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I t  has come to the at tention of the Tightrope-Walking  
Subcommittee of Circular Enterprises that from henceforth, Facts 
(F) and Opinions (O) are to be separated at birth and formally 
identified in all forms of expression, including prose, poetry, 
needlepoint and devil worship.

It saddens your editor to confess to having not taken sufficient 
care in this publication to distinguish these particular offspring 
of the human mind early enough to ensure the purity of their 
different intellectual identities (F or O) and thereby the safety of 
human knowledge.

(By the way, some examples may be helpful at this point. Opinion: 
facts only exist for minds with opinions about facts. Fact: Someone 
or other may at some time have said that somewhere, or maybe not, 
but I can’t remember who and I’m too lazy to look it up.)

Alas, on almost the very same day (can you believe it!?), the 
SEA Horizontal Polarity Task Force advised us that it is no longer 
ethically possible to discriminate 
against the oppressed minority of 
statements that do not identify 
themselves in terms of such binary 
identities. From now on, sentences 
and other exclamations that wish to 
throw off the oppressive chains of 
socially constructed epistemological 
distinctions will be allowed to 
liberate themselves in either toilet.

As you might guess, this puts your 
editor in a bit of a pickle (O). We 
have been asked to make Opinions 
and Facts distinct and clear, but we 
must also respect the epistemofluidity 
of other kinds of statement that 
choose to occupy some intermediate 
position between ‘yes’, ‘no’ and 
‘maybe’ (F).

I would be lying if I said I don’t feel exceedingly nervous. 
These things have serious consequences, not least in terms of 
where we all feel comfortable relieving our scholarly bowels or 
taking an intellectual piss. 

Not only must I ensure that I keep F’s and O’s from confusing 
all of us with any form of cross-dressing, but at the same time I 
must also allow some epistemologically-non-binary utterances to 
choose where to wash their hands of the aforementioned dualism 
and check themselves in the mirror for any wrinkles in their validity.

I think I’ve come up with a solution, though. 
From now on our new editorial policy will allow both rigid 

dualistic separation, and flexible indeterminacy. Bingo! 
Henceforth, all facts will occupy even-numbered pages, and 

all opinions will be published on odd-numbered pages. No more 
loosey-goosey! You can turn to any page in this issue now, and 
immediately establish the clarity and great good sense this makes.*

As for the rest: non-F-non-O sentences will be identified as 
whatever they wish, or not identified at all. We’ll leave it entirely 
up to those linguistic expressions to decide whether they want to 
appear as even. Or odd. 

And if that still feels coercive, we will include an un-numbered 
page in every issue for the wilfully opaque, the deliberately 
ambiguous and the darkly inexplicable among our authors’ sayings. 
(Ok, you’re right: maybe four pages is more realistic...)

You can’t say fairer than that, can you? (F!) 
(Fact-checker’s note: The new policy will also allow the editor 

to ease work-related stress with a gin & tonic before 6pm. But 
maybe that’s not relevant here?) 

In the post-truth fake-news image-manipulation era, I’m afraid 
our Language Games Department hasn’t yet decided if photographs 
count as facts or opinions, so for the moment we’re going to allow 
them anywhere. (These are dangerous times, indeed, my friends.)

T h i s  d o e s  m e a n  t h a t  t h e 
Hermeneutic Circular can no longer 
publish all of one article on a single 
page or sequence of pages, given 
authors’ propensity to mix their F’s 
and O’s (did I forget to mention we 
had to sacrifice coherence for 
rigour?). But we promise you’ll find 
all the bits they wrote somewhere, 
and can paste them back together 
with scissors and glue.

Le t  me  reassure  you ,  tha t 
whatever your taste, you’ll still find 
plenty of both facts and opinions as 
well as a fair number of less certain 
statements in this issue. Fact hunters 
can look forward to the length of the 
Danube,  a  footnote of  I tal ian 
property tax law, and the number of 

Americans who watched the final episode of M*A*S*H.
And opinion-seekers can equally enjoy praise and forgiveness 

for a university counsellor, debate on Heidegger’s place in 
existential therapy thinking and training, regret for the absence 
of conversation on the London Underground, Hans Cohn’s dislike 
of case studies, and the value of reading Rudolph Hoess’ 
autobiography.

So now, dear reader, if you get hot and bothered by a straight-
laced fact, please turn to page 4. And if you prefer a scantily-clad 
opinion, start with page 5. 

And for the rest of you…good luck (O, I think).

FROM THE EDITOR 
ANDREW MILLER

E D I T O R ’ S  R U I N :  FA C T 

A N D  O P I N I O N  C O C K TA I L

Andrew Miller 
insidework@gmail.com

*This page is the one exception. Sorry. (F)
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We launched the first SEA Film Club event on 23 February, 
screening Mirror, by Russian film director Andrey Tarkovsky. I 
am hugely grateful to Monia Brizzi for making a long-held idea 
happen soon after she joined the SEA committee at the end of last 
year. The event was well attended and there were no walk outs 
on what is a demanding film that can alienate, seduce, or bore 
depending on mood and disposition. The film elicited a variety 
of responses – embracing, moved, baffled, detached, questioning. 
One person summed up Mirror powerfully and precisely with: 
‘this is a film that doesn’t patronise me’. 

Mostly, I enjoyed being in a space where we did not talk about 
therapy, theory or client-work (though I did ask the audience to 
imagine Mirror as a difficult and complex client and the 
phenomenological comportment we might bring to such an 
encounter). People spoke personally, intimately, honestly about 
what emerged for them in viewing the film. 

It felt significant and qualitatively different to share a space 
fuelled by art; there are more such spaces and different expressions 
of art to be explored and shared, which I hope the Society can 
facilitate in the future. We are anticipating that the Film Club will 
have an energetic, diverse existence and invite members to get in 
touch to propose and present films that hold meaning for you. 

Music, Movement and Metaphor will be the title and theme of the 
2019 SEA Conference, to be held on 9 November at the NCVO in 
London. Music, movement, metaphor are modes of attendance and 
revelation, both concrete and abstract enough to capture the everyday, 
the complex and the ineffable. They encourage meditative thinking 
and also what I would call Bachelardian thinking – a synthesis of 
poetry and episteme that opens up the underside of things and gives 
space and form to the invisible. Teresa Cannon, the conference organiser, 
will send further information to the membership next month. 

Calculative thinking dominates many spaces and discourses, 
including those of therapy. It is unquestioned, unchallenged and 
normalised; given value and privilege in organisations and 
institutions. A recent example is the Scope of Practice and Education 
Project (SCoPEd), a collaboration between UKCP, BACP, and 
BPC, which apparently uses an ‘evidence-based’ methodology, 
with the aim of agreeing ‘a shared, evidence-based competence 
framework to inform the core training requirements, competences 
and practice standards for counsellors and psychotherapists, 
working with adults.’ 

Every UKCP and BACP registered/accredited member will have 
received an email asking them to participate in the SCoPEd ‘consultation’ 
which, as often happens, was designed to achieve responses friendly 
to the project. Some worry that SCoPEd may facilitate the move from 
regulation by the Professional Standards Authority to regulation by 

the Health and Care Professions Council, with the attendant restrictions 
and medicalisation of practice this will entail. 

For example, to have the title of psychotherapist, one will have 
to demonstrate: ‘4.9.b. Ability to utilise audit and evaluation 
methodologies to contribute to improving the process and outcomes 
of therapy. 4.10.b Ability to successfully complete a substantial 
empirical research project, systematic review or systematic case 
study informed by wide current understandings of the discipline.’

Where might this leave the existentially trained therapist, and 
should we organise to protest and prevent the SCoPEd framework 
from going ahead? For some, a way to have a voice is to sit in on 
UKCP and other relevant committees that make decisions on 
training, practice and ethics. Historically it has been hard for the 
SEA to recruit people for such roles and this trend continues. 
UKCP consultations and surveys, as well as invitations to members’ 
forums are usually taken up by an appallingly low percentage of 
the UKCP membership – often in single figures. If we don’t engage 
it gets harder to have a say; by the time things emerge they are 
often in fact a fait accompli and more difficult to shift. 

Issues of apathy and action, including what kinds of action and 
in what fields, have been especially prevalent in recent years within 
the SEA. There have been challenges by SEA members in our 
conferences, forums and training institutions, on where the SEA 
stands in relation to mental health, inclusion and diversity, political 
and social action. At the 2018 annual conference, the Society’s 
30th, a challenge was posed by one of the speakers, Rebecca 
Greenslade, which elicited a series of email conversations and 
resulted in a number of proposals put together by Rebecca and 
Devang Vaidya (p42), as a response to the draft of the amended SEA 
constitution, which was voted on at the AGM in February 2019. 

These are sound and ambitious proposals on promoting 
existential therapy and its ethos in different contexts, including 
the contemporary psychosocial, economic and political context. 
The question around taking these forward, as the authors themselves 
acknowledge, is one of resources and capacity. All SEA committee 
members are volunteers and fit the work they do for the SEA 
around busy lives. In order to take proposals forward we need 
more hands on deck. Whilst members do not necessarily have to 
join the SEA committee, we want to have more collaboration 
between all SEA members so that we can progress initiatives that 
are meaningful to us all, as part of the existential ethos of the 
Society. Challenges bring energy and change; and acting on them 
should be a shared endeavour. 

Natasha Synesiou  
chair@existentialanalysis.org.uk

FROM  
THE CHAIR
NATASHA SYNESIOU
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Adapted from the 
presentation given  
at the SEA 30th 
Anniversary 
Conference

Diana: I have a feeling you 
knew Hans longer than I did. 
I started to go to the Friday 
Forums in 1991, so it was 

around then that I spotted him at those meetings. He had a quiet and 
powerful way of saying very few words that were full of meaning 
– this made me sit up and take notice right away. 

I then went to a one of his early existential theory and practice 
seminars around that time but it was not until 1994 that I started 
to see him every other week for supervision.

When did you first meet Hans?
 

Sarah: I first met him over thirty years ago 
when I started seeing him for therapy. Three 
years on Hans suggested that instead of ending 
therapy our meetings evolved into supervision. 
Six years later our relationship shifted again 
when Hans asked me to prepare the manuscripts 
for his two books on existential therapy.

Hans would give me a chapter to type and 
the following visit we would discuss it, I would 
point out the minor changes I had made, 
occasionally he went along with them!

As you say Hans could convey so much in 
just a few words and I often tried to get him 
to say more about some of the complex things 
he was discussing, he rarely if ever agreed to 
this – like his poetry, Hans’ writing was 
succinct to the nth degree, he always felt saying 
more would be merely padding. 

Diana: He was so clear about his likes and dislikes! He refused 
to write ‘case study’ examples in his various chapters and books 
despite being asked to by the publisher. He simply ignored that 
and made do with some general hypothetical examples. His view 
was that every session and moment with a client was unique and 
difficult to grasp. There is no cause and effect that could be 

expressed by the therapist. The relationship is key and both client 
and therapist are ‘caught up’ in that relationship.

His powerfully to-the-point statement, ‘the client you meet is 
the client who meets you’, blew me away when I first heard it. 
The other message that I gained was that we always have a choice 
about how to respond. Hans simply chose not to write case studies 
and in the end that was accepted. If he had been forced to write 
them he would have refused to write his chapter.

Talk about not ‘going along with the herd’!
He would get downright grumpy with how some existential 

therapist banged on about the therapeutic frame as if it was 
something that therapists erected with every client and then did 
their utmost to stick to.

His frame example hits the nail on the head, an artist rarely 
starts with the frame and then paints the picture inside the frame. 
The picture is painted and the frame is then chosen to fit the 

picture. He’d say that all relationships have 
frames, they happen automatically and the 
frames are part of the relationship. What we 
can do is to notice, be aware and try to grasp 
what that might say about our relationship 
with our client. It is never fixed, but fluid. 
There is always a frame.

Enough theory for now, let’s go back in 
time. What do you know about Hans’ history?

Sarah: Sorry, a little more theory in that 
Hans always emphasised that context is 
always more important than the individual 
– there is no such thing as a fixed self, none 
of  us  i s  th i s  o r  tha t  having  cer ta in 
characteristics in all situations, we are not 
isolated individuals we are relational beings. 
He would say as therapists we have to look 
at the whole life. 

So, it seems appropriate to give his life 
some sort of context. But obviously we mustn’t for a moment 
think this implies past traumas cause present difficulties – as you 
said, ‘no cause and effect’. Hans would not approve, rather he 
continually stressed the multidimensionality of time – past is 
present in the now. He would often quote T. S. Eliot:

Time present and time past 
Are perhaps present in time future 
And time future contained in time past

(Four Quartets, Burnt Norton, 1936)

Freddie, Hans’ brother, shared a brief description of Hans’ early 
life. He was born in Breslau, Germany during WWI. He was 
considered a very bright child, always amongst the best in his 
class. (Breslau is now in Poland, Hans was extremely upset as 

HANS W. COHN (1916-2004)  
THERAPIST, SUPERVISOR, TEACHER, POET, AUTHOR,  

FRIEND AND SO MUCH MORE 
B Y  D I A N A  M I T C H E L L  A N D  S A R A H  Y O U N G

His view was that every session and 
moment with a client was unique 
and difficult to grasp. There is no 

cause and effect that could be 
expressed by the therapist
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something like ‘Do come upstairs Romeo’.
I could tell what mood he was in and how he was feeling by 

where he greeted me. The landing was a happy mood, standing 
in the doorway to his room was good, standing in the middle of 
the room was so-so but sitting in his chair and not getting up was 
bad news. My heavens, could he ever be grumpy!

He behaved badly at times during some of the Friday Forums 
and he would show his disapproval of what the speaker was saying 
in a critical way with a face like thunder. I’d then get a call in the 
evening where he confessed that he was out of order and rude: ‘I 
don’t feel good about myself and what I said’.

We would sometimes go to a local Italian restaurant nearby. 
Hans was a very picky and fussy eater, even though he always 
ordered the same food he would look at whatever was on his plate 
as if he didn’t trust it! And sure enough, there was always something 
wrong. It was quite simple, we enjoyed and gained from being in 
each other’s company and we also gave each other confidence. 

Sarah, you also spent a lot of time at Fabyc House. How did 
he end up living there?

Sarah: How Fabyc House came into being is a fascinating story. 
Once in London Hans’ experiences led him into analysis and to 
studying psychotherapy. In the early 1950s he joined Fabyc (Family 
by choice) a therapeutic community founded by his psychotherapist 
Catherine Ginsberg, for people at the end of their therapy who 
wanted to live together. 

Fabyc started in Kensington with about 18, mostly Jewish 
young men, as residents. By the time they moved to Kew in 1963 
there were 80 or so people – families, couples and singles. Hans 
lived there until the end of his life. Fabyc is an extraordinary 
project and is still going (though of course it did not suit everyone). 
It worked for Hans and he would facilitate the Monday evening 

streets’ names had changed. I’m not sure how he knew this as he 
rarely travelled).

As a Jew he was not allowed to enter university in Germany, 
so he went to Prague to study medicine. Hans knew from an early 
age he wanted to become a psychiatrist/psychotherapist (he read 
Freud as a young man). His parents and his brother also left 
Germany and moved near Prague. 

When Germany occupied Czechoslovakia the family illegally 
crossed the border into Poland. The parents managed to get visas 
and transport to England, but the brothers were stranded and were 
unable to obtain visas before war broke out in September 1939. 

The two brothers became fugitives of war and made an epic 
journey through Poland. This terrifying experience was described 
by Freddie in his book Signals. Hans also alluded to it in some 
of his poems. They walked at night and slept during the day until 
they were captured by German soldiers. Hans once described how 
a German officer ‘turned a blind eye’ and they managed to escape. 
Eventually they made it to Lithuania where they were helped by 
a refugee organisation to get to England.

In March 1940 they were re-united with their parents for a 
couple of months, then arrested, interned and deported to Canada. 
Freddie’s trilogy provides a vivid account of the trauma they went 
through (Signals, A Lucid Interval, The Progress of a Greenhorn 
– in these books ‘Martin’ is Freddie, the optimist, ‘Paul’ is Hans, 
the pessimist).

Two years later Hans and Freddie arrived back in England 
(having briefly been in an internment camp in the Isle of Man). 

Initially Hans worked as a hospital porter at the Radcliffe hospital 
in Oxford, a job he described as complete drudgery. But he 
composed his poems as he pushed trolleys and wrote them down 
when he got back to his lodgings. He then worked in bookshops 
in Oxford and later in London. 

Diana: My main memories of Hans are from our so-called 
supervision sessions in Fabyc House, where he lived. Every other 
week I would go to his flat in Kew for supervision. Neither of us 
liked the term ‘supervision’ nor did we go in for a conventional 
supervisor/supervisee relationship. We talked about ourselves, 
clients, films, music, TV, books and our likes and dislikes and we 
gossiped. We got to know each other as I would a friend. We used 
to giggle a lot and in those early days he was able to show his 
mischievous side.

For instance, we used to have a silly Romeo & Juliet game. 
After I rang the bell, he would buzz the front door open from 
upstairs. There was a landing just outside his room and as I stood 
at the bottom of the stairs I’d look up to see him peering down at 
me. I’d say ‘Oh, it’s you Juliet’ and he would respond by saying 

HANS W. COHN
CONTINUED

Hans always emphasised that 
context is always more important 

than the individual – there is no 
such thing as a fixed self
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Freddie translated another volume of poems entitled Landscapes, 
published privately for family and friends after Hans died. I notice 
you don’t mention how wonderfully your husband Allan rendered 
those poems and brought many a tear to the eye of his listeners.

The English poet Michael Hamburger, wrote in his introduction 
to With All Five Senses: Hans’ poems ‘are existential parables 
written with an extraordinary precision, and without the aid of 
rhetoric or conventional pathos. If they are all the more poignant 
for that it is because they have been refined and distilled to their 
essence.’ This echoes the earlier comments about Hans’ ability 
to say so much in so few words.

Hamburger described the poem below as ‘a many-sided 
existential parable which anticipates the author’s subsequent 
therapeutic activities, if one notes in it not only doubt and despair 
about contact with others, but also the need for seeing oneself in 
another and its therapeutic value.’

Two mirrors sit 
opposite each other
and look at each other
Then they get up
and go their own way
And both are thinking
how good it is
to be in touch with someone.  

Diana: Abandoning poetry for psychotherapy must have been a 
huge step for Hans. As was his move from a psychoanalytic 
orientation to an existential-phenomenological understanding.

groups, enjoy his ‘adopted’ family and participate in the activities. 
Occasionally he invited me to their annual garden party, a lovely 
occasion where a delicious lunch was served – even Hans found 
something he liked!

Hans did not formally train as a psychotherapist, in the way 
we do now, there were no courses as such in the 1950s. His training 
was an ‘apprenticeship’ with his therapist. Though initially he 
was psychoanalytically informed he continued to be concerned 
with questions of meaning and the nature of human existence. He 
was committed to Group therapy and joined the Group Analytic 
Society (now the Institute of Group Analysis).

Hans had originally hoped to take up his studies in medicine 
but that did not prove possible. Alongside his work as a 
psychotherapist he took a degree in Literature at London University 
followed by a PhD. 

His PhD thesis was a literary-psychological interpretation of 
the work of a German Jewish poet Else Lasker-Schüler. Here he 
was able to combine his profound commitment to questions of 
meaning and the nature of human existence with his love of poetry.

Diana, do you remember the fun we had at those fundraising 
events for the Bursary we set up in Hans’ name?
 
Diana: I certainly do! We held a book sale of Hans’ collection; put 
on an Art Show; a music evening with his piano teacher; an opera 
concert and had poetry readings. So many people had no idea he 
was a poet and a very special one at that. I always think it’s a shame 
that he never knew about the Bursary and how excited people were 
to discover his poems, and also to own some of his books.

It’s an interesting combination of how well he used words and 
yet he hated the use of verbatim reports. He could never understand 
why and how these reports could tell him more about the therapist/
client relationship.

For Hans, theory and practice were never separate entities 
despite the need to pull them apart in order to talk and think about 
them. He used to say, just remember that they are always linked, 
what we do in practice expresses our theory and our theory is 
expressed in how we practice. Hans’ advice to students having to 
write case studies linking theory and practice was to write the 
case study and then look to see what thinking/theory was being 
expressed via the practice and the attitude of the writer.

I’m sure that everyone who knew Hans remembers his dreaded, 
‘I have some kvestions’! (German accent). He was an asker of 
questions and a hater of silences. He told me that he couldn’t 
stand it and would break a long silence, it made him very anxious. 
I found this wonderfully refreshing because I assumed that proper 
existential therapists were good at silence or at least pretended 
to be good with silence, as I often did!

What happened to Hans’ poetry writing?

Sarah: As you say Hans was a very special poet though he gave 
up writing poetry sometime after becoming a psychotherapist in 
the 1960s. Three volumes of his poetry were published in Germany, 
the third of which, With All Five Senses (1999), was translated 
by his brother Freddie. Hans described this as a ‘labour of love’. 

I’m sure that everyone who knew 
Hans remembers his dreaded, ‘I 

have some kvestions’!
P O E M
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Sarah: Absolutely, I have no recollection of Hans saying he 
regretted giving up writing poetry though he often spoke of how 
grateful he was to his brother for his translations. 

Hans’ interest in psychoanalysis and existential thinking was 
there from the start. He had always concerned himself with us in 
the world and our relation to the world and how one can deal with 
this if one is not religious – he had notebooks written in his 
twenties asking these existential questions, questions he struggled 
with all his life. Eventually Heidegger’s philosophy of existence 
went some way towards answering his questions. Heidegger’s 
thinking struck him as deeply relevant and eye-opening, illuminating 
his work as a therapist as nothing else had done. 

His papers and book reviews published in the early 1980’s in 
Group Analysis and other journals demonstrate his psychoanalytic 
thinking alongside existential elements. His first purely existential 
paper, ‘An Existential Approach to Psychotherapy’, was published 
in the British Journal of Medical Psychology in 1984.

Diana: How on earth do we cover Hans’ contribution to the SEA? 
I know you have lots of material on this.

Sarah: It is hard to imagine what the founding of the SEA meant 
for Hans. He told me about it after one of our therapy sessions 
and encouraged me to go to the first forum. It must have been life 
changing for him to find a group of like-minded people with whom 
he could discuss his ideas. 

He involved himself from the start and attended the first 
Conference in 1988 and every conference thereafter until his death 
in 2004. He gave papers at several of them and was always present 
with his ‘kvestions’, just as he was at the Friday Forums, which 
he frequently hosted. Numerous members of the society benefitted 
from his teaching, supervision and therapy. He was seeing over 
twenty clients/supervisees when he fell in 2003, aged 87!

He joined the first Journal Editorial Board in 1989 and was 
co-editor of the Journal for six years. He contributed ten papers 
to the Journal, also nine book reviews and three responses to 
published papers. An interview he did with Michael Worrell in 
2003 was published in the Hermeneutic Circular after he had died.

Something he said at the end of this interview struck me hugely: 
‘The essential aspect of existential therapy was to set aside anything 
that got in the way of a simple human meeting – a simple 
conversation.’ I suspect this was somewhat different from what 
he might have said in the early years of his work as a psychotherapist.

Hans taught on several courses at Regent’s College. His short 
course ‘Existential Thought and Therapeutic Practice’ ran for 
several years and in 1994 an extra course was scheduled ‘in 
response to popular demand’. But the Advanced Diploma in 
Existential Psychotherapy (ADEP) was of particular importance 
to him and he loved teaching his ‘Heidegger seminars’. Hans gave 
prominence to Heidegger that perhaps hadn’t been given at the 
School or in the Society until then.

His contribution to the Society was recognised on his 80th 
birthday, when following Ernesto’s suggestion, a Doctoral 
Scholarship was inaugurated in his name. Hans was almost 
overwhelmed. Further recognition was given to Hans when the 

School of Psychotherapy at Regent’s College made him an Honorary 
Visiting Fellow in 2003. The standing ovation he received on this 
occasion was incredibly moving and went on for several minutes.

His influence continues with the Scholarship, his books and 
journal articles and with those who knew him. Earlier we mentioned 
the Bursary we set up in his name after he died. We supported 
nine students through the ADEP over the five years of its existence. 

The Society enriched the last 15 years of Hans’ life and it seems 
appropriate to be making this tribute to him 15 years after his 
death. Nicola Diamond pointed out in her obituary in Group 
Analysis that ‘Hans was a key figure in putting forward an 
existential-phenomenology approach’. Emmy van Deurzen’s words 
in Remembering Hans (a collection of tributes I put together after 
Hans died) said it all: ‘The existential therapy scene will never 
be quite the same without him.’

It was an enormous privilege to work with Hans and have him 
as a friend. He was simply the most thoughtful person I ever met. 
He never took anything lightly and always considered, pondered 
and reflected – a true phenomenologist. 

He was often great fun and had a staggering range of interests. 
He was caring, gracious and warm; that is not to say that he 
couldn’t be irascible at times! He was wise and humane, and 
showed a kind of caring attentiveness that is rare.                                   

Diana would you like to say a few last words?

Diana: Maybe just to say that I continue to have silent conversations 
with Hans, I carry him wherever I go. He was such a sensitive 
soul with real humility and a class act through and through. You 
and I know that he would be appalled and saddened by what has 
happened to existential therapy with all the added regulations and 
requirements. This makes his wise words and thinking all the 
more important.

Contact Sarah at sarahayoung3@gmail.com, from whom you can 
buy a copy of With All Five Senses in support of the Hans W. 
Cohn Scholarship.

NOTE FOR  
CONTRIBUTORS
The deadline for the next issue will be mid-August,  
for publication in October. 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. We also want to hear more about your 
experiences from ‘The Other Side’, of your own 
therapy. Please send your contributions to the Editor  
at insidework@gmail.com. 

HANS W. COHN
CONTINUED
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‘The greatest contribution existential 
therapy has made is that all of its 
statements end in a question mark 
and not a full stop.’
Ernesto Spinelli 

My heart rate rises and threatens to erupt through 
my chest. It’s beating faster now. Harder now. 
And I’m pretty sure the sweat from my temple 

is becoming visible too; rapidly running, for everyone to see I presume. 
I’m woven between what feels like an ocean of fantastic faces, 

desperately yearning to be seen as alike – passionate and calm, 
with saged and gathered thoughts. All of this wishing beneath the 
surface, of course. Above board, however, my body continues to 
quail in spite of my silent efforts to curve its fear. 

My hands join in and begin shaking now. 
What arrests my attention, warrants such dread? Anticipation. 

barriers between the emerging practitioner and their unfolding 
existential practices: from meaning-orientated to givens-orientated; 
ways-of being to modes-of-doing; relating to coaching; attitude-
towards to interventions-applied; evidence-based to epoché-reduced; 
phenomenology to responsibility; attempting to achieving; transcending 
to transforming; and so on. And with no founder at the foundation, 
no Freud or Rogers at the helm, I’m left wondering if it’s ethical to 
bring existentialism into the therapeutic alliance without knowing 
which room to stand sturdy in, to stand safely in. 

Of course, I’m hungry to learn and eager to do what’s best for 
each client and my practice. But I’m a little new to the scene and 
already know all too well of the intricate and esoteric branches 
vining deeper into existentialism’s trunk. So, here’s my personal 
conviction, and with it comes that trepidation again: namely, do 
I have the experience, skill, sensitivity and compassion to 
experiment with these ideas in therapy?

Maybe I’m missing the point of it all, the very essence of it 
all. Ernesto warns us that the ramifications of verticalization are 
uncertainty and dividedness. Rollo May also surmised that by 
their inherent nature, existential issues intentionally stretch us 
– that they ‘reach to the very root of man’s life and challenge him 
there.’ So, yes, I was feeling challenged and uncertain, and part 
two of my question prompted Ernesto for a little soothsaying.

Congruence and questioning
My fortune wasn’t read, nor was my future predicted. Ernesto 
offered me something deeper than that, something meaningful 
that softly assuaged my feelings and rather encouraged my future. 
Aside from reminding us all at the conference of the transformation 
that accompanies horizontalization, he also gave me a personal 
gift; trust and reflection, congruence and questioning. 

Congruence and questioning. 
And what do I glean from this? Something quite humble. To 

continue talking, to continue asking. To be honest about my fears 
and become better acquainted with them. To risk feeling clumsy 
in the search for new knowledge. To be courageous enough to 
share my concerns in the pursuit of steering myself and my practice 
towards something more meaningful. 

On a broader level, to speak deliberately and openly with my 
peers and educators. And to remain curious and question, such as 
Ernesto’s client once did: what is new and interesting to say about 
psychotherapy? Overall, Ernesto’s words reminded me of some 
original intentions for wanting to venture into this profession; to 
discover and learn, wherever the road leads.  

And this is a gift for us all. Encouragement for us all. Irrespective 
of our place in the house of the existential therapies, or the duration 
of our residency, it’s important to remain in an active stance of 
unknowing; of fostered vulnerability. 

So, in the spirit of Ernesto himself, full stops have turned into 
question marks, and asking, openness and reflection lie ahead. This, 
I believe, will help me, perhaps us, feel more interconnected and 
together, more welcomed and at home, right? 

Contact Benjamin at u1227125@uel.ac.uk

Yes, anticipation. I’m anxious at the prospect of stating myself 
amongst these fantastic faces: to stick out of the crowd the very 
day I tuck myself in. I’m not sure how it will go, how I will go. I 
feel vulnerable now, minimal confidence now. But it’s vital for me 
to do so in spite myself. 

So, with all the courage I can gumption I tremulously raise my 
hand. The microphone eventually reaches me, and I fumble to retain 
it before my body denies me my will’s intention.

Ernesto hears me first, scans the room, sees me second. All eyes 
then turn to me. I’ve untucked from the crowd and just about squeak 
out the words – cadence and tone quavering all the way. 

The self that is all selves
Ernesto smiles, considers my opinion, and reverently attends to 
the question: ‘Keep doing what you’re doing and question it. 
Question it. Don’t listen to me saying to you go here or do that. 
Stay with what you’re doing but stay with it in a way that’s 
constantly looking at it, so “Is this what touches me? Is this what 
I am here for?” And that may keep you on the particular road that 
you’re on at the moment, or it may shift you onto another road 
to question it. Trust yourself. The self that is all selves.’ 

The self that is all selves. Just the elixir I required. 
My question? A two-parter really and upon reflection, somewhat 

paradoxical. In a nutshell – I first expressed both feelings of awe and 
trepidation for discovering existentialism at the birth of my professional 
career. Why awe? That’s simple: recognising that I bore an existentialist 
heart long before the concept was announced to me during a lecture 
in my mid-twenties, and became instantly excited to learn of its 
acquaintanceship with the helping professions. And trepidation? Simpler 
yet: feeling somewhat ungrounded for entering the landscape of 
existential thought during what seems to me like times of teething.

Yes, the field is animated and alive, fruitful and rich – 30 years 
of a growing SEA community demonstrates that as a given. 

But here’s the rub: the approaches and views which reside under 
the roof of the house of existential therapy, some of which merge in 
philosophy and application, others that starkly oppose in 
epistemological and ontological assumption, invariably generate 

ERNESTO’S ENCOURAGEMENT 
B Y  B E N J A M I N  B U T L E R
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My first counsellor was called Betty. I saw 
her for three years whilst I was an undergraduate 
at university in the late ‘80s. 

Betty has become more and more important 
to me: even though she is no longer ‘there’, 
and she was my counsellor thirty years ago.

Betty was in her mid-fifties when we first 
met. I saw her every Wednesday during term 
time from my first week at college, until the 

week after my Finals. I had her home phone number, and one 
summer I saw her every week through the long vacation. 

She had white hair, wore smart but comfortable clothes and 
worked both at the university and at a local hospital. Her room 
was like a pastiche of a counselling room: low lighting, soft but 
robust cushions, spider plants on the window sill, a box of tissues 
and a collection of interesting stones on the low coffee table. 

She was very patient. She always seemed pleased to see me. 
She never told me off if I was late or not in the mood for talking. 
I learnt that she had been widowed quite young and had since 

remarried. She had three grown-up children. She was interested 
in dream theory, and in how women’s status changed as they aged. 
She read books about crones and wondered whether she could 
start learning to play the violin when she was sixty. 

At the time I was not interested in any of this. I was not interested 
in Betty. I was pre-reflective: if anyone had drawn up a diagram 
of where I was on the cycle of change I would have been at the 
bottom and not ready for therapy. I was not interested in relationships 
and had no personal conception of boundaries, therapeutic alliances 
or underlying dynamics happening beyond my awareness.

I did go to the session every week. I did tell her stuff that was 
happening every week.

The ending
At the end of the three years, Betty began musing about therapy 
ending and what it might mean, what it might feel like. She said 
she was going to miss me. She gave me a framed photo of herself 
and asked permission to talk about our working together, giving 
me an alias, at a conference where she was presenting. 

None of that ending stuff meant anything to me. But in our 
last session I felt a huge sadness, great waves of shuddering tears, 
and not able to speak. I felt embarrassed for her because she was 
going on about it being sad that this was our last session, and all 

I was thinking about was how weird that this stranger knew more 
about me than anyone else ever had. 

Betty said, at the very end, that she would like to give me a 
hug. I reluctantly allowed her. I did not want to be hugged by her. 
I was desperate to get away from all the emotion.

For a long time, I did not miss her, nor the talking. On the face 
of it none of it had made much difference to me. It never crossed my 
mind to try to contact her, and I did not expect to hear from her again. 

Training to be a counsellor
I started training to be a counsellor about five years after stopping 
seeing Betty. I had had some more therapy in the interim and 
knew a bit more about boundaries and the significance lent to 
endings in therapy. 

Back in the ‘90s, a lot of training courses were person-centred in 
their orientation. Even as I was soaking up and embodying the values 
of a humanistic and non-judgmental training, I was filled with rage 
for Betty and all the things she did wrong. So many boundary 
violations! The hug, the phone number, the food she would bring in 
for me, the offers of contact, the offers to talk to my tutors, the 
personal details, the talking about herself in what was my time! 

I took a break from training and only then did my feelings 
towards her moderate. I could see what good she had done. Betty 
had always been there for me. She had stayed. She had shared 
some of her history and vulnerability with me. She had asked me 
for a hug, rather than taken it. She had made herself a person to 
me even at the risk of my anger and rejection. I was able to finally 
take down her photo from the wall.

I went through a stage of searching for her: on university 
websites, on Google, through BACP and UKCP directories and 
then finally contacting the Wellbeing Department at the university. 
The staff there were warm in their response but could not tell me 
where she was. Betty had long since retired. 

I wanted to tell her that I am now a psychotherapist. That I am 
still alive, that I did alright, that I am grateful and wish I could 
have thanked her back then. I wonder how we would have fared 
in a modern university counselling service.

Safe container
If I could step outside of being her patient and become her 
supervisor, I would be full of praise for Betty and her work with 
me. She was the proverbial ‘safe container’. She embodied a 

Her room was like a pastiche of a 
counselling room: low lighting, soft 
but robust cushions, spider plants 

on the window sill

None of that ending stuff meant 
anything to me. But in our last 

session I felt a huge sadness, great 
waves of shuddering tears, and  

not able to speak

MY FIRST COUNSELLOR
B Y  T A B I T H A  D R A P E R

T H E  O T H E R  S I D E
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For Beverley and Brexit
There is a little-known law in Italy that allows 
Italian nationals who had decided to move 
abroad, to purchase a property in their home 
country as if it were their primary residence 
in Italy, and so to qualify for a hefty saving 
on their tax bill. 

It must be, I imagine, a way to welcome 
back those who emigrated and to remind them 

that their country of origin will take them back with open arms, 
should they decide to return home.

Like the return of the prodigal son (or daughter), however 
unfair it may feel for the siblings who stayed home, there is an 
important emotional value in this law, especially now that recent 
political events have pushed many migrants in the UK to ask 
questions that were perhaps not necessary before.

Reading carefully the convoluted legal document however, a 
hidden postilla states that this opportunity will only become 
applicable once the foreign resident starts receiving a pension in 
the country of residence and no financial support of any kind will 

be sought in the country of origin.
As if to say: you are welcome back my son (or daughter), but 

don’t think you really belong here, while you keep a foot in two 
shoes. And, by the way, when you finally return home don’t forget 
that the bubbly and the roasting piglet are on you.

This tax situation has been in the forefront of months of online 
research and has been in my mind as a topic for meditation, since 
I decided that time had come for me to partially return, back home.

Away from home
I have been away for most of my adult life. I have grown and 
developed in a country where I was not born. I have adopted and 
been adopted at the same time. I have flourished professionally 
and personally and always felt grateful for the opportunities that 
my adopted land offered me.

I never lost touch with places and people in my birth country 
and, through regular visits and friendships both here and there, I 
have stayed informed of developments, social and political, in 
both places.

This dual interest and participation had just happened, in a 

non-threatening non-judgmental acceptance, re-parenting me and 
not moving at any pace faster than I could tolerate. 

The bits that jarred now seem evidence of her care, of her 
knowing how far she could challenge my understanding and 
experience of what it felt to matter to someone. I have forgiven 
her for being human. 

But what about that hug? Even thirty years ago there must have 
been strictures for therapists, in universities, about initiating 
physical contact. 

How could she know that I could forgive her what for me was 
a trespass? That I would develop some tolerance and empathy? 
That I would come to understand all that sort of stuff about 
attachment and loss from the other side and think: yes, she wanted 
a physical connection with me, she wanted me to remember her, 
to be sure that she had touched me. 

She wanted to because those three years were not after all only all 
about me. It was about her too, and about what happened between us, 
just as any and all relationships are always about more than one person. 

Now when I work towards finishing with clients, I can feel 
that contained in an embrace at the close of a piece of work can 
be an acknowledgement. It marks the ending of a particular way 
of connecting with each other that has changed us both. 
Paradoxically, we might move closer as we step away from each 
other, and this moving closing and then parting can prefigure how 
we move through another’s memory.

Could she have known that I would grow to know that?
I think about Betty often. Psychotherapists and counsellors 

can never be certain of what their impact is, how long what they 

say and are like will last, when resurface, be shared with others, 
face further interpretation. 

I do not think I am much like Betty in how I am with clients, 
but I admire what I now think of as her leap of faith. She did not 
know what would endure from our relationship, but she trusted 
the potential and took a risk in making herself present at the end. 

I have never given a client a photo for a keepsake, but after all 
these years, it is her personal disclosures and that feeling of something 
being recognised that I remember rather than any intervention. I hope 
I can still be myself, as she was with me, and stand up resiliently to 
skepticism and difficult endings. 

Contact Tabitha at tabdraper@hotmail.com

She did not know what would endure 
from our relationship, but she 

trusted the potential and took a risk 
in making herself present at the end

EDITOR’S NOTE
We’d like to keep hearing about your own experiences 
as clients in therapy – the lessons from the other side of 
the room seem likely to be at least as valuable as the 
ones we learn in our professional role. If you’re willing 
to share some with our readers, please send them!

HOME SWEET HOME
B Y  P A O L A  P O M P O N I
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matter-of-fact manner typical of ex-pats, until a few years ago, 
when something made me stop and wonder.

Beverley had become a friend in my adult years. We had trained 
together as psychotherapists and shared the excitement of starting 
a new career. Not only were we colleagues and neighbours, but 
we also seemed to be driven by similar interests and outlook.

We felt lucky to have found each other.
Then reality took an unexpected turn when Beverley was 

diagnosed with brain cancer and given one year to live.
She had always been a perfectionist and it felt like she kept it 

going until her very last challenge. 
Exactly one year later I was standing in the historic grounds 

of Brompton Cemetery sobbing goodbye to my best friend. It was 
a sunny June morning, birds sung, squirrels hopped around and 
flowers bloomed. It all seemed strangely peaceful albeit deeply 
painful and I asked myself where I wished my last home to be. 
Next to Beverley seemed a good place to rest.

On that day I realised how important the question was and I 
was stunned that it had never occurred to me earlier.

Brompton Cemetery emanated a sense of peaceful belonging 
of which I had not been aware before.

Allegiance to The Queen
In the following months I applied for British citizenship and I  
felt a proud shiver when I swore allegiance to the Queen during 
the ceremony.

So, how did I end up searching Italian tax law for foreign 
residents?

Being a dual citizen is not an easy task. I knew it already, 
before I acquired my second passport. I had always strongly felt 
the duality of my situation.

When in the UK I was obviously an immigrant, but London’s 
motherly arms made feel part of a cosmopolitan community where 
different was a synonym of interesting, foreign sounded similar 
to familiar, and the city vibrated as the capital of the world, where 
cohabiting allowed the widening of one’s experience, habits and 
knowledge. This had become my way of life, it gave me a feeling 
of openness and flexible boundaries that made anything else feel 
very closed in and narrow-minded.

Going back home, to my birth country, however, seemed to 
offer a different proposition. People there also perceived me as 
foreign. At times I was complimented for my excellent Italian by 
people who thought I was English. It  all  sounded as a 
misunderstanding. Surely they could see and hear that I was one 
of them, in spite of my foreign postal code?

Not so. 
An ex-pat soon realises that belonging becomes an important 

issue. Not per se, but in the eyes of others. No matter how well 
versed politically or culturally, no matter how tasty and traditional 
my cooking can be, the substrata of not sharing the day to day 
struggle, the continuous update of more futile fashions and ways, 
always seemed to knock at the door of my homelessness. 

I belong everywhere and nowhere at the same time. I am all 
and nothing, embrace and exclusion.

The progression of years and the development of new physical 
and psychological stages bring questions and desires that want to 
be addressed and considered.

For me the process was summarised by asking where I wished 
to spend the end, the fulfilment of my life. Where lies the serenity 
and meditative contemplation of my past and present, once the 
days are shorter, hours become minutes and minutes seconds?

When I become aware of the speed of dawns and sunrises, and 
I know that I need a place to sit and rest, I am aware of the need 
for it to be the right place, the right way and surrounded by the 
right people. 

A N G E L  O F  R E M E M B E R A N C E

A  B R I D G E  T O  T H E  PA S T

HOME SWEET HOME
CONTINUED
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Yet I feel that this term ‘right’ is problematic, perhaps ‘right’ 
does not exist. Perhaps ‘good enough’ is more accurate and realistic.

So I continued to contemplate the little birds singing on 
Beverley’s tombstone and the squirrels playing hide and seek, but 
I became aware of my dilemma. 

I also contemplated my beginnings, the places, the shreds of 
family and relatives who were still able and willing to recognise 
in me the familiar self who had simply relocated years ago, but 
who was still the same me.

Home through new eyes
I went back to my home town and looked at it with new eyes. I 
opened forgotten doors in my memory and my emotions followed 
a new path.

I walked familiar streets, looked at the same baroque curls of 
churches and fountains that had known me as a child or as a young 
woman. They seemed to recognise me and greet me a lot more 
acceptingly than many people I had seen during all the years of 
visiting. 

In a disconcerting way it was the buildings, the ancient marbles 
of Roman arches, stone angels and Egyptian obelisks, the 
disconnected cobbled streets, which remembered me holding my 
mother’s hand in our afternoon strolls, enjoying the art, history 
and beauty of my home town.

It felt as if places reclaimed me, much more strongly than 
people.

Perhaps this is when I realised that belonging is not a process 

that happens through the memory of people, but it is locked in 
the memory of places.

I am now standing in a little apartment in the heart of Rome, 
my original town, in the middle of the beauty that remembers me 
and I am stunned at how close I feel to my mother, in the empty 
walls that soon will be my heavily taxed second home, at least 
until retirement age.

I am not leaving London, not now and hopefully not in the 
future, but I know clearly that I belong here and there, I am and 
I am not.

I await the day my first British pension will arrive and then I 
will claim my peculiar welcome back home from the Italian State. 

Then I know what I will do. I will look outside the window of 
my newly acquired apartment and seek sight of the nearest baroque 
dome, follow the sound of church bells attempting a reminder 
that God is waiting, listen to water flowing from the closest 
fountain and feel inside me my mother’s voice: ‘Let the party 
begin, for you were gone and you have now returned. Welcome 
home my child.’ 

Contact Paola at ppomponi@hotmail.co.uk

THE EMPTY SEAT

V L A D I M I R  U R B A N

C R I S TA L L E  H AY E SF O U N TA I N  O F  A C C E P TA N C E

An ex-pat soon realises that  
belonging becomes an important 

issue. Not per se, but in the  
eyes of others
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A response to ‘Heidegger’s Anti-Semitism 
in context’ by Devang Vaidya, October 2018

I had a visceral reaction when I saw the cover 
of the October Hermeneutic Circular, and 
read the highlights of articles within: 
‘Philosophers and anti-Semitism’ . . . my 
body reverberating, slight sense of panic. 

It’s a very good thing that this conversation 
has begun, and I’m grateful to Judi Bauernfreund for having opened 
the topic with her article, ‘The Black Notebooks and the Re-emergence 
of the Heidegger Controversy’ in  April 2017’s Hermeneutic Circular. 
But anti -Semitism itself seems to be making a re-emergence, and 
for those of us who have lived with the question: ‘How would I know 
when it’s time to leave?’ the topic taps into something very profound.

At the same time I want to acknowledge at the outset, how 
painful and potentially destabilising it is to have to confront and 
grapple with the darker side of Heidegger’s thinking and values. 
The tendency is to avoid the potential disillusionment at all costs, 
but in this instance the cost may be too great. 

What would it mean for us, as members of the Society for 
Existential Analysis, and as practitioners and teachers, to turn the 
other way, not to engage with the full reality of Heidegger’s 
thinking? As well as a betrayal of any standards of intellectual 
rigour, it would be a betrayal of all that is indeed valuable in 
Heidegger’s own writing. Equally, there is a tendency to attempt 
to deflect or underplay the significance of Heidegger’s stance, to 
‘contextualise’ his thinking and actions. 

Questions of context
Reading Vaidya’s article, I was struck immediately by the title: 
‘Heidegger’s anti -Semitism in context’. I wanted to let out a little 
scream: ‘…anti-Semitism in context’, what does that mean? Is there 
‘a context’ in which anti-Semitism is acceptable, or understandable, 
where it has its place? What does that mean: ‘in context’? Is there 
an implicit justification and acceptance right in front of me, in the 
title, which a fellow member of the SEA chose to write, and the 
editor of the Hermeneutic Circular chose to publish?

Regaining a little composure, I would argue that the title itself 
begs many questions, fundamental questions for us as existential 
thinkers and practitioners. The phrase ‘in context’ puts in sharp 
relief the question that has plagued this Society, and no doubt 
existential thinkers around the world for some time, about 
‘relativism’. After all, we speak about ‘the zeitgeist’ and the impact 
it has on our thinking, our values, our understanding of meanings, 
our place in the world, and so much more. But of course, the 
awareness of the significance of ‘context’ can be abused and 
distorted to justify, to excuse, to ‘understand’ ideas and behaviours 
that, I would venture to say, should remain beyond our understanding, 
since they take us far away from any fundamental ethic of living. 

I would suggest that Vaidya has set himself a dubious task – 
that of placing Heidegger’s anti-Semitism ‘in context’ – and as I 
argue later, that in any case, he doesn’t really fulfil that task. 
Moreover, there is a far more important task for this Society as a 

whole – that of getting to grips with the value of Heidegger’s 
philosophy to the practice of Existential-phenomenological 
psychotherapy from our present time in history.

Our starting point, in this instance, when we consider Heidegger’s 
work and life, and his prominence in our trainings and our thinking, 
is his membership of the Nazi party, and the fact that he remained 
unrepentant about being a Nazi, after the end of the war, and until 
the end of his life.

Now for some, joining the Nazi party was a means of survival, 
or a way to protect one’s family, of remaining safe, or simply a 
cynical way of assuring career advancement. What has been 
suggested by some readers of the Black Notebooks, published as 
recently as 2014, is that Heidegger not only succumbed to Nazism, 
but that his own philosophy may have infused the Nazi ideology 
(see Di Cesare’s Heidegger and the Jews: The Black Notebooks). 
That is quite an assertion, and one that needs to be engaged with 
by scholars. I’m not claiming to be a Heideggerian scholar but I 
can see how crucial such an investigation is.

Frankfurt School
Moving on, I’m curious and puzzled by Vaidya’s introduction of 
the Frankfurt School, in particular, Theodore Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, and the relevance to his article. I have to admit to 
not being knowledgeable about their work, but actually I’m not 
sure that matters. What seems to matter more, is the way in which 
their work is being used in this article. 

Vaidya is scathing about what he considers the inaction of Adorno 
and Horkheimer in the face of growing anti-Semitism in Germany. 
Vaidya says, ‘I want to draw attention to prominent philosophical 
figures in and from Heidegger’s Germany who we are least likely 
to expect taking Nazi anti-Semitism lightly’, and then he goes on 
to flag up the fact of their Jewish identities: ‘it’s therefore ironic 
that in their own study of anti-Semitism its relationship to Nazi 
ideology and Hitler’s regime was strikingly absent.’

And he goes on: ‘a further intellectualisation of the phenomenon 
(by Adorno and Horkheimer) was to regard anti-Semitism as a 

form of Christian attack on Judaism…Adorno and Horkheimer 
took a historical and sideways view of anti-Semitism.’ It would 
seem that Vaidya is not consistently interested in ‘context’, that 
he seems to want to disregard history and background, or that he 
disregards the role of the Church and Christianity in the history 
of anti-Semitism, as well as the fact that Heidegger was actually 
training to be a Catholic priest before turning to existentialism. 

Anti-Semitism is a centuries’ old phenomenon, and it is irrefutable 
that the Church and Christianity have had a central part to play in 
its development and execution. The fact that two psychoanalytic 
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scholars might include reference to this in their (perhaps vain) 
attempt to understand anti-Semitism seems perfectly reasonable, 
and questioning of this by Vaidya seems puzzling to me.

These two eminent Jewish philosophers of the time, Adorno and 
Horkheimer, who themselves were very concerned with anti-
Semitism, did not flag up concern about the Nazi menace. And so?

What we have learned is that the human psyche has a vast number 
of ways of responding to the unbearable, the unspeakable, the 
unimaginable. Vaidya accuses Adorno and Horkheimer of ‘a lack 
of moral courage’, which may be a valid comment in some idealistic, 
theoretical sense, but in itself doesn’t take into account ‘context’. 

This is not the place for critiquing two philosophers who fell 
into the psychoanalytic trap we are very familiar with, of being 
able to bury their heads in the sand, akin to being able to deny 
abuse, with the use of the concept of ‘phantasy’. That’s an 
interesting topic in itself, but for the purposes of Vaidya’s article 
seems somewhat tangential. And I couldn’t help but wonder 
whether it was a deflection and a distraction from the core issue. 

Not only that; it is hardly putting Heidegger’s thought into 
context, simply to flag up two contemporaries who didn’t raise 
the Nazi alarm. Firstly, not doing so bears no comparison to active 
involvement with Nazism (as Vaidya, himself points out), and 
secondly, this is hardly a thorough consideration of the context 
in which Heidegger was thinking, writing and acting.

It remains a mystery as to why Vaiyda has gone down this road. 
But if he wanted (for whatever reason) to consider the context around 
Heidegger in the 1930s and 40s, what about also considering his 
relationship with Carl Schmitt, another prominent Nazi philosopher, 
the condemnation of his contemporary, Karl Jaspers, the fact that 
Heidegger himself, was influenced by Hitler’s Mein Kampf, that he 
joined the Nazi party on May 1, 1933, and within a few months was 
appointed Rector of Freiberg University, for example?

Turning to Heidegger’s work itself: he wrote Being and Time, his 
central achievement, which forms the cornerstone of existential 
thought, as well as of trainings in existential psychotherapy, in 1926, 
in between the wars, and before the rise of Hitler. He dedicated it to 

his teacher and mentor, the Jewish philosopher Edmund Husserl, 
which in itself has a tragic irony to it. Heidegger went on to betray 
Husserl, and removed his dedication from the second edition of the 
book. Some of his biggest detractors describe Being and Time as 
predating the thought displayed in the Black Notebooks, as being his 
work of phenomenology, and others speak of a ‘turn’ in his thought.

So what of the background to, and real significance of, the 
Black Notebooks? The notebooks are not just musings, and 
ramblings, rough notes and scribbles as some may assume – as I 
at first assumed. They weren’t discovered stuck away in the back 
of a drawer somewhere, posthumously, for someone to make 
questionable extractions from. 

No, the Black Notebooks – ‘34 notebooks bound in black 
oilcloth’ as Di Cesare says, are a perfectly coherent set of writings 
which Heidegger gave specific instructions to be kept secret, and 
published at the end of his complete work. In fact, they weren’t 
published until 2014 by Dr. Peter Trawny.

Hans Cohn
At this point I want to say that I feel it’s regrettable that Vaidya 
has brought my friend and mentor Hans Cohn, into the discussion. 
While Hans did speak to the issue of Heidegger’s anti-Semitism, 
and while he did at that time reconcile himself somehow, he died 
some ten years prior to the publication of the Black Notebooks, 
in both German and English. 

Those of us who valued Hans’ viewpoint and ideas would of 
course love to know his thoughts about this collection, and it 
makes his absence even more poignant. But clearly one can’t use 
Hans’ stance as some sort of benchmark under these circumstances. 

We are now in a very different position with fuller information 
not just about Heidegger the man, but about Heidegger the philosopher.

And that is what is so fundamental to this conversation. It is 
his philosophy that should be revisited, that now ‘shows itself’ 
differently, or at least, more fully, and begs even more questions. 
His relationship with Jews and ‘Jewish thinking’ is very complex, 
but ultimately anti-Semitism seems to be inextricably bound into 
his writing, not subtly, but explicitly in the Black Notebooks.

I understand and appreciate Vaidya’s honesty about his ‘fervent 
wish to at least provisionally hold a place open for Heidegger’s 
philosophy.’ I am sure many share that sentiment. 

The difficulty, and stark contrast with such prominent cultural 
figures as for example, Wagner, or T.S. Eliot, or more recently Roald 
Dahl, to name but a few, is that if someone chooses to try and separate 
their work from their politics, or their ‘anti-Semitism’, or some other 
dubious or reprehensible behaviour or attitude, there is a book or a 
poem, or a piece of music, that in theory can stand on its own. 
Heidegger, on the other hand offers us his philosophy, his ideas, his 
thinking about ‘Being’, and ‘being-in-the-world’. That’s it.

Heidegger in the SEA
So the central question remains. What is the place of Heidegger’s work 
in our thought and trainings? That’s not a question for me to answer, 
but I think all of us in the Society should participate in the discussion. 

Is our very flawed ‘philosopher of Being’ the central character 
we want to follow? What about for example, a philosophy of 
existence that revolves around our ethical engagement with another?

As my co-author Mary MacCallum Sullivan and I say in Cradling 
the Chrysalis: Teaching and Learning Psychotherapy: ‘We are always 
“in the world”; how we are in the world, is the ethical dimension.’ 
Does the philosophy of Heidegger help us with this task? 

It is irrefutable that Heidegger played the central role in the 
creation and development of Daseinsanalysis. But should he now 
be seen in that historic context, while we primarily turn to other 
philosophers and thinkers to best inspire and contribute to our 
thinking and our practice today? 

This is the kind of question I think we should be posing. Thirty 
years after the founding of the Society for Existential Analysis, 
it’s very timely to shake away the cobwebs and demonstrate the 
courage to examine and reconsider the foundations of our Society.

Contact Harriett at hgoldenberg@btinternet.com.
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This refers to Harriett Goldenberg’s response 
(in this issue, p15) to my article (‘Heidegger’s 
Anti-Semitism in Context’, HC, October 
2018). What follows is a set of supplementary 
remarks addressing Goldenberg’s two main 
criticisms: setting a context for Heidegger’s 
anti-Semitism and referring to Hans Cohn 
for his stance in dealing with the Heidegger 
affair. I think these and other points would 

become clearer by reading this response and the main article with 
some critical distance. 

Contextualising Heidegger’s Anti-Semitism: 
The original title of my article was truncated for editorial reasons 
from: ‘Heidegger’s Anti-Semitism in Context: Historical anti-
Semitism in Western philosophy and Critical Theorists’ failure in 
early denouncement of Nazi anti-Semitism’. This should clarify 
that the term ‘context’ is intended to locate Heidegger’s anti-Semitism 
amidst the wider phenomena of anti-Semitism in the history of 
philosophy and its representations in critical reports at the time. 

Heidegger’s anti-Semitism has a context. More to the point, 
for any phenomenological praxis such as existential therapy, 
context is inseparable from phenomena. Context is phenomena 
seen through a wide-angle lens. Heidegger’s anti-Semitism is 
embedded within a historical and socio-political context, where 
the term begins to uncover broad ranging phenomena. 

Yet, it is the use of the term ‘context’ in the title that elicits 
Goldenberg’s worry. She asks: ‘…anti-Semitism in context’, what 
does that mean? Is there ‘a context’ in which anti-Semitism is 
acceptable, or understandable, where it has its place? What does 
that mean: ‘in context?’

Of course, no form of prejudice can be deemed ‘acceptable’ or 
‘understandable’ in the normative sense of it being morally justifiable. 
But if we can somehow go beyond our polemical overtones, we 
might recognise the underlying worth of contextual understanding. 
On that basis, Heidegger’s anti-Semitism should be taken in 
recognition of anti-Semitism as not a singularly definable 
phenomenon. On this view, then, Heidegger’s anti-Semitism must 
be subjected to the essential task of accepting it in terms of its 
plausibility, and understanding it in terms of its intelligibility. This 
is a far cry from ‘acceptable’ or ‘understandable’ in the sense that 
agitates Goldenberg when she introduces these terms. 

Further, although a comprehensive analysis of anti-Semitism 
will perhaps remain elusive, accepting concrete instantiations of 
anti-Semitism as intelligible can indeed advance our understanding 
of this complex and widespread phenomenon. Recognising that 
the term ‘anti-Semitism’ has several context-dependent meanings 
makes it pertinent to attempt understanding Heidegger the man 
and philosopher, and the nature of his anti-Semitism, in a socio-
historical context. 

Consider in this light a remark by Peter Trawny and Andrew 
Mitchell, the former being one of the sternest critics of Heidegger 
since the publication of the Black Notebooks: ‘If [Heidegger] is 
to be an anti-Semite, then let us be sure we understand him’ 
(Heidegger’s Black Notebooks – Responses to Anti-Semitism).

Next, when Goldenberg questions the relevance of setting 
Heidegger’s anti-Semitism in the context of the Frankfurt School 
thinkers’ study, she evidently fails to notice the clues contained within 
the text that she herself cites, namely Heidegger and the Jews – The 
Black Notebooks. In this book, the author Donatella Di Cesare is 
explicitly critical of Adorno (and Habermas, a contemporary critical 
theorist) for diffusing Nazism. This criticism pertains to the failure 
of various thinkers to acknowledge that Nazism was ‘not so much 
as an ideological Weltanschauung as it was…a philosophy.’ In a 
similar vein there are other criticisms of Adorno in Di Cesare’s book. 

Di Cesare’s references to the Frankfurt School serve to contextualise 
Heidegger’s anti-Semitism, and not to justify it. It appears that 
Goldenberg has overlooked these sections that address her worry of 
‘context’ being used as ‘justification’. Similarly, my concern with 
Heidegger’s anti-Semitism is not erased by citing Adorno and 
Horkheimer’s omission of the Nazi atrocities in Germany from their 
studies on anti-Semitism. I find that Adorno’s subsequent critique of 
existentialism in general and Heidegger in particular makes it relevant 
to consider their studies on anti-Semitism in view of this omission. 

In this light, note in my article a number of critical remarks 
on Heidegger in fairly unambiguous terms. These remarks attest 
to my conviction that at various points throughout his life 
Heidegger’s use of words – and silences – in relation to Judaism 

and Jewish people has been ‘uncondonable’. As such, to read 
Heidegger’s works, including the Black Notebooks, ‘is not 
exoneration so much as a crucible to see what is capable of 
withstanding or resisting the anti-Semitic interpretation as well 
as what is not.’ (Trawny & Mitchell, Heidegger’s Black Notebooks)

One of the strengths of Di Cesare’s book is that she accomplishes 
the task of setting Heidegger’s anti-Semitism in the context of a 
series of Western philosophers. For example, her investigation 
into Nietzsche goes a considerable way in retrieving his anti-
Semitism, prior to the de-Nazification of Nietzsche’s works 
initiated by Walter Kaufman in 1950. Likewise, Di Cesare unravels 
anti-Semitic threads in the philosophical works of Hegel and Kant. 
It is ironic that Goldenberg cites a text, which in effect serves as 
a useful resource for my article. 

Goldenberg then wonders why I did not include Carl Schmitt 

For any phenomenological praxis 
such as existential therapy, context 

is inseparable from phenomena
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or Karl Jaspers in the context. The answer is simply that it is not 
the article I wanted to write. Heidegger’s association with Schmitt 
might interest a certain pedigree of academic scholars. Similarly, 
Heidegger’s relationship with Jaspers would merit a relevant study 
in its own right and could be of interest to existential therapists. 
These papers, however, will have to be written by others; perhaps 
by those who wish to read them. 

Reference to Hans Cohn
Goldenberg then objects to my reference to Hans Cohn, who in his 
text on existential therapy confronted the issue of Heidegger’s 
politics. Goldenberg attempts to leverage her personal acquaintance 
with Cohn to claim that my citing his paper is somehow improper. 
But there is no academic protocol that forbids extending the validity 
of a viewpoint expressed publicly by a deceased author to a later 
date so long as its argumentative thrust has not been misdirected. 

Cohn’s reflections on Heidegger’s politics are to be taken in the 
context of his book Heidegger and the Roots of Existential Therapy, 
wherein he reflects further on the subject of Heidegger’s involvement 
with Nazism. This text provides an excellent introductory synopsis 
of Heidegger’s works highlighting the relevance of his key ideas 
for existential therapy. This book helped me in many ways to tackle 
Being and Time, which takes monumental effort to come to grips 
with. Although I have studied philosophy, my interest in Heidegger’s 
thought is as a therapist and not a philosopher. Cohn declares 
something similar in the introduction to his book. 

In his book, Cohn refers to the volume of critical discourse on 
Heidegger’s Nazism. This discourse involved notable figures such 
as Victor Farias, Richard Wolin, Hugo Ott, and several others. In 
another book, Existential Thought and Therapeutic Practice, Cohn 

recommends Maurice Friedman’s The Worlds of Existentialism. 
In this book, Friedman reflects on Heidegger’s anti-Semitism and 
cites Martin Buber and Abraham Joshua Heschel and their reactions 
to Heidegger. Cohn was also aware of Heidegger’s stint at Freiburg 
University and his politically motivated actions resulting in 
discrimination against Jewish scholars. Cohn’s stance on the 
Heidegger affair is to be understood in this context.   

Cohn’s stance towards Heidegger is fairly straightforward and 
not that unusual. But he is exemplary in confronting the issue publicly 
and expressing his views in a psychotherapy text. His reflections 
confirm his commitment to hold a certain view of Heidegger as a 
human being in relation to his philosophy. This is consistent with 
the hermeneutic-phenomenological stance as existential therapist. 

On Cohn’s picture, Heidegger’s character, political actions, 
and philosophical ideas lack singularity. Does this mean that all 

of Heidegger’s works combine into a nexus of anti-Semitic Nazi 
ideology leaving no residual philosophical worth? Cohn didn’t 
appear to think so. Does the publication of Black Notebooks 
change that? We don’t need to speculate on what Cohn would 
have thought. His way of thinking remains open to those who are 
so inclined when it comes to drawing conclusions. 

Goldenberg has seemingly arrived at her conclusion: Heidegger 
is an ‘unrepentant Nazi’ and there is nothing else of worth left to 
be said about his philosophy. This implies that in her ethical 
conception of Heidegger everything of relevance in his philosophy 
for existential therapy has been fully erased. It is in this context 
that I read her response to my article. 

Conclusion 
I think what is at stake for existential therapy is not Heidegger’s 
status in the philosophical canon, but a certain view of human 
being expounded by Heidegger as part of his fundamental ontology 
in Being and Time. On this view, which is carried through all the 
way into his Zollikon Seminars, hinges the very ethos of existential 
therapy, which can be summed up as: A human being exists not 
as an object with object-like properties; and is therefore unsuited 
to the scientific method of enquiry when it comes to existential 
concerns, ‘problems in living’ that are encountered in therapy. 

It is on this basis that existential therapists are committed to 
phenomenology as the ‘method’ of discourse. How we read and 
how we listen is predicated on how we think. Existential thinking 
does not reconcile easily with the positivist paradigm. As the 
Viennese psychotherapist Peter Schmid puts it, ‘encountering a 
person means being kept awake by an enigma’. I think fostering 
the capacity to keep awake to the enigma of being human could 
be regarded as one of the chief aims in existential therapy. 

If however, as some believe, Heidegger’s Being and Time is 
merely a Trojan horse for an anti-Semitic Nazi manifesto, then 
we must ask the question as to whether the view of a human being 
in its light, as described above, is an ethically sustainable view 
for therapy. For if such a view of human being does indeed secretly 
harbour a lethal ontology at its core, we become obligated to 
reconsider some of the foundational premises upon which existential 
therapy is based. On the other hand, the mere possibility of 
intellectually grafting anti-Semitic ideas onto Heidegger’s ontology 
may not necessarily render that ontology anti-Semitic ipso facto, 
even if the anti-Semitic ideas belong to Heidegger. 

Given the implications of the above, and in support of my 
proposal in the main article to leave a provisional place open for 
Heidegger’s ontology for existential therapists, I want to end with 
three brief passages by Trawny and Mitchell (Heidegger’s Black 
Notebooks – Responses to Anti-Semitism):

‘…the two positions [condemning or exonerating 
Heidegger]…are extremes split along an axis of all or 
nothing, entirely anti-Semitic from start to finish or 
absolved of all failings. In a sense these are 
comfortable positions, unambiguous and self-assured. 
They hardly require the difficult work of textual 
analysis and interpretation. They seek to end all 
discussion of Heidegger’s anti-Semitism by resolving 
the issue one way or the other. All such resolutions 
are at the same time calls to cease thinking’. 
And further: 

I think what is at stake for existential 
therapy is not Heidegger’s status in 

the philosophical canon, but a 
certain view of human being 

expounded by Heidegger
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You don’t know what air is, and yet 
you breathe. You don’t know what 
sleep is, yet you sleep. You don’t 
know what night is, yet you lie in it. 
You don’t know what a heart is, yet 
your own heart beats steadily in your 
chest, day and night, day and night, 
day and night. 

 
So begins Karl Ove Knausgaard’s book 

Spring. Judging by the cover adorned with beautiful pastel colours, 
it conjures up the delightful aspects of Spring. However, the old 
adage is true, for inside and within the invisible beauty of the 
prose, lies the story of a family trauma. I will say no more for 
fear of plot spoiling. 

When I lived in Asia, I missed the seasons the most. The four 
quadrants marked by change in weather (global warming permitting) 
seemed to me to reflect the inward and external emphasis of  
our being and behaviour, throughout the year. The shifting introspection 
of Winter versus the outside capacity of Summer. One of my favourite 
lyrics in rock music is ‘Estranged’, a ballad by Guns N’ Roses: 

 
With all the changing seasons of my life 
Maybe I’ll get it right next time 
 
The thought of another season’s second chance, another month, 

another day. 
For me January is my favourite month of the year, it brings 

such hope and happiness, and also means that I have survived the 
most challenging time of year for me – December (I didn’t want 
to use the C word). 

As a full-time-parent and a part-time-anything-else, I know 
it’s how one deals with each day that counts. Most mornings I am 
questioning my capacity to cope by 8am. That’s after meditation, 
2 hours writing, making breakfast and getting two of the most 
extraordinary small beings to school on time, having located all 

the necessary items that they need in their colourful backpacks. 
Sometimes I just take a breath at the school gates, like I have just 
survived enemy fire in some messy armed conflict. Women suffered 
in silence for centuries. 

I have learnt so much from the clients that I have been fortunate 
enough to see over the years. If I am being deeply honest, I learnt 
the most from seeing through my own assumptions and 
acknowledging my blundering mistakes. 

My book on learning from my mistakes would make Casement’s 
series look like a footnote. Some mistakes were made through a 
residual, narcissistic longing, to be good at something – anything 
– but mainly they were through lack of experience or ‘trying’ too 
hard. Having a potentially dangerous forensic patient come to your 
home clinic, without the support of a team (rule one in the Portman 
Clinic), is not advisable either, despite deeply connecting with the 
victim-offender and wanting also to keep them safe from harm. 

Recently, and most unwisely, I reached out to an old client. I told 
myself it was because I wanted to follow-up, but really it was because 
I wanted to tell them that everything that I previously thought I knew 
about their chronic relationship with alcohol was wrong. 

Just to be clear, I have never contacted an ex-client before. Luckily 
for me, the email bounced back as the address was no longer in use. 
Unluckily, I was once again left with the bitter agony of not knowing 
what happened to someone that you were once in a fairly intimate 
(therapeutic) relationship with. Letting go is great in theory. 

Seasonal preconceptions
The first that I knew there was a real sting in Spring for many 
people was when a client shared their total dread and anguish at 

‘[There] is something distinct from either exonerating 
or condemning. It is to continue thinking and reading, 
interpreting and responding. It is a way of holding 
Heidegger up to the mirror of his own thought. It  
is, to quote Habermas, “to think with Heidegger 
against Heidegger”.’

And finally:
‘What if it were unethical to conclude? Concluding 
one way or the other does away with the 

responsibility to investigate and think. If this means 
that final conclusions…can never be reached, then so 
be it. Positions are always revisable. This is the 
world we inhabit, an ambiguous world never wholly 
exonerated or condemned.’ 

I think the time is ripe for SEA to convene a forum to begin 
deliberation on these issues. If and as and when a suitable 
opportunity arises I will aim to contribute further to the proceedings.

Contact Devang at dev.vaidya@btopenworld.com

THE STING IN SPRING?
B Y  M I C H A E L  C .  M O N T G O M E R Y

I learnt the most from seeing 
through my own assumptions 

and acknowledging my 
blundering mistakes



2 0

H E R M E N E U T I C  C I R C U L A R  A P R I L  2 0 1 9

its approach. What a curious anomaly, my assumptive mind 
thought; aren’t the dark nights and the pressures of Slade on repeat 
not the tipping point to everyone’s seasonal despair? 

I stumbled across a great quote from Alan Alda, of all people. 
You know, the guy who played Hawkeye in the TV show M*A*S*H, 
from a time when 105.97 million (final episode) Americans would 
all sit down together in their various cubicles to watch the same 
show at the same time: 

Real listening is the willingness to let the other 
person change you. 
 
As with all client encounters, I always view myself professionally 

as a psychotherapist, and as a researcher. I research the client, I 
research my responses to the client, supported by my supervisor, 
and I research specific areas of client concern, in an endeavour 
to be continually learning the art of ‘being-with+’ (if you use that 
make sure you reference this article!). In this case I confess I held 
onto my assumptions about the location of seasonal stings; knowing 
is a dangerous state for a therapist to remain in. 

What was of central importance, was what sense did the client 
make of why Spring was difficult for them? She described Spring 
with great beauty and revulsion. We co-constructed our theories 
and played and danced with them over the months together. 

When the snowdrops of Spring alerted my client to what was 
coming, she said the dread was not quite as pronounced the second 
year. Was this an unconscious attempt to placate and accommodate 
the therapist or a depth of change? Only she will truly know, but 
together we shared briefly in mild glory. Listening to her changed me. 

As I embarked on a literature review of suicide, I was quite 
shocked, and somewhat horrified to learn that association with 
Winter and suicide is a cultural myth. In a time when facts don’t 
seem to matter, I had just uncovered a massive alternative one 
(my arm is raised in the air – read on). 

It is also imperative that suicide is not a statistic. Each number 
relates to a being, that for whatever reason, rational or otherwise, 
wanted to get off this ride. It also, too often, leaves carnage for 
professionals, friends and relatives. 

I come from one of the highest suicide regions in the UK and 
Ireland. As a male I also inhabit another troubling category; about 
75% of suicides in America are by men. As women rightfully find 
their voice and place, I hope that they will also support their 
brothers, young and old, in crises. 

The borders of humour
I once cohabited with serious meditators and spiritual seekers. 
They suggested that I raised my arm, so they knew for sure when 
I was making a joke. My relentless wit (highly subjective) was 
imperceptible to them. Even at those high altitudes of spiritual 
awareness, clearly comedy does not cross all borders after all. 

I was therefore presented with three options: (a) become as 
humourless as some of them were, (b) walk around with my arm 
in the air most of the day, like the wonderful and brilliant Hermione 
Granger, or (c) finally confess that I believed their interpretation 
of Buddhism would never reach the shame ridden western psyche 

and admit that I was in love with Freud (yet another substitute 
father figure). Of course, I went with (c), there being no jokes in 
the Freudian milieu, and I was free to continue being downright 
hilarious (that’s a cracker). 

For a child born in Belfast in the 70s humour was a defence, 
of course it was. How else to make sense of the senseless, other 
than making a joke about it? Not at the expense of those who just 
had their legs blown off, but at the expense of having a nervous 
breakdown. 

I once made my first therapist laugh so hard, he nearly fell off 
his seat. I was talking about trauma at the time. He was a  
mildly-warm psychoanalytic practitioner – the second time it 
happened he just sputtered out the words as he belly-laughed ‘I…
should…not…be…doing…this’, followed by a desperate effort 
to sober himself up, he coughed ‘you use humour as a defence’. 
No shit Sherlock! To be fair, I did not know that then. He was 
truly awesome. 

So, Spring can be more than a sting for some people, it can be 
life-threatening. A significant trigger, as opposed to being offended 
by some second-rate comedian. 

Ten days in a mad-house
An incredible journalist and pioneer was Nellie Bly (Elizabeth 
Cochrane Seaman, 1864-1922). Born 155 years ago – before 
anyone had heard the idea of ‘being sane in insane places’ and 
the Laingian influenced Rosenhan experiment – Elizabeth best 
thought she could serve by being admitted to New York City 
Lunatic Asylum as part of a newspaper exposé. 

Strong women inspire me, I am attracted to them, maybe it’s 

K A R L  O V E  K N A U S G A A R D

THE STING IN SPRING?
CONTINUED
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an Irish thing? But the lack of recorded history to so much of their 
global contribution is staggering. Despite being at one time obsessed 
with patient rights and psychiatric care, ashamedly for us all, I 
first heard of Nellie via an episode of the West Wing (season 2, 
episode 5 for the nerds), when Jed Bartlet, the President, argues 
with the First Lady about the importance of the dedication 
(‘erection’ you say Freud – genius – ‘just surprised they didn’t 
settle for a bust’ – Melanie – double genius) of her statue. 

To be admitted to an asylum in New York in 1887 was harder 
than one might imagine (no profits back then), even for a single 
seemingly destitute woman who wants to be, but through resolve 
and foresight Nellie managed it. One could add method acting to 
her long list of not-acknowledged-enough firsts, including setting 
the record for travelling around the world in 72 days in 1890. Her 
newspaper eventually secured her release and the deplorable 

conditions were recorded in her work, Ten Days in a Mad-House. 
There remains an issue, 132 years later, of how people are 

‘treated’ in the mental health system. In addition to for-profit-care 
there remains inhumanity to the treatment of the most vulnerable. 

If you doubt me, get the popcorn out and watch some of the 
horrifying death in care videos from America – actually, do not. 
I have, and they are truly horrific. I felt a depth of coldness come 
over me like a Dementor’s visit in Harry Potter. 

How can we treat anyone this way, let alone in America? There 
is also profit in supplying all sorts of unsightly restraints and 
contraptions to stop ‘self-harm’ and spitting. It doesn’t take a therapist 
to work out that the very nature of the institution desensitises staff, 
but in 2019 with all that we know, this can no longer be an excuse. 

Recently I watched the insanely talented Clare Foy, eventual 
star of The Crown, in Unsane (Directed by Steven Soderbergh), 
a mild psychological-horror of sorts, which addresses the serious 
and complex issue of stalking, mental health, and admission to 
institutions for numbers and profit (fiction?). 

Hidden in the look of love
There is a scene that captures what I witnessed, at times, when someone 
expresses strong emotion at the injustice of their situation or treatment 
– it can be diagnosed as a symptom of their condition; ‘demonstrating 
aggression towards staff’, ‘aggressive tendencies’, ‘impulsive’. Such 
a beautifully evilly constructed Catch-22 when misused. 

I witnessed it first hand in ward rounds in London. Of course, she 
is fucking agitated, she is a powerful creative force, confused and 
detained against her will. In one such ward round, I persuaded the lead 
psychiatrist to let me play a demo tape to the 12, mostly in-training 
professionals in the room. I spoke to the sea of incredulous faces as 
they listened to the beautiful voice, singing ‘The Look of Love’. 

Once the room could withstand the suspense of why I was 
doing this no longer, I announced, ‘This is who you will see next’. 
It was a desperate attempt by me to make them view the dishevelled 
bag of slurring chaos, about to enter the pit, as humanely as I did. 
There is a person in there, behind the medication, the jargon, and 
the labels. Social work was like that once – radical. 

 There is a duty of care to be aware that the seasons, including 

Spring, can be a major trigger for people for their own reasons. 
So many people that I have assisted in the mental health system 
describe a disconnection from society. As therapists of the talking 
and listening persuasion, our duty of care must surely be to form 
connections that can support the facing of any significant trigger. 

I have a nerdy passion about the history, evolution, and 
progression of psychotherapy. I have read too many dusty, second-
hand tomes, followed by a thoughtful, digitally archived obituary 
of great dead analysts and their fleeting contributions – like little 
dusty footprints in time past. 

I realise it suits my solo, cautious personality. I always avoided 
the fuss of the circus only to pick up the wet discarded flyer, as 
the creaking procession of caravans began to disappear into the 
night. Only then quite realising what I might have missed. I 
endeavour to stay off the grid as much as possible. 

No, I am not wearing a tinfoil hat, but through experimentation, 
I found my mental wellbeing and creativity was best enhanced 
by limiting my consumption of news media. The downside of this 
choice is I also sometimes miss the good stuff, like a frenzy of 
positive reviews of exceptional works. 

I discovered the works of Karl Ove Knausgaard by accident, 
initially purchased as a gift for a friend. To read Knausgaard is 
to breathe Knausgaard. The great thing is, amongst his body of 
work, he has also written a book for each of the seasons. So, 
whatever your season of delight or dread, spare a thought and an 
open heart for those who do not share in your granfalloon, and 
offer them what support you can.  

Contact Michael at michael@logic23.com

N E L L I E  B LY

I once made my first therapist laugh 
so hard, he nearly fell off his seat. I was 

talking about trauma at the time
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I recently took myself out for a favoured 
Sunday morning activity: bagels and coffee 
for breakfast – butter and jam, not cream 
cheese – and a couple of hours of reading.

I had just finished my previous book and 
was beginning one of the many new books 
sitting on my shelf. This book was an 
autobiography of  Rudolf  Hoess ,  the 
commandant of Auschwitz and architect of 

the use of Zyclone B in the murder of the 6 million Jews, and 6 
million gypsies, homosexuals, disabled persons, political prisoners, 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses, throughout the Second World War. 

Hoess was forced to write this biography by the British after 
his capture and subsequent handover to the Polish people who 
tried him, convicted him and hung him at Auschwitz. Hoess was 
to write his biography whilst awaiting execution.

This morning once again demonstrated the contradictions of 
my existence, which often rock the very foundations on which I 
find myself standing; emotional experiences that could not be 
experienced by anyone other than myself, for they are experienced 
exactly because of the completeness of my uniqueness through 
my individual life experiences. These experiences are often felt 
but cannot be recreated through words, yet I try.

I read the feelings of reviewers on the back cover of the Hoess 
book and then the introduction written by one of the few but 
incredibly courageous survivors of Auschwitz. Their reviews of 
the book and of Hoess were understandably critical of his writing 

skills, intelligence and of the man and his actions during the war. 
This is completely understandable. He is directly responsible 

for the murder of millions of people. Let that sink in a moment 
before reading on, absorb it – the murder of millions of people. 
It is hard to wrap your mind around, isn’t it!

But in dismissing Hoess,  I  feel  the reviewers have  
missed something valuable. We can learn from what he writes, 
and perhaps we could even ensure such men don’t develop from 
innocent beginnings. 

As I wrote this, I was only 50 pages in and Hoess had not 
murdered one person in Auschwitz as yet. In fact, Auschwitz had 
not even been conceived let alone built. Hoess was describing his 

childhood and entry into the German Army at 16 where he killed 
his first opposing soldier, an Indian fighting for the British Empire 
in the Middle East.

Prior to this, Hoess discusses a childhood devoid of love for 
anything but his pets and certainly devoid of love from his parents, 
as well as a lonely childhood where he rarely played with other 
children, preferring to spend time on his own. 

As I read much of the beginning of this book, I reflected just 
how much this childhood sounded familiar to those childhoods 
of the most despicable psychopathic serial killers studied during 
the 19th and 20th centuries – minus the animal cruelty.

And still whilst in his formative years he was indoctrinated 
into a movement within Germany where he went to war and 
became proficient in killing. After WWI and being wounded in 
battle, Hoess went on to fight in the German Militia where he 
fought in the Baltic states against a new enemy. The man grew 
up minus love and full of hatred and duty.

Poland and the Holocaust
Let me back up a little bit. In August and September 2018, I 
embarked on a WWII tour of Poland and Germany. I have always 
been interested in military history, particularly that of Australia. 
But the World Wars have always held a great deal of interest to 
me. On this trip I wanted to experience the death camps, but 
overall I didn’t really know what to expect of my journey.

What I truly didn’t expect was Poland the country itself. I was 
blown away by her warm welcoming, and the pride of the people, 
who genuinely seemed happy to have me there. Being a product 
of the west, most of the history that has been learnt of WWII has 
been that of the battle in western Europe. Nobody seemed to 
bother to learn much about what Poland went through and the 
amazing stories of heroism depicted there by soldiers, such as 

RUDOLF HOESS AND THE 
PARTICIPATION MEDAL

B Y  D A M I E N  S T E W A R T

He is directly responsible for the 
murder of millions of people. Let 

that sink in a moment before 
reading on, absorb it

R U D O L P H  H O E S S
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broadly. The boy’s mother then came over grinning, saying that 
her son had played his first season of soccer and had received the 
medal as a participation medal.

In that moment I was struck by the complete and utter paradox 
of this moment. One boy completely engrossed in pride by the 
winning of a medal for simply showing up, and the other who 
went on to become part of the greatest mass murder in history. 

Once again, just like when involved in the most intense, deep 
and connected therapy, I cannot truly describe the feelings that 
coursed through me in this moment. I can simply try and paint a 
scene so that the reader might be able to place themselves in it 
and imagine.

Yet in the face of the hard subject matter in which I was 
engrossed, all this little boy cared about was his first ever sports 
trophy and he couldn’t wait to share it with anyone and everyone. 
The starkness of this moment for me in working to be present 
with this little boy whilst holding open the pages of a book written 
by one of the most infamous men in the history of the world was 
so bright in contrast, I could hardly remain conscious.

Having shown off his trophy, the little boy had done his deed 
and made his way back to his mother.

In the aftermath, I could not help but reflect on what difference 
it might have made to someone like Hoess had he also been recognised 
with a participation trophy as a child rather than the Iron Cross 1st 
Class due to having been wounded in battle as a teenager.

Contact Damien at damien@room23.com.au
Captain Wiltold Pilecki. 

All in all, six months later I am still moved by Poland and the 
death camps I visited – Auschwitz I and Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
Dachau, and Buchenwald. I have been left with a feeling I cannot 
describe but know that it has changed me forever. 

In trying to understand what it is that has affected me, I can 
at least now whittle it down to being about the Holocaust, as I 
have seemingly attempted to read every book I can find on the 
subject since returning. And what about the Holocaust is it that I 
can’t let go of? Just like the sheer size of Birkenau, I have come 
to understand the feeling I am left with is that I cannot take in the 
sheer enormity of it – I have learnt this is impossible. I cannot let 
it go, I won’t let it go, we can never forget.

Breakfast encounter
Getting back to my café. 

Half a world away from the events that plagued the world, 
many generations, several countries, and 75 million people dead, 
I was completely engrossed in the words of a man describing his 
childhood and who would go on to be responsible for the greatest 
mass murder of all time. 

A little red headed boy, apparently oblivious to my noise 
cancelling headphones sealed on my ears, left his doting mother 
and came over to me. He was wearing a medal proudly around 
his neck and apparently wanted to tell me about it.

I displaced my headphones and smiled, giving myself time to 
come out of my hypnotic state engrossed in my book. The little 
boy, all of about 5 years of age, stated proudly that he had won 
the medal participating in ‘Little Kickers’, a junior soccer 
competition. 

We had a nice discussion over why he won it and who his 
favourite team was. He mentioned his favourite team was red and 
white, which I thought was close enough to Liverpool to smile 

THE EMPTY SEAT

A N D R E W  M I L L E R

PA R T I C I PAT I O N  M E D A L
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In the grey underground snake of a London 
tube, filled with dour, silent, frozen-faced 
automatons, our lives-placed-on-pause,  
an elderly woman begins talking to the young 
man sitting next to her. With earphones  
in ears, he politely smiles and returns a  
few words. 

She persists. His cheeks flush lightly and 
realising she is not going away, he removes 

both earphones and resigns himself to the dialogue. 
‘Is that a hearing aid?’ She asks, pointing to the Apple earphones 

from which long white cables hang, plugged at their other end, 
into his phone. 

He explains sweetly, they are earphones; he is listening to 
music. She tells him she wears a hearing aid.

‘My grandchildren,’ she continues, ‘they also plug themselves in! 
I tell them: “Take them out! Let’s talk!” They say “What do you want 
to talk about?” No one talks anymore. They’ve forgotten how to!’ 

The serious-looking man sitting opposite is reading a newspaper. 
He too has those hearing-aid-earphones in his ears. This Alan Bennett-
esque lady waves at him. His glance meets her mischievous eyes. 

‘Is that a hearing aid in your ears?’ she enquires. He takes them 
out and looks at them briefly. 

‘50 years ago, everyone here would be talking to each other. 
No one talks anymore!’ 

The man laughs. People shift in their seats. I am smiling. The 

For Antonio

Speeding in the dark before dawn the crabby 
cab driver turns the volume up and it’s Prime 
Minister Theresa Must we both hear, after 
all-night negotiations/consultations, her shaky 
pitch now shepherding the pigeons of Marble 
Arch through the window of a speeding cab 
in the dark streets before dawn. 

MPs will get some rest, says the radio man, and after a hearty 
breakfast they’ll get down to talks on Article 50. Then, out of the 
blue,

Dark is the morning 
That goes by without
The light of your eyes.

‘cool girl’ next to the man is smiling. The man squashed up against 
the door is smiling. 

The other elderly lady opposite me says: ‘I’m not with her! 
I’ve never met her!’ Then she instructs her: ‘Come on! This is 
our stop.’ 

As she removes herself from her seat, she waves at no one and 
everyone. ‘Talk to each other!’ 

And as she leaves the tube, she prods another young man 
dressed in an airline uniform: ‘My grandson is a pilot.’ 

‘Yes?’ he responds. 
‘In Guernsey.’ 
‘That’s a very nice place to be.’ 
The serious-looking man disembarks too. He turns towards the 

elderly lady who is negotiating the step down to the platform: 
‘Have a really lovely day.’ She has woken him up, she has woken 
us all up. In some momentary way, she has changed my day. 

And as the colourful carriage, carrying surprised and smiling 
faces, pulls into Oxford Circus, the inert grey cloud of lives-
placed-on-pause is lifted. 

‘Sometimes our light goes out, but is blown again into 
instant flame by an encounter with another human being’ 

Albert Schweitzer 

Contact Emma at emmajackson@me.com

The verses from Cesare Pavese’s poem come to mind out of 
nowhere, the very same lines I’d chosen at nineteen for my mother’s 
tombstone. 

Hours later, I’m in a sea of travellers at Ferenc Liszt International 
Airport with a timid sun behind separatist clouds. Huddled for 
two hours inside a fretting crowd, I shuffle past a notice giving 
details of the April 7 2017 amendment on the Schengen agreement. 
‘We must protect our borders’. Yessir. And sing along to the tune 
of Ogres Network Inc. 

I get past the border control at last and I’m out in the street 
where local politics are now tersely explained to me by Zoltan, 
who’s kindly driving me in a rickety van stuffed with organic 
sweets to his Airbnb. His explanation is so succinct it could be 
rendered haiku style:

Mr Putin visits Hungary/He loves it here since the day/Victor 
Orban rose to power.

LOVE AT LAST SIGHT
B Y  M A N U  B A Z Z A N O 

TALK TO EACH OTHER… 
B Y  E M M A  J A C K S O N
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that we can read between the lines.

Moment after moment,
we come out of nothingness.
This is the true joy of life.

I’m passing through, and God knows when I’ll see these faces 
again. They’re so familiar after only an hour spent together. 
Budapest too is like a delightful old friend, and most delightful 
of all is the joy I feel in the morning stepping out of the front 
door onto an unknown street, in an unknown city. 

*
Pest from the Buda hills in the Blue of Noon. Overwhelmed 

by the sight of the Danube flowing majestic through the heart of 
Europe. The cries and whispers of history one might hear through 
journeying all its 1,770 miles from its Delta in the Black Sea 
towards the Ukraine, Moldova, Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, Croatia, 
Hungary, Slovakia, Austria and Germany. 

This gleaming river, Hölderlin wrote, ‘lives in beauty’. How 
can one ‘further enhance’ its beauty? 

The rock needs engraving
And the earth needs its furrows;
But what a river will do,
Nobody knows.

Watching the Danube flow, one may get to hear on a lucky 
hour the hum of history. In rare moments we approximate the 
experience of ‘now’, and come to see that what we call now is 
passing. Fast. 

We may also realize, Walter Benjamin says, that this ‘now’ 
cannot be situated chronologically. It is instead, in Giorgio 
Agamben’s breathtaking commentary, ‘a constellation in which 
what has been’ joins the hour unexpectedly (‘like lightning’). At 
that moment, ‘a particular historical fact is polarized in his pre 
and post-history’. A moment in history reverberates back to us 
and becomes for the first time intelligible. 

Benjamin called this the ‘now of knowability’ (Jetzt der 
Erkennbarkeit). This moment of recognition is not metaphysical: 

*
Pest from the Buda hills at twilight. Then at night a myriad of 

lights twinkling in the distance. Where are the stars in the city 
night sky? ‘They’re all on the ground’, say Reed & Cale. Cities 
know very little of evening twilight as street lights evade the slow 
passage into night. 

Kant wrote of two entwined mysteries: moral law within/starry 
sky above. No modern city dweller could have conceived this 
thought, Walter Benjamin noted promptly. 

Who knows, maybe the moral order too shifted with the birth 
of this strange new phenomenon: the cosmopolis. Not necessarily, 
mind you, in the direction of ‘losing the great moral responsibility 
of the good old days’, but simply because, well, change is 
inexorable, better get over it. What’s more, the modern city is a 
living organism naturally conveying the multiplicity of Nature, 
on a living tableau kindly displaying for slow learners like me 
the inherent multiplicity of what we habitually call ‘me’. 

There are perks, nevertheless: what I call ‘me’ now gets to 
taste palinka, courtesy of Dániel and Simon, Hungarian  
colleagues who organized Unconditional Hospitality, this weekend 
workshop that I’ll be facilitating tomorrow. Palinka is a highly 
versatile fruit brandy, legendary in my personal mythology as I 
first heard its magical name in Bela Tarr’s tribute to Nietzsche, 
The Turin Horse. 

In the movie, a traveller is offered palinka by his host, a farmer 
who lives in abject poverty with his daughter. As his glass gets 
generously refilled, the traveller repays the hosts’ kindness by 
recounting to them a tragic and moving tale: everything has been 
bought and sold, he says. Everything has been debased – even 
our dreams and our cherished interiority. And what did we do? 
We put up with it. 

And the night gets darker as everything is bought, and sold, 
and bought again. ‘The dove is never free’ etc. It’s like what 
someone said to me just the other day:

There is a tunnel
At the end of the light

We’re out of the restaurant and 
still deep in conversation when 
Simon points out I’m wearing my 
beanie inside out.

*
How am I going to do this? 

Every phrase I speak is translated 
into Hungarian, and by the time 
the translation is over, I forget 
what I was going to say next. The 
same bewildering thing happens 
with comments/questions from 
participants. Weirdly, we do find 
a way. 

Enforced slowness means  
we move away from the habitual 
agitation that Sartre thought 
essential in bolstering a solid  
sense of self and, you know, 
k e e p i n g  u p  a p p e a r a n c e s .  
Slowness unveils the gaps so  

W A LT E R  B E N J A M I N ’ S 

L I B R A R Y  C A R D  F R O M  T H E 

B I B L I O T E Q U E  N AT I O N A L E
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it does not acknowledge some ‘vital force’ at play through the to 
and fro of history. Nor is it, I’m afraid, an instance of hermeneutic 
awareness, simply because the ‘me’ of hermeneutics is revealed 
in the experience as a figment of history with no sub-stantial 
existence of its own.

This passing moment (Augenblick, blink of an eye) regales 
me with a daydream of Europe as a place whose borders are 
porous, as a cradle of visionary scepticism and art; of writers who 
fled wars and holocausts or left voluntarily, knowing that homeland 
is a belief and patriotism the last refuge of the thoroughly gormless. 

I am grateful that this fantasy-love of mine for Europe and the 

Danube is reciprocated. Nowadays I am called to work elsewhere, 
in cities touched by the Danube, away from the hamlets of a 
therapy world in a Mean Small Island where in melancholy moments 
I confess to feel (nicely) tolerated. 

I am inexcusably moved by the beauty of European cities, even 
when they bury their loveliness in plump imperial glaze, or  
when the tenderness and pain and love all through their anxious 
history is brutalized by spiteful architecture or violated by  
tyranny and arrogance. 

*
To the modern metropolis belongs the peculiar ecstasy that 

Benjamin calls love at last sight. He was commenting on a 

Baudelaire poem, ‘To a Passerby’. In the deafening noise of a 
Parisian street, the poet catches a glimpse of a woman in ‘deep 
mourning, majestic grief’. Hurried and graceful, radiating ‘the 
softness that fascinates and the pleasure that kills’ she glances 
back at him: 

A lightning flash… then night! Fleeting beauty,
By whose glance I was suddenly reborn,
Shall I see you again only in eternity?

The apparition is concrete; it is alive in a living body. It is not 
‘archetypal’, unless archetypes kiss or cry salty tears; nor is it set 
against the flowing multitude of the city. It is part of that multitude; 
it skims across its surface; it comes out of the river-like flow of 
the city crowd. 

You don’t need to be a flaneur/flaneuse to appreciate the 
accuracy of love at last sight. That latent feeling gushing like 
nectar at the sight of a goodbye waved from a taxi in the early 
morning. Or even when it just means, with Joni Mitchell, that you 
don’t know what you got ‘til it’s gone. Even if it’s a no-strings-
attached kind of thing as in Uncle Lou’s Street Hassle

And then sha-la-la-la-la, sha-la-la-la-la
When the sun rose and he made to leave
You know, sha-la-la-la-la, sha-la-la-la-la
Neither one regretted a thing

Could wandering modern-day streets aimlessly, rather than 
acquiring a mere university degree in cocooned academia, be a 
better prerequisite for being a philosopher? For the lonely walker 
wandering the city, every street is foreign, even the streets of her 
hometown. For how can I call a place my hometown? How can I 
ever call psyche mine? Becoming strangers/others to ourselves: 
the true task of therapy? 

*
The river is an unequivocal image for how Benjamin saw the 

movement of history. His view resembles notions present in 

LOVE AT LAST SIGHT 
CONTINUED

Budapest too is like a delightful 
old friend, and most delightful of 
all is the joy I feel in the morning 

stepping out of the front door 
onto an unknown street, in an 

unknown city

P E S T  F R O M  T H E  B U D A  H I L L S
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medieval theology according to which forma fluens, the flowing 
shape of matter, is organized by the force of divine intellect. 

Adorno feared that the view expounded by his friend was too 
mystical and non-dialectical. In their correspondence of twelve 
years (1928-1940), Benjamin explains that it is not divine intellect 
that does the organizing but ‘our own historical experience’. 
Matter itself – what contemporary thought calls ‘materiality’ – 
constructs and actualizes without the intervention of either a 
demiurge, of its surrogates, whether ‘Being’ or a ‘Truth’ that 
expects to be unveiled. 

This process of autonomous construction also belongs to what 
we call in our psych trade ‘research’. Construction is not imposed 

in the aftermath of data analyses; it emerges from its own intimate/
immanent movement, which is how Benjamin conducted his own 
bungling and inspired research. Interested in just about everything, 
looking at every corner for emancipatory possibilities, he 
personified the distant travels of philosophy outside its arbitrary 
borders and fences. 

Could this way of conducting research be what phenomenology, 
is in its purest sense? A vivid example of this is the gigantic 
manuscript on Baudelaire he handed on a spring day in 1940 to 
the librarian Georges Bataille of the Biblioteque Nationale of 
Paris. 

In this doorstopper he comments on topics as many and varied 
as allegory, alienation, philosophy, poetry in the age of advanced 
capitalism and more. After reading the manuscript Adorno criticized 
its ‘wide-eyed presentation of mere facticity’. Benjamin took that 
as a compliment, saying ‘you are describing the proper philological 
attitude’.

*
My old friend Antonio came to visit us in London with his 

wife and kid in May 2017, after a gap of thirty five years. I had 
wanted to show him the nearby Heath but the rain had been 
relentless that afternoon. 

We stayed indoors, drinking wine and arguing as fiercely and 
as affectionately as we used to do in our youth. Israel/Palestine, 
the Italian invertebrate Left, Blue Labour, Corbyn’s hope, John 
Berger’s writings… We remembered our young friend and comrade 
Adelchi murdered at 24 by mommy-boys fascist thugs in our 
native Calabria. Yes, we ended up singing the Internationale, 
anachronistically, happily, with a hand on our heart, alternatively 
looking up at the wooden ceiling and at each other. 

Huddled together on a sofa after dinner he later quietly confided 
in me speaking below the other voices in the room. He told me 
he was unsure about the future. He was ill. He brushed away my 
worried look with a smile. 

What truly mattered was this lifelong project he had been 
working on, a historical fiction based on the life of Homeric 
scholar Milman Parry and which capitalized on his own knowledge 
and expertise of Homer’s texts. It is a doorstopper, he said, it was 
nearly done except for what he called some ‘probable meetings’ 
that might have happened between Milman Parry, Walter Benjamin 
and Gershom Scholem in August 1927 in Paris. 

They meet at a demo, Antonio said, on the day when mounted 
police charged demonstrators protesting against the state murder 
of the two Italian anarchists and migrants Nicola Sacco and 
Bartolomeo Vanzetti, unjustly accused of killing a guard and a 
paymaster during an armed robbery they’d never committed. Their 
innocence was later proved, alongside the vicious anti-migrant, 
anti-Left and racist biases against Italian labourers that had 
influenced the verdict. Worldwide protests erupted everywhere 
in solidarity; Paris was only one of them: in Tokyo, Sydney,  
São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires, Johannesburg, and 
Auckland people demonstrated against the cruelty and racism of 
state and police.

*
I had wanted to write a romantic piece on the fleetingness of 

love in the modern world and I’m now mourning an old friend. 
Antonio encouraged me to sing when I was sixteen. ‘Project your 
voice! Sing out! Speak!’ He put me on a stage at the Festa 
dell’Unitá, the summer public festival of the now defunct Italian 
Communist Party, and at other events in public squares. That’s 
when I started writing my own songs, alongside Chilean tunes, 
in solidarity with the thousands murdered by Pinochet. 

I came to Walter Benjamin late and quickly learned to love his 
erudition, his slowness, his stubbornness and blundering, his 
legendary meandering through cities and histories, archives and 

In rare moments we 
approximate the experience of 

‘now’, and come to see that what 
we call now is passing. Fast.

How can I ever call psyche mine? 
Becoming strangers/others to 

ourselves: the true task of therapy?

T U R I N  H O R S E :  M Y T H I C  PA L I N K A



2 8

H E R M E N E U T I C  C I R C U L A R  A P R I L  2 0 1 9

arcades. In my mind I slowly came to associate these characteristics 
with Antonio, the memory of him juxtaposed to a photo of Benjamin 
holding a cigarette; his high forehead, the moustache above a full 
lower lip.

A few months after seeing him in London, Antonio was dead. 
Our last long stream of emails, before and after our meeting, bore 
the title Tutto bene? Is everything OK? Rereading them now, I 
notice that a few days before our meeting he had written that it 

LOVE AT LAST SIGHT 
CONTINUED

was going to be ‘a very special evening (not just because we 
haven’t seen each other for ages)’. 

Contact Manu at manubazzano@onetel.com. Manu will facilitate 
a few experiential workshops in Europe this year, including ‘Love, 
Identity and Transformation’ in Bucharest, 31 May-2 June (details: 
evenimente.arpcp@gmail.com) and ‘Walk on the Wild Side: 
Dreams, the Daimonic and the Dionysian’ in Vienna 13-14 Sept 
(details: institut@apg-ipcs.at). For details on events and talks, 
see www.manubazzano.com.

THE EMPTY SEAT

V L A D I M I R  U R B A N

VACANCY 
A skilled adviser/assistant is required to help create a best of ‘Hermeneutic Circular’ poetry book.  
Those interested in producing such a volume please contact Gregory at academic@talktalk.net

The destination of death – life’s dissolution, or eventual ruin.
Provinces of flowing meadows, moat, and green silted mere.

Baconsthorpe Castle, timeless magnificence, ethereal 
mysticism of the final return to the void.

Otherworldly idyll, beautiful archways, fireplaces for feasts 
and celebrations, ‘The Lord’s Great Chamber’; now cold 

residence to phantoms, and lost souls of days gone by.
West Court, site of the Chambers, and medieval romance.
I feel the freeze of the long dead spirits of pallid maidens, 

wandering the Inner Court restlessly, gliding through the air, 
disturbed by my presence.

Norfolk’s hidden gem, eerie haunted destination, a chance visit 
that will abide with me forever more.

Contact Gregory at academic@talktalk.net

A CASTLE  
IN RUINS 

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

P O E M
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they were ready to go to their brother for lunch, his father announced 
that he didn’t want to go, that he’d rather stay at home in peace, 
watching TV. 

Or, there was that time when he was playing with his younger 
niece while his father was watching TV. At one point the old man 
turned towards John and said ‘look at those children on the show, 
they are so sweet’. 

On both occasions, and they are only two out of a million, John 
says, the anger towards his father took hold of him. 

‘I screamed back at him to look at his grand-child, to pay her 
attention, to see how sweet she is. Whenever I do that, get angry, 
shout, he recoils and looks subdued. Then I feel sorry, guilty 
even,’ John cries.

Hence John’s burning questions: to what extent did the syndrome 
affect his father’s behaviour? To what extent did his father have 
no other choice but to behave the way he did? Was his behaviour 
the sheer manifestation of an illness, or something else played 
into it? 

‘Like what?’ I asked. ‘Choice,’ John replied. Might it be the 
case that he could have made other choices, that his choices, or 
perhaps some of his choices, were not determined by his difficulties 
in social interactions, but were made in freedom? 

That’s where John’s conflict arises. One day he oscillates 
towards psychoanalytical theories of developmental disorder, and 
feels sorry for the old man, and other days he leans towards 
existential theories of freedom, choices and responsibilities, and 
feels little empathy for the self-absorbed man in front of him.

Guntrip: infant retreat from reality
The British psychologist Henry Guntrip, to name just one embracing 
the psychoanalytical line of thought, in his study of schizoid 
phenomena, states that infants’ experiences have shown that too 
early and too intense fear and anxiety in an infant who is faced 
with an environment that he cannot cope with, and does not feel 
nourished by, set up in the child a retreat from outer reality, and 
distort ego-growth with a powerful drive towards withdrawal and 
passivity. 

In Schizoid Phenomena, Object-Relations, and the Self, Guntrip 
says that the infant cannot take literal flight, cannot remove itself 
from the context, it can only take flight in a mental sense, into an 
attempt to create a fantasied safety in a purely psychic world. The 
withdrawn child becomes a withdrawn man (or woman) for whom 
intense, emotional contact with others feels dangerous to his sense 
of peace and safety because it would bring strong sensations that 
the individual is not able to cope with. 

The withdrawal from life becomes part of the individual’s 
sense of identity. Hence he withdraws within himself whenever 
he perceives the possibility of an overwhelming experience. The 
individual lacks any feeling of interest or curiosity about the 
reality of life. He feels safe within the familiarity of his inner 
psychic world.

In this article I want to talk about the experience of a close friend, 
John, who’s living with his father suffering from dementia. We’ve 
spent many hours talking about his conflicting emotions and 
theoretical dilemma. We’ve wrestled with emotions and theories. 
We’ve come to some conclusion. The following is the scenario 
in which John’s conflicts take place.

John is a counselling trainee in a trying situation; all the more 
so because of his insights into the different theories – sometimes 
contrasting theories – about being human. John is taking a semester 
off his Doctorate in Counselling Psychology to look after his 
father. Whilst waiting for his father to be admitted to a nursing 
home, John has moved into his father’s house and is single-handedly 
taking care of the ailing man, with a few hours of daily help from 
social carers.

John’s father some years back was diagnosed as suffering from 
a mild form of Asperger’s syndrome, which is classified as a 
developmental disorder that could be caused by one, or a 
combination, of many factors, genetic and neurological as well 
as environmental. The diagnosis threw some light onto John’s 
father’s behaviour, and helped John to make sense of his father’s 
aloofness, his repetitive and obsessive behaviour, his emotional 
absence, his lack of friends, his lack of interest in the family life, 
and the poor interaction with all of them.

Living with his father hasn’t been easy. To make it worse, the 
dementia has magnified the obsessive behaviour and the aloofness. 
The extreme self-absorption has re-awakened in John old wounds, 
arousing resentment and anger, alternating with moments of 
compassion. One day he feels sorry for the suffering man, and 
one day he resents the constant, relentless attention demanded 
from him – ‘attention that he hasn’t given me in my all life’. 

At times, the rage he feels is frightening. The fleeting images 
passing in front of his mind are violent. John can see himself 
pushing his father as the old man is excruciatingly slowly walking 
to his bedroom. He knows he wouldn’t do it but the mere thought 
horrifies him.

From time to time throughout his life John has experienced 
anger towards his father, but he had no idea how much of it was 
bubbling under his skin. Although the diagnosis had helped the 
family to make sense of the man’s behaviour, there were times 
when the emotions would get the best of their understanding and 
sympathy. 

Like for instance, John remembers, the last time that John’s 
sister, who lives in Japan, came to visit their father. One day as 

INTELLECTUAL DILEMMA, 
EMOTIONAL CONFLICT
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‘It sounds like Guntrip’s talking about my father,’ says John. 
‘I’d rather watch a documentary on TV and dream that I’m 

there, experiencing it from the safety of my home, than travelling,’ 
John’s father said in a rare moment of authentic disclosure, which, 
by the way, John says are becoming more and more frequent since 
the inception of dementia. ‘My problem is that I am not curious 
or interested in anything. I’ve never been,’ John’s father said with 
some sadness on another occasion.

Hence the conflict again. ‘Why am I so angry with him when 
I understand that his actions were based on his need to feel safe 
to be able to carry on his project of staying alive in an emotionally 
threatening environment?’ John continues: ‘Should I have 
compassion for this man who was deprived of a nurturing 
environment, but who in turn deprived me from the loving attention 
that was my birthright? Yet, I have never felt not loved. His worries 
and anxiety about my safety were the manifestation of his love 
for me, that I have always known, felt.’

‘Surely he deserves compassion for his deprivation, and I do 
feel compassion for him, and for me. At the same time,’ John 
continues, ‘I hear another voice, Sartre’s voice, saying that he is 
responsible for his choices, that he has chosen to be what he has 
become. He chose to stay in watching TV. He chose to not 
participate in the family life. He chose to not engage with me. He 
chose to lock himself up in his non-relational world, in his 
aloofness. He chose to avoid life, and deprived us of his presence, 
his attention, his guidance and protection. But to what extent did 
he choose? And to what extent is he responsible for his children’s 
yearning for attention, for their need to be seen and heard when 
he didn’t fail to meet those needs out of negligence pure and 
simple but, and here the other theory comes in, out of inner 
inability, deep incapacity to see, evaluate, and meet such needs?’

Sartre: choosing emotions
Sartre, in his discussion of freedom in Being and Nothingness, 
affirms that ‘the indispensable and fundamental condition of all 
action is the freedom of the acting being,’ and a few lines later 
(following Husserl) that ‘every action must be intentional’ and 
must have an end. Hence, Sartre would say, in freedom John’s 
father chose to withdraw from life. In freedom he chose to live 
fearfully rather than adventurously or courageously.

The implication is that we choose our emotions. For Sartre, 
emotions are responses to a situation that aim ‘at attaining a 
particular end by particular means.’ For instance, fainting is a 
way of suppressing the danger that arises from a situation by 
suppressing the consciousness of the situation. ‘There is an intention 
of losing consciousness,’ he affirms. And where there is an intention 
there is freedom. Freedom to flee or fight.

But, is the loss of consciousness intended in the same way as 
I, at this very, moment, am intending to finish this article? Is the 
person fainting in front of a dangerous situation intending to faint 
in a deliberate manner? i.e. ‘I don’t want to experience this situation 
I’d better faint and pretend it isn’t happening.’ 

Of course not. In fainting there is no such deliberation, and a 
‘response’ entails deliberation. Fainting isn’t a response, it is 

attuned to what happens in a reaction, and reactions aren’t 
deliberated. If you hit my knee on a precise spot with a hammer 
my knee will kick forward whether I want it or not. 

Then, even though not everyone faints in front of a dangerous 
situation, if fainting is a reaction to a situation, even if the reaction 
attains an end, in this case to lose consciousness of the danger, it 
follows that fainting isn’t willed, at least not consciously. The 
person fainting isn’t choosing to faint, if by choosing we imply 
deliberation followed by action. A reaction isn’t a response, and 
only a response implies responsibility.

Now, fainting is the manifestation of the fear of the situation, 
and though it is emotion manifested, it isn’t the emotion itself, 
and that’s possibly an unhappy example on Sartre’s part. Then 
the question is, is the person choosing the fear? Would a person 
who acts courageously rather than fearfully be more responsible 
for their courageous action? Or did that person have no other 
choice, being the person they are, but to act courageously?

Almaas: compulsive self-image
This is what the spiritual teacher A H Almaas has to say about 
freedom to choose one’s emotions: ‘one never has a choice about 
the emotional states that arise.’ This is his argument: ‘It is in the 
nature of mind to be in a constant state of reactivity… the individual 
is always reacting with certain very limited patterns of emotion 
and behaviour which reflect the self-image he is identifying with, 
and that this self-image is itself a reaction…elicited by the situation, 
and… is itself a construction made up of reactions to past events 
from early childhood. This self-image is thus never a spontaneous 
response or a free choice, but is always a compulsive reaction.’

To go back to John’s dilemma, if it was within his father’s 

experience as an infant and a toddler that he constituted himself 
as ‘fearful’ and grew to identify himself in that manner of being, 
from the perspective of his constructed self-experience he could 
not have behaved in any other way but fearfully. 

Unless… unless John’s father would have had the presence of 
spirit to question his way of being. Unless he would have listened, 
really listened to his family, reflected on his actions and 
consequences, and chosen to work on his fears and anxieties, and 
do something different. Feel the fear and do it anyway, as the title 
goes. 

For Almaas this is possible. So even though one doesn’t have 
a choice about the emotional state that arises, through intense 
work on oneself, from a spiritual perspective and through 
psychotherapeutic work, it is possible to make different choices; 
it is possible to learn to respond. 

Here it gets complicated again. In order to achieve this there 
needs to be the willingness to face oneself, one’s shadow, and 
assume responsibility. But not everybody has this capacity. There 
are limitations to one’s emotional development. Some damages 
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I am looking for a registered existential psychologist or 
psychotherapist who is willing to work for one or two 
days a week in a beautiful office in central Canary Wharf 
and who might be interested in the possibility of working 
with arts-based clients. 
Email Monia Brizzi, moniabrizzi@gmail.com

THERAPIST VACANCY 
Canary Wharf, London

go too deep. For some individuals it is extremely difficult to really 
hear the other, be that a family member or a therapist. 

So even though it is possible to learn to respond and make 
different choices, the willingness, or capacity, to question oneself, 
is needed in order to start the work. And self-awareness is needed 
to generate and exercise the will to change one’s stance. But how 
does one become self-aware when one is unable, or unwilling, to 
reflect on one’s life and question one’s actions?

I’m in a conundrum. I feel pushed and pulled from one 
conclusion to the other and neither sound conclusive enough to 
stop me from feeling like a ping pong ball. I feel a mild taste of 
the egg and the chicken dilemma. I need self-awareness of a blind 
spot in order to want to work on it, but to become aware of the 
blind spot I need to listen to the person who points it out to me 
to then work on it. And if I can’t take onboard that I have a blind 

spot, I am not going to work on it. 
This is giving me a headache. It’s a catch-22 and I’m unable 

to take a stance, to say this is it or that is it. And perhaps that is 
it. No need for a position. No need for a judgment, but compassion 
and sadness.

The inconclusive conclusion notwithstanding, John has a 
broader perspective on the issue. John’s attitude has somehow 
changed. Sometimes he’s irritated by his father, sometimes he’s 
impatient, but he no longer feels furious or resentful. 

He feels compassion for the old man, for the young man, for 
the child his father was. He feels compassion for himself, who 
didn’t have the father he would have wanted, for his unmet needs, 
for the experience he’ll never have. He’s chosen compassion.

Or did John have no other choice, by being the man he is, but 
to choose compassion? Back to square one.

Contact Teresa at tmc@existential-psychotherapy.org.uk

And perhaps that is it. No 
need for a position. No need 

for a  judgement, but 
compassion and sadness
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Jo: In your introduction you say you decided to write the book 
to address a gap in the existential literature and present another 
perspective to the numerous psychological theories out there. 
You’ve taught existential perspectives on the life cycle for 
many years, and I was wondering why write this book now?

Martin: Why now? is always the best question.   I’m going to 
have to go back a bit. Ever since I got involved in the existential 
approach it seemed to me that there was a gap in the practice 
literature about human development. I always thought this was 
odd because where we came from, where we are now, and where 
we are going to, was always a major issue 
for my clients. It was also something I have 
always wondered about. 

But more than this, the major philosophers 
thought it was important. They saw it as a 
philosophical issue. And if they thought it 
was important then why didn’t therapists? 
No one could give me an answer. 

So when the opportunity came up to design 
and teach an existential-phenomenological 
course on human development I took it. 
However, at that time I had no clear idea what 
an existential model of human development 
might be, only that it would not be yet another 
stage theory. Nor would it be based on age, 
although age clearly matters – we are born 
then die, and always in that order. 

As I had nothing to say, as such, the course 
began essentially as a discussion group based 
around the readings and presentations that 
were primarily chosen because of the 
questions they asked. This way of doing it was very successful 
and every course was different because the people on it were 
different. It has remained the teaching method. Coincidentally, 
it’s also the one I enjoy most. 

Nevertheless, some themes kept on recurring across the course 
groups. It seemed like we were on to something…but what? 

Moreover, I felt that it was worth recording in a way other than 
through the essays written as a part of the coursework, which 
were only ever read by two or three people no matter how good 
they were. I had some excellent essays using sources as varied as 
The Tempest, Nick Hornby’s High Fidelity, and Pink Floyd’s Dark 
Side of the Moon. But while the course discussions were rich and 

exciting, they were also ephemeral. 
The next challenge was to find a way to translate the discussions 

which were by their nature dynamic, ambiguous, personal and 
overdetermined, into a book which was static, clear, universal 
and linear. Not easy.

But back to Why now? 
Obviously I’m not going to be doing this work forever and the 

questions, If not me, then who? and, If not now, then when? kept 
coming up and demanded answers. So I put the idea to Palgrave 
and they liked it, and some years and a few different versions 
later here it is. 

I was a student in one of your courses, and 
I remember feeling quite liberated after 
class discussions. For me, as someone who 
had studied psychology for many years, it 
was a completely revolutionary way of 
thinking about life! And the way you write 
as well is quite conversational. Can you 
say something about your style of writing?

It’s something I have to work at. Sometimes 
I find myself slipping into a more academic 
way of writing and I’ve noticed this is  
often when I actually don’t understand what 
I’m talking about. If this stuff is about you 
and me and everyday life there just has to  
be another way of saying it to make it come 
alive. I’m quite influenced by the syntax, 
cadence and economy you get  in the  
best fiction. 

Another thing I do is to try to get away 
from the idea of a neutral commentator. This is me talking, this 
is my interpretation. Not in the sense that it is about me, but in 
the sense of acknowledging the validity and necessity of my own 
voice. How could it be any other way? Very like being a therapist. 
It usually works too.

Were there any parts that you particularly enjoyed writing?

Yes. My knowledge of the philosophers when I started was OK-
ish, and like everyone I had my favourites. I wrote the philosophers 
in the order that seemed easiest, starting with Sartre. I left Nietzsche 
till last and he was a revelation. I found myself quite warming to 

AN EXISTENTIAL APPROACH TO 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
D R .  J O  M O L L E  I N T E R V I E W S  M A R T I N  A D A M S  A B O U T  H I S  N E W 
B O O K ,  A N  E X I S T E N T I A L  A P P R O A C H  T O  H U M A N  D E V E L O P M E N T : 
P H I L O S O P H I C A L  A N D  T H E R A P E U T I C  P E R S P E C T I V E S . 
( P A L G R A V E  M A C M I L L A N ,  2 0 1 8 )
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him and his project and consider that he has a lot to tell us about 
the way we live now. 

The other one that stands out is Simone de Beauvoir. I knew 
all her autobiographies and novels but reading The Ethics of 
Ambiguity, and The Second Sex, and The Coming of Age much 
more closely established her for me as an absolute giant. Very 
readable too. 

But even more, a giant who is almost completely unrecognised 
by existential therapists. To use her own language, this is criminal. 
There are some overlaps between Nietzsche and Beauvoir too, 
but I’m not sure they would have got on had they met.

You’ve chosen An Existential Approach to Human Development 
as the title, however you mention you prefer the phrase ‘life 
cycle’ (rather than ‘life span’ or ‘life course’). How did you 
chose this title?

Adopting the phrase ‘life cycle’ came comparatively late on in 
the writing. Words are important because of their associations. I 
started using the phrase ‘life span’ because of the association with 
the Life Span theorists who talk about life processes rather than 
stages. But although there is much in this work that is valuable 
it doesn’t have an existential dimension. 

So the more I used the phrase ‘life span’ the less appropriate 
it became. Phrases like ‘life span’ and ‘life course’, as favoured 
by narrative workers, also had associations to the life of an 
individual and were connected to social constructivism and social 
constructionism. This seemed too narrow for what I was trying 
to say. They were too psychological. 

So, what phrase to use? Regardless of its biological associations, 
I came to prefer the phrase ‘life cycle’, because while it includes 
the individual life, it contextualises a life within all life past and 
future, within both human time and eternal time. It is a human 
conceit to see all life on earth in terms of the span of one current 
human life. All life on earth is interdependent. 

And I chose ‘approach’ because I didn’t want to say, OK here 
it is, I’ve got it, as ‘theory’ or even ‘model’ would suggest. 
‘Approach’ implies that this is a way we can use to look at the 
issue of human development. 

Which brings me to the 
word ‘development’ which is 
more complex. It not only has 
clear biological resonances but 
it also aligns what I have to 
say with all other ways of 
looking at human development. 
I didn’t want this because I 
felt what I had to say was 
fundamentally different from 
other viewpoints. However, it 
is always risky devising or 
appropriat ing new words 
because regardless of their 
accuracy, you risk losing your 
potential audience and making 

your work inaccessible. So I decided to keep ‘development’ and 
give it a new meaning, an existential meaning.

You’ve described the life and work of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and Beauvoir and how their 
work relates to the human life cycle, but I was wondering if 
there was anyone else you would have liked to have included?

Plenty. But not philosophers. The first thing I did when I took 
over the course was to take out a lot of the psychoanalytic and 
psychological presentations and substitute them with fiction. I 
also encouraged the use of fiction in student’s essays. 

Fiction is more phenomenological. I have always read fiction 
and it has given me more than philosophy and certainly more than 
psychology. If I had my way all the presentations would be fiction 
but validating bodies wouldn’t buy that. 

Camus, particularly, felt that fiction was a legitimate form of 
philosophy and Sartre is far more accessible through his novels, 
plays and particularly his autobiography. Similarly with Beauvoir, 
whose autobiographies are valuable records of her life and time. 

Underpinning all this though is the question, What is the best 
way to describe a life? Looking forward, looking back, in the 
present, from the inside or from the outside? The answer of course 
is yes and no to all these. 

All versions are differently accurate and differently inaccurate 
at the same time. This has obvious implications for the case study, 
which I won’t go into here except to say that the book could 
instead have been written entirely using case material. Yet another 
version of the book would be just to use autobiographies. 

In general terms, while philosophy can talk about what life is 
about, and fiction can talk about what life is like, autobiography 
can represent the facticity and contingency of that experience 
with an intensified sense of contemporaneity. But if it is presented 
chronologically, as it usually is, the life can appear rather episodic 

and will need a universal 
dimension to retain the reader. 
Also a hindsight autobiography 
cannot help but impose an 
almost automatically bogus 
and determinist pattern that a 
contemporaneous 
autobiography will not. 

As Sartre says, death is the 
limit of human experience 
because all potential ceases on 
death – whenever it comes. As 
he showed in his play In Camera 
(aka No Exit), freedom is only 
for the living; death is when we 
have to surrender our lives to 
the judgement of others. 

BOOKSHELF
CONTINUED
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It is often forgotten or not understood, often by people who 
should know better, that this play, which is the origin of the much 
quoted ‘hell is – other people’ is set in the afterlife where people 
are without freedom. Hell is the condition of being without freedom. 
He did not say or ever mean that other people are hell. Risky and 
fascinating maybe, but not hell. 

This means that the ideal time to write a hindsight autobiography 
is the moment of death, but clearly this will never happen. Yet 
another, more ambitious, version would be to use the visual 
medium of art through the ages as source material. 

As Beauvoir was only too aware, experience can never be 
captured in a single genre. Or perhaps ever in any. But this should 
not stop us trying.

You said you took out some of the psychoanalytic and 
psychological presentations, and you also read the Oedipus 
myth rather differently. In your reading, the Oedipus tale is 
another example of a good person coming to a bad end because 
of an error of judgement, something I think a lot of people 
can identify with! Was this a ‘conscious’ decision?

Yes, completely. It’s a great story and Pasolini’s film is a good version. 
There are two points here. One is that the objection I have to 

psychoanalysis is not with the phenomena they observe, it is the 
way they interpret them. The other point is that myths are such 
rich sources of meaning that they can be read, like poems, in so 
many different ways, and each one, so long as it resonates with 
experience, is valid. 

Myths are a way we make sense of experience. The part of 
Sophocles’ story that Freud shone a light on is only a tiny part of 
the whole story, but unfortunately it has blinded us not just to the 
rest of the story but also to other readings. The relational phenomena 

that gave rise to Freud’s reading, and which is so familiar to any 
parent, can just as easily, and more convincingly for me, be read 
with a Merleau-Pontyian perspective. 

You also describe writing the book as an ongoing research 
project. Is it complete? Or will you go on? Will we see a revised 
version in a few years?
Well, as Sartre said, life is only complete on death. So possibly. 
I would like to think that the work would be carried on. I don’t 
feel like I own it. As far as a revised version goes, I can say with 
some assurance, no, not by me. Writing second editions is not the 
most exciting way to use my remaining years. Maybe I’ll take it 
in a  different direction instead though.

I’m glad to hear that you will continue to expand the work! 
Can you share any details about future endeavours? 
No details exist at the moment I’m afraid, only vague ideas. And 
rather too many of them too. Whatever I do won’t necessarily involve 
writing or have anything to do with psychotherapy or philosophy 
either. I have a lot of other things I want to do. In working out what 
to do next (a perennial problem for everyone), as a guide, I can’t do 
better than to follow Simone de Beauvoir when she says ‘one’s life 
has value so long as one contributes value to the life of others by 
means of love, friendship, indignation, compassion.’

Contact Martin at martincadams@blueyonder.co.uk

provides, I hope, some indication of the wide range of life 
challenges addressed by contributors. I contributed the Introduction 
and two chapters, and in both I attempt to problematize the 
‘standard’ model of the case study. 

The case study tradition is well-established as a teaching device. 
Freud’s use of the case study was instrumental in communicating 
the concepts of early psychoanalysis, and the examination of, and 
writing of, case studies continues to be central to the curriculum 
in all contemporary schools of therapy. 

Their status and value – as exemplars of good practice, vehicles 
for the dissemination of knowledge, or as an arena for the 

Prof Simon du Plock
At the well-attended launch, eight of the nineteen contributing 
authors were present to speak about their individual chapter, and 
how it fitted with the rationale of the book to both show the reader 
what the therapist does and explicitly relate this to cutting-edge 
theory. Emmy van Deurzen provided a Foreword and was also 
with us on the night. 

As editor, I designed the book to provide a platform for 
experienced existential practitioners to demonstrate how they are 
applying their own theoretical innovations to enrich their work 
with clients. The brief reflections from some of the authors below 

CASE STUDIES IN EXISTENTIAL 
PSYCHOTHERAPY 
T H E  S O C I E T Y  O F  P S Y C H O T H E R A P Y  A N D  T H E  E X I S T E N T I A L 
A C A D E M Y  H O S T E D  A  B O O K  L A U N C H  F O R  C A S E  S T U D I E S  I N 
E X I S T E N T I A L  P S Y C H O T H E R A P Y ,  E D I T E D  B Y  S I M O N  D U  P L O C K , 
O N  2 2  J A N U A R Y . 

What is the best way to describe a 
life? Looking forward, looking back, 

in the present, from the inside or 
from the outside?
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problematisation of received wisdom – is currently much debated. 
The relevance of the case study is particularly called into question 
in a climate strongly influenced by demands for evidence-based 
practice. But whether we regard them as factual records or as 
useful fictions, their continuing popularity is evidenced by their 
ubiquity. A sub-genre of semi-fictional case studies has emerged 
in recent years – typically short literary psychoanalytic case 
reflections – and has found a large audience among a psychologically-
minded general public. 

The great majority of texts specifically designed to provide 
mental health practitioners with examples of how to work with 
clients focus primarily on the problem which the client presents, 
since they take the case study as a mnemonic device to illustrate 
abstract theoretical and research issues. As such, the case study 
serves a threefold purpose: (1) to describe a specific clinical 
problem; (2) to show how such a problem is viewed by experts 
in the field and how they treat it; and (3) to provide a place to 
discuss the epidemiology and aetiology of the 
problem.

While such an approach may initially appear 
valid, its usefulness is circumscribed by the 

From my perspective, human life and psychotherapy are both 
about human development, and anything that is special, different 
or particular about therapy is a function of context rather than of 
task. Life is a succession of paradoxes and dilemmas, and the 
question with respect to human development is: how do we get 
from birth, when these are not understood, to existential maturity 
and wisdom – which is not guaranteed anyway – when they are 
understood?

Some of these paradoxes and dilemmas coalesce around the 
idea of time and temporality. We live by the clock. We have diaries. 
And yet, when we say things like ‘See you later’ we assume that 
we will both be alive later in order to meet. It’s all too easy to 
say ‘I’ll do it tomorrow’. From time to time though, circumstances 
force us to think about it, and we discover that whereas time is 
impersonal, temporality is personal. 

These moments make us ask questions like ‘Is this the life I 
want?’ And this is always followed close behind by a question 
about responsibility: ‘What am I going to do about it?’ These 
moments are potentially transformative. But they are not rare or 
special. They are only unusual because we have stopped developing. 

way in which the individual client largely 
disappears, to be replaced by a presenting 
problem. At its most clumsy, this medical/
scientific approach may fall into the error of 
positioning clients themselves as the problem 
and as nothing other than the problem so that, 
for example, the rich and complex experience 
of the person presenting with particular anxieties 
becomes secondary to a diagnosis of generalised 
anxiety disorder. Similarly, someone exhibiting 
compulsive behaviour or reporting hallucinations 
comes to be viewed as obsessive compulsive 
or schizophrenic, and treated as such. In this 
scenario, the client becomes the condition.

The contributors to this text seek to depart from this long-
established model. All identify as existential-phenomenological 
therapists and, as such, are concerned to offer descriptions of their 
encounters with their clients which focus on their way of being 
in the world (their existential position), and which describe rather 
than interpret this (their phenomenological position) with the 
objective of staying close to and privileging the client’s subjective 
experience. 

Each seeks to evidence an appreciation of the importance of 
genuine encounter in which client and therapist meet in a democratic 
and transparent manner to consider what it means to be human and 
create a life in the face of the challenges and absurdities of the human 
condition. The individual clients who feature (albeit anonymised) in 
each chapter are just that – individuals rather than ‘cases’. 

Martin Adams
In my chapter I address an issue that has not been covered well 
by the existential phenomenological therapeutic tradition: human 
development. That it has not been covered well is curious because 
it has been covered well by the philosophers. 

In existential-phenomenological therapy we do not work on change, 
we work on stopping stopping. 

Helen Acton
Back in the day, while I was training and 
forever nagging my tutors at Regent’s College, 
‘yes, but what do you actually do in the room 
with clients?!’ the original edition of Simon’s 
case studies book, published in 1997, was a 
bright light. So when he asked me to write a 
case study on sexual orientation for the new 
edition I was thrilled, and knew immediately 
where to begin. 

In 2009 a line I read in an article in the  
SEA journal had incensed me and has stayed 
wi th  me  eve r  s ince .  Tha t  l i ne  was  a  
description of a supervisee’s experience of being 
told that ‘existentially, sexuality is fluid and 
there is no such thing as gay.’ Working, as I  

do, predominantly with the LGBTQI+ client group, nothing has 
ever struck me as a more dogged adherence to theory over actual 
lived experience – the very antithesis of an existential approach 
to therapy. 

In my chapter ‘I am what I am; I am my own special creation’, 
I enter the debate currently raging around this issue with my 
proposition that sexual orientation can most usefully, most 
realistically, and most therapeutically be considered a component 
of a person’s facticity. I take a look at it through the lens of Sartre’s 
late-in-life recognition and regret at the over-emphasis on bad 
faith as a denial of freedom at the cost of attention to the denial 
of facticity. 

Sasha van Deurzen-Smith
I was delighted to be asked to contribute a chapter on existential 
coaching for this fantastic book. Not only because I relish the 
chance to talk about what I do as an existential coach, but because 
I think it is so important that existential therapy and existential 
coaching co-exist in our consciousness. 

Existential coaching is heavily influenced by the legacy of 

BOOKSHELF
CONTINUED
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psychotherapy, and shares 
many of the core values, 
philosophies and skills  
t h a t  u n d e r p i n  
the  psychotherapeut ic 
tradition, whilst  being 
situated in a distinctly 
unique position. In this 
chapter, I use an example 
of a coaching relationship 
that in many ways looks 
and feels  s imilar  to  a 
therapeutic one, illustrating 
the ways in which coaches 
and therapists may at times 
overlap, but demonstrating 
how a coaching approach 
m i g h t  g u i d e  t h e 
conve r sa t i on  s l i gh t ly 
differently. 

My work with ‘Narin’ 
explores themes such as 
emotion,  imagery and 
ambition, showing how 
existential coaching can 
help to take a client from 
overwhelm to action, and 
how she  might  crea te 
hersel f  in  doing so.  I 
explain how the 4 Worlds 
Model can be used to better 
understand the presenting 
p r o b l e m ,  t h e  r o l e  o f 
intuition in coaching, and how image work can be used to explore 
and evolve the client’s worldview.  

Dr Zack Eleftheriadou
In my case study I emphasize that the therapeutic relationship is 
paramount, and I demonstrate this by showing how, gradually, it 
enabled ‘Samuel’ to tell his painful story. Samuel was a 17-year-old 

Dr Ryan Kemp
I have been exploring the 
phenomenology of addiction for 
the past 14 years and the chapter 
I was able to contribute is a 
summary of all this work. This 
work has come to a surprising 
conclusion, or at least surprising 
to me. And this is that addiction 
is a deeply political and 
technocratic malady. It can’t 
really be separated out from 
modernity and the pursuit of 
solutions which are closed off 
from the whole of existence. 

This all came out through the 
application of phenomenology 
and the difficult work of 
description. I would also like to 
say that the use of case studies 
is a beautiful and somewhat 
unique way to explore existential 
issues. It does run the risk though 
of possibly situating the 
difficulties somehow ‘in’ the 
person who embodies those 
difficulties, thus marking them 
as ‘the problem’. As I hope my 
chapter shows, this is an 
untenable demarcation. 

Addiction is in the world, 
just as individuals and groups 
and societies are in the world. 

The paradox of addiction is that the individual ‘addict’ desires 
separation and individualism. Recovery however is achieved by a 

Eritrean man, who fled his country due to war. 
He found himself thrown into a new culture as a ‘refugee’. 

Developmentally, he had experienced multiple trauma at a time 
when he had yet to formulate any sense of his own identity. 
Understandably, he was mistrustful of the therapy but took a great 
risk, accepting that he could not cope alone.

One of the most noteworthy elements of an existentially 
informed framework is not to fit our client into any theoretical, 
psychiatric or trauma interpretations. Existential theory highlights 
how each client creates a unique co-created space with the therapist. 
Another crucial element is to support our clients to integrate mind 
and body, which can become severely disconnected as a result of 
the harrowing experience of torture. 

Therapeutic work was a process of remaining open and 
witnessing what was an at times incomprehensible meaning making 
journey for him. Most significantly, this case study demonstrates 
how the therapeutic work can only take place if one dares to truly 
engage with another by being a compassionate human presence, 
without relying on a theoretical framework. 

transcendence of individuality and an embrace of the world. 

Dr Prunella Gee
In my chapter, I present extracts from a case study produced for 
the purposes of existential-phenomenological psychology research 
into the impact of retirement on men and reflect on the convergences 
and divergences between therapy and research. The case is 
longitudinal, gathered at three time-points: four months before 
retirement and six and fifteen months after retirement, making 
this a nineteen month-long investigation.

As well as presenting data and interpretative analysis, I comment 
on the tensions inherent in research carried out for a psychology 
PhD (which this was) by a psychotherapist (which I am). Qualitative 
research, generally, poses ethical issues, largely due to the 
interviewer/participant relationship, which, while by no means a 
therapeutic one, can inadvertently lead to some degree of therapeutic 
interaction for the participant. There is, I suggest, an added 
d i ff icu l ty  for  an  ex is ten t ia l  psychotherapis t  us ing  a 
phenomenological-hermeneutical methodology – the dividing veil 
is all the harder to discern.

Contact Simon at simon.duplock@metanoia.ac.uk. Case Studies 
in Existential Therapy: Translating Theory into Practice is published 
by PCCS Books Ltd.

P R O F  S I M O N  D U  P L O C K

D R  R YA N  K E M P

S A S H A  VA N  D E U R Z E N - S M I T H

D R  P R U N E L L A  G E E
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NEWS AND NOTES

Free psychotherapy for people on low 
incomes and benefits

There has never been anything like a 
properly-resourced public therapy service 
in the UK. And the limited provision of 
years gone by is starting to seem positively 
wonderful as austerity measures cut this 
even further to the bone. The link between 
mental suffering – especially anxiety and 
depression – and the woes of austerity – 
insecurity, uncertainty, poverty – could 
not be clearer.

It was in this context that a number of 
us came together in 2014 to set up the 
Free Psychotherapy Network. Like many 
therapists, I’ve always seen some people 
for low fees. This was a requirement of 
training – and rightly so, part of an ethos 
of social responsibility. 

But I have also found myself seeing 
people for nothing when even the little 
became too much. The first time this 
occurred, Martin, my client, was reluctant 
to accept my offer, but I reasoned with 
him – and myself – that he could easily 
come and see me at the hospital where I 
was then an honorary therapist. Or he 
could save himself the journey and 
continue to come to my home. I saw him 
for several years and his connection with 
me kept him alive.

Seeing people for free can be a dirty 
secret among therapists. So strong is the 
idea that paying a fee is somehow good 
for the client. 

I’ve never had a problem charging 
people for what I do, given it’s how I’ve 
chosen to make a living. But to say that 
money must change hands, however little, 
is to buy completely into the notion that 
we only value what we pay for.   

Doesn’t this invalidate the public 

provision of therapy and counselling e.g. 
in hospitals and GP practices? Also, what’s 
the difference, say, when someone is 
paying a couple of pounds and nothing? 
I’ve never experienced any difference in 
the attitudes of people I’ve been seeing, 
according to how much or how little they 
are paying. And, of course, when people’s 
circumstances change they have offered 
to pay.

Many organisations up and down the 
country provide low cost or free therapy, 
but it seemed to us that there was a role 
here, too, for individual practitioners. Our 
network is a recognition of a harsh social 
and economic reality and a modest 
proposal for how many of us could make 
a difference in people’s lives. While most 
people find the support and understanding 
they need to live well in their everyday 
networks of friends, relatives, colleagues 
and community, many find themselves 
struggling with painful and debilitating 
experiences of anxiety, depression and 
self-doubt. All too often, people struggling 
wi th  psychological  insecur i ty  are 
struggling also with financial and social 
insecurity. Everyone, it seems to me, 
should have the right to the kind of 
emotional help they need.

The FPN is very much in the tradition 
of the low cost or free provision offered 
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e r a p y ’s  h i s t o r y . 
Psychoanalytic clinics set up in Berlin 
and Vienna in the 1920s, involving people 
like Erich Fromm, Karen Horney and Anna 
Freud, offered help for children as well 
as adults. In Vienna, the radical therapist, 
Wilhelm Reich, and his colleagues would 
even travel in a van to suburbs and rural 
areas, announcing their visits in advance 
and speak to anyone who cared to come 
along about sexual concerns.

Offering our services for free is not 
about charity – and nothing to do with 
bogus ideas of the ‘big society’. It is rather 
an act of solidarity with people who find 
themselves in situations of emotional 
t roub le  and  ma te r i a l  s t rugg le ,  a 
contribution to social justice.

At the moment we are a small, loose 
network, mainly in London but with 
supporters scattered around the country. 
We want very much to be a national 
network, encouraging and supporting one 
another, and invite people who share our 
ethos to get involved. Please look at our 
website for more on what we stand for 
and how to  get  involved:  ht tps : / /
freepsychotherapynetwork.com/.

Originally published in Therapy Today 
(April 2015), the magazine of the BACP. 
Reprinted with permission from Paul 
Atkinson, FPN Co-founder. 

THE FREE PSYCHOTHERAPY 
NETWORK
B Y  P A U L  G O R D O N
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‘When we founded the Society for 
Existential Analysis thirty years ago we 
had no vision of it lasting this long, nor 

indeed did we imagine in our wildest 
dreams that existential therapy would 
thrive in the way that it has done over 
three decades. We launched ourselves 

into the breach of sheer nothingness. . .’  
– Emmy van Deurzen

The Society for Existential Analysis was founded 30 years ago 
and last year’s annual conference in November celebrated the 
anniversary with two days of talks and workshops in London, 
looking back, and forward, at the development of existential 
therapy. Ernesto Spinelli and Emmy van Deurzen were the keynote 
speakers, and there were about 120 attendees each day. Some of 
the papers from the conference are published in the SEA journal, 
Existential Analysis (from where the two quotes are from). The 
photos on these pages provide a further record of some of the 
weekend’s events and the people who made it happen. This year’s 
conference will take place on Saturday 9 November, on the theme 
of ‘Music, Movement and Metaphor’. See you there!

SEA AT THIRTY -  
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 2019
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‘. . . there never was any sort of “Golden 
Age” of SEA. Substantial divisions and 
disagreements existed from the very 

beginning, just as they persist today. So 
it should be.’ – Ernesto Spinelli
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‘Art and aesthetic appreciation 
is what is missing, “art” 
denoting any selective activity 
by which concrete things are so 
arranged as to elicit attention 
to the distinctive values 
realisable by them. Aesthetic 
appreciation and art so 
conceived are not additions  
to the real world, much less 
luxuries. They represent the 
only ways in which the 
individualised elements in  
the world of nature and man 
are grasped.’ 
John Dewey, Art in Education 
– and Education in Art

Thanks to the vision of our current Chair 
Natasha Synesiou and the SEA Committee, 
February 23rd saw the birth of the 
Society’s Film Club. Our first screening 

was Andrei Tarkovsky’s The Mirror, held 
at the surrealist club Vout-O-Renee’s in 
London, where about 25 people gathered 
to watch the film and talk about it 
afterwards in a discussion led by Natasha.

The SEA Film Club aims to address 
the question of aesthetics and art in the 
understanding of being human, and of 
psychotherapy within the context of our 
prevailing divisionist worldview in which 
art and aesthetics are segregated from 
education/work – the former trivialised 
as mere entertainment and spectacle, and 
the latter regarded as the important and 
serious business of life.

Unfortunately, aesthetics is for the most 
pa r t  s t i l l  t r apped  in  the  modern 
interpretation of the subject, where art is 
reduced to subjective experience or 
projection and separated from everyday 
perception. What is neglected is that in 
its original meaning aesthetics actually 

pertains to foundational experience – 
embodied sensuous perception along with 
its understanding – from the Greek 
aisthesis, literally breathing and taking 
in the world through the gasp of the breath. 

Whilst consciousness and thinking 
originally refer to practical art and handicrafts, 
contemporary psychotherapy tends to reflect 
dualistic common-sense assumptions that 
split the cognitive and aesthetic, the two 
modes of perception involved in intentionality. 
This results in narrow conceptions that are 
suspicious of both art and ideas and that turn 
both of them into mere artifice or frosting. 
No wonder the existential approach is often 
misinterpreted as being overly theoretical 
and opaque!

Like existential therapy, film shows in 
operation a principle of a new valuation 
that doesn’t bifurcate the two perceptual 
modes but aims to redeem them in their 
full integrity – feelings, importances, 

SEA FILM CLUB: ‘MIRROR’
B Y  M O N I A  B R I Z Z I

F I L M  C L U B
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In November last year, the Tatva Center 
of India and the South Asian Existential 
Therapy Alliance, both founded by Kripi 
Malviya, organized a meeting with their 
equivalent Latin American associations: 
the Circle of Studies in Existential Therapy 
from Mexico City, and the Latin American 
Association of Existential Psychotherapy.

The event took place in Goa, India, 
where the Tatva Center is located. It 
consisted in an open conference and the 
second annual workshop organized in the 
area, forming part of the only international 
training in the existential approach in the 
subcontinent.

The conference focused on the 
foundations of a phenomenological-
existential perspective of psychology and 
therapy, not only for professional activity, 
but also for everyday life and relationships. 
And the workshop consisted in deepening 
the aspects that existential therapy 
p r o p o s e s  i n  p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l , 
hermeneutical ,  post-Cartesian and 
relational terms. We spent three days 
learning from each other about our 
existence in this world and what makes 
life meaningful for us.

In both events I had the opportunity 
to share specific ideas from the Mexican 
School of Existential Analysis and 
Therapy, and I found it fascinating to 

discover the great number of similarities 
and possibilities of brotherhood and 
mutual enrichment between the Indian 
and the Mexican cultures. Perhaps this is 
because both territories were invaded and 
conquered by European cultures, which 
imposed a Western way of looking at life; 
although both maintain strong links with 
their original traditions.

What surprised me the most was the 
experience with the people. Some of the 
participants were already therapists, mainly 
Gestalt, or from the person-centred approach, 
who had been trained in the USA or England. 
Others were currently or had been in therapy, 
and were interested in it as a form of personal 
or professional development. Almost none 
had received any training in the existential 
perspective, and some did not even know 
that such an approach existed.

M y  f e a r s  t h a t  a n  e x i s t e n t i a l -
phenomenologica l ,  hermeneut ica l 
perspective, from a relational and post-
Cartesian inspiration, might seem strange 
or even disgusting quickly dissolved. Not 
only did I meet people of great intelligence, 
sensitivity and mental sagacity to grasp 
the concepts quickly, but for them it was 
very easy to be open up to an existential 
worldview. On several occasions they 
expressed their pleasure at finding ‘a 
simple and close vocabulary to refer to 

concepts  and s i tuat ions  that  they 
experienced on a daily basis, but for which 
there seemed to be no language available.’

I ended up experimenting, and as 
expected, found that they had more to 
teach me than I had to teach them. I was 
struck by the fact that many of their 
examples and questions had an important 
social orientation. This made me aware 
of the difficult situation in India, which, 
as they let me know, is really a ‘grouping 
of many countries,  or regions and 
communities, with different customs and 
even several distinct languages.’

I feel grateful for the opportunity of this 
meeting, and the new friendship that has 
arisen. I’m proud that the Mexican School 
of Existential Analysis and Therapy has 
echoes in India and other South Asian 
countries. And I am left with excellent 
memories and new friendships, with the 
nobility and simplicity of the people, with 
their deep and bright eyes, with the beautiful 
colours of their dressing, with their kindness, 
their wide culture, their open and sharp 
minds, and with that wonderful and subtle 
movement of their heads, different from 
those typical in the West, with which they 
express liking or acceptance.

Contact Yaqui at  
yaqui@circuloexistencial.org

images, meanings, baffling aspects, what 
they take away and what they give – so 
that we may see how we are with them  
and own them, rather than detaching from 
them as something alien, mystical and 
esoteric outside or distant from us. 

If you would like to lead a film club 
session by introducing a film and leading 
the discussion, please get in touch – we 
would like to hear from other people 
willing to share their passion for a 
particular film.

Contact Monia at moniabrizzi@gmail.
com AT  T H E  F I L M  C L U B :  M O N I A ,  N ATA S H A  A N D  PA O L A 

INDIA-MEXICO EXISTENTIAL 
ENCOUNTER
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
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1) Promoting the unique existential 
ethos within the field of psychotherapy:  
This relates to the importance of preserving 
the unique identity of existential therapy 
in a way that explicitly contrasts with 
other models that rely primarily, or even 
solely, on the medicalised view of 
psychotherapy as ‘treatment’ based on 
pathological diagnosis of human suffering.  

1.1 Developing new conversion pathways 
for practitioners from other orientations 
to existential therapy 

1.2 Improving access to existential therapy 
training by reducing barriers - academic, 
social, and financial - through taking 
specific measures to draw candidates from 
under-represented and marginalised 
constituencies in society

1.3 Improving visibility of existential 
therapy through launching campaigns in 
the mainstream media in collaboration 
with partner organisations (PCSR, BACP, 
UKCP, training organisations, and other 
non-therapy institutions) 

2) Promoting existential therapy as 
being grounded in the contemporary 
psychosocial, economic, and political 
context: 

This relates to the potential existential 
therapy has of being considered optimally 
suited to the needs and interests of those 
clients whose lives are affected by the 
present-day socio-economic and political 
c r i s e s .  I t s  p r i m a r y  m e t h o d  o f 
phenomenological investigation aims at 
the socio-cultural, and economic-political 
forces prevailing in society at micro and 
macro levels. 

2.1 Engage academic institutions to widen 
the curriculum base to include political 
education in psychotherapy training. For 
this, promote the development of current 
theoretical base to include hitherto neglected 
sources such as feminist literature, the 
Frankfurt School, race relations, human 
rights, group analysis, and post-colonial 
theory; and to introduce new training units 
based on the works of contemporary 
economic and political theorists. 

2.2 Engage regulatory bodies to campaign 
for promoting existential therapy within 
the health service. Raise awareness of 
existential therapy as a potentially unique 
model that recognises the links between 
individuals and communities, as well as 
the wider processes of changes in society 
that can either enhance or hinder the 
mental well-being of its members.

2.3) Increase visibility of issues affecting 
counsellors and counselling trainees in 
the workplace in terms of poor wages, 
low status in the mental health hierarchy, 
excessive institutional demands, lack of 
managerial and supervisory support, 
vicarious stress,  and the problems 
emerging  f rom conf l ic t s  be tween 
(existential) theory and (medicalised) 
contexts of practice. 

We are aware of the scale of the above 
items in terms of resources and capacity 
that would be required to progress them 
in earnest. However, as said above, we 
feel that these are in keeping with the 
themes that have been emerging over the 
past few years at the annual conferences. 
Further, these issues are appearing more 
frequently in client sessions, supervision 
g r o u p s ,  c l a s s r o o m s  d i s c u s s i o n s , 
professional seminars, and generally as 
part of what we see in the world at large. 
Reflecting these in the constitution would 
raise visibility and show the society’s 
commitment to what is increasingly 
impacting our profession. 

Con t ac t  Devang  a t  dev.va idya@
btopenwor ld .com and Rebecca  a t 
rebeccagreenslade@hotmail.co.uk

EMPTY SEATS SHORTAGE 
As we go to press, the Circular’s supplies of empty seat photographs are running dangerously low. It’s not clear whether this is 
due to Brexit stockpiling, or to an upsurge in clients demanding to sit in your chairs at every hour of the day. Either way, our 
Photographic Department is making an appeal for more images of your clients’ absence. Please send them to the Editor for future 
issues. Sofas, benches, bean bags and three-legged stools are all accepted under our Furniture Diversity and Inclusion programme.

PROPOSALS FOR THE  
SEA CONSTITUTION
B Y  R E B E C C A  G R E E N S L A D E  A N D  D E V A N G  V A I D Y A

Fol lowing d iscuss ion  a t  the  SEA Annual  Conference ,  two SEA members  have  proposed the  fo l lowing i tems  
for inclusion in the SEA Constitution. See the ‘From the Chair’ earlier in this issue for more context.
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Dear RC,
There is a muchness in my mind and heart 

about the eight years we spent together. In 
our first meetings you told me there was too 
much at 62, too many separate staccato points.  
I suggested writing and you said there was 
too much. 

Three years in we decided to try taped 
interviews and that’s when you started writing.  

You wrote, and I interviewed you about your life. 
Conceived upon your father’s return from WWII, growing up 

on the beach on the edges of the city, going to college; looking 
for the terminal experience via LSD; saved by Transcendental 
Meditation then eventually going off the rails again; the unspoken 
sins along the way; the years of homelessness that were just now 
coming to an end. Coming to terms with the consequences of 
taking your physical prowess for granted, years of pushing your 
mind and body to their limits. I remember dreams: the table that 
folded out into a cathedral you were suddenly inside, the deli you 
came upon, so hungry, but everything was wrapped in cellophane.

You and I already know this, the time we spent together, initially, 
once a week, eventually twice.  I want to write about what else 
made it possible for us to do our work.; factors you didn’t know 
about which impacted on our time together. 

My husband was the medical director of a group of psychiatrists 
who provide psychiatric care to homeless and formerly homeless 
folks. He had the idea of asking clinicians in private practice to 
see one of their clients’ pro bono. I signed up and a week later 

Dr. M contacted me and said you had asked to see a therapist. 
While we were working together I knew that you and I were 

working inside a very safe container. I knew where you lived, 
that you were receiving quality care from clinicians I knew. I had 
and have a wonderful supervision group that trusts and values my 
work. I am grateful for having this container that allowed me to 
really ‘give it my all,’ ‘be all in’ with you, without being afraid 
of harming you, of irredeemably rupturing your sanity. 

I learned so much about shame from working with you. You 
spent years trying to convince me you weren’t worthy…of anything, 
let alone being loved. I read and thought about shame, learned 
more about my own shame and was able to sit open-hearted and 
know with clarity that you were loveable.  Eventually, you couldn’t 
deny your own worth and began learning how you fought against 
your own goodness. 

I told you about a writing group around the block from where 
you lived. Walking distance even for your tired legs and heaving 

chest. This group became your second home. 
I loved hearing your stories about becoming part of this group, 

signing up for class after class for a number of years. Making a 
friend to take museum trips with, another friend who invited you 
to her home. 

Between your open-heart surgery and our last appointment, 
you told me you knew that I love you. The fact that I came to the 
hospital mattered to you. You took off your oxygen mask long 
enough to tell me that you both loved and hated me. 

A few months later in my office you were clearly unwell. You 
went home, and your case manager called an ambulance. You died 
the next day. 

At your memorial I recognized your sister right away though 
we had never met. Her hair down to her calves, covered in her 
handmade jewellery. She and I spoke over the phone when you 
were in the hospital for your open-heart surgery and we cried 
together on the phone after you died. 

Your writing teacher was there with her husband and baby. So 
many people touched by you in this last staccato moment of your 
life – a whole community that was inspired by your never-ending 
energy, open heart and endlessly creative mind. People got up 
and spoke about you, everyone with so much respect. And I sat 
sobbing, feeling the cut, the ‘overness’ of our time together. 

One moment is the clearest for me. We were sitting across from 
each other in the office on 9th Street.  The chairs in that office 
had some distance between them. It often felt like too much 
distance to me, but for this particular encounter I think it was just 
right.  On this late afternoon we fell into a gaze and held it in 
silence for several minutes. That gaze of just being with because 
you are. And that’s enough.

We were both healed in our time together, and through my 
work with you I came to claim my work as such, as a healer. 

Thank you. With peace and love.   

Contact Pam at pamleck@yahoo.com

EDITOR’S NOTE
If you have an ending, professional or personal, that 
you would like to share in prose, poetry or imagery on 
this page, please send them to the Editor.

DEAR RC
B Y  P A M  L E C K

E N D I N G S

Between your open-heart surgery 
and our last appointment, you told 

me you knew that I love you

I sat sobbing, feeling the cut, the 
‘overness’ of our time together
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