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BOOK REVIEWS

* Paradox and Passion in Psychotherapy: An Existential Approach
to Therapy and Counselling, by Emmy van Deurzen. 1998 London:
John Wiley 170pp.

If psychotherapy and counselling concern themselves with peo-
ple's moral, emotional and spiritual well-being, as | believe they
inevitably do, then we had better begin by establishing of what this
consists. If we want to open people's minds to some greater truth
about themselves and the world, then we must have some notion of
what that truth is. (p.79)

Emmy van Deurzen's Existential Counselling in Practice and Eve-
ryday Mysteries are books that already have an important place in
the history of existential psychotherapy. However, | believe that it is
with this book that van Deurzen has created something special and,
at times, truly inspiring. Not only has she asked fundamental ques-
tions about life and the therapeutic enterprise, she has come up with
some insightful 'answers' to these confusing questions, that open up
possibilities for living a better life without falling into a prescriptive
dogmatism. In asking questions of what 'truth’, ‘wisdom’, and 'hu-
man well-being', may mean, she has gone back to philosophical
basics and hence kept in view the wider questions that surround the
creation of existential philosophy and psychotherapy. This is an
ethical book, a work of moral philosophy, a meditation on living
well that keeps in view most of the paradoxes and difficulties we all
face. It offers a refreshing antidote to the majority of books on
psychotherapy, including a number of other recent attempts to out-
line an existential approach. | hope that in the future more books in
this field will approach their subject in such an honest, thoughtful
and personal way.

This collection of essays (over a third of which have appeared
before, in this journal or elsewhere, although some have been re-
vised) is divided into three main sections. The first investigates the
character of 'paradox’, the second explores 'passion’, while the third
contains an overview of her particular existential therapy, ending
with three case studies that act as illustrations of her theory.

Van Deurzen attempts to outline an existential approach to psy-
chotherapy and counselling that embraces paradoxes inherent in
being human which not only ‘cause' problems in living but which
also hold some of the answers to living a better life. When we accept
and even welcome them as part of our human condition, we can see
such dilemmas as unavoidable and hence a challenge. This is where
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passion is needed to commit oneself to the 'truth’ of this situation.
To commit oneself to this it seems we need an overall commitment
to truth in our lives.

Some of these paradoxes may also be described as conflicts or
contradictions of existence that engender anxiety. If there are a
number of truths which seem contradictory and anxiety provoking
then the temptation is to dissolve a part of the contradiction and, in
so doing, assuage anxiety. However, as part of the human condition
all aspects of the paradox remain true and significant. Consequently,
part of them may take on an exaggerated status while other parts
remain ignored; this can lead to difficulties. This is where van
Deurzen brings in the importance of passionate commitment be-
cause it is related to 'truth' and ‘'wisdom'. An absolutely crucial
question is how this view of a life well lived, and the explicit com-
mitment to attempt to live it, fits in with the therapeutic enterprise.

Throughout the book van Deurzen illustrates her theory by relat-
ing personal events in her life which have acted as catalysts for the
development of her philosophy on life. These events range from
childhood experiences to her early professional careers working in
mental institutions and 'progressive’ therapeutic communities. There
is also an open and interesting account of some of the mistakes she
has made as a therapist, which have been valuable learning experi-
ences. One example of the candid nature of this book describes van
Deurzen's relationship with death. Her preoccupation with death
from an early age, 'memento mori (remember that you'll die)’, was
an attempt to establish ‘what it was and where it belonged in rela-
tion to me' (p.20). This desire to confront the darkest truths of
human life led to an 'impasse’, where the concentration on death
hindered the living of life. It was after a narrow escape with death
that van Deurzen 'embraced life in a much more determined way'
(p.29). This is a good example of how a confrontation with mortality
can lead to an introversion that becomes a diversion from life.
However, this was also an experiential journey that led van Deurzen
from a preoccupation with death to a profound realisation about
life. This illustrates the problem surrounding a confrontation with
the givens of existence - in what way should we think through
existential issues such as death? When does the desire for wisdom
through the pursuit of these issues become destructive and an avoid-
ance of life? What is the best way to relate to these concerns?

Three case studies draw the book to a close. In these van Deurzen
illustrates a handling of paradoxical issues that retains a sensitivity
to the client's self-determination while clarifying some of the ways
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that the client may avoid facing the conflicts that they have played
some part in creating. They provide an important attestation to the
theory and personal stories that have gone before. I think that gener-
ally these case studies do provide evidence for van Deurzen's belief
in her interpretation and use of passion, paradox, truth and wis-
dom.

This book will be controversial for some readers as it dares to talk
not only of the importance for therapy of questions as to what it
may mean to 'live well’, but also about some of the answers that
may stem from a passionate belief in the search for 'truth'. But these
should not be controversial, as the bottom line of therapy is a search
for a better way of living life for the therapist as well as the client.

Emmy van Deurzen is passionate about her beliefs, her truths.
However, they are not 'rules or prescriptive formulae' (p.139) to
follow. Consequently, in keeping with the spirit of Passion and Para-
dox, | would like to suggest the following: this book itself becomes a
paradox regarding the nature of 'truth' and the difficulties associ-
ated with communicating a truth which is both 'objective’, as it
refers to the human condition, and 'subjective’, because the truth, by
its nature, has to be chosen and lived by each individual. This di-
lemma is almost Kierkegaardian, and | do think that this book can
be interpreted as raising the paradoxical nature of an existential
approach to therapy that is committed to the ongoing search for
‘authenticity'. Going by work published in this field it seems that,
generally speaking, the existential therapeutic world does not take
this paradox, or indeed paradoxes as a whole, seriously enough.

A therapist and their client are two separate individuals who
come together in a co-creative relationship whose dialogue is ethi-
cal in nature. This alone-with-others paradox is addressed in vari-
ous ways in this book. Whether the client sees his or her goal as more
happiness, confidence, less depression, a better relationship, more
self-belief, or any other typical goal of therapy, it makes a great deal
of sense to call these goals 'ethical’. Van Deurzen is honest enough
to admit her deepest values and attempt the immensely difficult
task of thinking what a human 'good life' may consist of. Her ver-
sion of existentialism follows the asking of fundamental philosophi-
cal questions about life with doubt and wonder, and this seems to
me to be the right approach to finding/creating our own truths. Van
Deurzen's existential philosophy, and she is clear to point out that
'the existential approach has to be created anew by each practi-
tioner' (p.139), is difficult because it not only acknowledges paradox
but tackles it head on. Her arguments allow for the paradox of the
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therapist believing in an authentic approach to being human with-
out dictating to the client what that actually entails. This is a pro-
foundly unsettling paradox for therapists but one that will not go
away through a desire to remain safe and secure, within orientations
or organisations.

John Pollard

* Plato, Not Prozac!: applying philosophy to everyday problems by
Lou Marinoff. 1999. New York: Harper Collins, 308 pp.

Lou Marinoff's new book is a welcome addition to the few other
books on philosophical counselling (‘philosophical practice’) avail-
able at this time. It has the evident purpose of introducing philo-
sophical counselling as something people with life problems can
benefit from either by consulting a philosophical counsellor or by
using his five-step 'PEACE' method to resolve their problems by
themselves. Thus it is largely a kind of self-help manual, which not
only lays out a method (identify the Problem, take stock of one's
Emotions, Analyse one's options for solving the problem, Contem-
plate one's entire situation and, finally, reach Equilibrium), but
discusses numerous cases where the method is more or less applied.
Marinoff admits that not all practitioners of philosophical counsel-
ling (such as Gerd Achenbach) agree that there can be any definite
method applied in philosophical counselling; and it is clear from the
several case studies provided by other philosophical counsellors
that there are indeed a variety of different methods and strategies.
Marinoff himself apparently would agree with Socrates that it is
important to 'know oneself' and that 'the unexamined life' is an
unwise life. He also mentions 'bibliotherapy’ (assigning readings
from philosophical texts such as the I Ching, to clients) and makes
clear that integral to his actual application of the 'PEACE' method
of philosophical counselling is not only discussion of major philoso-
phers' views, but also forthright declaration by the philosophical
counsellor of his own philosophical position. Indeed, Marinoff him-
self is occasionally not only candid about his own philosophical
views, but even verges on the dogmatic; an example is when he
states (p. 280), regarding Hobbes (a philosopher whom he often cites
and obviously admires) that, 'His view of humans as supremely
egoistic, wildly passionate, easily misguided, constantly power hun-
gry, and therefore highly dangerous beings was enormously un-
popular but apparently sound.' In addition, Marinoff and others
whose case studies are presented, do not shy away from giving
outright advice to troubled clients. Many of Marinoff's philosophi-
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