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Believe it or not, there are 11 things you should never do  
in Laos. Ever. 

This sobering news came unexpectedly the other day – not out of the 
blue, but as a result of reading an article online entitled, astonishingly, 
‘11 things you should never do in Laos, ever’.

Scrolling around on the internet is not unlike rolling around in a mud 
pit. You don’t know what might emerge from the goo. On this occasion, 
however, I was pleasantly surprised. Of course! This is what I am missing, 
I thought. Even though I have not been planning a trip to Laos.

I wondered briefly how there could be only 11 grievous errors I could 
make, given that I can think of at least 27 things you should never – ever! 
– do in any country anywhere (send me a stamped self-addressed envelope 
if you want the list). However, I realised this information could be vital 
should I ever, not never, wish to travel there.

Click! Off I browsed to the land of Laotian faux pas, to find out how 
I might go wrong. If I ever went there. And even if I never did, I felt that 
it would still be wise at the very least to 
assimilate and digest this kind of face-
saving information for the benefit of family, 
friends and colleagues who might do so.

This may all seem rather remote from 
the world of existential therapy. But 
that’s exactly the opportunity. 

If the Laotian travel industry can stir 
up this kind of anxiety and desire (Click!) 
where none existed before, then perhaps 
the existential therapy industry can too.  
Using a ‘listicle’ – as these tempting 
morsels of ‘click bait’ are known – could 
be a way to build up interest and demand 
for existential therapists. 

You see where I’m going? We need 
to arouse more dread and anxiety in 
people. It’s the obvious way to gain more 
recognition, drum up more clients and 
jobs, attract more research funding, and spawn further training institutions. 

I’ve therefore drafted a short listicle of our own, which I propose 
spreading across the internet at the earliest opportunity. You are free 
to use it, I only ask that you acknowledge it as a work of genius (you 
flatterers!) though I require no adulation just yet. Wait until those 
clicks come clacking in.

So here, dear reader, is our new existential therapy listicle: ‘5 and a 
half things you should never say to an existential therapist. Ever.’

1) Why aren’t you wearing a beret and a black polo-neck jumper?
You should never refer to an existential therapist’s clothing. For one 
thing, it’s rude: they know the 1950s are over. For another, they don’t 
dress all that well in any case. You’ll make them feel bad.
2)  Isn’t angst overrated?
Goodness! You really know how to cut someone off at the knees, 
don’t you? Give your therapist a chance. They’ve got angst, even 

if you haven’t. And it Really Matters to them.
3) Give me some homework
This could trigger negative cognitions and violent behaviour  
in therapists suffering from Cognitive Behavioural Therapy Phobia. 
Avoid traumatising your therapist and start your interventions with 
some incrementally graded exposure to the idea first.
4) [Nietzsche/Sartre/Heidegger/Kierkegaard] was a bullying, 
racist, misogynistic, self-centred, shit.
Why are you seeing an existential therapist, anyway? While they may 
not agree among themselves on which existential philosopher was 
the shittiest, it’s frowned upon to insult any existential philosopher 
if you are from outside this community of outsiders.
5) What do you mean, ‘our relationship’? You’re just my therapist.
Among existential therapists this is more or less like laughing at their 
genitals. Just don’t.
5 ½)  Where is the scientific evidence for existential therapy?

Ooof! Way to mix up your paradigms, 
mate. Existential therapists don’t do 
science. Keep your ignorance to yourself.

There you go.  This l is t icle is 
guaranteed to tempt someone who wasn’t 
thinking of ever seeing, hiring, or funding 
an existential therapist to do so now.

Oh, and by the way: if you do go to 
Laos, don’t touch a monk, don’t bathe in 
the nude, and don’t touch anyone with your 
feet. And 8 other things I’ve now forgotten. 
In fact, since I can’t prevent a mishap, you 
probably shouldn’t to go to Laos. Ever.

Where you can go, however, free of 
fear, is into the following pages. Written 
by our ever-intrepid contributors (thank 
you!), there are at least 11 things you 
should never hesitate to read about, ever:

1) Waiting for nothing to happen, again
2) Scary Austrian art, and politics
3) Listening with your eyes
4) Anti-semitism beyond Heidegger
5) Stand-up comedy in a Spanish cathedral
6) Relational Chocolate Therapy 
7) Giving nirvana
8) Therapy with young adults in Singapore
9) A little brown suitcase 
10) The art of life
11) The end of the world, in both French and English
Click!

FROM THE EDITOR 
ANDREW MILLER

L A O S :  W AT C H  O U T  F O R 

M O N K S  A N D  F E E T

Andrew Miller 
insidework@gmail.com
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Dogs or cats, Federer or Nadal, Bach or Beethoven, Dostoevsky 
or Tolstoy? From the mundane to the sublime, we have preferences 
and defend them passionately. 

There is a visceral, pre-reflective aspect to these preferences; 
in a sense we don’t choose but respond to something that calls or 
moves us. We can trace this response back to any number of things 
and certainly culture, tradition, values, experience, aesthetics, 
habits, all play a part. 

Yet I think there is always something more to these affiliations 
than can be tracked and analysed. We rarely change our mind; 
though we might, at times, find it in ourselves to appreciate the 
other side. 

Turning to the field of existential-phenomenological thought 
and practice, there is a plethora of philosophers and practitioners 
we can align ourselves with and be moved by. More than that, 
there are thousands of years of engagement with questions of 
existence through the arts and sciences. 

Phenomenology is the artist’s bread and butter, the raw material 
for rendering the world. Merleau-Ponty asserts: ‘We see the things 
themselves, the world is what we see…’ and suggests that to return 
to the things themselves ‘is to return to that world which precedes 
knowledge, of which knowledge always speaks.’ 

Frida Kahlo, after the devastating accident that left her crippled 
for life at 19, writes: ‘My obsession was to begin again, painting 
things just as I saw them with my own eyes and nothing more.’ 

Her words align with Merleau-Ponty’s observation that ‘the 
thing itself… is always, for me, the thing that I see.’ In the next 
breath Frida tells us that since she is no longer able to fulfil the 
desires considered normal, she will ‘paint what had not been 
fulfilled.’ 

Towards the end of a life filled with pain and suffering Kahlo 
writes: ‘Revolution is the harmony of form and colour and 
everything exists, and moves, under only one law: Life. Nobody 
is separate from anybody else. Nobody fights for himself. 
Everything is All and One. Anguish and pain, pleasure and death 
are no more than a process for existence.’ 

Her final painting is of seven watermelons, in vibrant, luscious 
colours and varying states of wholeness and fragmentation. Within 
the smallest piece she writes in capital letters, ‘Long Live Life’. 

And Merleau-Ponty at the end of Phenomenology of Perception: 
‘We are true through and through, and have with us, by the mere 
fact of belonging to the world… all that we need to transcend 
ourselves. We need have no fear that our choices or actions restrict 
our liberty, since choice and action alone cut us loose from our 
anchorage.’ 

Merleau-Ponty also reminds us that ‘I can live more things 

NOTE FOR  
CONTRIBUTORS
The deadline for the next issue will be mid-
February, for publication in April. Longer articles 
should usually be around 1500-2500 words, and we 
also welcome shorter pieces, poems, letters to the 
editor etc. Among other things we are always 
looking for: a ‘Book That Mattered’ (not a book 
review, but an account of how a particular book 
has influenced your practice), and ‘Endings’, a 
short (800 words max) reflecting on your 
experience of an ending, personal or professional. 
Following on from Karen Weixel-Dixon’s article in 
this issue, it would also be great to hear more 
about your experiences of your own therapy – 
there are undoubtedly some rich lessons for all of 
us in these. And finally, photographs of your 
clients’ empty seat are much appreciated by 
therapeutic furniture cognoscenti around the 
world. Please send your contributions to the Editor 
at insidework@gmail.com. 

than I can represent to myself, my being is not reduced to what 
of myself explicitly appears to me.’ In Paul Klee’s words: ‘I cannot 
be grasped in immanence.’

All the above utterances capture the spirit of joy, resistance, 
pain and freedom that I trust the SEA will continue to engage 
with as it enters its fourth decade. At the 30th annual conference 
this November we will hear from some of the Society’s founding 
and current members on its beginnings, its present incarnation 
and future possibilities. 

My own quiet hope for the SEA is that it continues to exist for 
at least another 30 years as a space where existential phenomenology 
– both within and beyond therapy – can be embodied, passionately, 
through each and all of its members. 

Natasha Synesiou  
chair@existentialanalysis.org.uk

FROM  
THE CHAIR
NATASHA SYNESIOU
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I have two girlfriends in Rome, my town of 
origin, with whom I have kept in touch 
throughout all my years of life in London.

We share the love of travelling and 
walking, and for some time we have been 
planning to walk the Camino de Santiago 
together. Not all of it, which is more than 
600km long, but just the last 120km, from 
the town of Sarria to Santiago de Campostela, 

which would take approximately one week. 
Finally we decided to stop talking about it and to make it 

happen. We were not doing it for religious reasons, although this 
is one of the most ancient pilgrimage walks in Europe, but for the 
chance of breaking away from work, family and stressful schedules 
and enjoying carefree time together as in the good old days.

Also known as the Way of St. James, the main pilgrimage trail 
has been walked since medieval times, following an ancient Roman 
route across northern Spain to Santiago de Campostela. Here 
during the ninth century, the remains of St. James were laid to 
rest following an adventurous voyage by sea from Jerusalem, 
where he had been beheaded, on a stone boat (yes, stone!).

The Camino crosses the tranquil countryside of Galicia, through 
woods and fields, across picturesque farmland scattered with basic 
and hospitable inns where one can take one’s boots off and rest, 
preparing for the next day.

It is a rainy region, that’s why the nature is lush and generous 
with a variety of wild flowers and trees. Thick woods of eucalyptus 
conquer the soul with tall trunks and a perfume that is powerful 
enough to open one’s lungs to receive yet more unpolluted air.

Along the way many small coffee shops offering homemade 
food and cakes, invite the traveller 
with the uncompromising promise of 
some sugary necessity for tired 
muscles and the satisfaction of 
enthusiastic tastebuds.

Everything is orderly and tidy. 
Even the cows grazing their green 
snack of fresh grass seem to have been 
organised in neat groups depending 
on their appearance: the brown ones 
there, the black ones over there and 
the spotted black and white all 
together, a little further away.

Walking the Camino is not an easy 
project. It can be tiring and frustrating, 
especially under the uncompromising 
rain, which would unmistakably become 
heavier after lunch, when the destination 
seemed to get nearer but never quite 
around the corner. The rucksack 
becomes heavier,  the feet start 
screaming, demanding the end of their 

walking day, yet the hostel seems to move even further away.
Eventually there is shelter and boots are discarded; a dry change 

of clothes and a warm cup of tea vivaciously seem to erase the 
tiredness of one’s desperate muscles. Life becomes pleasant again 
and the smile comes back.

My first existential awakening happened during the initial 
couple of days. I consider myself an experienced trekker. I have 
walked more difficult trails and survived. I have learned that 
reaching the destination it is not just down to my legs, but mostly 
my mindset. I can be focused, determined and concentrated on 
the goal.

This time, however, it was different. I found my rucksack too 
heavy and probably wrong for the shape of my body. I was in 
pain and getting very tired. Yet I would not stop or complain. 
Also because my two friends seemed to be happily strolling 
along with no problems, I got into a competitive mode, determined 
to keep the pace and not give up.

Walking seemed to affect the primary focus of my mind. In 
a sort of state of mindfulness, I concentrate on my body, but I 
don’t just experience it, rather I am aware of my mind processing 

my body’s messages. 
Gone are the everyday worries and 

concerns of my home life, this was 
now all about feeling a pain here, a 
twitch there, a sore muscle or a 
sudden jolt.  Worrying about the 
outcome of my performance and 
repeating to myself to get going, not 
ever give up, stay calm, reach my 
goal… 

Suddenly, not unlike St. Paul on 
the way to Damascus, I had a vision. 
There, on a stone cloud (like the 
vessel of St. James) I saw all my 
existential gurus, my teachers and all 
the authors I had come to meet during 
my training years. They were looking 
down at me, as if leaning from a 
heavenly balcony, trying to catch my 
attention. ‘Hey you, down there…
wake up, there are other ways, widen 
up your horizon…there is not just 

CAMINO DE SANTIAGO,  
AN EXISTENTIAL EXPERIENCE 

B Y  P A O L A  P O M P O N I

N O T  L O N G  T O  G O

At one point we perhaps felt that 
this is the work we need to do,  

to observe the journey,  
ours and that of our clients,  
and open up to other ways,  
make it wider and flexible
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The priest asked why we had decided to come to Santiago,  
was it to get forgiveness for our sins? God, he said, is everywhere, 
he would have forgiven us anyway, even on the doorsteps of our  
own home. Did we feel the need to suffer along the way to make 

sure we would find some resolution to our personal problems? 
God only needed a little prayer to help us with our troubles. 
Were we in turmoil with our family or colleagues or partners? 
God only expects an act of kindness to help us resolve any issue. 

Whatever personal reasons had brought us there, that little 
Chapel was open to all, he said spreading his arms in a symbolical 
embrace that would hold all of us. Sinners or not, religious or 
otherwise, there was room for everyone. For those who go to 
Church regularly, for those who were looking for reconciliation, 

one narrow lane you can walk, find other ways…are you an 
existential therapist or not?’

I had to review my attitude during the walking and my near-
obsession about getting to the destination quickly and steadily. 
My body was trying to tell me something but I did not listen. 
Finally my existential vision did it. 

It took much courage and humility for me to call out to my 
friends and admit that I needed a rest, that I was tired and in 
pain. I accepted that there had been another possibility, to soften 
up, be less rigid and simply ask them to stop for a moment, while 
I recovered.

On the sixth day we finally arrived at Santiago de Campostela.
Golden sandstone buildings, churches and courtyards, solemnly 

greeted us. Gift shops and restaurants seemed to welcome us 
three Peregrinas with open arms. ‘Well done!’  they seemed to 
say and ‘Welcome, you made it!’

The Camino de Santiago is a pilgrimage and many people 
choose it as a religious endeavour. Others, like us, just to enjoy 
the walk. I don’t go to church, save for the odd funeral or wedding. 
Of my two friends, one is like me while the other is, instead, a 
practising Catholic.

I had worried, beforehand, about finding myself in an 
environment highly charged by people displaying their religious 
faith in some loud or dramatic way, praying or singing loudly 
during the trail, publicly begging forgiveness for their sins or 
asking for some special miracle. Didn’t pilgrims use to walk 
with raw chickpeas in their shoes, or is this fake news?

There was none of this in Santiago. The sobriety of the people 
who had arrived there after the long walk contrasted with the 
majestic baroque facades of the buildings, the statues of saints 
and angels looking down from the convoluted architecture above.

One could sense the joy of having got there. For many it had 
taken more than one month of hard walking and the tiredness 
could be seen in their physical appearance. Yet the joy of having 
finally arrived was evident in the look of awe as they stood in 
the middle of the main square, in front of the Cathedral.

My religious companion expressed her desire to go to Mass 
the following morning and in an act of pure democracy we 
decided that we should all go together. 

The following morning we found ourselves in a little side 
chapel in the Cathedral, where a Mass in Italian was taking place. 
While the religious friend took a place right in the front, I, with 
the other one, stood hesitantly close to the exit, as if making 
clear that we were there for democratic reasons only.

The priest was welcoming and spoke in a fashion that would 
have been more apt for a stand up comedian, cracking jokes and 
asking people where they were from and how long they had 
walked to get there. It was quite entertaining and not solemn 
and God-inspired as I had expected. In fact he was so funny that 
soon people were roaring with laughter, some with tears running 
down their face.

The style was definitely captivating because I quickly found 
myself a seat and became immersed in the Mass and the hilarious 
sermonising. There were the usual prayers but it was the preaching 
that seemed to dominate the service.

CAMINO DE SANTIAGO
CONTINUED

Whatever personal reasons had 
brought us there, that little 

Chapel was open to all, he said 
spreading his arms in a 

symbolical embrace that would 
hold all of us

C AT H E D R A L  I N 

S A N T I A G O
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arrive just before dusk and discard his boots to feel the cold sea 
water on his aching feet. 

Then that pilgrim would sit on the sand and observe the sun 
setting down on the ocean.

Meditating on the end of the long journey, one would finally 
get in touch with the real goal. As the last flicker of golden light 
rests gently on the horizon, the wise pilgrim would be meditating 
on death. Finitude and endings. Dawning and embracing the 
darkness, not with fear but with a sense of accomplishment and 
peace.

The real pilgrim would then pick a little shell and take it back 
home as proof that the trail had been completed and the soul 
had been lifted by the experience and mostly by the contemplation 
of its end.

I wonder if the Camino de Santiago is in some way similar 
to the existential trail that some of us have embraced during our 
training, because at one point we perhaps felt that this is the 
work we need to do, to observe the journey, ours and that of our 
clients, and open up to other ways, make it wider and flexible. 

More importantly of all, if the work is to be really complete, 
we must make sure that we get to meditate about endings: of 
therapy, of relationships, of life. 

Like the sun setting down in Cape Finisterre, on the dark blue 
ocean.

Contact Paola at Ppomponi@hotmail.co.uk.
for those who were just curious or sceptical (and those who were 
there for democratic reason only, I might add). 

That Chapel was home to all.
For the second time the idea of openness and flexibility, struck 

me in its existential truth. There is not just one way to acknowledge 
one’s spirituality, but many. Not just one way to relate to God 
or religion or the person sitting next to me, but many. 

Along this same principle, the priest addressed many different 
ideas, in his coffee-shop-chat style and funny way of talking. 
But essentially he was teaching us that life is flexible and ever 
changing and our mind and heart need to be attuned to this. 

It can be hard work and at times confusing and destabilizing, 
because fixed rules are easier to follow. Goals and achievement 

lead us through just one narrow route, straight and simple, and 
we are often programmed to achieve, arrive, conquer. Yet, it 
does not have to be this way. There are always other routes and 
other trails. It is not necessarily the destination that counts, but 
the voyage, let’s not forget this. 

Finally the – by now officially recognised as – existential 
priest, stated that the pilgrimage did not end in Santiago. The 
real end was a further 100km away, in Cape Finisterre, where 
the land ends and the ocean begins. There, the real pilgrim would 

SCHIZOPHRENIC’S 
ANAGRAM 

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

‘Life is a dream; life is eternal.’

It is a strain to refrain;
Main man, mate! Late is fate’s dream;

Reefer team is eternal; Asia’s insane fame made in 
rain,

Near life’s rear lane.
Rare is man’s lament seems reefer’s eternal dreams.

Contact Gregory at academic@talktalk.net

Meditating on the end of the  
long journey, one would finally 
get in touch with the real goal.  

As the last flicker of golden light 
rests gently on the horizon, the 

wise pilgrim would be  
meditating on death

L O O K I N G  D O W N 

F R O M  A B O V E

P O E M

P O E M
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‘Therapy practiced as an art can be 
a force for good – but in the general 
progress of therapy, there was also a 
great and terrible loss of meaning. It 
was the realm of the interhuman that 
steadily shrank as therapy advanced.’ 
Emily Fox Gordon, The Mockingbird 
Years

The founders of scientific psychology William 
James and John Dewey viewed art not as something domain 
specific, relegated to the stage or in the gallery, or as embellishment, 
luxury and frivolity. For them what was most essential about art 
wasn’t only its importance as a cultural phenomenon, or its capacity 
to civilise man or educate nature, or even its capacity to tap into 
and express otherwise difficult to access, ineffable qualities and 
preverbal meanings, but something even more fundamental. 

For them it was the fact that before all this, art is the ability 
to bring forth, the basic creative relation binding together subject 
and object – the foundation of each act of lived experience and 
perception. Both James and Dewey posited art as the middle space 
of encounter, communication and transformation between self 
and world – the primal act of articulation and synthesis of diverse 
components and contrasts. 

In its essential meaning, art points to relatedness and 
intentionality, and aesthetics refers to the sensory and sensual 
dimension – practical and concrete – rooted directly in the materials 
of experience, in the embodied emotions that connect us in an 
aesthetic continuum to the fabric of the world. In this perspective, 
art is what first gives us grounding in our being. 

Far from the conventional dualism of reifying art hierarchically 
as being either an exotic or superior type of experience (and 
denigrating everyday experience as trivial or passive), or conversely 
vilifying art as the mere frivolity and escapism of a separate 

subject lacking in real encounter and reciprocity with the world, 
James and Dewey’s pragmatic intentions were much broader and 
relational – oriented to pluralistic continuities rather than divisions 
and categories. For them art is not separate from experience, and 
ethics is dependent on embodied participation, i.e., on aesthetics. 

What I think is most important here for us existential therapists 
is the attempt at broadening what counts as art in order to question 
and widen what counts as importance – to question what counts 
as actual, real and significant. As Paola Pomponi eloquently 

indicates in her article in this same issue of the Hermeneutic 
Circular, expansion is at the heart of the existential approach. By 
challenging essentialism and the ‘elsewhereness’ not just of 
knowledge, but also of importance and value, James and Dewey 
wanted to ‘carry art back from the unattainable world of divine 
perfections and bring it within the sphere of truly human endeavour’, 
in the words of music historian Ted Gioia. 

Engaging with James and Dewey has productively assisted me 
in my clinical work as an arts-specialist psychologist with the 
British Association for Performing Arts Medicine (BAPAM). The 
artists I work with have often lost a connection to something 
important about themselves, their world and their art. 

Initially their art freed them up but then something happens 
that it ends up trapping them. They have insufficient grounding. 
This has to do with mind/body, self/others and practical/cognitive 
splits, with the closing down of consciousness to intrapersonal 
aspects of selfhood where the vital elements of movement and 
relation that give solidity and life are compromised. The element 
of encounter so crucial to art (and to life) is constrained, and the 
basic subject-object relation – a quintessentially aesthetic relation 
of feeling – has turned into a merely subjective one. Aesthetics 

J O H N  D E W E Y

NOTES ON EXPERIENCE  
AS ART

 B Y  M O N I A  B R I Z Z I

James and Dewey opened up the 
remit of value and significance to 

include even the humblest and 
most neglected particular of our 

everyday life
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no longer grounds ethics. 
In his Later Works Dewey offers highly instructive reflections 

on how we can try to understand and work with grounding. He 
states that art refers to the whole, that partiality is ‘inartistic’, and 
that internalisation and privatisation of experience is ‘irresponsible’. 
These are clearly key issues for us therapists and they are directly 
reflected in professional practice guidelines (e.g., Psychological 
Health and Wellbeing: A New Ethos for Mental Health, BPS 
Professional Practice Board, 2009).

This type of questioning helps us reframe what is at stake in 
the frequent, yet in my opinion seldom sufficiently or coherently 
qualified, proposition that psychology and psychotherapy are also 
art forms, ‘no matter how well-informed by science [they] may 
be’ – as the sociologist Monica Greco puts it. She adds that ‘what 
is at stake is not the importance of skills of empathy, reflection 
and communication – an importance that very few would deny. 
More fundamentally, what is at stake is the question of how 
[psychology and psychotherapy] might best serve the perfectibility 
of human beings, or what Whitehead calls the art of life’. 

Dewey’s magnum opus presciently titled Art as Experience 
(which originated from his Harvard lectures dedicated to his 
teacher William James) directly reflects this intention, while 
James’ own training and practice as an artist shaped all of his 
work. Just as for Alfred North Whitehead, who greatly influenced 
both of them, for Dewey and James the emphasis was on aesthetic 
education as the pursuit of grounding, as the forming – rather 
than fragmentation, suppression or polarisation – of the middle 
space of interrelatedness. 

Saybrook University psychologist Ruth Richards calls this 
everyday creativity. In his book The Ethics of Creativity, the 

philosopher Brian Henning draws similar conclusions: ‘aesthetic 
education must be our first concern, so that we may understand 
the values affected by and achievable through our actions…we 
must first expand the depth and breadth of our aesthetic horizons.’

By stretching narrow understandings and definitions of art, 
James and Dewey opened up the remit of value and significance 
to include even the humblest and most neglected particular of our 
everyday life. Art is love for concrete particulars capable of 
holding together the most disparate, even difficult tensions and 
dimensions without taming or trivialising them. 

In the work of the psychologist James Hillman, Eros is a 
bricoleur precisely for this reason. It finds a way and it is the way. 
Everything has intrinsic and relational value – for itself, for others 
and for the whole.

Contact Monia at moniabrizzi@gmail.com.

W I L L I A M  J A M E S

What is the most important for 
existential therapists is the 

attempt at broadening what 
counts as art in order to question 

and widen what counts as 
importance

THE EMPTY SEAT

D I M I T R A  AT H A N A S K O U
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Waiting for Godot is a play essentially about 
nothing… there’s no plot… no story to be told. 
Most who engage with the play will immediately 
claim it is boring and yet, I felt compelled to 
stay with it knowing full well that nothing 
indeed would happen in the end. 

There’s no pretence to the play and in fact 
there has never been any pretence in Samuel 
Beckett’s other works. He was repeatedly 

attracted to characters stripped of pretence where everything is 
revealed, if only for a moment. 

Consider this: if I have my youth, an important job, wealth, 
it’s a lot easier for me to forget that I’m going to die, that I was 
born like all of you with my mother straddling the grave (in 
Beckett’s unforgettable image). But if I lose all of that, and I am 
homeless, sick and old, then very little else is likely to matter to 
me except for my mortality. 

As a trainee existential therapist, I too hope to encounter people 
without pretence, without the mask that I and the client may hide 
behind. To rid oneself of this mask is to perhaps experience more 
of the ‘truth’ about us. 

My own therapist is pretty apt at pointing this out at the right 
time. It is a useful reminder to me to cut through the chaff and to 
arrive at the essence of experience, the ‘Truth’ – that being the 
capacity of my consciousness to interpret experience in relation 
to my pre-existing representations of the world, so that my 
understanding can be dramatically altered by bringing the unknown 
into the known. I can hear my therapist echo this sentiment in her 
challenge to me with the words ‘where is the truth in that’?

The starkness of the play is immediately brought to light in the 
opening line: ‘Nothing to be done’. I’m left stunned by this sudden 
declaration as there’s no gentle build-up to it. I’m left free floating 
on these words and I have no idea where this is coming from… what 
this is meant to follow on from… there is nothing preceding this. 

So what does this expression mean and why begin like this? 
It seems to take on an abstract and philosophical resonance in 
me, the feeling that there is nothing to be done about life. This is 
a declaration of philosophical pessimism of the utmost seriousness; 
perhaps a declaration of nihilistic despair? When we see the tramp 
wrestling with his boot, is this a metaphor for the insurmountable 
frustrations of human life?

Waiting for the client
As therapists, I imagine clients coming to us expecting to be 
healed of their psychological ills. They are in a sense waiting for 
this to happen. We may act or feel the compulsion to do something 
about our client’s problems. And we wait to witness some kind 
of transformation from our clients – one for the better, we would 
hope. The reality is that we most usually witness silence. 

As therapeutic helpers we can unknowingly fall into a mode of 
decoding, deconstructing, reducing one’s experience to its constituent 
elements, seeking the cause  rather than engaging with the raw 

awareness of experience and, therefore, without the baggage of 
pretence. That can be hard to do, as it feels counterintuitive, like 
we’re not doing anything useful for the afflicted.

The characters in the play are themselves always trying to fill 
their silence in an attempt to fill an intolerable void. Silence as 
void – as nothingness – is much too disturbing to bear, so they 
chatter nonsensically and ceaselessly in an attempt to cover up 
their awareness of this terrifying and soul-crushing silence. 

Traditional cause and effect plot development is abandoned in 
Waiting for Godot. Therapy has traditionally and historically aligned 
itself with scientific physicalism, which seeks to find its truth in 
causal effects. As a trainee therapist, I am left with the uncomfortable 
feeling that none of what I am experiencing in my encounter with 
the other can easily fit into causes and effects. I don’t have the answers 
for my client and in turn, I experience no answers for myself. 

Stripped away of all pretence then, I am left not with meaning 
but with just being. But yet I resume the struggle towards meaning-
seeking, like an insatiable desire that feels intuitively woven into 
the fabric of my being – a telos, if you like, of being itself.

Time keeps on passing, passing
Nothing really happens in the play as it progresses, except that 
the desolate and dead looking tree grows a few useless leaves, 
indicating perhaps the passing of time, which is essentially the 
only thing that seems to be indicative of any meaningful 
transformation. At times, therapy can feel like a lot of things are 
going on but nothing really and ultimately transforms like we 
might think it ought to. However, we can’t fail to notice the passing 
of time as a change that is inevitably unstoppable. 

The characters feel the urge to pass the time as they avoid the 
feeling of being ‘stuck’ whilst waiting for Godot. They want to 
commit suicide so as merely to pass the time, but even that is an 
effort not worth the trouble. 

A similar sentiment is echoed in Emil Cioran’s pithy aphorism 
‘It’s not worth the bother of killing yourself, since you always 
kill yourself too late’… time being the predicate to taking action 
or not. Cioran gives another interesting thought in relation to this 
with the difference between optimists and pessimists: ‘Only 
optimists commit suicide, optimists who no longer succeed at 
being optimists… the others, having no reason to live, why would 
they have any to die?’ 

In Waiting for Godot the two tramps gravitate towards the 
meaninglessness of their existence and opt instead (as far as we 
can tell) to just ‘be’ rather than ascribing any meaning to the idea 
of suicide. Perhaps it is the habit of their existence that deadens 
their own cries as surely as it deadens the cries of others.

Sometimes therapeutic endeavours get caught up with the need 
for transformations and change as being a ‘good’ enterprise in 
itself. After all, are not clients coming to us to help change 
something about themselves? 

But let’s not get lazy about this and take it as a tenet of therapy. 
Michael Mahoney in Constructive Psychotherapy writes: ‘Many 

WAITING FOR GODOT IS A BIT  
LIKE THERAPY

B Y  Z E B  K A Y L I Q U E
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people do not change, or do 
not change much, because 
we are  fundamental ly 
conservative creatures. This 
is not our fault. It is our life 
fo rm.  Coherence  and 
continuity are built into life 
support, and it should not be 
surprising that these themes 
a re  exp res sed  in  ou r 
psychological life as well… 
We not only seek order but 
we also need it. We are 
o rgan i sed  sys tems  o f 
activities and are often very 
protective of our own 
patterns’.

Existence is the 
only certainty
We can’t fail to miss the 
theme of uncertainty prevalent throughout the play: the uncertainty 
of purpose, of time, place, emotion, relationships, truth, and hope. 
Existence is the only certainty that the play allows. 

Unlike Kierkegaard, who saw uncertainty as a prerequisite to 
exercising one’s existential choice, Beckett only sees the futility of 
existence itself, when his characters often and solemnly declare… 
‘nothing to be done’. This is a reflection perhaps of Camus’ feeling 
of the absurdity of life in meeting one’s futile desire to find meaning 

being a condition of being 
i t s e l f ,  a n d  h o w  i t  i s 
o b f u s c a t e d  b y  t h e 
everydayness of being – 
hence why the play is 
somet imes seen as  an 
existentialist play. Maybe 
the tramps are too locked 
into their habitual nature 
of wanting to find meaning 
to their lives ‘out-there’ 
rather than acknowledging 
the absence of any objective 
reality to their existence.

So, if the first principle 
of existentialism according 
to Sartre is that there is no 
such thing as human nature, 
the second is that man is 
responsible for what he is 
– the realisation that you 

are completely on your own, that there is no one else, no God to 
whom you can defer meaning and responsibility for your actions. 
Waiting for Godot thus shares in that existential angst. 

In the therapy room a client may come to know what triggers 
existential anxiety, that there are no answers ‘out-there’. But the 
play doesn’t really go the whole nine yards in sharing Sartre’s 
hope for humanity’s radical freedom to find our own answers, to 
create our own essences and to make ourselves. 

And that is typically the lens through which I use to try to in it. Throughout the play thinking is associated with doubt, uncertainty, 
difficulty, weariness and absurdity. I’m reminded of this feeling 
sometimes in my own therapy and in my work with clients.

When I first saw the film version of the play, it felt troubling 
and uncomfortable. There was a side of me that got what these 
two characters were going through. And then there was the other 
side of me that desperately wanted the characters to do something… 
anything but wait for Godot! 

I found it difficult to accept that it wasn’t important to know 
who Godot actually was, but to realise instead that we are all waiting 
for some metaphorical Godot by some innate unconscious way. 
You see… action helps us to avoid time. That is what existentialism 
traditionally teaches us, and this is very present in Sartre’s works. 
It’s easier to ignore the passage of time if you’re busy being pushed 
about by causality. The play, on the other hand, flouts the spirit of 
existentialism of taking action in the world, by waiting for an action 
that never happens; it’s essentially about inaction.

The dog chained to his vomit
Waiting forces us, characters and audience alike, to confront time 
and to be fully aware of its passing by. And that is what the play 
does: it forces us to stop in our tracks and fully experience its 
way of being. 

We tend to forget this because the secret to life is to keep on 
going. Just to keep on doing what we do, out of habit. And as 
Beckett says in his vivid imagery ‘Habit is the ballast that chains 
the dog to his vomit. Breathing is habit… Life is Habit… (rarely 
does one experience) the moment when the boredom of living is 
replaced by the suffering of being.’ It seems to me Beckett may 
be getting at the Kierkegaardian idea of suffering and despair 

‘help’ my clients. That there is no point in waiting for answers 
from myself or anyone else but that creating one’s meaning in 
life can only come from oneself – not an easy task for some and 
therefore some prefer to resume the struggle of waiting instead 
for a rescue from outside of oneself.

Language is the source of illusion
In postmodern thought, from which existentialism emerged, language 
fails us just when we most need it. Even when it hits the mark, our 
first impulse is to run away from the melancholy of it all. And 
however true that may be, we still don’t want to know. 

Language is the source of all our illusions, the source of all 
the mytho-poetic fictions we’ve invented to console ourselves 
from the awareness of our existential condition. These fictions 
have blinded us to the reality, the essential truth of our existence. 

The only truth is this present moment, which we are free to spend 
wisely or waste away, and to waste it away by hoping for some future 
by waiting for Godot who almost certainly will never come – that is 
the tragedy! The play is not endorsing the existential way of meaning-
making and thus arriving at some remnant of a satisfactory answer 
to the meaning to our own personal existence. But it suggests that 
as beings we are in the process of waiting for ‘no-thing’. It is perhaps 
about having the courage of awareness to endure life without answers 
to our cosmic existence and accepting that as habitual creatures we 
will nonetheless always resume the struggle for such answers.

Waiting for Godot makes us confront the absurdity of existence 
and challenges us to confront our own sense of time passing. The 
existentialist way is to confront our existence, our being, to be 
aware of and a part of every passing moment—to make choices, 

P E R H A P S  I  S H O U L D  S TA R T  U S I N G 

A  C L O C K  I N  M Y  P R A C T C E
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to act, to live authentically, in good faith, whilst all the time being 
aware of our radical freedom and responsibility. 

This is what the characters of the play can’t or won’t do, and 
opt instead to wait for Godot, pinning their hopes on a future that 
almost certainly will never arrive. This futile waiting is either 
absurd or heroic, depending on your own point of view. 

In existential therapy we may encourage our clients to act in 
a way that moves them towards creating meaning out of their 
experiences. That is indeed our hope and we may see this as a 
necessary task. And so we see both ourselves and our clients 
waiting for something better to occur, we’re waiting for our hopes 
to be heard, our prayers to be answered, our wishes to be granted…
we’re waiting, and meanwhile, we’re still…here. 

Waiting for Godot is a poignant play about such waiting, about 
the repetition, the meaninglessness, the absurdity of waiting, of 
feeling (and being) suspended in time instead of moving forward 
in a meaningful direction. 

So does the play confront an unpleasant truth about the human 
condition? As human beings we’re all clinging to the hope of 
some kind of salvation, some kind of progress that will come and 
remove us from our intolerable suffering – our poverty, our disease, 
our boredom, our quiet desperation. 

From an existentialist perspective, this hoping, this waiting, 
removes us from the potentially liberating awareness that the 
moment we’re actually suspended in, this moment inevitably 
moving towards death that glows ever so briefly, is ultimately 
more important than any vague ‘better future’ we might desire. 
Could this waiting prevent our passage, our meaningful 
transformations, our growth towards something better? Are we 
not precisely in this condition whenever we wonder how our lives 
will be changed once the meaning of life is revealed?

When the two tramps ponder what will happen to them when 
Godot at last arrives, it soon becomes clear that neither has any 
idea at all, that the sole focus of their relentless hope is shrouded 
in utter obscurity. Are we not precisely in their condition of 

WAITING FOR GODOT 
CONTINUED

paradox and confusion whenever we wonder how our lives will 
be changed once the meaning of life is revealed? 

Eternal deferral
As Wittgenstein said ‘We feel that even when all possible scientific 
questions have been answered, the problems of life remain completely 
untouched. Of course there are then no questions left, and this itself 
is the answer… The solution of the problem of life is seen in the 
vanishing of the problem. (Is not this the reason why those who have 
found after a long period of doubt that the meaning of life became 
clear to them have been unable to say what constituted that meaning?)’ 
Our search for the meaning of ‘life’ is thus eternally deferred.

But you may ask, if indeed Godot in the play is the spiritual 
quest which will provide the answers to everything, then even if 
we could know that to be the case, this knowledge could not 
resolve the problem, for the meaning of Godot would still remain 
a mystery, which would have to be resolved before we could be 
certain of the ultimate meaning of Godot. 

It’s the same when the theological claim to an afterlife is made 
to connote the meaning and purpose of our existence. We may 
feel that this provides a satisfactory answer but we have no idea 
of what that really means, and so we resume the metaphysical 
struggle for meaning ad infinitum. Consider that if Godot was at 
last to come, the tramps would then be forced to confront the 
question of precisely in what sense they were saved?

You see, the question ‘Does my life have a meaning?’ is a 
proclamation of disengagement: i t  is the expression of 
disillusionment, a marking of loss due to our visceral experience 
of time passing us by leaving the past forever behind. Experiences 
that had been showered with awe and exhilaration are now left 
dry and colourless as parched grassland. Only the memory survives 
as some vague representation of the actual experience itself.

What to do?
But what am I to do then? And in that follow-up question, as 
Sartre points out in Existentialism Is A Humanism, we all valorise 
something. Perhaps what I seek then is some affirmation that I 
have made the right choice – that what I take to be my most 
significant core value can be defended against the bleak nothingness 

B E C K E T T  C A P T U R E S  T H E  E S S E N C E  O F 

T R A I N I N G  S U P E R V I S I O N  G R O U P S
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of a meaningless and uncaring universe. 
And therein lies a solution to the existential problem – action! 

Action as a way of overcoming the burden of one’s waiting for 
something: that you seek out something valuable enough to be 
defended, as Camus came to conclude in his action of ‘Revolt’. 
Camus would tell us that we have an unfulfillable need for a 
metaphysical meaning of life.

 Kierkegaard’s solution to the despair of finding oneself waiting 
was to do it anyway with passion, originality and depth. If we 
engage in this way of being we no longer have the motive to raise 
the question of its meaning. The investment of passion is in itself 

enough to fill one’s desire for meaningful truth. 
So go on then, take the ‘leap of faith’! The power of overcoming 

despair is in the choice and freedom which paradoxically can only be 
executed in the face of uncertainty, which in itself has to be accepted 

– passionately – with open arms. It doesn’t work if you already know 
what the meaning of life is – ontologically speaking, of course!

The tramps do not share in St Augustine’s faith that there is a 
meaning behind the apparent random events of life. But they also 
and crucially do not share in Sartre’s conviction that they can 
themselves decide that meaning either. So all they do is suffer 
and play games to fill up the void. 

Waiting for Godot does not show humans controlling time and 
freely shaping their own destiny in the way a true existentialist 
ought to. It shows humans enduring time, when we have left 
nothing but time – all the time.  ‘I can’t go on like this,’ says 
Estragon. ‘That’s what you think,’ says Vladimir. That is the only 
consolation and only fragment of hope left from this play – stoicism, 
toughness, survival, being able to endure one’s life.

Given all of this then, can there be any merit in loosening our 
tight grip on meaning making as being an absolute endeavour to 
existential therapeutic practice? Can we sometimes allow ourselves 
to just stop and wait to experience time passing by and to endure 
life for what it is, nothing to be done, if only for a brief moment 
to remind ourselves of the temporality of everything, before we 
resume the meaning-making struggle? 

Contact Zeb at zkaylique@gmail.com.

GREAT  
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I came upon something written by the 
choreographer/director Salvo Lombardo that 
made me sit up and take notice. He reminded 
me how a particular kind of listening is in 
itself a form of research.

According to Lombardo, the spirit of 
research and listening skills are connected. 
Listening skills, like research, require 
continuous negotiations and revisiting of 

what we think we already know. 
He is of course referring to the kind of listening that doesn’t 

always happen in our everyday life, particularly if we are listening 
to someone with a very different or conflicting point of view. This 
is the kind of listening we try to do as therapists, supervisors, 
mediators and facilitators and also outside of the therapy room 
in our everyday lives.

  We all know that we don’t only listen with our ears; we pick 
up a steady flow of visual and emotional clues, and sometimes 
these clues can tell us more than the spoken word. What we notice 
depends on our very personal sensitivities, but I wonder if these 
emotional clues are actually 
our shared language, given that 
we all experience stress, worry, 
fear, agitation, frustration, 
sorrow, shame, anger and joy, 
no matter who we are or where 
we come from. 

Deafness and 
listening 
Since I became deaf I have 
noticed that my visual and 
emotional listening skills have 
become much more developed. 
My very good hearing aids 
enable me to understand most 
words as long as I can lip-read 
and ‘tune into’ one person at 
a time.

There are for me no clues 
when a conversation suddenly 
changes course. All I hear are 
sounds that make no sense at 
all. Once I grasp what the person 
is talking about I’ve got 
something to hold onto, and 
only then can I join in and start 
to understand what is being said. 

Questions are my enemy 
because they often appear 
suddenly and to me, when I’m 
speaking, out of context. The 

question might very well seem to be ‘in my context’ from the 
listener’s point of view, but in my experience the question is more 
like an interruption and it can break my thread completely. I then 
have to re-group and attend to the mystery question. 

  What I have discovered about being deaf is that I can’t 
understand what someone is saying without knowing what he or 
she is already talking about. This slows me down considerably, 
whereas a person with normal hearing instantly latches on to what 
the other is saying and at lightning speed is able to create meaningful 
words and sentences.

I think this is why most of us listen for a while and then can’t 
take it any longer without interrupting so that we can get our 
views across. In other words, we select what is familiar and then 
we assume to understand completely, but more often than not our 
understanding is not always the same as the speaker’s understanding.

As listeners we co-create what we hear and what we are hearing 
as listeners often dominates. By that I mean that my views and 
understanding are ‘louder’ than the other person’s. There are times 
when we overtake the speaker by knowing what is coming next 
(a bad habit of mine). Once again, this can only happen if we are 

familiar with what the speaker 
is telling us. It’s a bit like 
listening to familiar music and 
humming along to the tune 
because we know where it is 
going. 

Do we always need 
words in order to 
understand?
My first placement was at a 
university in the early 1990’s 
before I became seriously 
deaf. I saw a 55-year-old 
Malaysian woman who was 
enrolled at the university. 

She looked and behaved 
i n c r e d i b l y  n e r v o u s  a n d 
unhappy. She started to speak 
with a shaky jerky whispering 
voice. The combination of her 
accent and her way of talking 
made it more or less impossible 
to understand her. I interrupted 
her to begin with in order to 
ask her to repeat what she had 
said. She would repeat what 
she had said and I still could 
not understand her. This was 
getting us nowhere.

I felt that while I was busy 
not understanding her words, 

RESEARCHING THERAPIES OR 
THERAPY AS RESEARCH?

B Y  D I A N A  M I T C H E L L

W E  D O N ’ T  J U S T  L I S T E N  W I T H  O U R  E A R S



1 6

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 8

I was certainly not listening to her. I was more worried about what 
I did not understand, rather than to stay with what I was picking 
up and understanding.

  I then decided to go with the flow, shut up and stay with her 
emotional distress, listen to what I saw, show that what I saw 
affected me and not interrupt her flow at all. The sound of her 
whispering shaky voice completed the picture.

When our session ended, she dried her tears and thanked me 
for being so understanding, adding that feeling understood made 
such a difference and gave her some hope at last.

We had six sessions together and I ended up able to understand 
most of what she said, which was probably down to her feeling 
more relaxed and me not putting pressure on myself to understand 
everything she said. 

I’ve often found that people who struggle to speak English 
express themselves more fully because they don’t have words to 
do it for them. Sometimes the more articulate the person is, the 
more words there are to hide behind.

This was a powerful experience to rediscover that listening 
and understanding is not only about hearing words. We listen and 
we watch because the words alone can be empty without seeing 
and sensing the feelings that are attached to them. These little 
clues, which include posture, body movement, breathing, and 
changes of skin colour, are picked up by the listener and give the 
words unique meaning. All that has changed over the years is that 
I primarily listen emotionally and visually while letting my hearing 
aids deal with the verbatim as best they can. 

Research in therapy
As therapists we are already constantly researching, learning and 
discovering the unexpected from our clients while also understanding 
ourselves a little bit better as we go. Every experience potentially 
counts in some way but we can never know when or how we will 
learn from or ‘use’ the 
experience. 

I was half way through 
writing this when I read Del 
Loewenthal’s ‘Is research 
in  psychotherapy  and 
counselling a waste of 
time?’ (European Journal 
o f  P s y c h o t h e r a p y  & 
Counselling, Vol. 18, 2016, 
Issue 4) and I was heartened 
to read that he couldn’t 
think of any research that 
i n f l u e n c e d  h i m  a s  a 
therapist. But I am sure that 
research is useful for many 
therapists. 

  Research for and by 
therapists is a big deal these 
days in more ways than 
one. It seems that in order 
to be taken seriously as a 

therapist one has to be involved in formal research that is connected 
to the practice of therapy. 

I’ve always had a problem with research outcomes when it comes 
to therapy and I still don’t know how therapists learn from, and use 
these various outcomes that come directly from published research. 

For me the word research means to ‘search again’ or to ‘re-
visit’ in any situation where I find myself reassessing and reviewing 
and questioning my own assumptions. I am discovering something 
in an inspirational way.

  As a therapist, supervisor and mediator I have to constantly 
accommodate other people’s beliefs, opinions, values, life 
experiences and cultures with views that sometimes challenge my 
own. Every client I see is totally unique and this creates a one-off 
unique relationship between us. Having a manualized system that 
aims to show how a therapist, or a particular kind of therapy works 
in a more generalized way might be an interesting read, but it is 
for me a system and a theory that is outside my experience.

  My experience of re-searching is that I don’t set out to make 
something happen in a certain way, I might try something different 
and then discover something that I was not expecting. So I have 
not been researching in a self-conscious way. 

My difficulty with the idea that therapists monitor and measure 
their client’s process and outcomes is that on the whole the outcome 
aims to be good enough in order to show progress for the client 
and a satisfied client at the end of therapy. 

  My impression has always been that existential-friendly 
therapists are more likely to believe that each therapy session is 
new and unique. The therapeutic process is not something that 
can be understood in an orderly linear way. It’s chaotic and 
unpredictable, with some lovely little clear runs along the way. 
But the moments of clarity can be short lived. What comes to 

light between a particular 
therapist and client might 
never have happened if that 
client had seen a different 
therapist. 

  Hans Cohn used to say 
that if five therapists saw 
the same client it wouldn’t 
be the same client, or as he 
put it more poetically: the 
client you meet is the client 
who meets you.

The need for  
an outcome
This does not bode well for 
a lot of research outcomes 
where both therapist and 
client are who and how they 
are in relation to each other. 
The process and outcome 
a r e  t he  r e su l t  o f  t he 

RESEARCHING THERAPIES
CONTINUED

A N O T H E R  L I S T E N I N G  O R G A N

As listeners we co-create what we 
hear and what we are hearing as 

listeners often dominates
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possibilities and limitations within that particular relationship 
and it is fuelled by the therapist’s need for an outcome that is 
good and can be clearly articulated.

As therapists we are advised to create a system where we 
methodically research and monitor our clients.

  The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy 
(BACP) tells us that, ‘while it may feel that incorporating research 
into routine practice can interfere with the therapeutic process, studies 
show that therapists who monitor their clients’ progress using tools 
such as outcome measures are better able to meet their client’s needs.’

Yes, I do feel that it would interfere with my therapeutic 
relationships and I’m far from clear how monitoring one client 
can help me meet my other clients’ needs or indeed the client who 
is being monitored.

My therapy relationships are unpredictable. I hope I convey 
that I am not after clarity or certainty or that I expect my client(s) 
to use our therapy sessions in any particular way. There is no right 
or wrong way to be a client. 

I enjoy it when clients seem to suddenly drift off the beaten 
track and I stumble along not really knowing where we might end 
up. I put my trust in my client that he or she knows more than I 
do and that everything is significant in some way, even when I 
haven’t a clue in what way. 

I trust and hope that we will unravel the mystery together. But 
it is our relationship; a relationship that neither of us can clearly 
grasp because it is happening between us, that is at the heart of the 
therapy. And I might never know what is therapeutic for my client. 

I also hope to ‘meet my client’s needs’ but I can never know 
how their experience of our sessions has helped, no matter how 
complimentary my client is at the end of therapy. I like to think 
that at times a client might come away with something that they 
never thought they needed and that something might only come 
to light after therapy has ended. 

  The BACP continues: ‘If no research is available on a particular 
therapy, or if other research is considered to be of a higher standard, 
then the therapy may not be recommended, even if there is no evidence 
that it is less effective than more widely researched alternatives.’

So here we are, research has to be seen to be happening so that 
there is proof that shows that the therapy is a system that is followed 
and that gets good and effective results. I know that there are many 
clients along with their therapists who gain from examining their 
progress and process on paper in a concrete way. But how did we 
ever get to where we are now, where these requirements seem to 
trample over the importance of the therapeutic relationship?

Cause and effect exercise
We are now in a culture where monitored, measured outcome- 
orientated therapy seems to see the process of therapy as a kind 
of cause and effect exercise and where rigorous research outcomes 
can be grouped together and then safely implemented and applied 

in order to help our clients. This reminds me a bit of pharmaceutical 
companies giving people medicine that has not been researched, 
approved and passed. Therapy in general seems to have slipped 
firmly back into the medical model.

  And finally, the guidelines from BACP are that ‘Research is a 
vital part of therapeutic practice. It commits members to “keeping 
accurate and appropriate records” and to “monitoring how clients 
experience our work together and the effects of our work with them”.’ 

Well, that’s me in the naughty corner! I stopped taking notes years 
ago. Supervision is where and how I ‘monitor’ my work with my 
clients. 

The United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP) states 
that psychotherapy research is relevant because ‘In the NHS and private 
practice, there is a growing demand for evidence-based practice.’

Fair enough, I can understand why therapists need to jump through 
those hoops if they want to work in the NHS or any organization that 
has to apply for funding.

The UKCP adds that ‘Practice-orientated research can help to 
produce the best possible outcome for therapists.’ Oops, maybe that 
was a UKCP typo and should read, ‘best outcome for clients and 
therapists’? 

How do these outcomes from the research assist the therapists? 
Surely every session follows a unique process that results in a 
unique outcome; a process and an outcome that will never be 
repeated again.

  Statements like these are delivered with a straight face, 
authority and confidence as if they are a fact. There is also a 
sweeping assumption that we all agree that rigorous recorded 
research is the way to go if we want to get the best possible 
outcomes. 

So how do therapists ‘apply’ the outcomes of psychotherapy 
research to their therapy work? Outcomes that to me are therapist-
led. The monitoring and box ticking are the therapist’s idea and 
the client complies. 

  When I was a group supervisor on training courses I used 
remind my group how research had over and over shown that it 
was the therapeutic relationship that was key to the therapy. I said 
that not because research told me it was so, but because I already 
knew that from my own experience as a therapist, supervisor and 
mediator.

I have just quoted Del Loewenthal because he was backing my 
views up and there is satisfaction in that, as in: told you so! 

I think the same happens with research outcomes; we cherry 
pick what we already know from experience and that is why it 
strikes us as significant and meaningful. 

  Life is one colossal never-ending research project, where 
there are never lasting or clear outcomes. The moment we arrive 
at an outcome we have already moved on and away, often in a 
completely different direction. Once we think we have at last 
understood, that initial understanding morphs into a different 
understanding. This is what can make therapy and life so 
unpredictable, mysterious, exciting and frustrating. 
Contact Diana at didavmitchell@gmail.com

We are already constantly 
researching, learning and 

discovering the unexpected from 
our clients while also understanding 
ourselves a little bit better as we go.

Life is one colossal never-ending 
research project, where there are 

never lasting or clear outcomes
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It’s past midnight on a Tuesday evening in 
July when I get an email on my phone. I’m 
in a Vienna hotel, overlooking on one side 
the Danube and on the other a lunar landscape 
straight out of De Chirico or J.G. Ballard – 
futuristic without a future, humans scuttling 
under tall buildings. 

The sender has been at my talk that 
morning. Though she disagrees with what I 

said, she says she finds it ‘necessary’. It reminded her of a 
contemporary, ‘actionist’ Austrian artist. I click on the link and 
am appalled by what I see: mutilated bodies, paint thrown so as 
to look like blood – that sort of thing. I feel hurt and angry. Then 
I feel sad. Was my talk that shocking? 

I thought it was standard stuff: the Buddha’s meditation on death 
(certainty of its occurrence, uncertainty of the time of its occurrence). 
OK, I praised despair (drawing from Beckett) and urgency (from 
the neglected half of Dr. King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech). OK, I 
did this in the middle of a six-day person-centred conference 
dedicated to ‘Hope’. I had also shown a clip from Devo’s ‘It’s a 
beautiful world’ YouTube video that went with the song.

It’s a beautiful world we live in
Beautiful people everywhere,
They way they show they care 
Makes me want to say
‘It’s a beautiful world’

The above is sung over images of the Ku Klux Klan, Hiroshima, 
and the US police engaged in one of their favourite sports: beating 
up and arresting black people. OK, I also presented hope, in line 
with Greek mythology, as the greatest of evils, given that it 
prolongs humanity’s torment, according to Zeus’ designs, in the 
famous of Pandora’s ‘jar of evils’. 

Still. I am offended by being 
compared to  th is  Viennese 
actionist guy. Besides, the sender 
of the email could have easily 
come to talk to me. I’ll do that 
tomorrow. I google her name, but 
there’s no photo on her website. 
I give up and delete her email.

Weeks later, there is a lizard 
on the kitchen table of my parents’ 
flat. I get close. It’s much bigger 
than a lizard, more like an iguana, 
but furry – and scary. I grab a 
bread knife, bang it once on the 
wooden table and shout for effect, 
expecting the thing to go away. 
It doesn’t. Instead, it turns its 
head and leisurely inspects me. 
Freaked out, I go next door and 
say to my partner that we must 

do something. By now, various creatures are crawling around us, 
vainly chased by a cat. I wake up. 

*
The curators of Gustav Klimt’s exhibition at the Leopold Museum 
are at pains to declare that women in his erotic drawings are 
‘depersonalized and depicted as objects of male desire’, and that 
their ‘essence is reduced to sexual and natural libidinal aspects’. In 
the next sentence, as if remembering that it is the Hierophant of 
Viennese art (and Major Tourist Magnet) they’re attacking, they add 
that despite the above ‘these somnambulistic depictions allow for 

emancipatory interpretation and the expression of female autonomy’. 
Whatever; these raw drawings and sketches are excruciatingly 

poignant in their defencelessness; they are so tender in their unabashed 
loveliness – at the opposite end, say, of the hyper-varnished avatars 
of blank beauty found in Silicon(e) Valley-of-Tears.

From the grave, across one-hundred and three years’ divide, 
comes Klimt’s response, in the same room that hosts his three 
majestic paintings Philosophy, Medicine, Jurisprudence. ‘The 
Austrian state and ministry of education – he writes – attack real 
art and real artists. They only protect what is weak and false’. 
Right on, Gustav, I say. Plus, Klimt collected works from China, 
Africa and other distant cultures. In the heart of this imperial city, 
he was sincerely open to learn from non-European cultures. 

Tired from lack of sleep, I shuffle upstairs to pay my respects 
to the arguably greater and more urgent art of draftsman, painter, 
and printmaker Egon Schiele. Thanks to my present somnambulism 
(too happy to bother with slumber) and self-imposed solitude 
(pining for the desert among unremitting waves of person-centred 

DEGENERATE PSYCHOLOGY
B Y  M A N U  B A Z Z A N O

True ecology begins with the demise 
of anthropology
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jollity), I am momentarily set free from the protective smugness 
of the fully-rested, from the realaesthetik of art consumers. I’m 
ready to imbibe the intensity of these paintings and drawings – the 
unsettling marvel that unfolds room after silent room through 40 
paintings and 180 works on paper, including his poems:

I am a man
I love death and I love life.

I am somewhat surprised by Schiele’s spiritual longings, his 
view of art as ‘eternal’, and by his faith in the artist natural and 
gifts and vocation.

Artists easily feel
the great flickering light,
the heat,
the breathing of living beings,
the arrival and
the disappearance of things

I am surprised by his desire for transcendence in his late icons 
and in his body and nature landscapes. Why should I be surprised? 
Doesn’t the impermanence of every living thing inexorably hint at 
eternity? Perhaps I/we have been persuaded to envision the latter 
solely in ethereal garb, our aseptic gaze averted from the flesh.

Like his Small Tree in Late Autumn, painted in 1911, this 
young artist – killed at twenty-eight by the Spanish influenza 
epidemic – sought redemption. His numerous examples of self-
portraits present unsettling, inspiring visions: gaunt, deformed, 
unprotected, his twisting self-portraiture owing to modern dance, 
reworked by Bowie for the cover of the Heroes album. Schiele was 
one of the first to steadily investigate double self-portraiture, open 
to multiple meanings – inner/outer, worldly/spiritual, life/death. 

These depictions suggest something above and beyond the 
Doppelgänger, an image in any case as alien, as archaic, and as 
incomprehensible to most contemporary, self-assured, positivist 
psychology and psychotherapy – as archaic as the rumour of an 
unconscious. You can rest assured: the double is not sinister, 
Schiele seems to say; it expresses an inherent multiplicity of 
meanings – a threat in its own right, in an age that champions 
integration, affect-regulation and self-styled authenticity.

*
On 19 July 1937, four years after they had come to power, the 
Nazis put on an art exhibition in Munich titled ‘Entartete Kunst’, 
‘Degenerate Art’. It included some of the best modernist art 
around. Bauhaus, Cubism, Dada, Expressionism, Fauvism, 
Impressionism, and Surrealism were all labelled degenerate.  
Hitler gave the inaugural speech, declaring ‘merciless war’ to  
an art that in his view ‘insults German feeling, or destroys or 
confuse natural form’. 

The first three rooms were organized in themes: the first featured 
works regarded as debasing religion; the second showed works 
from Jewish artists, and the third artworks deemed insulting to 
women, soldiers and German farmers. ‘Didactic’ slogans and 
‘commentaries’ were painted on the walls, things like: ‘insolent 
mockery of the Divine’, ‘example of the Jewish racial soul’, ‘an 
insult to German womanhood’, ‘deliberate sabotage of national 
defense’, ‘nature as seen by sick minds’, and even ‘madness 
becomes method’.

The OED defines degenerate as ‘having lost the qualities proper 
to the race or kind, [as] having declined from a higher to a lower 
type’ – from de = away and genus = one’s kind (humankind). To 
fall from the human into the ‘lower’ domain of nature is to descend 
from our status as the ‘crown of creation’ (the religious view) or 
as rational beings (the secular view). I’d like to ask: could that 
fall be desirable? Could it mean the beginning of the end for 
anthropocentrism, or human-centredness? For Nietzsche,

Humans as a species do not represent any progress 
compared with any other animal. The whole animal 
and vegetable kingdom does not evolve from the 
lower to the higher-but all at the same time, in utter 
disorder, over and against each other.

Some would say the above stance is the beginning of true 
ecology, for only a being that is part of, rather than above, other 
living beings can respect nature rather than exploit its resources. 
True ecology begins with the demise of anthropology. 

Sadly, humanistic/existential psychology gave up archaeology 
in favour of anthropology, forgetting that after Foucault 
anthropology has been declared bankrupt. Why? Because it is 
inextricably wedded to religion, metaphysics and morality. 

It was easy to laugh at Sigmund Freud’s positivist hope to find, 
through persistent digging, some final ground, a foundational 
explanation to our compulsion to replay ad infinitum the ancient 
drama of milk and shit. Dismayed, we took up anthropology 
instead – the study of the human. We sang the praises of the 
human. And got stuck with the human.

*
It’s time for the Gala dinner at the majestic Rathaus – Vienna City 
Hall, all chandeliers and carpets on the ascending stairs. In this 
very same place on 15 March 1938, following the Anschluss, the 

S C H I E L E :  ‘ S M A L L  T R E E
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DEGENERATE PSYCHOLOGY
CONTINUED

annexation of Austria to Germany, the mayor of Vienna in the 
name of all Viennese enthusiastically welcomed Hitler. 

It’s hard to shake the ghastly remnant of this ignominious past 
and muster the desire to do what I am now cheerfully asked to 
do: dance the waltz to Dean Martin’s ‘When the moon hits your 
eye like a big Pizza pie, it’s amore’. Is that so, Dino fucking 
Martino? And what on earth is a ‘Pizza pie’? Meanwhile, all 
Belgians and French colleagues are off watching the France vs. 
Belgium semi-final on a tiny computer screen.

Question: How does a modern authoritarian state operate in a 
seemingly non-degenerate society? Every Viennese I spoke to 
seems happy to live here. Work, leisure, and self development. 
Yoga on Sundays, Five Rhythms on Wednesdays, and therapy on 
Fridays. Trains are clean, punctual, and duly air-conditioned in 
the summer. And if the air conditioning breaks down, they’ll hand 
you free deodorants. The city is urbane, spacious, ultra safe. 

What is the current government? – I ask. The answer is wobbly. 
Yes, well, there are problems with migrants pushing at the  
border to get in. Do they also want to do Yoga on Sundays,  
therapy on Fridays and be given free deodorant when the air 
conditioning breaks down? Some of them made it here; from a 
distant pub in the Prater on my last night here I hear the loud 
cheers of (I later learn) Croatians shaking the English awake  
from their momentary hopes.

What is the government here, in the heart of Fortress Europe? 
I do my own little research. Austria is run by a conservative 
government in coalition with the far-right. Its young chancellor 
is one Sebastian Kurz, leader of the nationalist, anti-Muslim 
‘Freedom Party’. Wishing to make Austria great again, he called 
for 10,000 border guards to be deployed by 2020 at the border of 
Fortress Europe. 

It used to be straightforward, with blatant hatred of the poor, 

blacks, ethnic minorities. Now the crucial thing is to be born in 
the right place. In the words of the current President of the United 
States of America:

 The day I was born I had already won the greatest 
lottery on earth. I was born in the United States of 
America. With that came the amazing opportunities 
that every American has. The right to become the best 
person that you can be. 

‘Birthright’ is very different from universal right, and our 
current crazed obsession with geography begins to make (perverse) 
sense. Writing on global inequality, the economist Branko Milanović 
argues that the best predictor of wealth is, increasingly, less 
determined by race or class, and more by the place where you 
were born. Since the mid-20th century, he writes, ‘the place where 
we were born or where we live’ increasingly began to determine 
‘as much as two-thirds of our lifetime income’. 

There has been a fundamental shift in global inequality which 
has meant that citizenship has become more important than class. 
The latter in turn explains to some extent why freedom of movement 
is being everywhere heavily curtailed, and why a brand new, and 
highly dubious virtue was born, what Malcolm Bull calls ‘birtherism’: 
‘In a world where geographical location is the best predictor of 
economic outcomes – he writes – being indigenous counts for a lot.’ 

Nativism and attachment to the ‘soil’ are back in fashion, 
subsisting in part on a reliable if unsavoury diet of racism – yet 
different from the latter, since location is more dependable than 
race in relation to global income distribution. You can be a 

G Ü N T E R  B R U S :  M O D E L L I N G  D A R K N E S S  F O R 

V I E N N A ’ S  P E R S O N - C E N T R E D  T H E R A P I S T S

I wonder whether it is time to 
reappropriate the term ‘degenerate’ as a 
positive refusal to obey the parameters 

set by the humanistic tradition
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xenophobe and not necessarily a racist. Condemning Heidegger’s 
nativism, in 1974 Levinas wrote (in Otherwise than Being) 
that ‘attachment to place splits humanity into natives and 
strangers’. Since then, nativism has become, if anything, more 
virulent and stubborn.

*
To each ego its object, to each superego its abject 
(Julia Kristeva).

Now I hesitate. I begin to wonder whether I have dismissed 
too readily what the sender of the email was trying to convey. 
Wish I could remember her name and ask her directly. Is it 
right for me or anyone to dismiss how our words and deeds 
are read by others? Am I the only legitimate interpreter of what 
I say, once words take leave of me? Could it be that a listener/
reader hears what I may be unaware of? Perhaps I am afraid 
of the implications of what I say. The urgency is certainly there, 
but I can’t really control how it is going to be perceived. 

I decide to take a second look at the ‘Viennese actionist’; 
his name is Günter Brus. I find that, once I get past the shock 
of some of his methods, I begin to sympathize with his ethos. 
I then remember that when mentioning to my Austrian colleagues 
the names of their compatriots whose work I admire – Robert 
Musil, Thomas Bernhardt, Elfriede Jelinek, Michael Haneke 
– their response had been unanimous: ‘oh, they are very dark’. 

Freud left Vienna in 1938 right after the Anschluss, and 
came to live here, up the road from where I live, until his death 
a year later. His own mythical art was seen as degenerate by 
the Nazis. I wonder whether it is time to reappropriate the term 
‘degenerate’ as a positive refusal to obey the parameters set 
by the humanistic tradition for our strange and overrated species. 

Those parameters are limiting, for they forget, among many 
other things, one fundamental human experience that is closely 
allied to a ‘degenerate’ state: I’m thinking of abjection, the 
state of being cast off, from ab = away, and jacere = to throw. 
In Saint Genet, Sartre listed abjection as one of the ways of 
experiencing the world – as legitimate, in his view, as the 
Stoics’ refusal of the world, Cartesian doubt, and Husserlian 
epoché. He saw abjection as one methodical conversion lived 
in pain and pride, and which does not lead to the transcendental 
consciousness of Husserl, the abstract thinking of the Stoics 
or the cogito of Descartes, but to an existence lived at a high 
degree of tension and lucidity. 

Scandalous at the time, his suggestion is even more so now, 
in a psychological landscape saturated by dreams of control, 
sanitization and a general pathologizing of ordinary humans 
by psychologist humans. Sartre’s articulation of abjection (an 
equally powerful exploration is found in Julia Kristeva) is 
crucial to therapists who aspire to work beyond the cosy domain 
of cognitive reprogramming and ersatz religion and are not 
shy to work within areas where the suspension of judgement 
and cultural prejudice is paramount.

Manu will host an affordable three-day experiential 
workshop in Budapest, Hungary, 16-18 November 2018, 
titled Unconditional Hospitality: Zen, Therapy, and 
Existential Phenomenology (contact Dániel Ványi  
daniel.vanyi@gmail.com). Contact Manu at  
manubazzano@onetel.com

LOST IN THE FIERY 
HELL OF A CANYON A 

MAN DESPERATELY 
STRUGGLES FOR LIFE 

B Y  H U G H  K N O P F  A N D  
A R T H U R  R I M B A U D

Je suis le saint, en prière sur la terrasse, comme les bêtes 
pacifiques paissent jusqu’à la mer de Palestine.

I am all God’s holy love, gazing at this infinite sky,
burning with desires unsatisfied, unsatisfied, I return

to my empty room.

Je suis le savant au fauteuil sombre. Les branches
et la pluie se jettent à la croisée de la bibliothèque.

I am a wise and holy man, sitting in my darkened room.
My eyes fill with hot salty tears my throat with

the dust of a thousand empty bookshelves.

Je suis le piéton de la grand’route par les bois nains; 
la rumeur des écluses couvre mes pas. Je vois longtemps 

la mélancolique lessive d’or du couchant.

I am a traveller of these dry and moistened lands, of
the desert and the drowned forest. The silent roar of the blood

in my veins, deafens my words, the screams of my lover, tearing
and opening and re-opening flesh! Oh, what joy, what joy,
what joy, what joy, what ecstasy, what ecstasy this hell is!

Je serais bien l’enfant abandonné sur la jetée partie
à la haute mer, le petit valet suivant l’allée dont le front

touche le ciel.

I might be a dead Syrian child, washed up on the shores of an 
insipid paradise. My icy uniform of mocking hope clings to my 
arms, my legs my body. My face wet with last salt-water tears, 

under weeds from this warm shoreline, is you my father, my 
mother, my sister, my brother, the other,

breathing still in distant lands.

Les sentiers sont âpres. Les monticules se couvrent de genêts. 
L’air est immobile. Que les oiseaux et les sources sont loin ! Ce ne 

peut être que la fin du monde, en avancant.

Beneath the trembling, sultry waves I feel the soft muzzle
of the dolphin and the whale, the anemone’s poison spine.

Oh what world, what world, what world this is, this world, mine!
Oh, the fading light, the fading light, the fading light, this fading 

light,

divine!

Rimbaud’s words are from ‘Illuminations’. The work is not a 
finished work but is of fluid content and interpretation, and Hugh 

would appreciate any report of what images people might have 
reading it. Contact Hugh at hughknopf@rocketmail.com.
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The publication of Heidegger ’s Black 
Notebooks has further inflamed readers who 
were already affected by the fact of his 
avowed Nazi sympathies. For decades prior 
to the publication of the Notebooks it was 
common knowledge that Heidegger’s Party 
membership was more than a passing 
fascination with National Socialism. 

In 1933, when he was given the rectorship 
at the University of Freiburg, he publicly lauded the Party in his 
inaugural address. Although he resigned from the post in 1934, 
he continued with this political affiliation until the end of WWII. 
Even at the end of his long affair with a toxic ideology he failed 
to offer any remorse for his enchantment with evil.  This will 
continue to disturb many in the field of existential therapy who 
were otherwise in unadulterated awe of the brilliance of Heidegger’s 
works on ontology – especially Being and Time and its precursor, 
History of the Concept of Time. 

Now with the arrival of the Notebooks his acolytes and critics 
alike must contend with the implications of his express remarks 
that are regarded by many as unequivocally anti-Semitic. Concerns 
have erupted across academic communities that Heidegger’s 
critique of modernity was merely a cover and that his ontological 
theory was merely a way to launder his anti-Semitism. The burst 
of exegesis and deconstruction of all his texts will no doubt 
continue as more Notebooks are translated. 

Fingerprints of anti-Semitism
In this light, it is worth considering that in present discussions a 
number of contextual aspects on the subject of anti-Semitism remain 
buried, since the focus is sharply on Heidegger alone. Heidegger 
was not the first theorist in the history of Western philosophy to be 
charged with anti-Semitism. A bit of dust blowing reveals all kinds 
of fingerprints everywhere across the philosophical canon. 

Previous to Heidegger, influential figures whose ideas were 
saddled with some form of anti-Semitism, to name a handful, are: 
Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Marx. 
Harry Reader, in his Philosophers and Anti-Semitism offers the 
following as a deeper motivation: 

The issue of anti-Semitism in philosophy is of 
enormous historical scope for it concerns the various 
efforts made at different times to exclude Jewish 
thinkers and thought from the traditions and lineages 
of Western philosophy. It is itself part of the larger 
issue of the place and role of the Jewish people in 
European culture in general and the attempts that 
anti-Semites have made to deny Jews any standing in 
Europe. 

It is frequently heard that if all canonical philosophers were 
to be given a heave-ho for their unsavoury beliefs then we would 

be left with a very short list. Plato and Aristotle would be the first 
to go for their ardent support of slavery and chauvinism. 

But this seems to be a moot point when it comes to Heidegger. 
In comparison to the 18th and 19th century societal and philosophical 
anti-Semitism, the scale of Hitler’s political philosophy is 
unsurpassable for its horror. Heidegger, as a contemporary of 
Hitler, thus incurred a heavy moral debt to his readers by not 
leaving – to the best of our knowledge – any intelligible account 
of his sympathies with an ideology that eventually lead to the 
Nazi concentration camps. 

The subject matter of earlier philosophers’ anti-Semitism – and 
their influence on Heidegger – must therefore be dealt with 
separately. In referring to Heidegger’s anti-Semitic predecessors, 
no watering down of his culpability should be allowed to occur. 
It does however seem important to consider the context within 
which Heidegger is to account for himself. In this light, I think 
the stance taken by his contemporaries, and not so much his 
predecessors, is especially relevant. 

The Frankfurt School
I now want to draw attention to prominent philosophical figures 
in and from Heidegger’s Germany whom we are least likely to 
expect taking Nazi anti-Semitism lightly. This is not the least due 
to the simple fact of their own Jewishness, although this remark 
should not be read as criticism of their failure merely because 
they themselves were Jews. 

What raises the stake with these particular theorists is that at 
the very core of their explanatory-diagnostic project of emancipation, 
lies a critique of modernity based on an in-depth analysis of all 

that weakens societal structures. I am referring to the Frankfurt 
School thinkers, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, the 
pioneers of Critical Social Theory associated with the Institute 
of Social Research (ISR). 

Anti-Semitism was a specific area of critique in the primary 
text issued by the Frankfurt School, The Dialectic of Enlightenment. 
Its authors, Adorno and Horkheimer, had been disenchanted with 
the socio-economic and political ideologies prevailing at the time 
– capitalism, fascism and communism. They argued that traditional 
Enlightenment-related theories and praxes could not be relied 
upon to deliver the emancipatory-utopian ideals that each of these 
had promised. Critical of the forms of institutional structures that 
underpinned these ideologies, they argued for the necessity of 
envisioning a new line of societal development. 

HEIDEGGER’S  
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‘One did not want to advertise that (relationship 
between anti- Semitism and Nazi ideology),’ and one 
was unwilling ‘to draw unnecessary attention  
to the overwhelming Jewish origins’ of the  
Institute’s members. 

The year 1938 was of crucial importance since it marked the 
beginning of threats of deportation and mass-arrests of the Jewish 
minorities in Germany and Austria. Yet it took the Institute until 
1939 to clarify its stand on anti-Semitism, when Max Horkheimer 
published his essay on The Jews and Europe. In this he wrote, 
‘Whoever wants to explain anti-Semitism must speak of National 
Socialism,’ but then proceeded to hold responsible the dysfunctional 
tendencies within liberal capitalism that lead to anti-Semitism 
within a new totalitarian order. For Bahr, this points to an 
unavoidable conclusion that throughout the 1930s and much of 
1940s, ISR protagonists failed to anticipate and to account for 
the rise in implementation of systematically gruesome policies 
of anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany. 

It is worth pausing here to acknowledge the essential difference 
between, on one hand, Heidegger’s active anti-Semitism and 
advocacy of National Socialism, and on the other hand, Adorno’s 
and Horkheimer’s failure to condemn the same as part of their 
critique. The latter’s betrayal at worst indicates a lack of moral 
courage in the face of an instinct for self-preservation. Heidegger, 
on the other hand, voluntarily pursued an ideology that was 
consistent with his own prejudice. Whether this affiliation and 
prejudice are also implicit features in his philosophy is a question 
that I will take up below. 

Detached analysis
For now, we should take note that instead of holding the Nazi 
anti-Semitic ideology responsible for the carnage, Adorno and 
Horkheimer pursued a detached, cerebral analysis of the problem 
of anti-Semitism. 

For instance, they took recourse in psychoanalysis for explaining 
anti-Semitism in terms of social psychodynamics. Anti-Semitism, they 
argued, is based on a projection of fears and repressed wants, feelings 
of incapability and impotence onto to those who appear capable and 
potent (David Held, Introduction to Critical Theory, p. 147). 

Adorno and Horkheimer write in the chapter on anti-Semitism 
in the Dialectics of Enlightenment (1944): 

Impulses which the subject will not admit as his own, 
even though they are most assuredly so, are attributed 
to the object – the prospective victim. This process, in 
psychological terms, is known as transference

These psychological interpretations, regardless of their 
theoretical merit, failed to signal the fate of the Jews in Germany 
who were denounced as being ‘no better than animals’ and a 
‘threat’ to the Fatherland. The horrific aspects of Nazism were 

It would be expected that placed between the two world wars 
Adorno and Horkheimer would have paid close attention to the 
anti-Jewish Nazi movements taking place in Germany. ISR members 
had already been aiming for the end of Hitler’s fascism and the 
rebuilding of a post-Nazi society. 

It is therefore ironic that in their own study of anti-Semitism, 
its relationship to Nazi ideology and Hitler’s regime was strikingly 
absent. Much of the focus of their study was anti-Semitism – not 
in Germany, but in the United States of America. What plausible 
explanation could there be for this omission in their research?

Disappointing lack
Contemporary philosopher and critical theorist Ehrhard Bahr, in 
an incisive paper titled The Anti-Semitism Studies of the Frankfurt 
School: The Failure of Critical Theory, gives a rigorous account 
of the disappointing lack in ISR’s project. 

According to Bahr, years before ISR formally recognised the 
threat to European peace from the fomenting anti-Semitism by 
the National Socialists, three phases of anti-Jewish measures had 
already been passed in Germany. These were:

1) Boycott of Jewish businesses and professions and 
legislation against Jewish professionals of April 1933, 
2) Nuremberg laws of 1935 which were passed to protect 
the purity of German Blood and German honour, and to 
prohibit extra-marital sexual relations between Jews and 
Germans. (Eventually these laws also covered gypsies, 
Romani, and black people.)
3) Kristallnacht pogrom of 1938 (which lead to hundreds 
of deaths and 30,000 interments in concentration camps)

Bahr cites from Martin Jay’s book The Dialectical Imagination 
one of ISR’s members:

J U S T  O N E  H E I D E G G E R
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set aside and the phenomenon explained away in social 
psychoanalytic terms. 

A further intellectualisation of the phenomenon was to regard 
anti-Semitism as a form of Christian attack on Judaism. The religion 
of the Son (Jesus Christ) was perceived as railing against the religion 
of the Father and his surviving children, the Jews. Instead of squarely 
pointing to the Nazis, Adorno and Horkheimer took a historical 
and sideways view of anti-Semitism, tracing it back to the pre-
bourgeois life, to Christian beliefs, and to negative developments 
in the use of reason in the post-Enlightenment period. 

Thus Bahr proposes that the source of anti-Semitism was 
explained away from Hitler’s agenda and towards other theoretical 
speculations. There was no recognition that these accounts, even 
if credible, were being exploited for manipulating the mass 
consciousness of the German people. The problematizing of Nazi 
ideology was set aside in favour of other less proximate explanations. 
In fact, so removed was their analysis from the ghastly events in 
Germany that the term ‘concentration camp’ is missing from their 
chapter on anti-Semitism. 

Bahr suggests that Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis of anti-
Semitism in America was probably valid, but to place it on the 
same level as the Nazi strategy of planned scientific extermination, 
and to consider it more dangerous for the future, reveals an alarming 
lack of differentiation. Even during the war, one ISR member 
went so far as to call the German people ‘the least anti-Semitic 
of all’ (Martin Jay, Dialectical Imagination). 

In Minima Moralia, 1951, Adorno indicated that he was aware 
of the existence of the concentration camps as early as 1944, 
which, however, received no mention in the Dialectic of 
Enlightenment. It was only after their return to post-War Germany 
in 1949 that Adorno and Horkheimer arrived at a more realistic 
assessment of German anti-Semitism. Adorno’s famous words: 
‘To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’ were written not 
until his 1951 essay, Cultural Criticism and Society.

It is in this light that we must contend with Adorno’s claim 
that Heidegger’s affiliation with the Nazi Party bears witness to 
the flaws in his philosophical conceptions. Adorno argued that 
Nazi ideology was implicit in Being and Time published in 1926. 
In Adorno’s analysis, Heidegger’s ‘metaphysics of death’ cultivate 
‘the heroic possibilities of death’ and is  ‘a propaganda for death’ 
(Metaphysics. Concept and Problems). 

Professor Christian Fuchs at the University of Westminster 
writes in an essay Martin Heidegger’s Anti-Semitism: Philosophy 
of Technology and the Media in the Light of the Black Notebooks, 
that Heidegger’s combination of philosophy and poetry is, for 
Adorno, ‘provincial kitsch’ that uses ‘archaic language’. For 
Adorno, Heidegger’s fetishism of ‘the origin’ is a form of mysticism. 
The ‘cult of origin and renewal’ would ‘not by accident and not 

HEIDEGGER’S  
ANTI-SEMITISM IN CONTEXT 

CONTINUED

externally have sympathy with the barbarism that took shape in 
his [Heidegger’s] political history’ so that foundations of ‘National-
Socialist ideology’ would be contained in Being and Time.  For 
Adorno, Fuchs writes, Heidegger’s agreement with National 
Socialism was ‘the more elegant version of fascist ideology, was 
not a lack of character of the philosopher, but lay in the content 
of his doctrine.’ But, Fuchs continues, 

The discussion of technology in the Black Notebooks 
shows that Heidegger considered the Nazis to be too 
modern in that they introduced modern technologies 
such as the radio that they used for ideological 
purposes. Heidegger seems to have had a pre-modern 
version of National Socialism in mind. 

Associative reasoning
My point in this discussion is this: Involvement with historically 
embedded processes of National Socialism and anti-Semitism, 
whilst reprehensible features of Heidegger’s politics, might not 
need to be conflated with his philosophical oeuvre. Given that 
Adorno was himself lax in his condemnation of what he was to 
later find objectionable in Heidegger, should make us consider 
how best to proceed with examining the latter’s philosophy for 
traces of a venomous ideology. 

As it is, this particular charge has rapidly gained momentum 
since the publication of the Notebooks. Note the categorical terms 
in which the French philosopher Emmanuel Faye concludes: 

With the work of Heidegger, it is the principles of 
Hitlerism and Nazism that have been introduced into 
the philosophy libraries of the planet… In order to 
preserve the future of philosophical thought, it is 
equally indispensable for us to inquire into the true 

Heidegger’s anti-Semitism 
remains uncondonable, leaving 

some of us inconsolable

H O R K H E I M E R  ( L E F T ) 

A N D  A D O R N O
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nature of Heidegger’s Gesamtausgabe, a collection of 
texts containing principles that are racist, eugenic, 
and radically deleterious to the existence of human 
reason. Such a work cannot continue to be placed in 
the philosophy section of libraries; its place is rather 
in the historical archives of Nazism and Hitlerism. 
(Heidegger: The Introduction of Nazism into 
Philosophy)

Giving a more concrete instance, Faye claims that Heidegger’s 
critique of modernity targets Judaism with ‘worldlessness’. Faye 
traces this concept to mean that as ‘worldless’ Heidegger reduces 
the Jews to the level of things. The terms ‘worldless’ thus obtains 
a sinister gloss of dehumanisation. (Heidegger had used it in his 
1929 course on ‘The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics’.) 

In response to Faye, Michael Marder, a philosophy professor, 
finds it ridiculous when Faye proceeds to conclude that, ‘the 
Heideggeraian notion of “being-in-the-world” – which is central 
to Being and Time, may take on the meaning of a discriminatory 
term with anti-Semitic intent.’ Marder regards it as an ‘amateurish 
trick, endeavouring to taint a fecund idea by means of nothing 
but free association’ (A Fight for the Right to Read Heidegger). 

I think that a tendency towards this kind of associative reading 
is part and parcel of the current audit of Heidegger’s works in 
which meanings are likely to be imputed that are potentially 
surplus to Heidegger’s philosophical intent and substance. It is 
this associative reasoning that may be leading to unfettered 
momentum in a campaign to denounce not just Heidegger’s politics 
but also his philosophy as its correlate. 

It is one thing to suggest that since the two – philosophy and 
politics – belong to the same person, the Notebooks provide 
grounds to re-examine his written works, and quite another to 
assert baldly that the two are the same ipso facto. This could be 
both fallacious and un-philosophical.

Holding a place open
At this point, it would be disingenuous of me to not declare my 
fervent wish to be able to at least provisionally hold a place open 
for Heidegger’s philosophy in my own work as an existence-
oriented therapist. I think I stand alongside some others whose 
theoretical core is undergirded in part by Heidegger’s fundamental 
ontology and the primary concepts of Dasein and Mitsein. 
Heidegger’s anti-Semitism remains uncondonable, leaving some 
of us inconsolable. 

There are other flaws in Heidegger too: the tacitly amoral 
nature of his notion of authenticity is one, against which I have 
argued elsewhere that genuine authenticity and moral sensibility 
go hand in hand. I also balk at Heidegger’s utter lack of 
acknowledgement of Kierkegaard’s influence upon him. 

These are however paltry offences in comparison to his nefarious 
political involvement and prejudice. Here in this essay it is also 
a moot point whether Heidegger’s anti-Semitism is racial or 
cultural. Whether and how this distinction could be made is 
something I will take up separately with reference to Karl Marx’s 
essay on The Jewish Question. 

The late Hans Cohn wrote a ‘very personal talk’ in which he 
said: ‘I remember my feelings of deep disappointment and shock 
when after reading T. S. Eliott’s Waste Land, shortly after my 
arrival in England, I was told of Eliott’s anti-Semitism.’ (Heidegger 
and the Jewish Existential Psychotherapist). Cohn goes on to 

describe how he had worked through the Heidegger crisis and 
found a personal resolution: there are not two Heideggers, one 
good and the other bad. The one and only Heidegger could  
be profound and shallow, perceptive and blind, unconcerned  
and caring. 

I think many a philosopher and psychotherapist will have 
endured a similar sense of feeling crushed upon learning of 
Heidegger’s political views and anti-Semitism. The sage words 
of Jonathan Rée are there for us as a sober reminder: ‘Philosophy 
is about learning to be aware of problems in your own thinking 
where you might not have suspected them’ [emphasis mine]. 

The current debates in academic circles about whether to evict 
Heidegger from the philosophical canon raise questions about the 
very meaning of what it means to be philosophical. Ironically, I 
think Heidegger himself can offer some guidance, for the sum of 
his philosophical message is but an appeal to make our own 
thinking more thoughtful.

Contact Devang at dev.vaidya@btinternet.com.
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This is a true account of the resilience of the 
human spirit even as one faces death. In spite 
of the presence of existential anxiety, each 
one of us has the choice on how we relate to 
it, and that choice remains for us right up 
until the very last out breath.

It is August 2012 in New Delhi. The air 
feels moist and it’s raining. I am in New Delhi 
to spend August with my mother-in-law. She 

has had a succession of illnesses since my father-in-law passed 
away two years ago. 

Looking after our parents as they age is something we value. 
My parents-in-law lovingly looked after their two widower fathers. 
Likewise, we endeavour to look after my parents-in-law, albeit 
long distance. 

When my father-in-law becomes seriously ill, my husband 
travels every two months to New Delhi from London and back to 
support his parents in innumerable ways that vulnerable, aged 
and fragile parents need help with. Though not great for carbon 
footprints, this becomes a necessity for them to feel supported. 

In the weeks before my father-in-law passes away, his wish is 
not be taken to hospital, not to have tubes pushed into him and 
IV needles stabbed into him, and we as a family respect his wish. 

He has already made several trips to the hospital for a series of 
medical crises, and at 92 he does not want it any more. He knows 
his end is near. 

During one such crisis, my husband arrives late at night from 
London. His father says he has been waiting for him to arrive. 
Up all night, my husband spends time with his father into the 
early hours of the morning. 

The last breath leaving
Next morning my husband and mother-in-law sit by his side as 
he lies on his bed at home, with the sonorous and peaceful sacred 
chanting he so loves filling the silence in the background. It is a 
belief in Hinduism and in Tibetan Buddhism in the lineage of His 
Holiness, The Dalai Lama, that the emotional state of mind at the 
time of departure from the body is important. With this in mind, 
family members desist from crying and wailing at the time of 
passing away of a loved one and try and create a peaceful meditative 
environment for the soul (in Hindu thought) or subtle mind (in 
Tibetan Buddhism) of loved one to depart peacefully. 

My father-in-law passes away in meditation, a gentle smile on 
his lips as his son and wife and attendants see the last out breath 
leave his body. The single hair on his Adam’s apple quivers one 
last time and stops. Both continue to sit in silence experiencing 
the passing as a profound spiritual experience.

London is only eight and a half hours away from New Delhi. 
I am already airborne at this moment. Sadly, I won’t arrive in 

time, but my father-in-law has left messages of love for each 
family member, remembering each one by name. I treasure my 
message. A man of great achievements and accolades as an 
illustrious award-winning historian and biographer of Mahatma 
Gandhi, I recall my last conversation with him – him saying that 
in life there was nothing more precious than love. Not all his 
awards and achievements, but love. 

When I see his lifeless body, the face is calm, lips still  
slightly smiling. It looks as though he is sleeping peacefully.  
Only the colour on his face, which is ashen, without the glow  
of blood flowing tells the body is a corpse. When I touch it,  
it is completely cold. 

The body has been laid in a horizontal position in a refrigerated 
transparent glass-covered unit to preserve it until those of us who 
don’t live locally arrive. The searing heat in May would otherwise 
start to decompose the body. 

The body does not lie in a morgue, but in the living room  
of the house. Death is not something to hide. The body is here 
for each of us to see and pay our respects to. A reminder of the 
finality, the end that awaits each and every body. I am overcome 
with emotion. 

A significant departure
My mother-in-law’s grief is deep, understandably so in the loss 
of her beloved husband and a relationship of 64 years of being 
together. Her husband was so much a part of her life as she was 
of his life. 

An artist, influenced by the impressionistic artists like Renoir 
and Cezanne on the one hand, and Indian cultural thought on the 
other, her art finds expression not only in her paintings, but also 
in how she designs and decorates her home, and in the natural 
elegance of the way she dresses – feminine, beautiful, with her 
own unique artistic signature, and in the way she carries herself, 
and bearing a dignity even as she weeps inconsolably after the 

funeral. A significant part of who she is has departed. 
Since my father-in-law’s passing away, my mother-in-law has 

had several downward trends in health. Pneumonia that requires 
hospitalisation, long-term heart problems requiring ever more 
frequent visits to the doctor and a host of other ailments including 
poor balance which results in falls. Not good at all. The loss in 
mobility affects other parameters. Pressure sores from sitting in 
one place or lying down in one place, that become increasingly 
difficult to heal. 

When I meet her in August 2012, she is in a bad way. My 
husband, who has been with her before my arrival, is exhausted 
physically and emotionally as she refuses to listen to him on any 
issues. He is at his wit’s ends, not knowing what else he can do 
to alleviate her suffering. 

She hardly walks now after a sprained ankle, refuses 

A TALE OF TWO ENDINGS
B Y  J Y O T I  N A N D A 
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physiotherapy, her appetite never great before has become even 
more frugal. Her mood and vitality are very low, she looks helpless, 
fragile, she takes little interest in anything and seems to have lost 
her meaning and purpose for carrying on. Grief, ill health, and 
loss of meaning in life: a powerful cocktail giving a momentum 
to a speedy downward spiral. 

While my husband goes back to London, I stay on. My sole 
purpose is to give my full attention to my mother-in-law while I 
am with her. I have resolved to spend all my time with her, almost 
as a mother might with her small child. 

Why waste time with an old woman?
Doesn’t full attention given with love and tenderness nourish the 
spirit? My mother-in-law, unable to fathom my intention says, 
‘Why are you wasting your time with an old woman? Go and visit 
your friends and relatives – don’t waste your time.’ 

 ‘I’m not wasting my time at all,’ I reply. ‘I’m enjoying spending 
time with you, but I will sit in the other room if you don’t want 
me here’. She agrees to let me sit with her.

I had taken charcoal sticks and sketching paper for her, with 
the hope of reigniting her passion for art. ‘I don’t want it,’ she 
says turning her face away. ‘Take it away.’

‘Ok, I will put it away,’ I reply.
I recall Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh’s words on watering the 

seeds of happiness. I rack my brains to see what might have 
traction for her. The following day I ask her, ‘May I show you 
something? She agrees. 

On YouTube I show her her favourite musicians rendering her 
favourite devotional songs and chants based in Indian classical 
music. She enjoys this. Next day, I surprise her by finding 
philosophical and spiritual talks by her favourite teachers on You 
Tube. I read to her from the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita. 

All these activities feel meaningful for her. Our relationship 
has had its ups and downs. But now, there is a certain intimacy 
between us. We sit and talk and I remind her of many fun and 
happy times. The formality is melting, and we express greater 
spontaneity with each other. 

 However, my mother-in-law’s default position is still, ‘I am 
waiting to die. What’s the point in doing anything.’ Her mood, 
though it rises temporarily, settles back again to its default low 
plateau. She doesn’t like talking about her feelings, though I am 
happy to listen.

Connecting with chanting
I have a sense if I can find something with which she can feel 
deep connection in a visceral manner something might change in 
her mood. I know she loves chanting, and it is something that 
gave her a great deal of joy in the past, but now she has retreated 
so much into her distress that she has lost connection with the 
beauty that is possible. I get out the harmonium from the garage. 

I ask, ‘Will you teach me how to play this chant on the 

harmonium?’ 
She replies, ‘You know how to play it’. 
I respond, ‘I really don’t remember.’ 
She then obliges and plays the chants on the harmonium.
‘Wow!’ I say, ‘That is so beautiful.’ She knows my appreciation 

is genuine. She plays some more.
I ask, ‘Shall we get together a bhajan mandali (a chanting 

group)?’
She replies, ‘How?’ 
I then invite the entire staff in her home to join in the chanting. 

They are happy to join in, and she doesn’t object. We chant with 
abandon, and then I spontaneously invite everyone to dance to 
the chanting!

 Turning inwards and allowing ourselves to lose ourselves in 
the music, the rhythm, the beat and the dance, we feel exhilarated 
in the nectar of chanting. So enthused is the atmosphere with 
music, dance and chanting that my mother-in-law joins in the 
singing too! 

I am surprised to hear her sing for her throat has been so hoarse 
even while speaking. 

‘I am croaking!’ she exclaims.                                
‘Croaking?’ I reply, ‘If there is anyone who croaks, it’s me. In 

any case what does it matter. It’s great fun. Let’s do it together. 
And it’s only us.’ I am overjoyed that she is beginning to get 
enthusiastic about something, anything. 

It will soon be Janmashtami, the birthday of the beloved Hindu 
deity, Sri Krishna. She requests, ‘Will you go buy new clothes 
for Sri Krishna?’ I am delighted to help but quite clueless, and 
ask, ‘What I should get’?’ 

She is astonished, ‘You don’t know what to get!’ It’s just her 
manner of speaking, so I don’t mind the veiled reprimand. I reply, 
‘Sorry, I haven’t done it before, please tell me’. 

I am happy to shop for Sri Krishna’s garments and we change 
the clothes together with devotion and adorn Sri Krishna lovingly 
in new clothes. This makes her very happy. 

Later, as she is in a happy mood, I ask her if she is willing to 
start up her physiotherapy routine. I am surprised and delighted 
that she now agrees to it. She also agrees to start walking for 
fifteen minutes in the morning and fifteen in the evening in the 
large living-cum-dining room. Just as a mother feels joy to see 
her baby’s first steps, I am overjoyed to see my mother-in-law 
walk again, albeit with a walker. 

Giving nirvana
The next day she says to me in Punjabi, ‘Tu mainu mukti dain ai 
an?’ – Have you come here to give me mukti (nirvana)? It is the 
ultimate aspiration of every Hindu, and a fond expression of her 
appreciation for me. I am taken aback and reply, ‘Oh no! I’m the 
one who needs mukti.’

Her mood is still good, so I ask if she would be willing for me 
to get her a high protein drink supplement. ‘That will help the 
body to heal,’ I say. She even agrees to this suggestion to build 
her physical vitality. 

My next hope is to see if she might be willing to step outside 
the house. I say, ‘I want to visit your cousin, but I don’t feel like 
going alone. Will you please come with me?’

She mock scolds me for behaving like a child, but agrees.  
When we meet her cousin she complains, ‘Jyoti is behaving like 
a seven-year-old child. She refused to go on her own, so I  

Turning inwards and allowing 
ourselves to lose ourselves in the 

music, the rhythm, the beat and the 
dance, we feel exhilarated in the 

nectar of chanting
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had to accompany her’!
I am happy. At least she has ventured out of the house after so 

many months.
Every evening, we go and visit one relative or friend, and there 

are plenty of them. This newfound mobility through ongoing 
physiotherapy at home, and agreeing to step out of the house even 
if for just a few steps to get into the car, begins to give her renewed 
confidence.

I’m an existential therapist
On one such visit, one relative asks me what I do in London. I 
reply, ‘I am an Existential Psychotherapist’.  
‘What is that?’ He asks.

‘Well,’ I elaborate, ‘people talk to me about their difficulties, 
and I help them tell their stories and I explore with them their 
experiences. With these conversations some insights arise, people 
usually recognise their possibilities as well as their limitations, 
and recognise they have the choice to give meaning and purpose 
to their life.’ 

I go on, ‘We cannot choose how and when we die, so why keep 
waiting for death, but we can choose to live life fully while we 
are still alive. Sometimes the only choice we have is our attitude 
towards our situation, and that choice is available to us right up 
until our last out breath.’

While this may not fully describe an existential therapist, for 
my purpose it is enough. What I cannot say to my mother-in-law, 
I still hope she will hear – the empowering possibility of choice. 

Renewed connection with family and friends nourishes my 
mother-in-law’s spirit further. She also broods less about waiting 
for death to come, as she engages more with life, and what gives 
her joy. We continue spending time together in various ways and 
continue the ritual of going out many evenings. 

Alas, all too soon, it is time for me to leave. She thanks me 
profusely, as I thank her for our time together, we embrace each 
other, and she comes out into the porch with her walker to see me 
off as I get into the car to go to the airport, and waves me goodbye 
– a smiling elegant figure, though frail, whose presence remains 
with me as I carry with me her love and blessings. It is the last 
time I see her. 

A few days later, she starts going to her chanting group of the 
past many years. It was a joyful part of her life, and she regains 
connection with it. She even feels confident to go to the marketplace 
to get a beautiful photograph gifted to her to be framed. Both my 
husband and I find it incredible that she took the initiative in this 
way, to step into a marketplace with uneven pavements, the hustle-
bustle of myriad activities and the inevitable milling crowds. Of 
course, she goes with her walker and a helper. 

Life lived to the end
Fast forward a month to 2 October, participating in evening group 
chanting to mark the occasion of Mahatma Gandhi’s birthday and 
also the day of the passing away of our spiritual teacher, so ecstatic 
is she after the chanting, that before going to bed, she calls up a 
friend the same night to say that never before had she experienced 
such joyful chanting. 

The next morning at 3am the phone rings. London is 4.5 hours 
behind New Delhi (summer time difference), it’s 7.30am in New 
Delhi. The night nurse rings up to say she is no more. We are in 
shock. She was doing so well. How did this happen? We are 
airborne on the first flight in the morning.

Later we learn that she wakes up early as usual at 4.30am, has 
a bath with the help of the night nurse, has a cup of tea and biscuit, 
sits for her meditation, writes out a list of the shopping for the 
food to be cooked for the helping staff that day, goes for her walk 
in the large living-cum-dining room. As she approaches her 
bedroom, she wants to rest, asks for a glass of water, lies down 
in bed and dies instantly. It is a massive heart attack. 

I feel so much gratitude that I could spend August 2012 with 
my mother-in-law, and that we enjoyed spending time together 
so much, and that she lived her life fully right up until the end. 
And doesn’t love and attention and tenderness nourish the spirit? 

Memory of our ancestors is like a canopy of blessings and I 
am ever grateful for their blessings and their protection that comes 
with their beautiful memory. We are a part of them as they are a 
part of us. 

Two uniquely beautiful people, and two unique endings.

Contact Jyoti at jyoti@mindfultherapy.co.uk.

A TALE OF TWO ENDINGS 
CONTINUED
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being in therapy, let alone choosing it electively was  
not, always, a viable option.

l  I recognized a far worse option was giving autonomy 
to young adults to choose therapy for themselves. This 
was mainly because we were relying on these young 
adults’ ability to assess their need for a therapist and go 
beyond the stigma of seeking help to initiate sessions 
with me. Yet that is exactly how we proposed the use of 
therapeutic services at Trybe. And contrary to my belief, 
I recognized that not only did they know what they need 
but they also knew how to commit and engage.

In working with young adults, I realised the main concern 
would be the need to make the therapeutic frame fluid. This 
included the meeting place, weekly times and length of sessions, 
ordering food, safeguarding and confidentiality.

Issues such as lack of money to travel to Trybe’s office, school 
schedules or hostel restrictions and time availability made it hard 
to be firm with the frame. Hence, we had to become creative about 
meeting places.

Ironically, it was the social workers who had mentioned at the 
outset that these sessions might be in locations all over Singapore, 
such as in coffee shops or food courts. I laughed it off as I couldn’t 
imagine sessions outside of the  safety  of a room, a therapeutic space 
that has four walls to allow for confidentiality. I’d never thought 
about an outdoor therapy room; the noise, distraction, and lack of 
any experience of a session in an outdoor space worried me!

In discussing this with my supervisor, the following  
areas were explored in detail and proposed in contracting with 
the young adults.

Confidentiality – it was imperative to communicate the consequences 
of meeting in a public space; in the vicinity of their home or 
school. The fact that they might see friends, neighbours, others 
they know, was imminent. Maintaining attention, keeping their 
eyes from wandering, being focused in the session was pertinent 
for therapy to happen – could they do that?

It was important for them to make their choice acknowledging 
all these factors. Meeting my clients at their place of comfort where 
they wouldn’t be burdened with costs or be inconvenienced remained 
key in my work with them. As I reflected on this, I also wondered 
about meeting the client in their space and the impact on them, if 
any, of doing so. Would it make a difference in therapy to be in the 
clients  private and intimate spaces? Being aware that bereavement 
services offered home visits from therapists, and that the existential 
frame allows for fluidity, helped me and allowed a sense of comfort.
Length of sessions – I was aware that the amount of time spent 
on each session also needed flexibility. Being a trainee, adhering 
to the time allocated for the sessions was crucial in my learning, 
as that set the tone for responsibility and choice for both the 
client’s autonomy and their perception of me as their therapist.

However, I remember distinctly that the first time a session 
accidentally  overran  led to a very important discovery for my 

Therapy 101: the therapeutic frame is key 
for  the formation of  any therapeutic 
relationship. That was ingrained in me as a 
trainee and remains a form of continuous 
learning in my work so far. The setting of a: 
fee, location, consistent time and length of 
sessions, and a soundproof room that allows 
for privacy and confidentiality.

This is how I worked in the UK before 
moving to Singapore two years ago. I was well aware that 
existential practice allows for a non-neutral and clinical space 
for the client’s personal thoughts, experiences, feelings, and 
narratives to be explored.

It took me some long and hard eight months before I found 
my placement at Trybe – a youth rehabilitation, development and 
services centre. I started with a division that worked with young 
adults who were classified as low to moderate risk for behaviour 
and social issues.

This article is an experiential description of reframing the 
frame that occurred as a consequence of in-depth work with these 
young adults. The variation was on four factors that make the 
frame: therapeutic space and confidentiality, length of sessions, 
day and time of session, and messaging outside of sessions.

As a background, therapy in Singapore, especially in the 
voluntary welfare organisation sector that I worked with, is 
primarily limited to services provided by the Institute of Mental 
Health and the psychiatrists or psychologists and CBT specialists 
who work there. Like a large number of government institutions, 
it has long waiting lists.

I understood, from my clients, that they would meet these 
professionals once a month or bi-monthly – a service, I understood, 
that didn’t serve the needs of the client very well. There is also 
availability of counsellors at family service centres, schools and 
church organizations. The feedback from my clients about their 
experience of these professionals is mixed.

I faced quite a few hindrances along the way:

l I was brought in to offer weekly therapy sessions with 
the agenda of raising awareness about existential therapy, 
so, I presented the existential way of working and being 
to the social workers and clients. It was apparent they 
were used to labels and diagnoses, which were processed 
strategically to rid the client of their problem with 
stringent outcomes that were measurable. Existential 
therapy seemed like a new way of working for both the 
social workers and their clients.

l I realised quickly that in Singapore, like other  
cultures, stigma for people with mental health concerns 
was prevalent, leading to resistance in seeking help. 
Having said that, the government is committed and  
has high ambitions of rolling out their 5-year plan of 
improving access to mental health services. Therefore, 

REFRAMING THE FRAME
 B Y  S H R U T I  J A I N
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first client. This client was on her way to the session, and   her 
taxi met with an accident; thankfully she was unhurt. The social 
worker, from her previous experience, thought she might be lying. 
I realised at that moment that I could question her honesty or trust 
her, which might affect the establishment of trust in our relationship. 
I chose to trust.

It led to a session where the content being explored needed 
the session to overrun. I informed the client that our time was up, 
but acknowledged we were, it seemed to me, at a crucial point of 
exploration and allowed her to choose continuing the session or 
ending it. She chose to continue for another hour.

It was at this point that I recognized that contracting on length 
of session with the clients was pertinent. Hence, I immediately 
changed the contract to include this point, explaining to the clients 
that they can choose the length of the sessions. I explained that 
together we could ascertain the length of time, keep that length 
consistent for the time period chosen and re-evaluate once they 
want to. This enabled a contract that was firm and fluid, and a 
boundary that enabled flexibility.

I feel this experience allowed a form of trust in therapy and 
the therapist. It allowed the young adult to make their own choice, 
and for both the client and I to have ownership of the space, time 
and way of being. We allowed for the articulation of feelings and 
experiences to flow without time limitation, one which was fluid 
and hence leading to the client to be heard and seen.

Some of these young adults could take an hour to start talking, 
and when they didn’t feel bound by the constraint of time, this 
allowed them to start the exploration of deeper concerns that they 
might not be able to articulate in an hour. Having said that, I have 
also allowed for some clients to start off with shorter sessions, as 
that was their capacity and choice. The point being: autonomy 
and choice in this matter enabled a deepening of the relationship 
and understanding, and belief in the self.

Day and time of sessions – As with the length of sessions, I realised 
that allowing for fluidity for day and time of session was pertinent. 
The key implementing factor was that it had to be contracted 
firmly. I informed clients that this flexibility is about acknowledging 
the lack of routine in their lives, and acknowledging unexpected 
incidents, which seemed to happen consistently.

I feel this further allowed for trust and understanding in the 
therapeutic relationship. However, in contracting this point, I also 
told the clients that the cancellation policy, communication about 
changed days/time, and reasons for change, needed to remain firm 
and be communicated clearly.
Messaging outside of sessions – this was yet another point of 
fluidity in the therapeutic relationship and frame. I contracted 

with the clients that they could, if they needed to, reach out to 
me via messaging. I informed them I would respond to them only 
in my working hours. But, if it was an emergency, I would respond 
immediately.

The emergencies were: when they felt suicidal, and when there 
was an incident or the chance of an incident happening, which 
would harm them or others around them. I also informed them, 
in such cases I would need to inform their social worker, their 
parent or guardian and in severe cases, the authorities. All of 
which would be communicated to them again at the moment the 
message is received. As a follow on, these incidents would then 
be further explored within the session.

I remember a turning point with a client, where being in the 
here and now, and in relating to allowance for fluidity of time 
and length of sessions, was important. This client suffered from 
insomnia and couldn’t turn up for sessions on time. He had a team 

of professionals devoted to his case: social worker, tutor, boys-
home mentor, boxing coach and me. In working with his condition, 
we all changed the time of the sessions on numerous occasions, 
until it became okay for him to wake up and attend, making it 
prevalent that he gained access to sessions at all times.

In therapy we explored a pertinent point he made, ‘I reach 
out for help and don’t seem to get any.’  In exploring this further, 
he realised that this team of professionals had changed his 
appointment times, waited for him, and given him the benefit 
of the doubt, just so we could work through and process his life 
concerns. He realised the professionals he is reaching out to for 
help, are standing by him and ‘helping’ in any way he needs it. 
In staying with what he brought to the ‘therapeutic space’ and 
making the time boundary fluid, we allowed for numerous 
changes to happen. We transformed his communication style 
with the ‘others’ in his world, be it family or professionals, and 
allowed for his stuckness of working through insomnia and his 
perceived experience of professionals to be processed.

In conclusion, the first few sessions were distracting; the client 
and I both became accustomed to our surroundings, people around, 
and aware of the need to order drinks or food so we could occupy 
the space. After a few sessions, the therapeutic space expanded 
into whichever space we were in; be it a coffee shop, a food court, 
or a walk on the beach.

My clients had already started to bring their attention to what 
they were exploring in these sessions. The journey and process 
of self-discovery and exploration outweighed any distractions. I 
believe, tentatively, the commitment, intention and autonomy of 
the client allowed them to ‘be’ themselves in the sessions, regardless 
of the venue.

Once again, I learnt the importance of autonomy, choice and 
responsibility. A young adult who, according to their parents, 
schools, or agencies, was (apparently) not responsible and  
didn’t know about choices they made, in fact knew very well what 
these meant for them. They made choices, took responsibility and 

REFRAMING THE FRAME 
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had the autonomy in my sessions, always: they chose when to 
come to sessions, what time to come, topics of exploration  
and to not be distracted. They also knew of the consequences  
of these choices.

My full presence and attention was pertinent, much more so 
than in a room. I remember the first few sessions where I was 
distracted for a second by the noise made by a child next to our 
table or a group of teenagers next to us, staring at us. And the fact 
that it might’ve been the demise of that session. I became  
very attuned to my environment, yet learnt to stay with my client, 
fully. I also learnt to bring these distractions into the session,  
as and when they happened.

Finally, I became aware, in working with young adults in 

Singapore, that the norm in this society is of ‘fixing the child’,  
‘tell them how to be and what they should be’, and that the struggle 
still may be of seeing and listening to the young adult. But that 
it may actually just be of allowing the young adult to make choices 
and taking responsibility for the self, which can, possibly, lead 
to a long-term understanding of how they choose to  be  and live 
their own lives. In allowing for the frame to be fluid, I reflect that 
it is pertinent the therapeutic relationship is not affected and that 
I remain in charge of the frame.

I would like to ask readers: what has been your own experience 
of the frame in your own practice?

Contact Shruti at shrutijainsaxena@gmail.com.
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The sense of awe – or humility and wonder, 
sense of adventure toward living – is becoming 
a cherished value in our emerging age. This 
is clear not only from the spiritual searching 
with which more people are engaged but from 
the increasing research on awe’s benefits 
both to individuals and society as a whole. 

For example, studies have shown that the 
sense of awe increases our tolerance for 
differences, patience, gratitude toward life, 

and willingness to help others. It also brings a sense of fulfillment 
and life-satisfaction for many people, and this in turn seems to 
translate into their concern about strengthening and deepening 
human bonds. 

Yet ironically, it is equally clear that political and psychological 
polarization is also growing. This problem was dramatically 
illustrated by the recent clash of white supremacists with antiracist, 
antifascist protestors over the statue of Robert E. Lee in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, the inflammatory rhetoric over this 
debacle by the President himself, and on the other side of the 
ledger, the cancelations of conservative speakers by some liberal 
administrators – as well as other provocative acts by fanatics, 
both Left and Right. 

But this problem is by no means confined to fanatics and 
politicians. The surging animus between Democrats and 
Republicans, the working class and the wealthy, and people of 
color and law enforcement is cracking the very foundations of 
civility itself. 

What then can be done to stem the tide? 
While there have been many proposals, from appeals to political 

moderates, to media programs, such as CNN’s ‘The Messy Truth,’ 
featuring dialogues on controversial social issues, to politicians’ 
participation in Town Hall style debates, the collective impact of 
these efforts does not seem to be having the desired effect. Indeed, 
the fundamental rifts in our society remain and the prospects for 
healing those rifts are not encouraging, as poll after poll repeatedly 
demonstrate. 

As a clinical psychologist, on the other hand, I have witnessed 
some of the most conflicted parties find footholds and even 
remarkable turnabouts via the ‘right’ therapeutic means. I have 
seen some of the most estranging transactions turn conciliatory 
given the optimal attention. 

Thus what I have distilled from these experiences is the 
following: if we are to genuinely attack the crisis of polarization 
in this world – if we are to substantively combat human fear and 
reactivity – we will need to reprioritize our energies. We will need 
to reprioritize our conciliation efforts on a much larger scale. 

Facilitation army
What would this scale look like? Frankly, and given the urgency 
of this problem, I would describe the scale on a par with what the 
germinal American philosopher William James called the ‘moral 
equivalent of war.’ Indeed, pursuing the metaphor further, I would 
even go so far as to call for an ‘army’ of conflict mediators schooled 

in ‘awe-based’ in depth facilitation. 
By awe-based depth facilitation I mean facilitation that opens 

to the humility and wonder, or sense of discovery toward the 
‘other’. I also mean facilitation that goes beyond words or thoughts 
that are exchanged into actual feelings, body impressions, and 
intuitions. 

Specifically, this army would be comprised of psychologically 
minded, rigorously trained social healers equivalent to the current 
army of rigorously trained warriors. The army would also be the 
byproduct of a new social contract in our society. 

This contract would give major incentives to therapists, 
educators, managers, doctors, lawmakers, clergy and the like to 
receive specialized training in the mediation of conflicts throughout 
our society and potentially, world. These would be mediations 

that cultivate candid, personal engagements among people, and 
not just behavioral or intellectual change. 

The kind of change I am speaking about here attempts to address 
people’s whole-bodied experience of each other and not just 
changes in performances. This too is very much much in keeping 
with the spirit that Tikkun and Network of Spiritual Progressives 
advocate. 

What we’ll need first, of course, is the recognition of the 
enormity of the problem, and second, the will to shift resources 
to address it. Hence instead of the currently proposed upsurge of 
taxpayer dollars for military expenditures, I propose even a fraction 
of that for pilot programs that could begin the kind of awe-based, 
sensitively facilitated dialogues that could curb the need for 
militaries in the first place. Such dialogues moreover, are already 
taking place, albeit at a fraction of the scale necessitated, in some 
of the least expected settings. 

Living room dialogues
Consider, for example, the work of veteran facilitators Libby and 
Len Traubman. In October 2009 the Traubmans, prominent for 
their ‘living room’ dialogues between Palestinians and Israelis, 
conducted a group facilitation at a community center in Fresno, 
California. A video of their facilitation under the title ‘Crossing 
the Lines in Fresno: Stories as Entry to Relationship and Change’ 
can be viewed at https://vimeo.com/10163892 .

At this remarkable gathering, featuring some 80 ethnically and 
religiously diverse people, the Traubmans began by telling some 
stories about their own lives. Following these anecdotes, they 
then extolled the power of dialogue as an entrée into deep and 
sometimes life-changing discoveries about how others live. They 
emphasized how we typically presume so much about people 

AWE TRUMPS POLARIZATION
B Y  K I R K  J .  S C H N E I D E R
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without really getting to know them and without humbling ourselves 
to make room for that intimate knowledge. 

The Traubmans also emphasized how often they’ve seen such 
personal and interpersonal discoveries as foundation stones for 
more caring communities, as well as more enriched and open 
communities. From my perspective, their approach highlights 
how awe — the humility and wonder or sense of adventure toward 
living — has the potential for profound interpersonal as well as 
personal change. 

Following the Traubmans’ introduction, they set forth a format 
that can be used, and indeed that they highly encouraged to be 
used in virtually any communal setting in the world. They 
recognized that it is not the ‘end all and be all’ of communal 
harmonization, but that it can be a very critical step toward such 
harmonization, or at the least, enrichment and co-existence.

The Traubmans began this phase by soliciting brief statements 
from people in the audience about what brought them to the 
workshop. This helped people begin to get to know each other 
more as fellow human beings rather than simply ‘audience members’ 
or shallow stereotypes. 

The Traubmans then defined ‘dialogue’ as comprising ‘you, 
me, and us,’ as distinct from ‘discussions’ that are often more 
didactic or intellectualized in nature, like one person ‘talking at’ 
versus ‘talking with’ another. They suggested that people 
acknowledge that their worldview is limited and try to connect 
with their heart and not just their head, or in essence, that they 
‘listen to learn.’ 

Then people were asked to pair up with someone they didn’t 
know and ideally even felt some 
discomfort with, or someone they 
perceived they might ‘not get 
along with so well.’ They then 
were instructed to sit across from 
one another ‘eye-to-eye.’ For the 
first 15 minutes one partner was 
asked to be the ‘story teller’ and 
the other to be the ‘listener.’ 

The story teller had 10 minutes 
to  te l l  the i r  s tory  wi thout 
interruption, while the listener 
remained as mindfully present 
with them as possible. The story 
teller was asked to describe what 
it was like to grow up with their 
families, particularly their parents 
and grandparents or any other 
people  or  p laces  they  fe l t 
comfortable illuminating. Then 
the Traubmans emphasize the 
following: While you are telling 
your stories be sure to include this: 

What were you taught about people who were unlike you? What 
were you taught about people outside your family, outside your 
circle, outside your faith? In short, what were you taught about the 
‘other’ as you were growing up?

For the last five minutes then, the listener was asked to explore 
and expand on the teller’s story. The roles were then reversed and 
the listener became the teller and the teller the listener.

This final round was then followed by a ‘process’ period where 
listener and teller were asked to stay near each other and participate 
in a dialogue with the entire group. ‘What was it like to be together?’ 
the Traubmans asked. ‘What was the quality of listening, and 
what did you experience? Be courageous here…’ 

People then shared their stories and there were many expressions 
of goodwill and appreciation for their partners’ honest sharing. 
Partners also expressed both humility and wonder at both the 
commonalities they experienced as human beings, as well as the 
radical differences, particularly in cultural and familial 
environments. But the strongest thread seemed to be the sense of 
being more fully understood and appreciated as a human being 
rather than the particular religious or cultural identity one is 
‘stamped’ with. 

The capacity to ‘reach across’ and appreciate the ‘otherness’ 
of the partner was also vital. The stage appeared to be set for a 
fuller and more intensive conversation about ‘hot button’ issues 
tearing many in our world apart. 

Experiential democracy dialogue
Another example of how markedly diverse individuals who have 
moderate knowledge of each other could successfully engage in 
an awe-based, in depth dialogue took place in March 2016. I 
facilitated this engagement, which I termed an ‘experiential 
democracy dialogue,’ between Nathaniel Granger, an African 
American social activist and Rodger Broome, a Caucasian police 
officer at the Society for Humanistic Psychology Annual Conference 
at San Francisco State University. 

The dialogue can be seen on YouTube at https://www.youtube.

C H A R L O T T E S V I L L E :  S I G N S 

O F  G R O W I N G  P O L A R I Z AT I O N
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need to dig deeper and discover 

ourselves as whole human beings
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I have had seven therapists over a period of 
thirty years: a few were memorable, and had 
a profound impact on my life and work.

My first therapist was a very personable 
and beautiful woman in her mid-thirties; 
slightly older than I, but imminently more 
sophisticated. In the waiting room, there were 
leaflets that introduced the practitioners, their 
special areas of interest and such, and I noted 

that she had a PhD. in existential psychotherapy from a Southern 
California University—not the most famous one, but a close rival.

Sharon shared a suite in the most well-known hospital in Los 
Angeles, an intimidating structure that was modern, bland, and 
operated under high security protocols, as it serviced a great many 
very high profile celebrities and politicians.

The office had an entry door, and a discrete exit door: I was struck 
with the implications of this arrangement. The sofas were three-seaters 
that were parallel and separated by a low glass table that held a large 

bowl of M&M candies. I was relieved that I was not expected to recline: 
this was face-to-face work, which I already knew that I preferred.

Piercing the psychic boil
I had, at an early age, and unbeknownst to my Mother, read the 
entire collection of Freud volumes: the library was across the 
street from the family home, and I was a favourite with the 
librarians, so they had allowed me access to the ‘adult’ section 
of the books on offer. My expectations for the therapy were, as a 
consequence (or the hope?) that the discussions would be cerebral 
and analytical, in the starkest sense: we would analyze the life 
out of my problems and she would ‘fix’ them with a cryptic 
interpretation that would pierce the psychic boil.

Sharon, and our work together, was unlike anything I had 
expected: it was deeply personal, we talked about whatever troubled, 
delighted, or interested me; she even answered questions about her 
philosophy and working model. We also laughed together: she told 
me once that the best advice she could give me was ‘don’t marry 

com/watch?v=g92cNF5-Tpw. The focus of the dialogue was the 
experience of community policing, and the two dialogue partners 
were mature, highly educated adults who had some prior knowledge 
of, and respect for, one another. Although these partners were not 
wholly representative of the activist and police communities en 
masse, they nevertheless provided a powerful model in my and 
others’ estimation of how such communities could convey their 
respective experiences, feel ‘heard,’ and begin the process of 
social healing. 

The dialogue was comprised of four basic stages: 1) a turn-
taking stage where each partner had a chance to deeply and 
mindfully ‘tell their side of the story’ in regard to community 
policing; 2) a feedback and correction stage where the listener 
mirrored back to the teller what he heard and the teller corrected 
any gaps he experienced in the feedback; 3) a processing stage 
where, with the help of the facilitator, the parties elaborated on 
and deepened their perspectives, as well as their responses to each 
others’ perspectives; and 4) a results stage, where the parties were 
asked if they’d achieved common ground, or even a basis for 
common ground, along with any possible recommendations for 
changes in community policing policies. 

While there were many illuminating moments in this exchange, 

one overarching aspect stood out. It showed how a safe, contained 
and concertedly present environment links with empathy, discovery 
and an expanded potential for bridge-building. 

Although clearly uncomfortable with each other at points, both 
parties agreed that the process was valuable. It not only helped 
them to more fully understand each other but also convinced them 
of the value and indeed, urgency, of a similar process for the 
training of police. 

Their views, it turns out, are not isolated examples. In a recent 
study of racial bias and law enforcement in psychology’s flagship 
journal the American Psychologist, authors Alison Hall, Erika 
Hall, and Jamie Perry concluded that ‘self-awareness,’ ‘increased 
intergroup contact,’ and ‘perspective taking and giving’ were key 
to effective policing. 

To summarize, the above two dialogues are noteworthy 
illustrations of an awe-based approach to polarization. While we 
emphatically need short-term, behaviorally-focused ‘strategies’ 
for polarized communities, we also need to dig deeper and discover 
ourselves as whole human beings. To that extent we support the 
humility and wonder — sense of adventure toward living — that 
can, in principle, lead to enduring cultural and personal 
transformation. 

This article was originally published in Tikkun Magazine 
online in 2017. Contact Kirk at kschneider56@gmail.com

AWE TRUMPS POLARIZATION 
CONTINUED

WHAT I LEARNED AS A  
CLIENT ABOUT BEING A 

PSYCHOTHERAPIST
B Y  K A R E N  W E I X E L  D I X O N
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an actor’; subsequently, one year later, she herself did exactly that, 
and I reminded her of her counsel. She told me: ‘And that’s why 
one should never give advice, it opens the door to hypocrisy!’

I began to review existential texts and writings I had read as 
an undergraduate, and now they seemed to be more relevant to 
my current predicaments: the texts hadn’t changed, but apparently 
I had, and was ready to ‘hear’ what was being proposed. I could 
also appreciate how the themes in these writings were reflected 
in our therapeutic work: not imposed, not suggested, just evident.

We grazed on the chocolates, and I continued to believe I was 
concealing concerns that were central to my lifestyle: I had an 
‘eating disorder’, and a predilection for recreational but illegal 
drug use. These activities took up a great deal of my time and 
energies, but I felt that I wanted, and needed, to focus on the 
bigger picture: the future rather than the present or the past.

We talked about what I wanted to do with my life: I considered 
trying my hand at writing advertising copy; as my degree was in 
Language Arts, this seemed feasible.

But ‘things’ kept getting in the way: I enrolled in a course, that 
Sharon had used her contacts to get me access to, but I frequently 
didn’t show up, or I was too ‘tired’ to attend, as I was working 
full time as well, and was often suffering from a hangover of some 
description.

I enlisted on a few different trainings, but didn’t find the ‘right 
fit’, nor feel that I could know what the ‘right’ choice was.

We pursued the themes of career, choice, and commitment, 
and I never felt ‘analysed’ or scrutinised: it was ‘just’ meaningful 
conversation. In conjunction with these topics, we considered 
how these decisions would impact other areas of my life: my 
relationships, my family, even where I chose to live.

But, something was changing: I started to take myself seriously; 
I felt that I had options, I began to believe I was capable of more 
than I had attempted so far.

When the insurance for treatment reached its maximum, Sharon 
asked if I wanted to continue therapy: I did. We came to an arrangement 
whereby I ran errands for her—took the cat to the vet, picked up the 
dry cleaning, got the car serviced, supervised housekeeping chores. 
These activities granted me a session a week for another six months.

The last session
Our last session together was unforgettable: the receptionist had 
made a double-booking for the rooms in the suite, so Sharon and 
I made ourselves as comfortable as possible on the fire escape to 
have our time together. We talked about what had changed for 
me, how it happened, what challenges might lie ahead. It was 
clear to me that the work had ended, but wasn’t finished.

On this occasion, I did ‘confess’ the two issues I had withheld: 
much to my shock, Sharon said she had expected as much. I asked 
why she didn’t probe me about these issues: she said she didn’t 
think ‘they were the real problems’ and, also, that I certainly had 
a right to not disclose anything I didn’t wish to. 

After we concluded our therapeutic work, Sharon came to 
social and cultural events that I too attended. Without any difficulty, 

we engaged as casual friends, and she was delighted when I told 
her some years later that I was in training, and that commitment 
was due in large part to her work with me.

I often hear the mantra: ‘it’s the relationship that heals’, but 
there too often seems to be no further thought on what exactly is 
meant by this sentiment (apart from the whole idea of ‘healing’). 
The relationship that Sharon and I shared demonstrated qualities 
that allowed me to think and feel my way through my situation, 
without need to justify or rationalise, and without a need to impress 
the other, prove myself to an other, or concede to some pre-
conceived notion of what I ‘should’ be doing or being.

What I learned from this work was the value of a genuine and 
yet professional relationship, one that had the absolute minimum 
of complications and expectations: what was offered was the 
opportunity to explore my concerns, my hopes, and my setbacks 
without feeling ‘guided’, and the confidence that my current 
situation and difficulties were comprehensible.

In this encounter, problems were valued as indicators of what 
needed to be addressed and reflected upon: not circumstances that 
needed to be ‘fixed’.

I was also treated with respect: it was apparent Sharon had no 
intention of ‘saving’ me, even from myself; the message was that 
my life was my responsibility, and the ‘help’ I got from her was 
simply to discover on what basis I was making choices. This 
perspective also impressed upon me that a therapeutic relationship 
could be both intimate, and professional, and yet revelatory of 
both parties involved: I knew her, and came to ‘know’ myself, 
not by virtue of any factual information, but how we were together.

Not long afterward, I quit my job, a prestigious appointment 
in the fashion industry, and a friend and I went freelance, running 
errands and doing housekeeping for the loaded and lazy citizens 
of Beverly Hills. I used this time to investigate further education, 
and to re-consider my options.

By the time I was prepared to take up residence in Europe, and 
to be married, I also suspected that the best way I might be able 
to make some small difference in the world was to study existential 
psychotherapy: I am still a practitioner and a fervent student after 
twenty-five years. 

I had a propitious first encounter, and it made an inestimable 
difference.

Subsequent, and more difficult, therapeutic relationships also 
impacted on my outlook and my work, but those are other stories.

Contact Karen at karenweixeldixon@aol.com

EDITOR’S NOTE
We’d always like to hear more about your own 
therapy – perhaps there’s more learning out there that 
the rest of us can benefit from as practitioners. If 
you’re willing to share your account with our readers, 
please send it to insidework@gmail.com for a 
forthcoming issue.

The office had an entry door, and a 
discrete exit door: I was struck with 

the implications of this arrangement
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It is now more than three years since the 
1st World Congress of Existential Therapy 
was held in London in May 2015. Those 
of us who had the opportunity to attend 
remember the event as a great celebration 
of different perspectives and personalities 
that came from the five continents to share, 
learn from each other and, above all, to 
celebrate the great diversity of developments 
that existential therapy currently presents.

The  d i f f e r en t  i n s t i t u t ions  and 
practitioners who met at that event spoke 
in an atmosphere of respect, which 
undoubtedly leaves an important precedent 
for future events and for the growing 
development of the existential perspective 
in the world of therapy.

One of the main achievements of the 
1st World Congress was the consolidation 

of the basis for a world organization in the 
area of our interest: the World Confederation 
Of Existential Therapists (WCET).

We are currently in the final straight 
for the 2nd World Congress of Existential 
Therapy to be held in the city of Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, from 8-11 May 2019, 
which is entitled: ‘Anxiety and Guilt in 
times of change. Opening and Possibilities’.

On this occasion, it is the Argentine 
team of the Latin American Association 
of Existential Psychotherapy (ALPE) who, 
led by the President of the Congress, Susana 
Signorelli, will be our hosts and are in 
charge of having everything ready so that 
this event brings together new practitioners 
and those interested in existential therapy 
from both hemispheres of our world. We 
will be accompanied by prestigious 

In fulfillment of my duties as Honorary 
Treasurer of the Society for Existential 
Analysis, I have kept proper accounts and 
recorded all the financial transactions of 
the Society for Existential Analysis during 
the period 1st November 2016 to 31st 
October 2017.

I have recorded all payments, receipts 
and bank transactions in the financial 
accounts., which have been checked and 
audited by the Society’s auditors.

I  found no outstanding debts or 
liabilities nor future commitments at the 
end of the financial year. 

Revenue came from Membership fees, 
Conference tickets, UKCP registration 
fees, CPD events and sales and adverts 
of our publications.

I have recorded a loss of income as in 

previous years. This requires future attention 
to all revenue activities and an effort to 
increase profits in order to break–even.

Expenditure of funds went towards 
awarding scholarships, editing and 
printing of publications, CPD events and 
the Conference, administration and the 
remuneration of the Registration Secretary.

In terms of organizing the accounts, 
next year we plan to move from a cash 
basis to an accrual basis for presentation. 
We also suggest extending the 2018 
accounts to yearend, to fit with the 
calendar  year  from now on as  the 
c o n f e r e n c e ,  o n e  o f  o u r  l a r g e s t 
expenditures falls in November; we also 
publish the Circular at this time. We 
hope by presenting the accounts on an 
accrual basis we will see consistent 

therapists from around the world, to 
facilitate dialogue and debate on topics of 
interest for existential therapists.

In Latin America, and specifically 
within ALPE, we are increasingly 
enthusiastic about the proximity of such 
an important event, so we want to reiterate 
the call to get involved and pack your bags, 
so we can meet or re-find ourselves and 
continue to grow our beautiful professional 
field.

For registration and more information, 
see the website: www.2docongresomundi
aldeterapiaexistencial.com.

Yaqui Andrés Martínez Robles, 
President of ALPE
yaqui@circuloexistencial.org

accounts  year  on year,  which wil l 
provide a clearer indication of actual 
costs than the current system.  

I will seek approval for both extending 
the accounts to yearend and moving to 
accrual basis at the next AGM.

The SEA remains committed to 
financing and sponsoring the academic 
and events for students of Existential 
Psychotherapy, through scholarships, 
research projects or events to promote 
Existential thought. 

The Financial Accounts were audited 
by the Society Auditor.

Sally O’Sullivan
Honorary Treasurer
Society for Existential Analysis.
16th August, 2018

NEWS AND NOTES
2ND WORLD CONGRESS FOR 
EXISTENTIAL PSYCHOTHERAPY 
B Y  Y A Q U I  A N D R É S  M A R T Í N E Z  R O B L E S

TREASURER’S REPORT 
FOR FINANCIAL YEAR END 31ST OCTOBER 2017
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Society for Existential Analysis (Charity No. 1039274)
Receipts and payments for the year to 31st October 2017

General
Receipts Fund 2016

Membership fees 21,735 18,219
Journal sales 1,215 2,646
Conference fees 8,636 8,521
UKCP registration 9,584 6,306
Donations & Legacies 100 0
Forum, CPD, fund raising & misc 252 1,280
Advertising 565 640
Other 0 198
Total receipts 42,087 37,810

Payments

Journal 9,480 8,283
Circular 5,035 2,729
Conference expenses 8,687 10,760
AGM, events, membership costs etc 1,591 1,937
Forum, CPD, fund raising & misc 1,725 193
UKCP registration 3,542 1,510
Grants & bursaries 8,520 12,226
Admin stationery, postage & phone 494 648
Advertising 135 0
Website & promotion 815 2,100
Independent examiner 200 200
Bank & PayPal charges 641 604
Total payments 40,865 41,190

Net income for year 1,222 (3,380)

Cash funds brought forward 56,452 59,832

Cash funds carried forward 57,674 56,452

Society for Existential Analysis (Charity No. 1039274)
Receipts and payments for the year to 31st October 2017

General Fund 2017 2016

Current accounts 63,818 52,237
Balance at Paypal 3,432 4,215
Accruals (9,576)

Total cash funds at 31st October 2017 57,674 56,452

Signed………………………………………………………………………………………(Treasurer)

Date……………………………………………………………………………………….

FINANCIAL RESULTS
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My mother’s death liberated me. My mother 
died silently. Silent life. My mother’s beauty. 
Her death was not pretty; she died alone. My 
father still can’t see. Her journey of passing 
was an extraordinary three weeks, which was 
a gift that keeps giving. 

Saying goodbye to her was the hardest 
thing I have ever done. Leaving my own 
family in the process of it felt like a journey 

into the underworld. My brothers are silent over her death. Between 
us it is as if she has never existed. Perhaps she hasn’t. Yet her 
presence in the family home remains eerily strong, unchanged, 
strangely dis-comforting. 

When I touched her dead body, it was cold and hard. It wasn’t 
her, but it was how at times I experienced her. My mother was 
dead long before she died. Her hands so soft. My love to my 
mother and her love to me has become a quiet fact since her death. 

My mother grew up not far from the river. A big river that like 
all rivers snakes its way down from the mountains to the sea, the 
wild northern sea. She toddled into the second world war, and 
with it came hardship and that devil of a drink, wrecking 
relationships and self-belief. 

My mother fled that unbearable cocktail, silently taking a sort 
of terror with her. In her little brown suitcase, she arrived and 
settled in a cold place that was encircled by mountains. This was 
her journey from the river to the mountains. In many ways this 
did not suit her, she hated the mountains, and yet from thereon 
she was stuck with them. 

Many years later, I her daughter had to leave too, inheriting 
her little brown suitcase of sorts. In a roundabout way I retraced 
her steps in the opposite direction, starting from the mountains 
and ending by the river. None of this was planned. And yet perhaps 
it was. I have always wanted to heal her wound. 

And then the universe sent me my first babies, two for one. 
The delight of mothers was mutual but the terror was all mine. 
Never mind, they grew, regardless, kicking away ferociously 
inside of me, particularly in those silent moments when sitting 
with clients…and decided to make an early appearance. 

I wasn’t ready, my clients weren’t, but they, so it seemed were; 
born tiny, like naked little kittens, eerily strong. For me it was an 
abrupt loss and an uncertain time of lonely beginnings. They were 
so small, I had no confidence they might grow or not slip out of my 
arms. While I was looking onto one, the other gone? But they grew 
into strong spirited energy balls, and my oh my, were they happy, 
my two identical girls, with their gurgling laughter, like two planets 
circling around each other, sweeping all of us along, setting the tone. 

With their teenage exuberance they still set the tone demanding 

to question what we think we know. Meanwhile, the little brown 
suitcase continued to be a faithful thread throughout the years, 
often playing a tug of war of doubts, and fears, and raising its 
own questions that demanded answers. 

With hormones flying wild, those of teenagers, and those of 
the perimenopause, things intensified. The old pain of the loss of 
mother reared its head, and I sensed this was the time to conquer. 

I had to slay this monster that had taken hostage of the insides 
of my mother’s body, delivering death with certainty, and playing 
tricks of mis-perception. I had to go on this final ancestral journey, 
to put it to rest, and luckily the good spirits of the mountain and 
the river helped me along the way. For a good while they whispered 
‘let it go’, and eventually I did, letting it float into the mother of 
all seas where it mostly rests amongst the bioluminescent creatures. 

And only now, as my mother looks upon us from over the 
rainbow, where troubles melt like lemon drops, high above the 
chimney top… she is joining in the journey. Manifestations of 
feathered creatures and soft pines on sand dunes. The journey of 
finding my ground and voice, and through that her voice and her 
ground; the voice of women. 

Her final journey sent me onto mine. We crossed in the sky, 
just as she foresaw. The moment of her death, in the ascent to the 
heavens, I struggled for breath, and then floods of light, while on 
the other side of the waters, her granddaughter fainted onto the 
soft ground. A crossing of threes of some sort.

And so I continue to marvel, at the experience of being alive 
and the potential of death, continuing to question and listen out 
for what is happening inside, between the lines, and in the wonderful 
etheric world of spirits. Together and alone, alone and together 
we emerge into a better world. That has always been the motivation. 

The little brown suitcase now mostly contains treasures of 
times past; photos and trinkets that have the potential to fill  
my heart with a sense of acceptance and ultimately, gratitude. 
From the river to the mountain, and back, the journey of  
letting go and embracing what is, that’s what I think of now, when  
I think of my mother. 

Contact Sara at counselling@angelini.org.uk

EDITOR’S NOTE
Do you have an ending – whether professional or 
personal – that you would be willing to share on this 
page? If so, please send your poetry or prose 
(maximum of 900 words) to the Editor.

THE DEATH OF MY MOTHER – 
FROM THE RIVER TO  

THE MOUNTAIN
B Y  S A R A  A N G E L I N I

E N D I N G S
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