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1. PHENOMENOLOGY

Phenomenology, as a unique philosophical system, arose in the early years of the 20th century. Its initiator, Edmund Husserl, sought to establish phenomenology as the fundamental philosophy for all scientific investigation. In attempting such, both Husserl and, subsequently, his principal assistant, Martin Heidegger, came to challenge a foundational assumption that ran throughout scientific enquiry: the "dualistic split" between subject and object upon which modern-day natural science is based. Instead, existential phenomenology proposed that all reflections, analyses and interpretations regarding every aspect of human existence are inter-relationally derived. 

This view stands in stark opposition to natural science assertions regarding the investigator's ability to consider, describe and manipulate the focus of investigation from an impersonal and detached standpoint such that, through research and investigation, the true, factual and objective nature of reality can be discerned. In contrast, existential phenomenology proposes that no investigator, no matter how seemingly objective, can truly exclude him or her self from that which is being investigated - be it the study of essences or objects, or of being and existence.  Indeed, we are all enmeshed in an inevitable and ever-influencing matrix of inter-relations.  Just as the investigator influences the focus of investigation in any number of ways both subtle and obvious, so, too, does the act of investigation impact upon the investigator in ways and means that cannot be foreseen.  And further, any particular act of investigation influences not only that particular investigator and that specific focus of investigation, but also "ripples" onto all investigators and foci of investigation. 

Such conclusions, while by no means alien to numerous non-Western cultures and philosophies, remain incompatible with contemporary Western culture's deep-rooted and abiding embrace of dualism. Indeed, this view is so extensive and embedded within every aspect of Western culture that any alternative explanation is limited by its dominating  influence. The English language, for example, would seem to be structured in such a way that attempts to articulate the existential-phenomenological counter-argument to natural science derived assumptions of objectivity  must resort to statements that are inevitably imbued with an inherent dualism. For instance, the term most commonly employed to address existential phenomenology's basic stance of indivisible relatedness, being-in-the-world, still suggests, in spite of the hyphenation between the words, a conjunction of two separate and distinct entities, namely "the being" and "the world". On further consideration, even the introduction of novel terms designed to express indivisibility cannot be defined without recourse to a language imbued with dualistic dividedness. As if such obstacles were not sufficient, it is evident that the "alien language" of existential phenomenology adds substantially to the (in my opinion, erroneous) view held by many that the ideas and concepts propounded by this philosophy are difficult to comprehend, rather too abstract and deeply limited with regard to any useful applications.

Even so, in spite of such difficulties, the philosophical arguments and concerns of existential phenomenology continue to tantalise many of those who come upon them and, by so doing, provoke an examination of their implications not only for philosophy itself, but for the related arenas of psychology and, more recently, psychotherapy. Therefore, while acknowledging the many difficulties, be they cultural, linguistic or conceptual, that arise immediately in any attempt to address and clarify existential phenomenology's  key arguments and assumptions, let us nonetheless attempt to engage with them.

2. Three Key Underlying Principles of Phenomenology

The First Principle: Relatedness

The first general principle that defines and identifies existential phenomenology is that of relatedness or inter-relation.  This principle alerts us that all human reflections and investigations of and upon any aspect of existence, as well as all conclusions derived from such, originate from a foundational  inter-relational grounding. 

This assumption of a foundational relatedness challenges the dominant Western tendency to divide and isolate and thereby generate a "split" between what are, as consequence, viewed as distinct and separate "subject" and "object" which may or may not relate to one another or whose way of relating may impact on both or solely or one or the other. 

Existential phenomenology rejects this split between "subject" and "object" as an originating source-point and instead argues that this seeming "splitness" is but one particular expression of relatedness.  It denies the possibility of "non-relatedness" and instead suggests that the avoidance or denial of relatedness is itself, again, one form or expression of relatedness.  It denies that the impact, direction and consequence of any form of relatedness can be isolated and instead proposes that any aspect of relatedness inevitably impacts upon the every aspect or expression of relatedness. 

Although Western thought is not predisposed to the central ideas surrounding this first principle, nonetheless they lend themselves to various forms of investigation and, while complex, are reasonably open to comprehension. Much of their immediate difficulty arises from the attempt to describe and communicate this principle both as process and structure. 

The Second Principle: Existential Uncertainty

The second principle that runs through all existential phenomenology argues that if all of one's reflective experience, knowledge, and awareness of self, others and the world in general  arises through and within an relatedness then what is revealed is an inevitable and inescapable uncertainty or lack of completeness in any and all of our reflections. 

Why should this be so?  Because in placing all reflective experience within an inter-relational matrix, those reflections upon existence, be it in general or  having to do with "my own" existence,  can no longer totally be held solely by me or exist in some way “within” me. Rather, meaning-reflections emerging through inter-relation expose me to the many uncertainties of relatedness - uncertainties having to do with meaning, control, responsibility and so forth. I can never fully know with complete and final certainty what and how the world will be, or others will be, or even "I" will be, in any given set of circumstances. Is there no certainty whatsoever in existence?  On reflection, we  might conclude that death is a certainty of human existence.  But even in that certainty that my life is moving toward its inevitable end, I remain uncertain as to when that ending will be or how it will occur.

The primary consequence of an inter-relational grounding exposes the inevitable uncertainty and openness of existence. At any moment, all prior knowledge, values, assumptions and beliefs regarding self, others and the world in general may be "opened" to challenge, reconsideration, or dissolution.  And, together with such, the embodied attitudinal and affective experience of being that accompanies this shift might also challenge and surprise or disturb.  Relatively common statements such as "I never thought I would act like that", or "She seemed to turn into someone I didn't know", or "Recent world events convince me that I just can't make sense of things any longer" point us to positions that at least temporarily acknowledge the uncertainties of being. 

Paradoxically, uncertainty is a certainty of existence. However, even if I embrace this view as an idea or concept to uphold, the unpredictability of uncertainty will remain.   Indeed, I might be one who craves uncertainty and in that craving eagerly place myself in what should be  uncertain situations and encounters but for the fact that never are. Until, unexpectedly, one is.  Or, in contrast, I might construct a finely regulated and rigidly controlled life based on ritual and habit that attempts to expel uncertainty. Until, unexpectedly, it fails to. In this sense, the second principle reminds us, uncertainty is an ever-present possibility. 

The Third Principle: Existential Anxiety

The third follows on from the implications of the first two. It asks us to consider the human reaction to inter-relationally derived uncertainty and proposes that our response is inevitably one of unease, discomfort or, most broadly, anxiety.  

This ever-present polarity between meaning and meaninglessness, between certainty and uncertainty, between the demand for a fixed and final truth and being "true to" what presents itself expresses itself experientially as anxiety.

Existential anxiety is perhaps best understood if considered from two distinct, if inter-related, perspectives.

From an initial perspective, existential anxiety refers to the inevitable unease and insecurity that accompanies uncertainty and, in this sense, is a  "given" of human existence in that it necessarily permeates all reflective experiences of relatedness.  As such, from this perspective, existential anxiety is not avoidable, nor is it an aspect of pathology, but rather a basic "given" of human existence. 

Considered in this way, the dilemma of existential anxiety is not so much that it is, but rather how each of us "lives with" it.  This shift in focus draws out the second understanding to be derived from existential anxiety.

In this second sense, existential anxiety can be seen to be the source point or instigator of  all attempts to embrace, to deny, or claims to have resolved, the uncertainties of an existence grounded in relatedness. Viewed in this way, existential anxiety delineates any particular response to the conditions of existence.  As such,  it need not be the case that anxiety is to be experienced as solely or necessarily a debilitating, disruptive or  problematic presence that must be reduced or removed.  While anxiety may, and often does, provoke feelings of despair, confusion and bewilderment,  it is equally the case that the experience of anxiety can also be stimulating, can re-awaken or enhance our connectedness to being alive, and serves as that arousing source to creativity - but only so long as such experiences permit me to reshape and reconstruct a novel meaning that I am willing to accept and "own". When no novel meaning seems possible to construe, or alternatively, when the only possible meaning that presents itself seems too perilous and destabilising to accept, then anxiety is experienced as destructive and  a threat to one's very existence.  While it might make sense to seek to avoid such expressions of anxiety, the third principle forces us to recognise that a life that was anxiety-free would also be bereft of wonder, enthusiasm, curiosity and the urge to advance itself.

On further consideration, this second perspective also alerts us to the consequences of our attempts, whatever they may be. And here we are faced with the disturbing realisation that whatever the attempt, anxiety remains in our experience of existence.  If I embrace anxiety, anxiety remains. Equally, my attempts to deny it provoke further expressions of anxiety.  In this way, it can be seen that just as existential anxiety is the "cause" to our attempts to respond to the uncertainties of an existence grounded in relatedness, it is also the "effect" that emerges from those attempts.

3. WORLDING AND THE WORLDVIEW

The terms we employ to grasp and express relatedness encase and restrain, impose a passivity and or closure upon a notion that yearns to communicate movement, openness and a sort of perpetual "becoming" rather than point towards a captured entity or structure.  In like fashion, the terms that existential phenomenologists have tended to apply, such as "being-in-the-world" or "figure/ground", remove all sense of movement and indeterminacy, remain too static for that which they seek to embrace and enfold.

In light of this, and as a partial attempt to counter such tendencies, I have elected to employ the term worlding as a means of  expressing relatedness from an experiential perspective. Although the term can be found in the English translation of Martin Heidegger's Being And Time, the use I make of it should not be confused with Heidegger's, even though some points of similarity do exist. As inadequate and clumsy as it still is, worlding, as I employ the term, at least alerts us to an active and continuing process-like foundational principle that underpins existential phenomenology. Worlding refers to the ongoing, ever-shifting process-like, linguistically-elusive living of being. 

In contrast, when, as human beings, we reflect upon and attempt to explicate worlding,  we can only do so through the imposing of structural limitations that encase the process-like activity such that it is essentialised and appears as "thing-like". This structural containment of worlding is expressed via the term the worldview. The worldview expresses is the structural consequence of all human reflections upon worlding which, necessarily, must always be viewed from a specific point of focus (such as "self", "other", "subject", "object"). In doing so, the attempted expression of process-like worlding through the essentialising structure of the worldview imposes an inevitable "split" perspective both  in a structural sense (what it is) and in that point of focus' way of being (how it experiences/is experienced as being). 

It is essential to understand that even this "split", structural point of focus remains an expression of worlding.  Worlding is  - regardless of the essence-like appearance imposed upon it.  Indeed, it is only through worlding that appearance and structure can emerge.  As such, the questions regarding worlding can never be about "how do I 'world' more or better?" or "what is lacking in my 'worlding'?" Rather, our questions (and experiences of unease or dissatisfaction) can only be concerned with the point of focus or structure being adopted with regard to the experience of worlding - that is to say, the worldview.  As will be discussed in Part Two, it is this latter set of questions, centred on the degree to which the worldview adequately reflects the process-like experience of worlding, that forms the focus of investigation for existential psychotherapy.

4.  THE WORLDVIEW STRUCTURE

The worldview structure contains and expresses:

1.  the dispositional stances (which is to say: the sum total of all the beliefs, values, views, attitudes, meanings, assumptions and conclusions together with their associated behaviours, feelings and emotions) being maintained regarding the construct labelled as "self" or "I" (the self-construct);

2. the dispositional stances being maintained  regarding the construct labelled as "others", be it any particular or specific "other" or "others" in general (the other-construct);

3.  the dispositional stances being maintained regarding  the construct labelled as "the world", be it in terms of its living and non-living components and/or its physical, environmental, biological, social, cultural, ethical, moral and spiritual dimensions (the world-construct);

4. the dispositional stances being maintained regarding each construct's relatedness to the remaining constructs.

This definition of the worldview serves to clarify existential phenomenology's avoidance of any subjective or intra-psychic statements that do not overtly acknowledge their inter-relational foundation.  In addition, by extending the worldview's dimensions so that they express overtly the self-construct's inseparable relatedness to the other- and world-constructs, existential phenomenology raises an implicit critique of the vast majority of personality theories within contemporary Western psychology, viewing these as being too restrictive and limited in their definitions because of their isolationist focus upon the subjective "self". 

In addition, the significance of considering issues regarding the "self", "others" and "the world" as sub-structures of the structural worldview resolves many of the recurring problems concerning the question of "self", in particular, within existential-phenomenological theory.  As such, "the self"  is a pivotal means of expressing the process-like quality of existence from an essence-based, structural perspective. The self that arises at any given instance of reflection is a construct expressing a temporal narrative incorporating past experience, current mood and future expectations or goals. At the same time, as a construct, it is at best, only a partial, or selective, focus  point through which the experience of worlding is expressed at a structural level.  Hence, the term self-construct articulates with greater adequacy that which everyday notions of "the self" attempt to communicate. The same argument can be seen to hold for both the other-construct and the world-construct. 

5. THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHOD OF INVESTIGATION

Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, initially developed what has become know as the phenomenological method in order that it might be applied to all forms of structured inquiry. Subsequently, variations on the phenomenological method were utilised as means to address  descriptively those constituents or components present in any given lived experience.  It is principally with this latter focus in mind that existential psychotherapists have adopted the phenomenological method as the foundational stance or attitude for the exploration of the client's worldview as it presents itself in the "therapy world". As with previous discussions an initial description of the phenomenological method  subdivides into three distinguishable, though inter-related, steps .

step A: the rule of epoché (bracketing)

The first step urges the existential psychotherapist to set aside any initial biases and prejudices and to suspend, or bracket, all expectations and assumptions regarding the client's statements and their implicit meaning. In other words, the rule of epoché requires the therapist's attempt to set aside any immediate personal predispositions and preferences toward any  particular meaning or explanation of the client's worldview. Instead, the therapist remains temporarily open to any number of alternatives, neither rejecting any one as being out of hand, nor placing a greater or lesser degree of likelihood on the options available. In some instances, his bracketing may be actively prepared by the existential psychotherapist via some method of focused attention or meditation that "opens" him or her to the possibility of a phenomenological attitude. Alternatively, the existential psychotherapist may experience bracketing simply through the descriptively-focused monitoring of his or her mental processing as it occurs.

step B: the rule of description 

The second step shifts the existential psychotherapist's focus of attention is away from theoretical explanations (since, for the moment, no one explanation is more adequate than any other), and, instead, emphasises the task of describing as concretely as possible that which the client presents. The essence of the rule of description is: "Describe, don’t explain" - which is to say: rather than step back from the client's statements so that they are explained, transformed or rejected on the basis of the therapist's preconceived theories or hypotheses,  assist the client in  carrying out a concretely based descriptive investigation of his or her currently-lived experience.

step C: the rule of horizontalization (the equalization rule)

The first two steps in the phenomenological method provide a means to investigate presenting aspects of the client's worldview in a non-prejudiced and descriptive manner. The third step, the rule of horizontalization  cautions to existential psychotherapist to  avoid imposing any hierarchical assumptions of importance with regard to the items of description by temporarily equalising their significance or meaning value. The rule of horizontalization can only be applied temporarily since, simply in order to remain investigations  all investigations must, at some point or other, set a pragmatic limit to its application. Nevertheless, in being willing to follow this rule to some extent, investigators reduce the likelihood of imposing unnecessary judgements or biases on their initial observations. In doing so, they increase the adequacy of their conclusions. Conversely, the failure to maintain a horizontalizing attitude  too soon after an investigation has begun will  skew the therapist's attunement to the client's presenting worldview so the overall attunement will likely be far less adequate than it might have been.

Taken together the three steps outlined above make up the phenomenological method. As should now be clear to readers,  while the metaphor of "steps" is a useful means by which to initially present the phenomenological method,   following a  strict and formal “one-two-three” step approach would be highly artificial.  Instead, each "step"  can be viewed as a particular point of focus within an inter-related set of attitudinal dispositions.  Nonetheless, as an means by which to apply the phenomenological method, the three steps serve a useful introductory function. 

Equally, neither the phenomenological method as a whole nor any of the identified "steps" can ever be truly completed or reach a final all-encompassing conclusion.  While it remains impossible for us to bracket all biases and assumptions, we are certainly capable of bracketing a substantial number of them. In addition, even when bracketing is not likely or feasible, the very recognition of bias lessens its impact upon our immediate experience. Similarly, no purely descriptive account is  possible since no description is altogether free of implicit explanatory components. And, in like fashion, the very act of engaging in dialogue with an other ensures that no true and complete horizontalization of presenting statements is possible. Acknowledging such limitations does not, however, diminish the power of the phenomenological method. At the very least, the method minimizes the existential psychotherapist's tendency to rely exclusively upon any one theory throughout the whole of the therapeutic relationship. Equally, while it cannot claim to lead  to correct or final conclusions, the practice of the phenomenological method serves to establish and maintain a particular inclusionary relatedness within the "therapy world" that, in its advocacy of "openness to that which presents itself", acts to challenge the experiential inflexibility of the client's worldview.  Finally, the use of the phenomenological method provides a means for the existential psychotherapist to validate the adequacy of his or her attempts to access accurately the presenting worldview of the client.  In similar fashion, the client, in turn, is likely to experience his or her worldview statements as having been accurately understood and, hence, validated.  Nonetheless, to experience of having one's statements be accurately  understood may be gratifying and reassuring, but may also be unnerving and disturbing - not least, because their implicit meanings and values may become apparent for the first time.

6. WORKING AS AN EXISTENTIAL PSYCHOTHERAPIST

Existential psychotherapy's  focus upon the inter-relational grounding to all subjective experience  challenges a persistent assumption held not only by most of psychotherapy but, just as significantly, by our culture in general.  This is the view that the person is a self-contained unit, understandable within his or her own set of subjectively-derived meanings and behaviours.  The debate provoked by these two competing views is crucial:  at its heart, lie distinctly different ways of examining and understanding ourselves and the world. 

Within the specific confines and interests of existential psychotherapy, the notion of worlding identifies existential psychotherapy as a predominantly descriptively-focused investigative enterprise rather than a primarily curative one.  Further, this enterprise centres upon the elucidation of the client's experience of  'what and how it is for me to exist' via the inter-relational enterprise of the therapeutic encounter itself. And further still, it addresses this investigation of the unique and specific way of being of the client within the wider context or universal givens of the 'way of being' of all human beings. This last aspect of the investigation highlights the presence and role of the therapist as an implicated constituent of the investigation rather than assume the therapist's presence and role to be in some way or other detached or distanced from both the act and the consequent meanings derived from the investigation.

Equally, it follows from the above statement that  existential psychotherapy does not merely tolerate, but, more correctly, values and embraces the diversity of worldviews as expressed in terms of culture, race, gender and sexual orientation. Indeed, it has been suggested that existential psychotherapy is most suitable for persons who experience themselves as alienated from the mores and demands of their society or who inhabit a foreign culture or are members of some designated minority group.

 Existential psychotherapy takes as its primary focus the descriptive clarification of the client's worldview. It does so in order to expose and clarify the relationally-derived role and function of the client's  presenting problems and disturbances as constituent expressions of, and attempts to maintain, the client's currently lived worldview.  This structured form of descriptive enquiry is, in itself, a challenge to the currently maintained worldview.  It may provoke a re-alignment in any one, or all, of the primary sub-structures of the worldview - namely, self-construct, the other-construct and the world-construct - and consequently upon the worldview as a whole through the impact upon the sedimented dispositional stances and dissociated experiences that maintain, and serve to define each construct.  Ultimately, existential psychotherapy seeks to allow clients the means to diminish the gap or dissonance between their maintained worldview and their experience of worlding such that the worldview is a more adequate (if still incomplete and imperfect) expression of the client's direct experience of  worlding.

Precisely how existential psychotherapy provokes the possibility of shifts in the client's worldview remains, at present, largely unknown.  In this, existential psychotherapy is no different from all other contemporary approaches.  Nevertheless, as with research on the effects of therapeutic interventions in general, existential psychotherapy acknowledges that the therapeutic relationship itself is a key variable - if not the key variable.  As will be demonstrated throughout Part Two, the proposed structure that I will attempt to describe places its primary emphasis upon the existential psychotherapist's acknowledgement of, and way's of "being in", the therapeutic relationship as a critical means through which to address, disclose and challenge the client's worldview - not least via the implicating presence and impact of his or her own worldview.    

I want to propose that the very entry into a therapeutic relationship (possibly even the decision to initiate therapy)  permits the client to entertain and "try out" possibilities of being that provide a temporary means by which the worldview is reconfigured. The conditions within which such can occur are bounded by, and limited to, the physical, temporal and relational "setting" and its agreed rules, possibilities and restrictions that contextualises the therapeutic encounter from a structural standpoint.

Considered in this way, the client and existential psychotherapist enter into, and engage with each other within, a "therapy world" which can be compared and contrasted to the extra-therapeutic or "wider world"  that both client and existential psychotherapist inhabit.  Through the exploration of the experience of being as expressed through the worldview within the "therapy world",  the various similarities, differences, areas of dissonance and disturbance, and so forth between the client's  "therapy world" worldview and the "wider world" worldview can be disclosed and examined. 
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