of life in it.

Fear of being vulnerable, of getting hurt or feeling pain in a 
relationship creates more and more ‘spots’ that are protected from 
intrusion and cannot be addressed. Dissociation from pain causes 
even greater restrictions in a person’s openness to oneself and to 
others. We defend ourselves from uncomfortable ideas that others 
may have about us and suppress our own embarrassing images of 
ourselves. We are afraid of our real selves and thus cannot maintain 
real relations with others. Parallel to the fear of being hurt, there is 
a fear to hurt a partner, as getting in touch with somebody’s vulnerability 
means risking awareness of vulnerability of one’s own.

To be really present in intimate relationship, one has to be 
ready to hurt another and to be hurt oneself. Attempts to defend 
oneself from pain in intimate relationship are somewhat similar 
to the struggle against physical pain. Anaesthetizing skin nerve 
endings we block not only sensations of pain, but all others as 
well. A numbed patch of skin allows us to be protected from pain 
there, but we are also deprived of tactile or temperature sensations, 

Staying in intimate relations requires mutual 
openness, which inevitably causes experience 
of vulnerability. It is not rare that openness is 
experienced as painful and hurting, and a person 
may face the question: ‘How to be in intimate 
relationship and endure resulting painfulness?’ 

And often the choice of a modern Western 
person turns around the idea of life as a 
consumer market, relations being just another 

part of it. Thus relations turn into some special kind of product 
that has to possess certain qualities. 

If these qualities are absent, a person attempts to reconstruct 
such a relationship or simply rejects it. The sociologist Polina 
Aronson says, ‘For a Western man, love equals consumption: we 
choose a partner who is to give us what we need.’ Relationships 
become one of many consumer goods that aim at creating comfort 
and giving pleasure to the person consuming them.

Such expectations are often based on the conception of 
relationship as something necessarily comfortable and bringing 
satisfaction or – even better – pleasure. Intimacy may get stuck 
against a myth that intimacy means a permanent and definitely 
pleasant condition, some kind of a blissful state similar to 
intrauterine existence, where intimacy is something undoubtedly 
positive and safe, providing warmth and guarding from a dangerous 
outer world, allowing one to feel confident and peaceful. 

Intimacy is a risky experience
It happens that, searching for a satisfactory relationship, people look 
for such intimacy, which, however, is not possible in reality. In this 
search, a person sometimes forgets that intimacy in itself might be a 
risky experience. In life, unconditional comfort and safety or an array 
of exclusively pleasant emotions are simply non-existent. (One can 
remember that an experience of bodily closeness to one’s most beloved 
person on a hot summer day may involve not such pleasant sensations.)

Why does it occasionally happen that people consider each other 
close, but are not aware of each other’s real concerns, and they no 
longer can talk and discuss things, getting completely estranged? While 
striving to bring as much peace, comfort and pleasure as possible to 
our relations, we drive away everything that might be an obstacle to 
this. A possibility of openness to oneself and to another person in any 
respect means threatening to get in touch with negative, conflict-laden, 
unresolved or even forbidden or repressed spheres of life. 

Such dangerous contacts threaten to bring unpleasant, painful 
experiences. So, in wanting to bring our idea of intimate relationship 
to life, we attempt to build barriers against unpleasant experiences. 
As with any barriers, these inevitably block much more than we 
intend to buffer off. We are afraid of discomfort and pain, but out 
of this fear to get in touch with own feelings or the feelings of 
another person, we bar ways to openness. 

The modern Western person lives mostly in great fear of all 
sorts of unpleasant experiences, discomfort and, of course, pain. 
Civilization moves towards annihilating any pain, and psychotherapy 
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so get no feelings of cold or warmth of a human touch. 
Avoiding vulnerability in relationships requires a lot of energy. 

We want to control them and be able to predict how they develop, 
and keep asking ourselves if there are any guarantees and how to 
achieve undoubtedly good relations. 

All this masks great fear of being hurt (which is essentially the same 
as to hurt somebody yourself). However, suppressing our fear of pain 
and vulnerability, we raise insurmountable obstacles to what may hurt 
us and build barriers instead of building relationships, thus losing the 
ability to experience really intimate closeness to another person. 

Along with vulnerability, we discard the ability to feel joy in 
creative relationship with somebody, to accept and to love, because 
it is impossible to preserve sensitivity selectively. We lose the ability 
to experience own vulnerability and to accept vulnerability of others. 

A person strives to become invulnerable in his relationships, 
but, in the process, becomes self-contained, increasingly less alive 
and able to maintain intimacy. Vulnerability, sensitivity, exposure, 
weakness – all these are inherent qualities or conditions of being 
human, and all are based on the ability to feel pain. 

For Arne Vetlesen, a Norwegian philosopher, this ability 

represents a certain charge or potential of a relationship which 
may give a basis for real intimacy that we are capable of as adult 
and individual beings. ‘[Our pain]…grows…out of inevitable 
vulnerability that has always been part of human nature, but which 
we no longer know how to tolerate, both in ourselves and in those 
around us,’ he writes. Fear of vulnerability and illusion-based 
ideas about intimacy as an unconditionally pleasant experience 
(warm and full of light) prove to be obstacles to real intimacy.

Therapy to transform mythical assumptions
Thus, therapy has a task of helping a person to be ready for intimate 
relationships and the vulnerability inherent in them, to stimulate 
subjectivity, openness and readiness to change, which in turn 
means courage to be alive and able to experience pain. Therapy 
must bring more reality to a person’s ideas about intimacy, help 
to transform mythical assumptions about maximum comfort 
mandatory for a relationship into a more mature concept inescapably 
involving some painful experiences.

To be able to move in this direction, a person has to be ready 
to get hurt in intimate relations, in other words, to accept another 
person’s right to be different, to have different views and ideas, 
to disagree and reject. Possibilities for real and not illusory intimacy 
are greater, if partners can allow themselves to express their 
individuality instead of building an artificial façade of full concord.

A person must be able to hurt, to confront, to contradict, to 
express various unpleasant feelings and in this way to stay in real 
dialogue with another person. Such open dialogue allows one to 
face one’s real self and avoid situations when one suddenly realizes 
that a person next to him/her is a stranger with whom there is 

nothing to talk about inspite of many years spent together.
‘We open up to pain when we have hope and know that 

disappointment is possible, when we dare to love and know that this 
love could be rejected, when we feel and know that we might be 
hurt,’ says Vetlesen. In his opinion, life without pain is not life (this 
refers also to relationships). 

However, life in pain is practically unbearable. What is the 
way to find a condition encompassing both poles? It seems that 
any person continuously seeks answers to the question – how to 
get rid of unbearable pain in a relationship and still be ready for 
possible painful moments just because another person is different?

Polina Aronson gives her own life-affirming answer: ‘So we need 
to confess love loudly. To start living together still not being absolutely 
sure that both are ready. To grumble at one’s partner without any serious 
reason and to show no resentment if he/she does the same – just because 
we all are human beings. To bear children at worst possible moments. 
And, finally, to recover one’s right to suffer from love. Let us not fear 
torments of love.’
Julia is an existential therapist and teacher at the Institute of 
Humanistic and Existential Psychology in Birštonas, Lithuania. 
Contact her at akjulia3@hepi.lt
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About 25 years ago now, I was at university 
for the first time embarking on a degree in 
biology. 25 years on, I find myself back at 
university for a second time as a post-grad 
s tudent  on a  doctora l  programme in 
existential psychotherapy. Quite the contrast 
from my rationalist/materialist roots! 

I’m into my second year, and for my 
research idea, I’m hoping to explore the 

phenomenological experience of therapists encountering 
‘pessimism’ in their therapeutic work. My main thrust and 
motivation for doing this comes from my own outlook in life, 
which has always tended towards a more existentialist slant and 
dare I say a pessimistic one. 

If existential thought in its simplest terms is a philosophy 
concerned with finding self and the meaning of life through free 
will, choice, and personal responsibility, then how is this 
philosophy sometimes seen as being a pessimistic one? At this 
point I’ll shed some light onto my personal choices for being 
drawn to existentialism and why it might necessarily be seen as 
being pessimistic. 

The first aspect that draws me to this philosophy is that 
there are two sides to it. Existentialism has its more obvious 
intellectual side with writers such Sartre, Heidegger, Kierkegaard 
and Nietzsche to name but a few, which has to do with the text, 
the thinkers and the ideas sometimes expressed in its own 
specialised vocabulary. 

Existential sensibility
But more than that, it has a deeper and more subtle side  
which has more to do with what I would refer to as an  
‘exis tent ia l  sensibi l i ty’ or  an 
existential way of life from writers  
such  as  Dostoevsky,  Tols toy, 
Camus and Nietzsche. 

In other words, existentialism 
makes an appeal to my mind, the 
part which wants to understand 
l i fe  more  deeply.  And i t  a lso 
appeals to the ‘spiritual’ aspect of 
myself which longs to experience 
life more deeply and that would 
be the large part of what draws 
me to existentialism, in the way 
that it  honours my intellectual 
curiosity but also the part of me 
that  wants  to  feel  deeply and 
powerfully alive. 

I have come to learn that there 
are multiple perspectives on the 
meaning of knowledge and for me 
there is an ethical sense to learning, 

which I believe existentialism has taught me to pursue a ‘how to 
live’ question rather than a ‘why to live’ question. I find taking a 
rationalist approach to life ends up draining the ‘mytho-poetic’ 
side to experience. And then on the other hand, I am not adhering 
to any kind of explanation of life that is not rational enough to 
be intellectually convincing, as those sorts of approaches can end 
up feeling too metaphysically unreal. 

In my choosing to explore pessimism as a research idea, I 
find a second aspect of existentialism that I am more particularly 
drawn to, in its moments of extraordinary and staggering honesty. 
I find existential thinkers to be more straight and direct about 
many aspects of life that are difficult to admit and discuss. 

Thinkers like Schopenhauer represented Germany’s greatest 
pessimistic philosopher who Nietzsche greatly admired, but 
couldn’t quite accept his pessimism in the same way. Other notable 
pessimistic thinkers are Leopardi, Cioran, Zapffe, Rousseau, 
Camus, Beckett and the list goes on. Take Camus for a moment; 
he describes the absurdity of life brought about from an 
irreconcilable clash between the indifference of the universe and 
our humanly yearning for meaning in it, what it means to be 
existing in the same indifferent universe. 

In this way, I am drawn towards existentialism for its courage 
to not shy away from the darker side of life when exploring the 

anxiety and dread that haunts me 
and the subtle ways that mortality 
touches me and how that shapes my 
experiences. I find this honesty 
illuminating, refreshing and uplifting 
as it feels real and much more 
forthright and direct about the reality 
of my existence. 

Rebellious way of 
thinking
The third aspect of existentialism 
that I am attracted to is that it is a 
rebellious way of thinking about life 
– Camus, Sartre and Nietzsche 
particularly come to mind. In a way, 
I appreciate existentialism’s attempt 
to seek out a deeper fidelity and a 
deeper relation to life irrespective 
of whether it coincides with what 
anyone else regards as fashionable. 
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In essence, I am drawn to existentialism because of its strategic 
irreverence and sense of rebellion, and this is not for its own sake 
but for the sake of understanding things more deeply and therefore 
living more deeply. 

I find existentialism has a stark and uncompromising ability 
to recognise the difficulties and suffering in life. Nietzsche 
famously coined the phrase a ‘pessimism of strength’ to distinguish 
it from Schopenhauer’s doom and gloom with no reprisal. 
Nietzsche does correlate this with suffering, in the sense that it 
is all embracing of the world as it is, a ‘great liberation’ through 
a ‘pessimism of strength’ which ‘does not sit in judgement of 
this condition’. 

To a pessimist like me, I view the human condition as 
existentially unique in that it is acutely aware of the passage of 
time, unlike that of animals which I imagine to be blissfully 
unaware of their impending demise. And it is this capacity to 

be time conscious that necessarily leads me to a feeling of quiet 
dread that I sometimes feel in the wee hours of the night; the 
dread of knowing that as time passes, so does my diminishing 
capacity for possibilities and eventually to death. 

But to say that our lives are always in the direction of death 
is not to reduce it to pointlessness, but knowing is simply to set 
out the parameters of our possibilities yet to come from our yet 
unexpired existence. Pessimism can be the amber light that warns 
us to acknowledge our limitations – rather than it being a red 
light to which we come to a grinding halt against. 

I see pessimism as a reminder that whatever I possess in one 
moment is eventually lost in another. I do feel the pain of that 
loss since I consciously retain a sense of these things as a past. 
And my capacity to feel hope or anticipation for the future is 
neither a reprise for this loss. 

Given that some of my hopes will inevitably be fulfilled in 

IS EXISTENTIALISM  
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2017’s Society for Existential Analysis 
Conference is:

NAKED AND DANGEROUS 
The conference will be taking place Saturday 11th November and the morning of Sunday 12th November at 

the NCVO, London.
•      In its simplest of terms ‘Naked’ is an adjective: ‘of a person or part of the body without clothes.’  
But what does it mean to experience a sense of nakedness within the therapeutic setting? There can be 
something very beautiful about the intimacy of the therapeutic encounter, but what happens when the 

encounter becomes one where we are left feeling naked, exposed or defenceless? 
•      If ‘Dangerous’ means: ‘likely to cause problems or to have adverse consequences’, how do we see 

the work we do, when, at times, it leaves clients struggling to come to terms with what they may feel are 
adverse consequences? 

This year’s conference invites you to engage with these terms, be it from a point of passion  
or one of critique.

For more information and to book your tickets go to the Society of Existential Analysis Website.
http://existentialanalysis.org.uk/sea-conference-2017/
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one moment, they are dis-fulfilled in 
the next, as they seamlessly slip into 
the past. So, I will posit that being time-
aware is just  a bad deal from the 
perspective of happiness. 

As a pessimist, I wouldn’t bother 
with happiness existing as a solution 
to a problem but would rather see 
myself cultivating the courage to accept 
the ontological tension that exists 
between my humanly desires and 
memories on one hand and, the time 
bound exis tence that  manages  to 
destroy it on the other. Nevertheless, 
having a pessimistic stance doesn’t 
have to necessarily be doom and gloom. 
It’s not about adding up the pains and 
pleasures of life when deciding to go 
on with life or not – as Camus famously 
posited in his suicide question. 

While pessimistic thinkers like Schopenhauer, Rousseau, 
Cioran and Zapffe might advocate a kind of retreat from life, 
others like Camus, Nietzsche, Unamuno and Leopardi end up 

affirming l ife.  Like Camus, I  see 
humanity  in  the  metaphor  of  the 
courageous Sisyphus rolling the damn 
bolder up the hill for no real purpose 
– but doing it anyway and happy doing 
it too – well… we would like to think! 

And so holding a pessimistic view 
of my existence – in that  without 
suffering, I cannot fully experience 
the meaning of what it is to be human 
– is ultimately helping me to see the 
suffering side of life in a broader way. 
I  hope that  we can learn to avoid 
t h i n k i n g  o f  p e s s i m i s m  a s  s o m e 
psychological disposition linked to 
depression or contrariness and like 
existentialism’s honesty about the 
human condition, acknowledge its 
character that of not being unpleasant 
o r  undes i r ab le  bu t  pe rhaps  a s  a 

dramatic and brave challenge to the way we can orient ourselves 
to the world. 
Contact Zeb at zkaylique@gmail.com 

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

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

Provincial haze – a glimpse into the mind of middle England on a gloomy day in June.

Maybe, the bourgeois garden has become a symbol of spiritual poverty in our time.

So much charm in this palatial retreat;

A regal willow sways in the breeze, in a mysterious mystical manner.

The glory and wonder makes me want to bow down.

An abundance of greens in wild health, appear to be defeating man;

And as a person, I seem to completely cease to exist.

Is this a managerial snake pit?

Has this alluring world transformed into infinite confusion?

No!  This is father and son perceiving beauty; love’s  

eyes shining bright.

Perhaps life is a dream; life is eternal.

We should never lose sight of this.

Contact Gregory at academic@talktalk.net
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Living on a small tropical island is an 
experiential reckoning like no other. 

Islands make one acutely aware of the 
edges of the land; an awareness that translates 
into how people live on them. One’s life 
suddenly becomes measurable in the scarcity 
of one or two shops, restaurants, tracks/roads 
and places where we can see and touch the 
water surrounding us; all reachable well 

within a small window of time. 
Whilst this simplification isn’t just external, we can say that 

the inner life too is compartmentalised into identifiable and familiar 
pieces and places. Our choices become ever more limited and 
hence our anxiety is challenged to transform itself. Escape from 
oneself becomes harder and harder.

Growing sense of isolation
The most distinct dichotomy that emerges from a life lived on a small 
island is a growing sense of isolation. The quietude grows into the 
routine – so much so, that on trips to the mainland and cities one is 
not only enthralled, but also a tiny bit terrified. 

It goes without saying that 
on  the  o the r  s ide  o f  t he 
continuum is, if one is willing 
to allow oneself, a deep sense 
o f  c o n n e c t e d n e s s  t o  t h e  
l imited number  of  people  
and experiences. They take  
on an all-consuming quality, 
g o i n g  u n c h a l l e n g e d  a n d  
s e e p i n g  i n s i d i o u s l y  i n t o  
our world-views. 

We often talk about how as 
humans we want to feel a sense 
of belonging, but forget about 
the power of containment, an 
irrefutable part of living on an 
island. The sense of ownership 
and possessiveness that an 
island dweller feels towards the 
island is nearly unmatched in 

city life, where there is just too much to call our own and we feel 
too little to lay claim to it. There are days of uncertainty as to 
whether the separateness with the outside world was really wanted, 
and a certain panic may set in for islanders of not being part of 
the larger whole out there. 

Innumerable city dwellers refer to an island life as ‘paradise’; 
they imagine themselves more relaxed, more outgoing and generally 
more contented. We seek islands as we imagine the best versions 
of ourselves. 

This desire exists because of a realisation of its transience. 
Although a sense of abandonment can also come with living on 
an island, especially small, warm and lush tropical islands that 
are often open and cater to tourists who come and go. For the 
discerning self-reflecting resident living on the island, the chance 
encounters with people who move or affect us come with the 
understanding that those people will leave the island, whereas the 
resident won’t. 

As a dweller on the island, the authenticity and the innermost 
making of ourselves are laid bare and are never transparent or 
invisible. However, one is also the subject of scrutiny to the most 
prevalent feature and inhabitant on the island: nature. The clothes 
one wears seem completely unimportant and the need to acquire 
unnecessary things also diminishes when it’s not other people’s 
perception one is focused on. 

Attachment to beauty
The beauty of the island is a new kind of unshakeable attachment 
which can easily become a dependency. The water-locked salty 
air is breathed in and replenishes us; yet it can also wreak havoc 
on most modern technology and material things we hold so dear, 
a natural purging of sorts. It is as though we as humans are really 
stripped bare in every way,

The increasing busyness of our lives begets speed and fear, 
masquerading as control. Chaos 
is embraced to such a degree on 
a populated mainland that there 
is an amnesia and impatience 
for  s lowness  of  pace and 
reflection of self and all things. 

Much like the mountains, 
the island invites the dweller 
to his/her own true significance. 
The rebellion of the island 
d w e l l e r  i s  i n  i t s  c h o s e n 
aimlessness and its claim on 
island space. On small tropical 
islands one looks up, ahead and 
back at our lived lives with 
nothing but a familiar well-
beaten road and the certainty 
of awakening sea storms.
Contact Kripi at kripim@tatva.
center
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To my mother

Come from forever, and you will go 
everywhere –

Arthur Rimbaud

Between religion and 
secularism
At eighteen, one of my favourite novels was 

Pasolini’s Teorema. I remember reading some of it in a hospital 
room during visits to my mother. It must have been January or 
February. A lukewarm sun through the window made me wary as 
I’d heard that sunrays through glass give you cancer, and that cancer 
kills you – both sayings accepted as gospel. 

As soon as my mother, exhausted from her illness, would fall 
asleep, I’d go back to the book and learn of Angelo – a handsome 
and mysterious stranger who shows up from nowhere into a 
middle-class Milanese household. He spends his time moving 
about freely, reading Rimbaud and seducing first Emilia, the maid, 
and then each of the self-absorbed family members: son, mother, 
daughter, and finally the factory-owning father. 

They are all deeply affected by the encounter and undergo a sexual 
and emotional awakening, for the Visitor’s seduction has poignant 
undertones: he saves Emilia from a suicide attempt, comforts the son 
Pietro, acknowledges and reaffirms the perturbed longings of the 
mother Lucia, helps the daughter Odetta overcome her timidity 
towards men, and cares for the father Paolo when he is ill. 

When he unexpectedly leaves, they are left bereft and go 
through a transformation that, apart from the maid’s, is devastating. 
The son grows into a tormented, self-belittling artist. The mother 
tries in vain to repeat her experience with the Stranger by having 
sex with young men. The daughter becomes catatonic and is taken 
away. The father runs naked into a train station and then relinquishes 
his factory. The maid, who had not partaken of the family’s elegant 
neuroses, goes back to her hometown and becomes a saint-like 
figure, performing miracles. 

In my youth, I now realize, I detected one aspect only of the 
parable, namely the liberating and disruptive presence of eros, 
but did not know what to make of the maid’s peculiar trajectory. 
Why is Emilia the only one who does not get destroyed by the 
Visitation but rises instead to spiritual heights? There is no easy 
answer, I suspect, to this simple question. 

A novelist, poet, essayist and filmmaker, Pasolini was forever 
poised at the cusp of religion and secularism, reluctant to join 
either. He pushed the boundaries of orthodoxy and upset many 
people on both sides of the ideological divide. 

Originally conceived for the stage, Teorema was made into a film 
in 1968, with Terence Stamp in the leading role. On its release, the 
Catholic Church took umbrage at the sex and got mad at Emilia’s 
dubious and ‘impure’ source of sainthood. People on the orthodox Left 
allied to the PCI, the Italian Communist Party, whose cause Pasolini 
ambivalently espoused, disliked the Biblical imagery interspersed in 
the film as well as the divine whiff radiating from the Visitor. 

Pasolini’s ambivalence towards secularism is evident in his 
tribute to Antonio Gramsci, a key European intellectual of the 
twentieth century and founder of the PCI. Gramsci’s Ashes, 
Pasolini’s matchless poem, is fierce and tender, poised between 
religion and engaged secularism:

The shame of contradicting myself, of being with you 
and against you; with you in my heart, in truth, 
against you in my dark inmost feelings.

Emanation and immanation
An updated version of the ‘theorem’ presented in the novel could 
be posed as follows: ‘Can someone who has fully bought into the 
neoliberal values of status, self-identity, wealth and property really 
ever want freedom? Isn’t it more likely that he or she would dread 
it as one dreads failure, catastrophe, or a fall from grace?’ 
Conversely: ‘What does it really take to become freer, or, if you 
prefer, more congruent, more creative and individuated?’

Emilia too experiences a crisis after meeting the Visitor. Unlike the 
rest of the bourgeois family, however (to whom she does not belong), 
her crisis is not a fall but an opening onto a more expansive way of 
being. Several readings emerge: even before ‘the poor will inherit the 
earth’ to which Pasolini certainly subscribed, the most immediate 
interpretation is that, unlike the others, Emilia succeeded in working 
through the transference: though affected and mesmerized by her 
contact with Angelo, she comes to realize that the same numinous 
power emanating from the Visitor is also present within her. 

This ushers in another reading whose implications are, I believe, 
significant for the existential practitioner. The family members 
experience emanation: their emotional/sexual awakening – is born 
out of a separate cause, namely the luminous ‘presence’ of the 
Stranger. They see themselves as separate from Angelo in a 
hierarchical setting of cause over effect. 

Emilia, on the other hand, experiences immanation – a non-
hierarchical co-existence of cause and effect. For her, Angelo’s 
angelic (and daimonic?) glow does not turn into an aura (the latter 
needs distance and separation) but is apprehended instead as 
remaining within the very same world they both (and everyone 
else) inhabit. A slight correction is then needed to the statement 
made earlier: her ‘ascension’ is an opening onto a more expansive 
way of being in the world – a thoroughly existential statement. 

What makes this possible? In one word: affect. Emilia’s implicit 
understanding is that, affected, she can affect others, affect the 
world and – wait for this – affect God, who partakes of the same 
world and who affects and is affected by his ‘creation’. Or, in the 
words of Gilles Deleuze: ‘God produces an infinity of things 
which affect him in an infinity of ways.’

Immanence and transcendence
Emilia’s meeting with the Stranger can be read in many ways: as 
meeting with the other, god, eros, soul, the existential unconscious, 
spirit, actualization and so forth – depending on one’s worldview. 
Whatever it may be, what matters is that it prompted in her the 
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realization that she is made of the same stuff as the Beautiful 
Stranger; and it is here that things start to get interesting. She is 
made of the very same stuff: like water in water, she is part of the 
same reality, of the same world. 

The ancient word used by philosophers and theologians alike 
to describe this across the ages is immanence, whose Latin origin 
means remaining within, i.e. within this world. And what is the 
enemy of immanence? What is the opposite of remaining within 
this world? The answer is transcendence, a word whose meaning 
is to climb (scandere) over (trans). 

Whether dealing with a particular religion, a philosophical system, 
an aesthetic, a way of practising therapy, the fundamental question is 
not whether these are secular or religious but whether they are immanent 
or transcendent. The fundamental opposition is between remaining 
within our everyday, imperfect world and attempting to climb over it. 

Religion (as well as theology and spirituality in general) has 
long been associated with transcendence: God and the divine have 
long been linked with otherworldliness and the eternal, i.e. with 
a dimension beyond the everyday, separate from the impermanent 
world of phenomena. 

But this categorization is too simplistic: it does not recognize the 
presence of religious instances that are free from transcendence. It 
also wrongly assumes that a secular worldview – at times characterized, 

for instance, by excessive trust in science and/or logical reason – is 
automatically free of transcendental or metaphysical claims. A case 
in point is existential phenomenology, whose avowed secularism is 
infused with (often unchecked) transcendental beliefs. 

For instance, phenomenology thinks of experience in relation 
to ‘presence’ and in so doing fails to think experience. But 
experience is more than presence. Presence emerges on account 
of ‘absence’: something becomes present to experience because 
linked to its previous absence. 

Similarly, the ‘needle’ in the compass of the phenomenological 
investigation (description, horizon-making, bracketing) points unerringly 
to the north of the Subject. The transcendental presence of the Cartesian 
self surveys the unfolding of experience; the self, a mere construct, is 
confirmed as ‘really’ existing; in the process, the intolerable exuberance 
of the world is made to fit within geometrical outlines.

The post-secular condition
In a witty appendix to a recent paper, Spinelli (Existential Analysis, 
2017, 28.2, 288) assured his readers that despite the lengthy 
discussion of controversial biblical themes, he hasn’t ‘in his old 
age turned to religion’. The problem, however, lies not with religion 
but with transcendence: the two are not necessarily synonymous. 

It is enriching when existential practice draws from outside its 
frame – from artists and thinkers whose work manages to re-express 
our being-in-the-world. Where I draw the line is with narratives 
that ask me to climb over, or transcend, the world. I honour, with 
Levinas, our profound human need for escape. What is objectionable 
is not the flight from the world per se but the looking down on the 
world from on high, its categorization as evil. 

For transcendental thinkers like Thomas Aquinas, in whose 
reflections Aristotle, Plato and Christianity all converged, the 
world is good and true not in essence, but only indirectly, by 
‘analogical  par t ic ipat ion’ in  a  t ranscendent  God.  For 
transcendentalists of all persuasions, this world is not good enough: 
too imperfect and samsaric; an unfair world of blood, sweat and 
tears. This world is too much to bear: it is too unjust, yes, but at 
times also too beautiful. 

What I am effectively advocating is immanent spirituality, a 
mode of being in the world that surpasses the obsolete division 
between religion and secularism. 

Does immanent spirituality imply passive acceptance of the 
world? No. Transformation is possible without resorting to 
transcendence. As with Emilia, the maid in Pasolini’s Teorema 
who recognizes her own creative participation in the world of the 
Stranger, transformation comes not from comforting representations 
of transcendence but from a worldly concrete perception of an 
outside that challenges and disrupts what Deleuze calls diagram, 
our ‘fixed set of relations that determine the world.’ 

In short, the time-honoured conflict between religion and 
secularism has become obsolete. Espousing the latter is no guarantee 
of open-mindedness. 

Laïcité is now synonymous in France with accepted forms of 
Islamophobia that ignore the shadowy backdrop of colonial France 
and the Algerian war of independence. In the US, ‘new atheism’ 
has almost become synonymous with the ‘alt right’ that helped 
the emergence of Trump. 

And in the UK, secularism is strongly associated with the 
thriving ‘god delusion’ industry after the book of the same name 
by a man whose knowledge of theology is, in Terry Eagleton’s 
words, akin to that of someone ‘holding forth on biology whose 

LIKE WATER IN WATER 
CONTINUED

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 7

 M Y S T E R I O U S  FA M I LY  T H E R A P I S T:  T E R E N C E  S TA M P  I N  ‘ T E O R E M A ’

The fundamental opposition is 
between remaining within our 
everyday, imperfect world and 

attempting to climb over it

What I am effectively advocating is 
immanent spirituality, a mode of 
being in the world that surpasses 

the obsolete division between 
religion and secularism



1 5

only knowledge of the subject is the Book of British Birds.’
More importantly perhaps, the conflict between religion and 

secularism ignores the underlying continuity between the two and 
their shared concern in preserving the status quo. For Richard 
Rorty and Gianni Vattimo in The Future of Religion, secularism 
in the West represents an essential working through of religion 
and of Christianity in particular. The very future of transcendental 
narratives in the West depends on a ‘secularization of the sacred’. 

The merit of some of the most intelligent sectors of secularism 
consists in recognizing that, when push comes to shove, we are 
in fact very attached to the transcendental tales we grew up with 
despite our existentialism or whatever brand of secularism we 
may be endorsing. The deeper aspect of this attachment consists 
in realizing that religion has been, rightly or wrongly, at the heart 
of civilization in the western world. The problem with this stance 
is that it implies, alongside a surpassing of Christianity, the 
preservation of the old order.

Difference is a fence
A philosophy of immanence (and an existential 
therapeutic practice that was to draw from it) 
would,  on the other hand, advocate 
decolonization of transcendental narratives 
because they may hinder the therapeutic process. 
Unt i l  that  happens ,  our  exis tent ia l 
phenomenological practice will be ensnared 
within the bounds of transcendence. 

But disentangling from a bimillennial 
tradition that posits unity before difference 
(and infinity before the finite) is a difficult 
process. Transcendence is so deeply embedded 
in our way of thinking; it is present the 
moment we say that unity comes before 
difference. Immanence, on the other hand, 
is affirmation of difference. ‘Affirmation of 
difference’ means we cannot conceive the 
new, emergent phenomenon before it happens. 

If in therapy we are too fixated on a notion of self, person or 
subject, we will interpret the emergent phenomenon in terms of 
the existing characteristics of that self. Unity may or may not 
‘imply singularity’ as Spinelli suggests, but it will certainly 
introduce transcendence, confirmed by those ‘many traditions 
that point out the unity of polarities…how contrast and contradiction 
may be…a necessary aspect of unity as…sameness and accord’. 

Embracing contradictions and paradoxes is a chosen trope 
within transcendental narratives, a point stressed by Derrida. This 
is a shrewd operation in that it misnames discontinuities by calling 
them ‘contraries’, then lumps them together in a ‘mystical unity’.

Spinelli’s cogently argued critique of some recent scribbling of 
mine rightly points at my ‘insistence in favour of difference and 
fragmentation and the modern ontological condition of exile’. My 
stance on this occasion was defensive, and literally so: it aimed at 
affirming what is often forgotten and neglected in the name of 

generalities – the ‘ontic’, in Heidegger’s parlance; the particular, the 
existent, e.g. you and me and them and how we all affect one another. 

Affirmation of difference is an antidote to the transcendental 
narratives that constantly overrun existential phenomenology. I 
do recognize, however, that it is only a temporary fence; it works 
at keeping transcendence out for a while. What is really needed 
– and what existential phenomenology patently lacks – is a coherent 
philosophy of immanence. 

A sad and beautiful world
Relatedness is not enough. Immanence is more than relatedness: 
within the counter-traditional philosophy of Spinoza, Nietzsche, 
Deleuze and others, immanence is differential. It is not immanence 
in relation to a thing or an object, nor is it immanence between one 
thing and another, one person and another. This is because, as Daniel 
Barber writes, ‘before there are things there are differences’. 

Even to say ‘immanence’, as if it were a 
‘thing’, is inaccurate. If one accepts that 
difference is prior to things, than one can 
say that every time there is a thing, this has 
been formed and informed by difference. 
Immanence, said Georges Bataille, is ‘like 
water in water’. Not only eating ice cream 
in the sun, feeling smugly ‘one with all 
things’. Bataille said it is also akin to the 
eater and the eaten, the animal who devours 
and the one who is devoured.

A r i v u l e t  o f  i m m a n e n t  t h o u g h t 
merc i fu l ly  runs  through exis ten t ia l 
phenomenology alongside other strands. 
What interests me most, when testing a 
mode of thought, is whether it upholds 
the  wor ld  or  a t tempts  to  bypass  i t . 
E x i s t e n t i a l  p h e n o m e n o l o g y  h a s 
appropriated Nietzsche, the most prominent 
thinker of immanence, but has strangely 
relegated the latter to cameo appearances. 

The reasons for underscoring immanent thought are not merely 
theoretical but go at the very heart of our practice as existential 
therapists. Therapeutic healing and change belongs to the very 
same world where anguish and distress emerge. We suffer because 
the world is too much for us. 

‘It is a sad and beautiful world’ a character played by Tom 
Waits in Jarmusch’s Down by Law says. The world is intolerable. 
The immanent perspective reminds us that it is only via an encounter 
with the intolerable nature of the world (and its tremendous beauty) 
that healing can emerge. It is this world of trees and animals and 
humans and joys and sorrow.

My mother died of breast cancer in that same hospital room 
in March in the early hours of the morning, six days before my 
nineteenth birthday. I was away at University when it happened. 
Strangely for me, I woke up at the very same time she died, at 
around 5am, in my student’s cell. 

She was religious, though not overtly so. She was bold, and 
at home with the things of the world, and taught me swimming 
when I was little. She swam far, so far from the shore. My father 
told me that she had sat up in bed and that before breathing her 
last in his arms looked out of the window and said ‘Trees, trees!’
Contact Manu at manubazzano@onetel.com.
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I can’t stand needles, I have never been able 
to. It has become close to phobic; at times it 
has been phobic. 

There was the time in a training academy 
where vaccinations were mandatory for 
Hepatitis B. Everyone else in my class had 
been ticked off except me. I was warned, I 
didn’t go. I was warned again, I didn’t go. 

Eventually a female classmate was ordered 
to drag me to the nurse and she would be held responsible if I 
didn’t go. I went, but didn’t go back for injections 2 and 3.

It’s not without reason. I have not been bestowed the best of 
genes, appearing to have inherited the worst of both parents. I 
will never forget the day when about 7 or 8 years old when an 
Ear, Nose and Throat Specialist told me upon examination of my 
entirely too small nasal passages that I had a ‘squashed up head’. 
I had surgery to open these passages up and had further surgery 
at the age of 33 to widen them further. None of these procedures 
cured me of my horrendous snoring.

Further to my official diagnosis of a squashed up head (is this 
the reason for me to eventually become a shrink?), I had 
overcrowding in my mouth and was subsequently sent to the 
dentist to have 8 of my baby teeth removed, although I don’t 
remember any difficulties with my teeth at the time nor being 
asked how I felt about having these teeth removed. 

Seems simple enough huh? Well they had two goes at it, 4 on 
one occasion and 4 on the other, both at the age of 9 and both 
whilst wide awake. That’s at least 16 occasions of watching that 
needle come towards my tiny little face and feeling the pain and 
sheer terror of having this procedure done. 

I can still taste the blood in my mouth and feel the holes left 
in my gums. I was later to learn in life I am one of about 1 in 
1000 people who need extra local anesthetic for it to be effective. 
It’s a shame I learnt this at the age of 31.

But it doesn’t end there, once all my baby teeth went to the 
tooth fairy and all my adult teeth came to fruition, we were back 
at it again to remove a further 4 adult teeth. This time I was about 
14 and had my say in the matter this time, I’d receive a general 
anesthetic. I went on to wear braces for 2 years. I have never been 
back to the dentist since!

Life of needles
I have gone on to have several needles throughout my life. I had 
an infected cyst under an eyelid that had to be lanced at the age 
of 8, involving local anesthetics in and under my eyelid as the 
doctor told my mother to hold me down. 

I have had to have them under my fingernail to removed a crushed 
nail as the locals around the base of my finger did not work. I had 
several at the base of another finger to repair a dislocated and broken 
finger at 11 years of age, but only after my mother felt it appropriate 
to go home, shower and have lunch first, despite my finger pointing 
in a direction other than where it should have been. 

I also developed arthritis at the age of 30 and received countless 
locals and cortisone injections over a two-year period to clear it 
up. I have had approximately 8 cortisone injections into my L4, 
L5, S1 joints to relieve stress fractures and inflammation. I also 
have insulin resistance, requiring dreadful blood and blood sugar 
tests. I won’t go on.

So recently, when I realized my latest dose of gout was not receding, 
most likely I identified due to my medication expiring three months 
earlier, I took myself off to the GP. Expecting that I would likely be 
sent for a blood test, I fasted over night, but forgot to drink a lot of 
water, recently identifying if I don’t prior to a blood test there is little 
flow. Anything to make the experience more pleasant.

Sure enough, after my consultation I was given the referral for 
a blood test, as well as being given a lecture about the amount of 
weight I had to lose. It seemed easy enough to avoid the blood 
test, I couldn’t get back in to see the doctor for another two weeks 
so nobody would mind if I left it another week. 

But I sucked it up and walked into the waiting room of the 
phlebotomist. There was nobody else there but I could hear her 
and her current client musing in one of the consultation rooms. 
The butterflies were already hard at it raving to the high tempo 
beats per minute of my heart – no stimulants needed at this rave. 

What was it I teach my clients? Oh yeah, diaphragmatic 
breathing, in for 4, hold for 4, out for 4, wait for 4.

Eventually the vibrant young woman came to the waiting room 
with her previous victim and after pleasantries, looked me square 
in the eye  – ‘come with me’, she said in a way-too-cheerful tone 
for 8am on Friday morning.

As I am wont to do when considerably anxious, my mouth 

began at 100mph. Self deprecation appears to be a favourite way 
of dealing with my anxiety. I explained to her how I’d been a 
police officer for 19 years yet I was still afraid. 

Perhaps in doing so I was trying to use contrast to give an idea 
of how frightening this short interlude would be for me. This 
usually works quite effectively for me, but nope this small ball 
of enthusiasm had no qualms in informing me that despite my 
6’3, 130kg frame, I should perhaps stop acting like a creature an 
eighth my size and strap in for the ride.

I sat down and we began our dance. This was a dance of man 
and woman, flirting and negotiating around a phallus, the entry 
of one into the other, although uniquely, this time it was me who 
was to be penetrated by the woman.

As she prodded and poked at my elbows whilst cutting off the 
circulation at my biceps with a tourniquet, dabbing and cleaning 
with her alcohol wipes, with that torturously sharp and fear-causing 
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device sitting in her kidney-shaped container only 20 or so 
threatening centimetres away, she explained how proud she was 
that she had just recently completed a nursing degree through 
university, something perhaps for which as a psychologist I now 
take for granted, but that for her was a major milestone, something 
so life changing for her and something to be proud of.

It was in this moment that I began to feel a connection to this 
woman – the phlebotomist. A woman who I did not know, but a 
woman I became fond of instantly despite the torture she was 
about to play out with my right arm. In a few short sentences she 
was able to make me see that she loved her work, literally loved 
extracting blood from people, and knew her work well.

Pure encounter
This is where the wonder of the human condition that never ceases 
to amaze and surprise me leapt from her mouth and into my 
phenomenologically curious mind – an instance of pure encounter 
between this woman – the phlebotomist – and I. In this moment, 
what appeared to be a lifetime of torture never far from the surface 
and perhaps far deeper in its power than she let on, the phlebotomist 
explained that the reason she loves extracting the blood of others 
so much is because it has stopped her from extracting her own.

In what to an outsider would appear rather callous, but appearing 
wholly appropriate to the interaction we were sharing, I asked 
bluntly ‘ahh so you’re a cutter?’ ‘Oh yes,’ she explained, ‘for a 
very long time, look’, as she raised her forearms to show me what 
she was intimating to be a number of self-inflicted battle wounds 
before lowering them so quickly I couldn’t identify a single scar 
that she was clearly self-conscious about. 

‘You see,’ she explained to me, ‘by drawing the blood of others, 
by inflicting a small amount of pain on them, it is enough to quell 
the need to hurt myself.’ She further explained that this was a 
major reason for wanting to go onto to be a theatre nurse.

To me the paradox is stunning and it continues to mystify me. 
Here, this seemingly deeply troubled but highly functioning 
woman, saved herself by identifying a pursuit so closely aligned 
to her self-torturous behavior, that she was able to treat her own 
pain and suffering by inflicting a small amount of pain through 
piercing the skin of others, rather than her own, in a completely 
controlled and appropriate way. In doing 
so she was not only saving herself but 
assisting in the treatment and health 
promotion of others, playing her part in 
a team of professionals.

As I sit and try to put this encounter 
on the page, I feel that familiar feeling 
of frustration I feel on a daily basis as I 
try to put into words the deep and 
emotional encounters I have with my 
clients but can never quite seem to 
replicate in written or spoken words. At 
once, I am taught the lesson again and 
again that life is a series of encounters 
to be celebrated however brief they last, 

but can never be replicated. 
Emotion, no a feeling, cannot be described, not in spoken or 

written word, not in poem or verse, it is fleeting and unique to 
the moment in which it was experienced and then it is gone. But 
it is so intoxicating I want it back, I want it again, I want it deeper 
and stronger and longer lasting, to be explored longer. But in 
trying to do so, is to live ‘as if’ and anything more or anything 
less than the moment itself is not that moment. 

No matter how much I want to hold onto the experience, it can 
be only be remembered, the moment is gone into oblivion. True 
authenticity perhaps is being in these moments fully when they 
occur, but would being fully aware of the majesty of the moment, 
in the moment, destroy it?

As I found myself pondering the moment as it just occurred, the 
phlebotomist attempted a vein in the pit of the bend of my right 
elbow where I can still see a small pink dot where she entered me 
so delicately. ‘Ahh, it is traumatic for you isn’t it,’ she said, likely 
noticing the grimace on my face as I looked to the ceiling attempting 

to obscure the mortal wounding that was occurring in my periphery. 
‘Nope,’ she said. She explained that she could get no flow due 

to the vein going into spasm at the entry of the foreign object into 
my body – my body apparently operating as it should at the 
experience of physical trauma.

The phlebotomist applied the little round bandaid and we 
walked to the front office looking to return seven days later with 
a body full of water to encourage some flow. But before I walked 
out she explained that I had some great veins in my hand that I 
might suggest to future blood takers looking to extract their pound 
of flesh, ‘but it can hurt taking it from the hand.’ 

Feeling brave for some reason, likely due to the sense of 
competence I felt from this woman, I asked if in fact she could use 
that technique to extract my blood now? The phlebotomist gave 
me a knowingly innocent but confident nod. So back into the 
dungeon we strode, I braced, and….hang on that didn’t hurt a bit! 

She had sought a butterfly line and after piercing the dermis and 
the target vein, my blood flowed into her collection tubes. I felt so 
comfortable that I even looked down and watched my dark rich 
blood flow from my skin, down the thin line and into the collection 

tube. You see it is not blood that bothers 
me but that small sharp piece of steel.

In this shortest of interludes, I had 
entered the professional space of the 
phlebotomist – a woman who at another 
time might have benefited from sitting on 
my couch – and I sat on her couch. Her 
self-disclosure and her care for me eased 
my tension and allowed me to trust her 
with this procedure I had to undertake. Her 
therapy was to allow me to leave her office 
that day just a little less afraid of the thought 
of future blood tests that I will undoubtedly 
have to undertake.
Contact Damien at damiens23@me.com.
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The idea of ‘Total Design’ was first described 
by the pioneering engineer, Ove Arup. It 
means when undertaking a new project ‘you 
join all professions right from the start.’  
In his  words,  ‘The engineer  must  be  
part engineer…’ 

This concept of merging design and 
construction, and the people who carry out 
these tasks, challenges the very names we 

use to identify them. The aesthetic is inseparable from functionality. 
When building a wall, the material chosen is every bit as important 
as shape, form and positioning. The processes don’t enhance 
each other, but if performed correctly are inseparable

. 
Building on language
For therapists, one of the building blocks of our profession is 
language. And, as with Total Design, functionality and aesthetics 
are inseparable. It is not possible to carry out our work without 
it. Even within the creative arts therapies, language is at  
play and whether someone chooses to call themselves an art 
therapist, art psychotherapist, or therapist, matters (even if 
only to the practitioner). 

So what’s in a name? Client, patient, service user: these all 
reflect a time, space and organisational culture and yet we rarely, 
if ever, reflect on the origin of their use in the context of our 
work; like so many unacknowledged choices and assumptions 
in therapy they just appear in the diaspora. 

The narrative of NHS mental health services has traditionally 
required the word ‘patient’ in order to justify the pathology of 
psychological ‘ill-health,’ perhaps as a reflection of society’s 
wishing to cement the status of well and unwell. Perhaps without 
such polarised distinctions of well and unwell, them and us, the 
behaviours we swiftly denigrate as intolerable and pathological 
symptoms become less black and white? More grey. Perhaps 
they become more complex,  both comprehensible  and 

incomprehensible, actions and outcomes of events for which all 
in society might bare some culpability. 

The vernacular of mental health services has ‘progressed’ 
however to reflect a more contemporary consumerist culture. 
NHS therapeut ic  serv ices  a re  today charac ter i sed  by 
commercialisation and the process of splitting commissioners 
to hold the finance, choosing where money is spent, and providers 
to deliver services thus requiring a ‘service user.’ 

Therapy is of course a service, and the service becomes a 
product: and like all products it must be sold, then consumed 
and used. The young people I work with in NHS Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health services however, almost universally 
hate the term service user, finding it akin to the negative 
connotations of heroin user. 

The term may be meant as one of economic empowerment; 
the service user is an equal partner in a transaction, like a 
customer in a shop. When a young person is sent to a mental 
health service, almost inevitably in a desperate or disturbed 
state of mind, I wonder how equal that relationship feels?

Dangerous persons
‘Person’ is one word for a holistic view of an individual. But 
of course for the mental health professional, there lies a danger 
in the use of such a ubiquitous, all-encompassing term. With 
such identifiers there is no distinction between doctor and 
patient, well and unwell, user and provider, there is only us. 
In such relationships we are all providers, all users, all 
contributors and all beneficiaries. We are all a people. 

The philosopher Martin Heidegger chose the word, ‘Dasein’ 

(literally meaning ‘there-being’) as his word for human beings, 
avoiding the baggage of context and going back to basics. 
He aimed for a philosophical purity in language that starts 
with our existence and takes nothing else for granted. In a 
post-Brexit world of increased political polarities, where 
people are simplified into moderate or extremist, in or out, 
the identification of them and us seems even more salient. 

All too often human nature seems to start by noticing 
difference rather than similarity, as a means of protection. 
We like to know who is in our tribe and who can we trust. 

This is never more acutely noticeable than in mental health 
services. The illusion of a clear division between patient/
client/service user and professional exists to try to create a 
division of power, but as we can see from the recent increase 
in dialogue of psychologists and psychiatrists now feeling 
encouraged to share their own experiences of mental health 
and recovery, that division is somewhat illusory. 

We are all physicians and we are all patients. We are all 
people. Whether we choose to call ourselves psychologist, 
psychotherapist, analyst or counsellor the challenge is to also 
consider ourselves as patients and perhaps more importantly 
‘people.’ If we are able to start a therapeutic relationship as two 
people sat together, both therapists and both patients, then maybe 
something like Total Design may be possible. Total Therapy?
Contact Chris at chris.scalzo@nelft.nhs.uk.
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In the old days it was often said that existential 
therapists had no theory, and then there was 
a rather annoying add-on and that was that 
‘anything goes’ for existential therapists. We 
were, and probably still are, accused of being 
‘airy fairy’. Maybe airy fairy-ness is what’s 
left if there is no firm theory informing our 
way of being and ‘interventions’.

This was and is fascinating…a bunch of 
existential therapists and their confused clients floating around 
in a frameless, boundary-less uncertain nothingness! 

But I wonder how attached to these invisible rules or guidelines 
we therapists actually are? How often we unwittingly impose our 
Land of Therapy assumptions and (dare I say) interpretations  
on our clients?

Over the years I have listened to many therapists in supervision 
who agonise over how best to approach and conduct the end of 
therapy with and for their various clients, particularly with clients 
who have experienced bad and painful endings in their lives. 

Don’t we all dread endings?
I hate final endings outside therapy, so I try to skate around them 
as best I can with a casual,  ‘I’ll be in touch’ or ‘Do keep in touch’ 
or (my favourite) ‘Never say never’. It is in these moments that 
uncertainty is suddenly my best friend.  There is always hope to 
cling onto when it comes to endings with the living, and cling I do.

When my father was very old I would visit him once a year in 
the States, and whenever it was time for me to leave and go to 
the airport we both could not be sure if this was our final good-
bye. We would stand on the porch, hug and kiss, and then my 
father would look me firmly and bravely in the eye and say, ‘Fuck 
off…meaning ‘I can’t stand this’ – and neither could I. We adored 
each other and we both knew it. 

I would then have a little weep as I got into the car. I was going 
to say that neither of us shared our departing pain, but that is not 
true, we did show and share it in our way.

If I were a client my therapist would quite rightly say that I 
hated endings or that I was not good at doing endings. But I would 
hate the thought of my therapist trying to protect me from a bad, 
sad ending. Bad, sad endings are real, so what is wrong with 
facing that? Of course there is a lot we can do to create a good-
enough ending in therapy.

I turned up to my last session with my therapist after two years 
with a card and a large bunch of flowers. I can’t remember her 
preparing me for the end or getting me to talk about it, so it felt 
very natural to me. I have no idea what kind of end she hoped for. 
That was a soft ending for me because I was also ready to stop 
therapy, our relationship was good and the time felt right.

Ending badly
Here is an example where the client seemed powerless and where 
the therapist seemed to call the shots. This client wanted to 

experience the end in her way but maybe the therapist preferred 
to hold onto the familiar therapeutic frame or felt that the client 
needed something different? Who knows …

‘From early on in therapy my therapist told me I 
wasn’t good at endings, but I didn’t really understand 
why she thought this or what she really meant, and 
she never really explained. 

Each time I tried to leave therapy she would tell me 
she felt that there was still more work to do and not 
the right time to end and she would never really 
support me in trying to end.

She always told me that I would have a good ending to 
therapy that would help me cope better with endings.

I asked her to explain to me how we ended then and 
she said we just talked, but that did not make me feel 
very safe or comfortable about ending at all, I needed 
a plan and something to work to. I wanted something 
to mark the occasion, but she would not engage in 
any discussion with me about this and said we just 
mark the end with words, which I really struggle 
with, as I prefer pictures or mementoes or rituals. 

I read a lot about endings and I expected it to be a 
very positive experience where the therapist said 
positive things about me and our relationship, we  
reflected on the good bits and the bad times, and we 
rejoiced in how much better I was, but when I put 
that to her she didn’t seem to be up for that.’

This therapeutic relationship ended badly for this client who 
still to this day can’t understand what went wrong and why it was 
too much to ask to have an ending she longed for.

Time running out never goes un-noticed
In life, when we become aware of time running out, we can’t not 
respond, we use our time with that knowledge, we might focus on 
what matters most and drop ‘time fillers’. We might put our head in 
the sand and avoid the elephant in the room and embrace ‘time fillers’. 

In short-term therapy the client and therapist both know when 
time will run out and yet we therapists often remind our clients 
how many more sessions they have. I can’t help laughing at myself 
for believing that my client needs reminding and has completely 
forgotten when we have agreed to end therapy.
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I  might  be 
thinking, ‘You 
only have two 
more sessions to 
go and if we go 
on like this you 
w i l l  f i n i s h 
therapy empty 
h a n d e d  a n d 
leave me feeling 
l i k e  a  b a d 
therapist!’

In other words, it is my time running out that comes to the fore 
in spite of my belief at that moment that I am saying this for my 
client and for us. 

Then there is that mutually agreed extending of sessions beyond 
the agreed amount of sessions that rarely results in more happening 
or a breakthrough or even the hoped-for extra support. It reminds 

me of how I often wish ‘I had more time’ to do this or that, and 
yet I also know that I have already chosen to use my time in a 
certain way, so artificially lengthening my time is often futile.

A great example of a client’s acute awareness of time can be 
that ‘hand on the doorknob’ syndrome. Time has run out and 
suddenly the client opens up for the first time but the timing means 
that the therapist can’t interfere. 

I always wonder if the last thing the client wants to hear is the 
therapist saying ‘Lets explore that in our next session’. Why do 
therapists say that? If it is important to the client and if the client 
trusts the therapist enough, then more will be said. 

Client power?
Another familiar phenomenon that is guaranteed to drive most 
therapists nuts is when a client simply does not turn up for the 
last session, particularly if the therapist wants so-called closure!

I like to think of this as client power at work, the client is in 
control and has the last word and knows what he or she is doing; 
it’s not an accident. Our tolerance of uncertainty and trusting our 
clients is put to the test…we might feel left in the dark, not knowing 
what will happen next or why it happened. 

This can be one of those rudderless moments with the therapist 
swimming in nothingness unless the therapist grabs onto something 
solid in the form of an interpretation, a theory or an explanation. 
The stark reality is that the therapist will never know, which to 
me is what comes with our job and being alive. Un-knowing is 
so often replaced by not-knowing for sure.

I sent this piece to my sister who is not a therapist and has 
never been in therapy. Her response was perfect:

Wondering about how to end is probably an 
interesting aspect of therapy; this has never entered 
MY mind. I don’t get further than thinking the ideal 

therapist would be somebody who is good for his or 
her clients, then think: it is relative and obviously 
some combinations work better than others. So to 
zoom in on rounding off the therapy, well, I never got 
that far while fantasizing about therapy. 

I did think: it’s the person that counts: if a certain 
person inspires you, he or she will be the good 
therapist for you, he or she needn’t even be a therapist 
officially. I’m tempted to think there would be as many 
ways to round off, as there are kinds of therapists.

She reminds me how we therapists see our role and that how 
we think about boundaries, self-disclosure, the relationship and the 
frame will also be expressed in our views on endings. Endings are 
not stand-alone happenings. Even with a good ending in therapy 
we will never ever know what happens next because the outcome 
is already becoming a new outcome.

 A near perfect ending in therapy can be created but it has to 
be a mutually shared experience, and that is something that I think 
is very rare in life.
Contact Diana at didavmitchell@gmail.com.
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I have a problem...

‘I don’t care how you feel, I care how 
you function!’

This line, from a psychotherapist of the 
‘fixing’ school. He says he makes this joke 
sometimes with clients, indicating his 
approach. He believes in quick treatment; 
assessment, diagnosis, cure. My words; his 

sentiment. The client whose paralysing fear prevents him from 
flying, will board the plane after 3 weeks’ therapy. This therapist 
is transparent that his fear will remain, but his ability to fly will 
be restored. He is an action therapist, not an insight therapist. 

Assessment-diagnosis-treatment-cure = MEASUREABLE.

So, what is the problem? And who is it a problem for?
Reticently I admit, it is becoming a problem for me. I have a 

steady stream of clients who engage with the therapy and return 
on a weekly basis. It is not easy work but when there is turbulence, 
I would say it is therapeutic turbulence. But I have other clients: 
the ‘non-returners’, the ones who never ‘lift-off’. They are few 
in number, but they weigh heavy on my conscience. 

Sometimes it is clear to me that they are wanting something I just 
cannot offer. One might want strategies to return his lost love to him. 
Another might want a letter confirming his difficulties to get him 
through the ‘system’, be it the college-system or the legal-system. 
But the client that nags away at me is the one who manages to shake 
my conviction about the ‘work’ I do; the way I practice. The client 
who does not want to be distracted away from her presenting issues 
of anxiety into the territory of the unknown, into the ‘who-knows-
where-this-might-lead?’ Then I wonder, is it as simple as ‘I do not 
work in the way you want?’ or am I missing an important message 
here: ‘listen to my angst, look at my behaviour because this is where 
I locate all the pain I am unable to think about’?

I suppose what I am wondering, is whether there is a meeting 
place between a client who wants a problem solved, and a therapist 
who believes there is a full tapestry-of-being to explore. Can we 
bridge that gap between our two worlds of thoughts, feelings and 
expectations with a language that we both understand? Is the 
message lost in translation or is there no message at all? In a world 
crying out for immediacy of action, where is the possibility of 
creating space? Where is the stillness and waiting?

Perhaps what I am describing is nothing out of the ordinary, 
perhaps it mirrors the everyday experience of other existential 
and insight psychotherapists? Perhaps, it is just assumed and not 
problematic. In the saying, am I looking for an answer or a solution? 
I think I am just looking for a space to say how I feel, to express 
my doubts and concerns.

Thank you for listening.
Yours,
‘Existentially-compromised from being-in-the-world’

Along the way as client I have learned how subtle the 
changes can be in one’s sense of self; how the slightest 
rebuke, a hint of ridicule in the external world, can 
evoke still-latent feelings of inadequacy; how one can 
be made and unmade daily. I believe that therapy can 
begin to redress this only slowly, not by reparation or 
reassurance but through the therapist’s having the guts 
to stay with one through the grey winter of 
hopelessness to a cold sharp spring in which there is 
the promise of new growth, untested and fragile.’

Adrienne Baker

Contact Emma at emmajackson@me.com
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As always, Diana Mitchell’s articles challenge 
and provoke us to reflect on our own stance 
on the subject she has chosen to address. In 
the past Diana has challenged our thoughts 
on supervision, and in her article for the April 
2017 Hermeneutic Circular, she is challenging 
our thinking on CPD or as she terms it CUD. 

She starts with an internal examination 
of her own stance towards things and moves 

out from there rather than start with theoretical explorations on 
past thoughts on the subject.

Diana and I often work together as trainers or co-mediators. Our 
philosophical approach to being-in-the-world is similar; we are 
both fascinated by other people and the ways in which they choose 
to live their lives. If I say so myself, we make a good team. 

Yet naturally we have our own unique take on things. For both 
of us, in our work as therapists we are vulnerable, real and often 
confused and do not attempt to mask this from our clients. However, 
it is our difference which makes the partnership refreshing and 
continually challenging in a way which could in itself be considered 
as ‘CPD’ as it certainly stimulates many hours of self-reflection.

So rising to Diana’s latest challenge, I thought I would share 
with you where my reflections from her article have led me.

Despite feeling very in tune with one another, Diana and I 
come from very different backgrounds. Diana comes from a liberal, 
free thinking academic background without strict rules or 
expectations. Her family mixed with great thinkers of the day and 
moved from country to country. Before becoming a therapist she 
spent most of her working life in the theatre. 

I come from a loving, working class Roman Catholic, Mancunian 
background with parents who worked hard to ‘move their family 
up in the world’. For them, this meant achieving their ambition 
to move from a terraced house to a semi-detached. I can still 
remember my mother’s face when she came to see the first house 
I bought – a two bedroomed terraced in Oxford. It was the type 
of house she had worked hard to escape from. On hearing the 
price I paid for the house, her face was a picture… ‘You could 
buy a mansion at home for that’. 

Despite both my parents having passed entrance exams for 
grammar school they had to leave school at 16 in order to bring 
money in to their families. They wanted the best educationally 
for their children and me attending a convent grammar matched 
their aspiration. They hoped to move from a family history of 

‘manual’ occupations to one which could be termed ‘professional’.  
Being ‘a professional’ was a position my family aspired to.

So from an early age my understanding of the word ‘professional’ 
held very different connotations than for Diana. Unlike Diana, 
once obtaining my first degree in Fine Art I immediately moved 
into the ‘professional world’. I began as a teacher, then a social 
worker, then a worker with the homeless and young people and 
‘progressed’ up the ladder to head up a Service in Local Government. 

Being ‘professional’ was for me a sense of achievement, 
something that signalled that I had worked hard and taken my 
responsibility to the people I worked with seriously. I became a 
psychotherapist because I wanted to give a ‘better’ more informed 
(‘professional’?) response to the pain that some of the clients I 
worked with were encountering. That may seem naïve now.

The mask
My cohort on the MA in Psychotherapy at Regents ran parallel 
to the development of the UKCP. We were the first year when our 
graduation coincided with the establishment of UKCP and 
throughout the course the hoops we were meant to jump through 
were constantly changing on what felt like a weekly basis. 

Yet at that time I was very much in favour of a professional 
organisation for psychotherapy, as to my mind it offered an increased 
degree of safety and security for our clients. It provided a code of 
ethics and a complaints procedure, which I believed were needed. 
I had never been in a position of working without them. 

Diana speaks of her experience of ‘many therapists wearing a 
mask so that emotions and expressions that show confusion and 
vulnerability are kept firmly under wraps’. In many ways I saw 
the ‘professionalization’ of the work as a way of unmasking 
abusive psychotherapists, not allowing them to avoid scrutiny 
and to ensure that they faced their vulnerability. Whether I think 
the introduction of UKCP, BACP etc has achieved this is another 
question entirely and would result in a very long article! 

To cut a long article short, I have seen the negative side often 
attached to the word ‘professional’ taking root in the ways we are 
now required to be as therapists, including some of the CPD 
requirements. Here I do not vary much from Diana’s thinking. 

Our task is to be present to our clients, to be self-reflective 
and at times self-critical, not to jump through irrelevant hoops or 
create unnecessary hoops for our clients. The self-reflective 
element needs to be rigorous and authentic but it may come through 
traditional or non-traditional CPD. Like Diana, some of my major 
developmental experiences have come through surviving some 
of the hardest challenges life throws at us.

The CPD hoopla
From what I have said about our backgrounds one may suppose 
that I would be more likely to consciously follow UKCP CPD 
guidelines. I was interested to read that Diana attends conferences, 
seminars and workshops, keeping ‘a beady eye on the hours I 
need to tick’. I have never done that. 

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 7

In many ways I saw the 
‘professionalization’ of the work as a 

way of unmasking abusive 
psychotherapists, not allowing them to 
avoid scrutiny and to ensure that they 

faced their vulnerability

TO BE OR NOT TO BE 
PROFESSIONAL

B Y  M O N I C A  H A N A W A Y



2 4

I do not give much mental space to the words ‘continuous 
professional development’, perhaps because it has always been part 
of the background noise to my working life. I never count the hours 
or feel obliged to be a good girl by worrying about the guidelines. 

I pursue development opportunities that really interest me. 
These are rarely conferences where often the signing in and 
collection of CPD certificates seems more important than the 
quality and content of some of the workshops. 

I tend to find CPD opportunities which address issues I am 
currently working on, these do not carry CPD certificates. These 
can be weird and wonderful and are more l ikely to be  

individual meetings with someone I wish to learn from, solitary 
reading or unscheduled dialogues with colleagues. These may 
often take place when I am travelling with Diana, which provides 
the opportunity for us to share interesting readings, articles and 
thoughts. Fortunately, when I have come to add up all my  
CPD hours each year they have been over and above any  
UKCP requirement.

I feel we can get hung up by words such as ‘professional’, 
‘educated’, ‘corporate’, ‘elite’, or those in the lexicon of 
psychotherapy jargon. The interpretation we give to all words is 
individual and flavoured by our social, cultural, and familial  
past and present. 

In the Brexit and Trump ‘debates’ we have seen the words 
‘educated’ and ‘knowledgeable’ become negative and disparaging 
terms linked with the idea of an educated but arrogant ‘elite’. 
Education does not equate to arrogance and the same should  
be true of ‘professional’. 

As with any client’s use of a word we need to understand the 
meaning which that individual gives to it. CPD and CUD are what 
we make them and being ‘professional’ will have different 
resonances and emotional attachments for each individual. 
Contact Monica at monica.hanaway@ntlworld.com

RE-VIEWING EXISTENTIALISM
B Y  M I K E  H A R D I N G

TO BE OR NOT TO BE 
PROFESSIONAL 

CONTINUED
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I am grateful to Judi Bauernfreund for her 
heartfel t  ar t ic le  deal ing with Mart in 
Heidegger’s Black Notebooks and their role/
impact – or lack of it – upon existential 
therapists (HC, April 2017). 

It is interesting to me how several articles 
in the same issue deal both directly and 
indirectly with such matters. May such input 
generate an on-going dialogue within the 

pages of the Hermeneutic Circular.
For what it’s worth, throughout the years that I was connected 

to the School of Psychotherapy and Counselling at (what was 
then) Regent’s College, the question of Heidegger’s associations 
with Nazism were addressed openly by all of us who taught on 
courses that either introduced Heidegger’s ideas or dealt with 
them in a far more extensive manner. The reactions provoked in 
trainees ranged across a broad spectrum of views that were pretty 
much in line with those so honestly highlighted in Judi’s article. 

It may well be the case that Heidegger’s anti-semitism 
(whichever way it is understood and interpreted) is embedded in 
his philosophical writings. As such, it seems wise to me that any 
reading of Heidegger’s works takes this into account. At the same 
time, it also seems to me that dismissing the ideas put forth in 
Heidegger’s philosophy because the man who presented them 
was, in many ways, a nauseating little tyrant presents us with 
several dilemmas.

Dilemmas
Writing about her failed marriage to Ernest Hemingway, Martha 
Gellhorn stated: ‘A man must be a very great genius to make 
up for being such a loathsome human being.’ As far as the art 
of writing goes, Hemingway was undoubtedly a very great 
genius. Like the very best of phenomenologists, he made his 
enterprise that of a continuing paring down of his words and 
statements so that they came as close to ‘the thing itself ’ as 
his mind would permit. 

I can’t think of a single great writer since Hemingway who is 
not significantly indebted to his initiative and whose own writing 
style and way of thinking about writing has not been deeply 
affected and influenced by it. At the same time, as a person, as a 
man, Hemingway’s status as a loathsome human being  
goes unchallenged. He was a blowhard, a bully, a sexual predator 
and sadist, a butcher of wild animals simply for the vacuous  
‘glory’ of it. Because of the man, some readers cannot bring 
themselves to read his writings; others read and admire – even 

love – the writings in spite of the man.
I think that the interplay between Heidegger the man and 

Heidegger’s writings provokes a similar, if even more intense, 
dilemma. The Black Notebooks elevate the dilemma further by 
highlighting that whatever gap we thought might have existed 
between the man and the writings was, in many ways, nowhere 
near as wide as we might have hoped. How can we deal with this? 

One possible way can be found in the correspondence between 
Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers regarding ‘the problem of 

Heidegger’. Both Arendt and Jaspers were contemporaries of 
Heidegger and, in different ways, had maintained lengthy and 
close relations with him. They remained, throughout their lives, 
great (if still critical) admirers of Heidegger’s writings. 

As their correspondence makes clear, their way of responding 
to the dilemma was to address it relationally. They neither separated 
the works from the man who wrote them nor did they reject the 
impact of the works that they experienced upon their lives because 
of the man who wrote them and what he may or may not have 
intended to express through them. 

That they were both also Jews, whose very right to exist and 
be recognised as human beings was under very real threat because 
of the thugs who’d taken power thanks to people like Heidegger, 
tells us something of their courage and determination to grapple 
with the challenge being posed rather than adopt an easier way 
out of it. Such a view urges us to engage with the writing from a 
focus point that centres upon how each of us understands and 
interprets it, how we may or may not be shaken, surprised, 
enlightened, disturbed or even bored by it. We have much to learn 
from them. 

Where truth comes from
In his novel, The Hunters, James Salter has one of his characters 
state: ‘You know, truth doesn’t always come from truthful men.’

I suspect that it might be more accurate to state that truth very 
rarely comes from truthful men and women. Sadly, as Salter 
reminds us, powerful – even earth-shattering – insights and ideas 
are all too likely to emerge from the minds and experiences of 
individuals who are far from perfect, or ideal, or just plain ‘nice’; 
indeed, often, quite the opposite. If our demand is that we should 
only engage with writers and thinkers and creators whose personally 
lived ‘truths’ must match the ‘truth’ of their output, then who 
would be left for us to engage with? 

In many instances, it might well be the case that the issue had 
little to do with a mismatch per se, but rather with a temporal 
mis-match of how such persons understood and interpreted ‘truth’ 
in their time and how we, today, understand and interpret ‘truth’ 
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both professionally and personally. 
But he struggled. Constantly. And we existential therapists are 

lucky to have available some of the outcomes of that struggle via 
Hans’ published works. 

At the same time, however, during that same conversation, 
Hans confessed to his inability to engage with Nietzsche’s works 
in any way whatsoever. Why? Because of the ‘Nazification’ of 
Nietzsche’s writings. 

Again, Hans was well aware that Nietzsche himself was anything 
but anti-semitic and would almost certainly have loathed the way 

the ‘truth’ contained in his writings was besmirched by the Nazis 
(with the eager assistance of his sister and her husband). We 
argued. Personally, I’ll take Nietzsche over Heidegger any time 
– both as a person and as a thinker. But there you go. 

What mattered had nothing to do with who’s view was correct. 
Instead, what I think emerges as foundationally significant is 

something that, as existential 
therapists, we make claims to 
knowing a fair deal about: 
namely, that, regardless of the 
p a u c i t y ,  c o m p l e x i t y , 
unfairness or undesirability 
of the options placed before 
us ,  we are ,  each of  us , 
condemned to choose. And 
then go on to live with, by 
and through that choice.

Ultimately, it seems to me, 
the dilemma of Heidegger 
presents us with a choice: 
perhaps, as with Hemingway 
– and Nietzsche and so, so 
many others  – the most 
truthful stance for existential 
therapists to adopt is one that 
acknowledges the mutual 
possibility of both his very 
g r e a t  g e n i u s  a n d  h i s 
loathsomeness as a human 
be ing .  How much  o f  a 
balance, or imbalance, then 
is felt  to exist between those 
two contingent polarities 
remains for each one of us  
to choose and engage with 
– both with ourselves and 
others – as part of our on-
going, truthfully-attuned 
dialogue. 
Contact Ernesto at: esa@
plexworld.com

in our time. There is, I believe, much merit in such considerations, 
not least in that they reduce the likelihood of facile conclusions 
and all too easy and rapid dismissal. 

Nonetheless, such relativism has its limits. One would hope 
that the revulsion experienced by us today regarding views that 
at the very least contributed to the extermination of millions of 
lives on totally spurious ‘racial’ grounds would be a revulsion 
experienced not only in the past that was ‘then’ but also in any 
version of a future as might be imagined. Some ‘truths’ demand 
temporal transcendence.

Indeed, it may be the case that the very greatest geniuses 
somehow point to ‘truths’ that transcend both their and our time. 
Such ‘truths’ do not ask or require us to dismiss or diminish either 
the person or the historical conditions during which they were 
initially expressed. Nor do they ask or require us to dismiss or 
diminish the historical conditions within which we experience 
and interpret such ‘truths’. Rather, they set out experiential 
pathways that are both time-bound and timeless. They challenge 
us: Where do you go now? Where are you willing to go?

Do  a t  l e a s t  some  o f 
Heidegger’s writings give a 
voice to ‘truths’ that transcend 
both his and our time? For 
many existential therapists, 
the answer is ‘yes’ – even if 
it is an uneasy ‘yes’ provoked 
by the antipathy and disgust 
felt towards any number of 
interpersonal stances taken 
by the man whose name is 
linked to such ‘truths’. 

For some, the answer is 
‘no’ – sometimes clear-cut, 
sometimes also uneasy. And 
for fewer still among us, me 
included, the answer is an all-
too patently uneasy ‘maybe’. 
It’s a tough call. 

The struggle of 
choosing
I  r e m e m b e r  a  l o n g 
conversation I had many 
years ago with Hans Cohn 
on this very same issue. Well 
a w a r e  a s  h e  w a s  o f 
Heidegger’s anti-semitism, 
and as one who personally 
had to endure its real-life 
c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  H a n s 
n o n e t h e l e s s  w o u l d  n o t 
minimise the significant 
impact  that  Heidegger ’s 
wr i t i ngs  had  upon  h im  
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A RESPONSE TO 
MEANINGLESSNESS

B Y  A L I S T A I R  M C B E A T H

Albert Camus was an Algerian-born writer 
and philosopher. Although he did not regard 
himself as an existential thinker he made 
some profound contributions within the 
existential tradition. 

One philosophical essay in particular, The 
Myth of Sisyphus, has had a particular impact 
upon my own thinking about the context and 
possibilities of therapeutic endeavour. In 

particular it serves to remind me of the starkness of the human 
condition but also that, in the face of the most severe adversity, 
it is still possible to make a meaningful response. 

The Myth of Sisyphus opens with a bold and provocative 
statement from Camus that introduces his striking and unique 
thoughts on responding to the human condition:

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, 
and that is suicide. Judging whether 
life is or is not worth living amounts to 
answering the fundamental question of 
philosophy. 

These words rest on Camus’ belief that life 
is essentially meaningless and the possibility 
that, in a life without meaning, it may be better 
not to live that life. Camus reflected upon the 
nature of existence and concluded that it was 
‘absurd’. He used this word in a very particular 
context. Essentially it reflects an ever-present 
tension between the human propensity to 
question the meaning of life and the fact that 
life responds with stony silence. Questions are 
asked but never answered – so life is absurd. 

Camus emphasised that it is not the world 
in itself that is absurd; it arises from our 
relationship with it; our yearning for meaning 
is met with indifference. In Camus’ words, ‘the absurd depends 
as much on man as it does on the world.’

Camus portrays the nature of life as absurd by reference to 
Sisyphus who was condemned by the Greek gods, in perpetuity, 
to push a boulder up a hill only to see it roll back down again. To 
some it might seem an utterly despairing condition and one not 
worth living. The plight of Sisyphus truly seems to expose the 
very rawness of the human condition; repetition, futility and 
meaninglessness.

In reflecting upon the nature of existence Camus makes reference 
to what he called ‘philosophical suicide’. By this he meant the 
tendency to avoid confronting the anxiety and meaninglessness 
of life by adherence to some higher transcendent system of belief 
or faith. What Camus sought to emphasise was the adoption of 
an inauthentic way of being; the individual ceases to question 

life’s meaning and instead accepts a ready-made formulation that, 
in his view, was almost exclusively some form of religion. 

In expanding upon his concept of philosophical suicide 
Camus was critical of a number of existential voices including 
Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Jaspers and Husserl. Camus believed 
that although they all started from the same position, i.e. that 
life is apparently meaningless, they all found it necessary to 
make reference to something that seemed to make it more 
meaningful; for example, in the case of Kierkegaard this was 
a ‘leap of faith’ towards God. In summarising his critical view 
of ‘existentialist philosophies’ and their view of the human 
condition he stated that, ‘I see that all of them without exception 
suggest escape.’ In essence, Camus was critical of existential 
philosophers for not being willing to accept that life is essentially 
absurd and without meaning.

So, having declared that life is meaningless and that any attempts 
to understand or explain the world would be futile, what does 
Camus propose? In essence, Camus states that the absurdity of 
life should be consciously confronted and embraced as a way of 
living the true human condition. He rejected literal suicide as a 
meaningful response; it is only by facing the absurd that life can 
be lived to its fullest. 

Camus returned to the plight of Sisyphus to 
explain how it might be possible to live with 
apparent futility and an absence of meaning. 
Crucially, he stated that, Sisyphus demonstrates 
that we can live with ‘the certainty of a crushing 
fate, without the resignation that ought to 
accompany it.’ Camus suggests that Sisyphus 
consciously lives out his fate and in doing so 
transforms it into an authentic experience of 
the human condition. He talked of Sisyphus 
living a lucid life with no recourse to false 
solutions such as religion and embracing a 
refusal to submit to his fate; this is how Sisyphus 
‘knows himself to be the master of his days’; 
his fate belongs to him. 

Although Sisyphus appears to have a despairing 
and repetitive fate, Camus suggested that his life 
was not hopeless. His refusal to submit and his 

conscious engagement with his condition allowed him to attain a 
sense of dignity and control; in this vein Camus suggested that his 
descent from the hill would sometimes be performed in sorrow but, 
at times, also in joy. 

Camus skillfully used the myth of Sisyphus to suggest that 
even in a world without meaning it could be possible to achieve 
some sense of accomplishment. He used these words to capture 
the life of Sisyphus:

The lucidity that was to constitute his torture at the 
same time crowns his victory. There is no fate that 
cannot be surmounted by scorn. 

Through his fundamental conscious engagement with his 
condition Camus concluded that Sisyphus was, ‘superior to his 
fate’ – ‘stronger than his rock’. He salutes the way in which 
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Sisyphus challenged his situation and ends his essay on a 
decidedly positive note:

The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill 
a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy. 

The Myth of Sisyphus clearly has an impact at a universal-
existential level but I think it also has relevance to our daily lives. 
How many of us both personally and professionally have been 
witness to repetitive, seemingly futile patterns of behavior? How 
many of us struggle with our own rock? 

What The Myth of Sisyphus reveals is the possibility to reject 
being resigned to our fate, to avoid finding excuses, to reject 
victimhood and to find some form of meaning through conscious 
engagement with our situation. To Camus it’s not the task of 
endlessly pushing the rock up the hill that is important; on the 
contrary, it’s what is reflected upon in the journey in between.
Contact Alistair at mcbeath@hotmail.com. 

EDITOR’S NOTE
Do you have a book that ‘mattered’ – to your practice? 
It could be fiction, poetry, philosophy, psychotherapy or 
some other genre. If so, we’d like to know how it 
influenced you as a therapist in some way – the intention 
is not a book review, but a description of the impact it 
has had on you professionally. If you’d like to submit 
one, please let me know.
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A Stranger in a Strange Land
A two day workshop led by Harriett Goldenberg

What are we doing when we make ourselves ‘foreigners’, be it voluntarily or through  
necessity, and what is it like to live away from one’s country of origin?

What are the implications for questions of ‘identity’ and what becomes of the concept of ‘home’. 

Those with an interest in inter-cultural work will find this in-depth exploration of the meaning of being a foreigner, both 
actual and metaphorical, of particular relevance to their work. It will also appeal to individuals wanting to explore their own 

experience of being ‘a stranger in a strange land’.

Venue: NCVO

Dates: 2rd and 3rd December 2017, 10am-4pm

Fees: £199  

book by email: hgoldenberg@btinternet.com, or enquiries to 07766 685 628
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inquisitively, ‘why didn’t you just keep me?’
‘Because you’re not mine to keep,’ answered the sea, ‘you 

have two homes, one with me, under the water and one on the 
beach, out in the air.’

‘I like it best with you,’ said the little pebble, moving closer 
to the sea.

‘Yes, I know,’ said the sea, ‘that’s where you’re safest, that’s 
where I can wrap my arms around you and caress you and watch 
over you. But you need to be able to live on the beach too.’

‘But the beach can be a scary place,’ said the pebble, looking 
through the water to a far-off shore.

‘That’s true,’ replied the sea, “the beach can be a very scary 
place. You can get trodden on, kicked, picked up and taken away…’

‘Forever,’ said the pebble, anxiously, ‘I’ve seen friends of mine 
picked up and then I’ve never seen them again.’

‘That’s sad. But it’s usually the prettier ones that get picked. 
And they’re not harmed. They’re kept safely in special places and 

admired.’
‘Actually, now you mention it, it did seem 

to be the more attractive pebbles that got 
picked. In fact, I always secretly hoped they 
might pick me, but they never seemed to.’

While the little pebble was busy looking 
at himself, thinking that he wasn’t that bad 
and might soon be picked up, the sea spoke 
again, but this time in a more serious voice.

‘But what’s the scariest thing of all about 
the beach?’

The pebble sat quietly and paused a while 
before answering.

‘Being thrown,’ said the pebble, looking 
again through the hazy water towards a distant 
shore.

‘That’s right, being thrown,’ said the sea 
knowingly, ‘and you know all about that, 
don’t you my delicate, smooth little pebble?’

And the pebble nodded, wistfully.
‘It’s not so bad if a child throws you,’ said the pebble, now 

wide awake, ‘because you don’t go very far and you land quite 
softly. And you sort of get used to it.’

‘You survive,’ added the sea.
‘Oh yeah, you survive. In a funny way, it kind of makes you 

tougher,’ said the pebble, swaggering confidently.
‘But sometimes it’s a strong adult that throws you, isn’t it?’
The sea’s words made the pebble shake a little as an old distant 

memory washed over him.
‘Yes, that’s the worst and scariest of all,’ said the pebble quietly.
Eyes fixed towards an imaginary beach, the pebble spoke softly, 

as if in a dream.
‘It all happened so quickly. One second I was chatting to my 

friends and the next, I was lifted up and held tight in someone’s 
hand. It was like being in a tight, cold, clammy shell. I couldn’t 
breathe. I thought I would suffocate. It felt as if I was there for 
an eternity. Time stood still and the next thing I knew, I was flying 

An existential tale of trauma and recovery

On a cool moonlit night, under a faraway sea, a small pebble 
turned restlessly on his sandy bed. It was late but he couldn’t 
sleep.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked the sea calmly, ‘why are you so 
restless?’

‘I can’t help it,’ said the pebble, all fidgety, ‘there’s this question 
I keep asking myself.’

‘Well, ask me, maybe I can help,’ said the sea softly, trying to 
comfort the poor little pebble.

‘Well,’ said the pebble, ‘it’s a very big question.’
‘Don’t worry,’ the sea smiled, ‘I’m used to big questions.’
‘Ok,’ said the pebble, now happy to be awake, ‘how did I get 

to be here?’
The sea thought deeply, ‘That is a big question for a small 

pebble.’
‘So?’ said the pebble, ‘Can you help? Do 

you know the answer?’
‘Well, let me see,’ said the sea, as it 

wrapped its arms around the pebble, ‘maybe 
I can help.’

And the pebble snuggled up closer to the 
sea, feeling safe in his smooth strong arms 
and eager to hear what he had to say, because 
he knew how wise he was.

‘Look around you, what do you see?’ asked 
the sea innocently.

‘Sea, seaweed, rocks,’ answered the pebble, 
almost without thinking.

‘And?’ continued the sea.
‘And, lots and lots of other pebbles,’ said 

the pebble, thinking that the answer to his 
question couldn’t be this easy.

‘That’s right, thousands, no, millions of 
pebbles, just like you.’

‘But they’re not like me,’ argued the 
pebble, ‘some are bigger, some are smaller, some are rounder, 
some are flatter, some are cracked, some are...’

‘Nobbly and jaggedy,’ said the sea.
‘Yes,’ said the pebble, frowning a bit as he looked over at a 

particularly nobbly pebble, snoring loudly next to him.
‘But the thing is, you’re all in the same place,’ said the sea, 

‘the only difference is, how you got here.’
‘So how did we get here?’ said the pebble, wriggling around 

in the sand.
‘Patience, little one, I’m coming to that,’ replied the sea.
And as the pebble continued to toss and turn on his sandy bed, 

the sea spoke softly to him.
‘I brought you here,’ said the sea.
‘I hugged you in my arms and let you go again. Hugged you 

and let you go again. Over and over, through the days and weeks 
and years.’

‘But why did you keep letting me go?’ asked the pebble, 
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high in the air. Heart racing. Feeling panicky. Until I crashed into 
the water and slowly sank.’

‘I tried to catch you, hold you tight in my arms,’ said the sea, 
remembering the moment well, ‘but you couldn’t feel me. You 
slipped through my fingers onto the sand.’

‘Ah yes, I remember the sand. And the other pebbles,’ continued 
the little pebble, ‘but it all felt so strange. Everything looked 
familiar and yet I felt lost too. I was in the sea but it was a part 
of the sea I didn’t know.’

‘I know,’ said the sea sympathetically, holding the pebble 
tighter, ‘but as the years went by you slowly felt my touch. Allowed 
me to embrace you.’

‘But you kept letting me go,’ said the pebble, feeling a little sad.
‘Yes, like I told you, I hug you and then I release you back onto 

the beach. Hug and release. Hug and release. All the time. But with 
each hug I stroked you a bit more because you were so scared. You 
were so lost. And with each stroke I polished you and made you 
smoother and flatter.’

The little pebble looked down at his sleek, flat body. 
‘But why did you stroke me so much and make me so smooth?
‘So you could fly,’ said the sea, ‘you see a pebble that’s be 

thrown, and there are quite a few of you around, has to learn how 
to fly.’

‘Why?’ said the pebble, a few ripples appearing on his furrowed 
brow.

‘Because once a pebble has experienced the shock of being 
thrown into the air with such force, the only way he can survive 
it again is to learn how to fly.’

‘I see, so you taught me to fly,’ said the pebble, feeling 
immediately proud and special.

‘Yes, but it took a while.’
‘How long?’ said the pebble.
‘Many, many years,’ said the sea, ‘and at first, like all learners, 

you weren’t very good.’
‘Because you hadn’t stroked me enough?’ said the pebble, 

nestling in the sea’s strong arms.
‘Yes,’ said the sea smiling, ‘and because flying was so new to 

you.’
‘But I got better, didn’t I? said the pebble eagerly.
‘Oh yes, you got better and better. You lost your clumsiness 

and awkwardness. You glided low above the water. Touched the 
tips of my fingers and were gone. And with each brief touch, you 
sang and danced through the air, flying further and further out 
towards the horizon.’

‘Yes, I remember,’ said the pebble, smiling happily in the sea’s 
arms, ‘and you shouted, ‘Go on! Go on! As far as you can.’’

The sea looked down proudly at the smooth, brave pebble and 
continued to speak.

‘Pebbles like you are very special. You live in the sea, you rest 
on the land and you fly through the air. You have the best of all 
worlds and you’re at home wherever you are. Most importantly, 
you know you’ll never be lost again when you fall into my arms.’

The little pebble was growing more and more tired, but looking 
at the fat, round, jaggedy and nobbly pebbles next to him, he 
thought one more sleepy thought.

‘So, if I flew here, how did all these other pebbles get here? 
They wouldn’t be able to fly’.

‘No, that’s true,’ said the sea, feeling a little sleepy himself, ‘they 
didn’t fly. I carried them here. Day in, day out. Year in, year out. 

Holding them in my arms, bring them further and further each time.’
‘I guess they had it easy,’ said the pebble, gazing around at his 

sleeping neighbours.
‘Maybe so,’ said the sea, ‘but they’ll all look at you with wonder 

in their hearts and try and imagine how someone so small, so 
smooth and flat, could make it so far and although I’ll continue 
to carry them, they will always know that it is you that will travel 
further. You that will see more. You that will know more.’

As the sea said these words, he looked down at the little pebble, 
who was fast asleep, dreaming of adventures to come; in the sea, 
on the beach, in the air. Wondering where he’ll land next time.

Very gently, the wise old sea put his arms around the pebble 
one last time and whispered softly into his smooth, soft ear.

‘So, in answer to your question, my precious little one, there’s 
no need to ask, ‘How?’, just satisfy yourself with Now and there’s 
no reason to ask, ‘Why?’, just be thankful you can fly.’

As the moon’s rays filtered through the sea’s fingers, he kissed 
the pebble goodnight and drifted off into a rich, deep blue sleep.
Contact Sigurd at siggi.halling4@gmail.com
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Here at NSPC we are thrilled to announce a brand new MA in 
Existential and Humanist Pastoral Care (validated by Middlesex 
University and in collaboration with Humanists UK), which will 
have its first intake in September 2017. 

For the first time in the UK, a new generation of pastoral carers 
(often referred to as chaplains) will be trained with an existential 
and humanist paradigm which we hope will drastically evolve the 
current pastoral care landscape. Historically, the field has only been 
open to those with a theological postgraduate qualification, and 
who represent a specific religious group. 

With our new MA programme, we will support the efforts of 
Humanists UK in establishing a robust, secular alternative to this, 
with our own unique existential perspective. Graduates will use 

Michael and I met during the last of the Rugby 
conference years in the eighties.  He invited 
me to join this select group of heads of 
psychotherapy training organizations and its 
regular discussions about psychotherapy, 
when I was head of the Regent’s psychotherapy 
training courses.  Michael was very much 
the facilitator and leader of the Rugby group, 
together with Dorothy Hamilton, and it was 
fascinating to join the ongoing dialogue about 
our joint  objectives and standards in 
psychotherapy training, as these were very 
much evolving.  In January 1989 we had a 
large meeting in Canterbury for the first time 
and founded the United Kingdom Standing 
Conference for Psychotherapy the year after. 

It was no surprise to anybody that Michael 
was voted in unanimously as chair. He was 

MY MEMORIES OF  
MICHAEL POKORNY

B Y  E M M Y  V A N  D E U R Z E N

existential thought to provide a uniquely philosophical brand of 
faith support to inmates, students, healthcare patients and those in 
military service. 

Not only will this course prepare graduates to work as existential 
chaplains across a number of sectors from healthcare to the armed 
forces, it will also result in provisional accreditation as a celebrant 
for weddings, funerals and naming ceremonies. 

We look forward to seeing our graduates change the  
profession, and we hope to see existential ceremonies officiated 
across the country!
Sasha van Deurzen-Smith is Deputy Course Leader, MA in Existential 
and Humanist Pastoral Care at NSPC
Contact Sasha at nspcsasha@gmail.com

to expertly facilitate UKSCP from 1990-1993. 
There was much work to do to bring together 
the various psychotherapy modalities and 
groups and to agree our statutes and 
regulations.  Michael always championed the 
ideals of inclusiveness and tolerance.  It was 
his vision that we should all be able to work 
out what we had in common and collaborate 
in establishing psychotherapy as a separate 
profession in its own right in the United 
Kingdom. It was his genius idea to put us all 
into separate sections, for safe boundaries.  

Whenever there were conflicts, of which 
there were many, Michael stuck with that vision 
and stood strongly against intolerance and 
exclusivity.  In this way he was a role model 
and a rock for the organization and his strength 
in guiding us steadily towards the objective 
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of becoming a professional body was exemplary.  I was very pleased 
to be elected external relations officer alongside Michael and we 
worked closely together till 1993 when we were finally able to 
found UKCP, of which I was to become the first chair, with Michael 
moving over to the position of chair of the Registration Board.  I 
learnt an enormous amount from Michael, especially in terms of 
his wise chairmanship and diplomacy during the UKSCP years and 
all this stood me in good stead during my own years of chairing 
UKCP. 

It was, understandably, hard for Michael to let go of his central 
position in the organization and there was a lot of friction between 
us during those two years that I was chair. But it was a creative 
tension that we were able to work with and it led to great things 

happening. The picture opposite is evidence of this. It was taken 
at the launch of the first register of psychotherapists at the House 
of Lords in May 1993, in the presence of the Right Honourable 
Tim Yeo, then minister of health (on the left); Michael is sitting 
in the middle, signing the register, and I am at the back, still in a 
supporting position.  It gives me great pleasure to see that picture 
now and I feel deep affection for Michael, seeing his pride at what 
we had achieved, all of us together.  It was a historic moment that 
would not have happened without him.  It is hard to imagine that 
he has gone from our midst.  In my mind he will always be part 
of my psychotherapy existence.  He was an amazing person,  
who did much for us all and we have an enormous amount to be 
grateful to him for.  

REMEMBERING JOHN
1925 – 2017 

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

One afternoon in early August my wife and I were invited by 
Barbara Latham to look through John’s extensive collection of 
books and select those that we would like to take. His impressive 
collections of Wittgenstein and Heidegger’s writings formed 
specific bequests, and his sons had previously made their own 
choices, as had some others. 

What remained was still a large collection, reflecting John’s 
extensive range of interests, spanning his long and productive 
life, though in the main filed in the sort of haphazard manner in 
which thoughts and ideas intermingle for the psychotherapist 
and the philosopher. 

While Wittgenstein and Heidegger had shelves of their own, 
the Greeks and the Romans, the past and recent phenomenologists, 
all nestled incongruously amongst medical tomes, the works of 
Lacan, Freud, Laing, Saussure, cultural and social theorists, 
Boss, Binswanger, Levinas, a variety of dictionaries, novels, 
Buddhist texts, Egyptian hieroglyphics, and so many other 
apparently unconnected writers, it seemed that only an annotated 
history of Uncle Tom Cobley’s grey mare was missing. 

While this initially made me feel a little better about my own 
filing system, I was at first somewhat reluctant to make choices 
of my own, feeling something like a scavenger, as if I were one 
of those much-parodied relatives who descend on the recently 
bereaved declaring that the departed had promised them the vase 
or the bureau with the claim that, even if it wasn’t exactly in 
the will, it was what he intended, rather than acknowledging 
their own greed or recognising that they didn’t have the slightest 
idea as to the nature of the person whose intimate possessions 
they were now trying to grab. To be honest, staring at the modest 
pile of books I eventually took home, this feeling has not 
completely left me. 

While I have no reason to doubt that John would have not 
had the slightest problem with my choice (well, he might have 

had an opinion on this or that – such as Didier Anzieu’s 600-page 
book on Freud’s self analysis, am I ever going to read it again, 
and why did I visit his grave in Paris? – for he had no shortage 
of strong opinions when it came to psychoanalysis) but what I 
am left with from that afternoon and the discussions that ensued 
during the following meal with Barbara, is how much my rifling 
through his library brought back for me. So where to begin?

I first met John at 9:00 pm on 14th July 1992 when he gave 
a talk on mathematics and geometry to the Company of 
Astrologers. At the time I was very involved in the astrological 
paradigm (hence the exact time) and later discovered that John 
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also took astrology seriously, as he did the I Ching, seeking an 
astrological perspective or casting the yarrow stalks when 
important issues arose. 

He had been introduced to Tibetan Buddhism by his training 
analyst, E Graham Howe – whom Laing described as a ‘master 
psychologist’ – and later it was the Buddhist teacher D.T. Suzuki 
who urged John to take full advantage of his medical and 
philosophical education and explore the western tradition with 
equal rigour. In many respects this advice led to his study of 
Wittgenstein. 

It also lead to John’s involvement with The Open Way. This 
was a forum for psychotherapists and others to share their ideas, 
often attended by leading figures in the psychoanalytic community 
who could discuss aspects of their work that might not have 
found favour within the more theory-bound world of their 
professional bodies. John invited Ronnie Laing to speak to the 
group, and in due course they became both colleagues and friends; 
in turn Laing brought John into the PA, of which he was to 
become a leading member for the remainder of his life. But to 
return to the books…

A person’s library, especially one embodying a lifetime’s 
involvement with innumerable ideas, will obviously give some 
sense of the course of that life, not in a linear sense (which would 
be yet another, perhaps bizarre, though logical filing system) 
but of the breadth and range of the person’s engagement with 
their world; their style of being, if you like. And it was here that 
a single bookmark revealed much of John’s attitude towards the 
vagaries of the world. 

The bookmark was in fact a cheque made in his favour for 
£72, dated 1985. While far too late to add to his estate, the 
finding of it was an immediate reminder of John as a person; 
not as a tutor, supervisor or therapist, but someone suddenly 
stripped of worldly roles. It was akin to a message in bottle, cast 
into the water. Here I am; this is me, make of it what you will. 

Yes, for someone brought up within a fading patrician ethos 
(Harrow, Cambridge, medicine, a student of Russell, etc.) John 
had his eccentricities. Never one to dress the part – as a mark 
of respect I wore odd socks at his funeral – nor to dodge the 
therapeutic impact of a well-placed obscenity. When he was my 
supervisor on the ADEP training, a fellow student spent some 
minutes describing a client in devout Kleinian terms, John, 
leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed and his odd-socked 
feet sticking out said ‘That’s very interesting. What the fuck do 
you mean?’ An equivalent, perhaps of the Master striking the 
acolyte whose meditation had moved towards sleep. 

Yes, what do we mean when seeking an explanation of our 
circumstances; how might we be caught up in all sorts of theories 
of who we might be in our quest for the knowledge of the concept, 
the ‘self’? Perhaps John was first introduced to this at the age 
of twelve, when he broke his neck in a tobogganing accident. 

After some weeks in hospital, leaving ‘cured’ but for long 
after in considerable pain, his father took him to this or that 
specialist, who could do nothing to help. In desperation he sought 
the advice of an elderly man, Frederic Alexander, who showed 
John how to stand and breathe in ways that completely relieved 

the tensions that his neck injury engendered. 
Apparently John was eager to learn of the theory lying behind 

what is now known as the Alexander Technique, but was somewhat 
miffed to be told: stop thinking. Just do it! Here I have the 
temptation to draw parallels with Wittgenstein: language, a form 
of life or way of being is all there is, no arcane theory lies behind 
it, but Alexander’s way of working served John well in the last 
weeks of his life. Eschewing the ministration of morphine so 
that he could continue to read and think with clarity, in his last 
days he returned to Alexander’s method of breathing and 
relaxation he had learned so many years earlier, and in such a 
state wanted to leave our world. 

For those who knew him, his legacy far exceeds the various 
collection of books. His rigorous intellect shows in his many 
papers, invariably written in clear English (he had a dislike of 
obscurest philosophical waffle) and echoed Wittgenstein’s adage 
that ‘everything that can be said, can be said clearly’. I suspect 
he approved of the late Professor Joad, who in the 50s appeared 
on the BBC’s Brain’s Trust, often beginning his answer with ‘it 
all depends on what you mean by...’. 

Yes, it does depend on what we mean when we speak, though 
we may discover that what we say is not that which describes 
the conundrum we raise, but a form of words from elsewhere 
that has captured us. Though a relentless critic of psychoanalytic 
theory, John shared Freud’s concern with what our words and 
their attenuated beliefs might hold for us, extending the therapeutic 
enquiry into the manner in which we so often are beguiled by 
fine sounding (and often self-serving) statements that are often 
no more than a repetition of verbal pictures caught in ‘the tangled 
net of language’ that are unthinkingly absorbed. 

In the last years of his life he gave regular seminars on 
Wittgenstein’s work, which I had the privilege of attending; 
John sitting in his favourite chair with a stack of books at his 
feet, their pages interleafed with slips of paper, but no visible 
cheques. The conversations were such that we never got through 
their many references, perhaps something to do with the wine 
and the humour, but so invariably it is with real conversations; 
they have a flow of their own, akin to therapeutic sessions they 
go where they will in the time allowed.

Coming from a long-lived family, time allowed John a greater 
portion of life than it does for many, and he made better use of 
it than most. His consuming interest in the complexities and 
snares of language took him to the Greek sceptics, Buddhism, 
Wittgenstein, the formal study of Egyptian hieroglyphics and 
their attendant philosophy, all of which circled around one of 
the most ancient of problems: the nature of human identity, and 
the ultimate emptiness that lies in the signifier ‘I’. 

That he was for many years an eye surgeon, and contributed 
several significant medical papers in the field of ophthalmology, 
was but one of the many intriguing homonyms that delighted 
him, emphasising again the complexities implicit in the questions 
so many clients bring: who am I, and how can I achieve knowledge 
of myself? In his last book, Wittgenstein and Psychotherapy: 
From Paradox to Wonder, John brought together the various 
strands of Wittgenstein’s thinking on this central theme, placing 
them clearly within the practice of the psychotherapist. Though 
this is not to be his final thought on the matter. As ever he was 
already planning a further book, which his sons will be completing 
– so this will not be lost to us, as is he.
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B Y  D I A N A  M I T C H E L L 

Paul’s giant motorbike parked outside Hans Cohn’s house was 
my first ‘Paul sighting’.  Paul and I would pass each other as he 
left and I arrived for our supervision sessions.  He was certainly 
a very impressive-looking character in his black leathers as he 
revved up the engine. I think that was 1994.

About a year later we found ourselves at a Merleau-Ponty 
conference in Wales. So I guess I can say that we bonded via 
Merleau-Ponty.  

Paul had been a teacher in the past and was full of wonderful 
stories from his teaching days. One thing that jumped out for me 
was how much he enjoyed the relationship he had with each pupil.  
I’d like to think that he was one of those rare teachers who really 
made a difference for his pupils. Teaching was not about him 
dishing out knowledge but it was about encouragement and 
confidence in his pupils as unique human beings.

I have spoken to many of his ex-clients and supervisees and 
this seems to have been his great strength.  He never acted the 
part of a therapist or supervisor and he was not that worried about 
following the rules.  I’d like to think that this set him free to 
simply be how and who he was with each person.  He left his 
mark and inspired so many students to ‘step out’ and be themselves, 
which is something the best ‘role models’ are able to do.

My hunch was that it would never have crossed his mind not 
to be a rebel … it came naturally to him.

I would also say that Paul was a passionate feminist, always 
speaking out against inequalities and standing up for respect of 
differences across the board.  Paul was a passionate and 
compassionate man who knew how to enjoy his life.

He loved his second home in Greece but preferred to stay most 
of the year in his house with Bernice in Dorset.

We kept in touch via Facebook … there he was at his daughter’s 
wedding and with his two young grandchildren. 

He was suddenly told that he had pancreatic cancer in November 
2017 with about two to three months to live, so he set goals for 
himself. The first one was to make it to Christmas, then Bernice’s 
birthday in January, which he missed because he had to go into 
hospital and his last wish was to make it to his birthday on the 
14th February, which he did. This was an incredible achievement!

B Y  S A R A H  Y O U N G

I think I first met Paul when he hosted an SEA Friday Forum 
on poetry – it was a wonderfully refreshing, profoundly moving 
evening and I loved it. I also recall a brilliant Talk from the 
Chair that Paul gave on existential psychotherapy that was fluent, 
erudite and at the same time highly accessible. Academically he 
will perhaps be remembered most for his contribution to 
‘Existential Sexuality’. Initially I found myself in awe of Paul 

and a little intimidated by him – this changed when I came to 
know him better while he was Chair of the SEA. 

Hans W Cohn, a stalwart of the SEA and a much respected 
teacher and therapist, died in January 2004. At that time Paul 
had become Chair of the SEA and he gave me just the right 
support in organising an evening to celebrate Hans’ life which 
was combined with the SEA AGM. Paul was always extremely 
clear and direct – he never fussed about particulars so it was 
easy working with him to get something off the ground. 

This was even more the case the following year when Paul 
was incredibly supportive of me and Jenny Steward as we tried 
to establish a Bursary fund in Hans’ name.  Despite some 
opposition from within the SEA committee Paul stood firm and 
eventually in 2005 the HWC Bursary was established as a 
designated fund of the SEA. The Bursary ran for five years and 
gave financial assistance to nine students struggling to meet the 
fees needed to train in Existential therapy. 

The Bursary committee were enormously grateful to Paul for 
his amazing support in difficult circumstances. The students 
who benefitted from the Bursary and those who enjoyed the 
fundraising events should know that it is unlikely that any of 
this would have been possible without Paul’s foresight, 
determination and encouragement. As Diana has said Paul ‘was 
not that worried about following the rules’ – he was a rebel and 
perhaps it was this that made him so appealing.
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