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Introducing Post-Existential Practice
An Approach to Wellbeing in the 21st Century

 DEL LOEWENTHAL

RESEARCH CENTRE FOR THERAPEUTIC EDUCATION, ROEHAMPTON UNIVERSITY, London

Abstract

This paper, in introducing this Special Issue, proposes a place for exploring notions of well-
being at the start of the 21st Century that are in contrast to the increasing cultural dominance of
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). An attempt is made to offer a space where we might still be
able to think about how alienated we are through valuing existential notions such as experience and
meaning whilst questioning other aspects such as existentialism’s inferred narcissism and the place
it has come to take up with regards to such aspects as psychoanalysis and the political. The post-
existential would also include the post-phenomenological, where, for example, Merleau-Ponty’s
notion of being open to what emerges in the between (as well as his notion of embodiment) would
be given primacy over Husserlian notions of intentionality. As a result, questions such as those of
mystery, an unknown and an unconscious and the non-intentional can be re-examined. A third
element to be explored will be the extent to which we might consider more recent ideas—for ex-
ample, Saussure, Levinas, Derrida, Foucault, Lacan and Wittgenstein—without becoming too caught
up in them. It is hoped by having a possible space to explore, what some would now call, our
‘wellbeing’, theoretically through post-existentialism and methodologically through post-phenom-
enology, that this can provide a loose base, with concerns of any further generalisation, for a greater
possibility of accepting, rather than escaping, who we are.

Keywords: wellbeing, post-existential, post-phenomenological, existential, psycho-analysis, post-
modern

Introduction

Welcome to this special issue of Philosophical Practice on post-existentialism, describing work
in progress at the Centre for Therapeutic Education, Roehampton University, UK (where we carry
out research and train counsellors, psychotherapists and psychologists). We are all practitioners
(psychological therapists) with a particular interest in the implications of continental philosophy
for practice that we term ‘post-existential’. This development is in contrast to the rapid growth of
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy in what some would term our current ‘age of happiness’ (Layard
2006, Seligman, 1995). CBT can be seen to include a way of not thinking which can be useful at
times but catastrophic as the main approach to well-being. The post existential takes as an impor-
tant influence Heidegger’s dasein in exploring the ‘well’ in terms of ‘being’ (in the world with
others), and is a particular mixture of some aspects of existentialism, phenomenology and post-
modernism.

 ‘Post-existential’ is taken to mean ‘after’ Heidegger (1962) and—in a different way—after
Husserl’s phenomenology (1983) yet looking to retain what might be both good from existential-
ism together with aspects of subsequent developments such as postmodernism.  At the very least
we might consider, as David Cooper suggests, that existentialism ‘is worth revisiting at intervals
for the help it may offer with themes of contemporary interest’ (Cooper, 1990: vii). So let’s start by
briefly going back to what might have been meant by existentialism—a name probably originating
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from Gabriel Marcel (Cooper 2003) and then taken up, at first very reluctantly, by such other French
philosophers as Jean-Paul Sartre (1943) and Simone de Beauvoir (1972) though perhaps becoming
particularly grounded in Martin Heidegger’s work on existence which he in turn developed from
the work of  Kierkegaard (1941, 1980) and Nietzsche (1883, 1974), and, in particular with regard to
phenomenology, Husserl (1983).

Whilst there appears to be no agreed definition, David Cooper provides a parody of what was
taken as existence:

 ‘… a constant striving, a perpetual choice: it is marked by a radical freedom, and responsi-
bility. And it is also prey to a sense of Angst which reveals that, for the most part, it is lived
inauthentically and in bad faith. And because the character of the human life is never given,
existence is without foundation; hence it is abandoned or absurd even. (Cooper 1990: 3-4)’

However, how one responds to these existential concerns is vital. In a way, whilst there is no
agreement as to what existentialism ‘is’. For many in the 1950’s and 60’s, the method of existential-
ism was phenomenology which was particularly developed by Heidegger’s teacher, Edmund Husserl
through the encouragement of Wilhelm Wundt, regarded by many as a founding father of psychol-
ogy. Whilst Wilhelm Wundt was one of those who persuaded Husserl away from his more quantita-
tive interests to develop Brentano’s descriptive psychology (1995a) (whose audience included not
only Husserl but a one Sigmund Freud), Wundt (1904) considered psychology to be partly a natural
science and partly a social science.

Hence, if we return to David Cooper’s parody of existential terms, and if we attempt to study
them experimentally, this could be very different to a study that looks at what emerges in terms of
meanings. Thus, for Brentano, experimentalism is not appropriate (1995b) whereas current psycho-
logical practice has increasingly been dismissive of phenomenology. Husserl’s hope for a pure
phenomenology which we do not contaminate was not considered to be possible by the likes of
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty or Sartre. Nevertheless, Heidegger managed to marry existentialism and
phenomenology and Merleau-Ponty developed a notion of meaning emerging in the between which
became more dominant until Foucault (1974) and others questioned whether phenomenology was
still relevant after the advent of structuralism and the developing influence of Saussure and struc-
tural linguistics. Later, Derrida (1990) importantly questioned if any system of thought, whether,
for example, phenomenology, structuralism or psychoanalysis, would always be blinded by its own
definition. Yet would it not be possible to look at some questions regarding our being existentially
- without this being about nostalgia (Oakley 1990) and an attempt to return to something that prob-
ably never existed (Borsch-Jacobsen 1991)

The versions of existentialism that appeared in the English speaking world seemed to remove
such issues of politics and psychoanalysis, unlike, for example, Continental Europe, where Sartre
would come to explore existentialism and Marxism and Binswanger would speak of the existential
analyst who, ‘not only is in possession of existential-analytic and psychotherapeutic competence,
but … he must dare to risk committing his own existence in the struggle for the freedom of his
partners’ (Binswanger in Friedman 1991: 426). Binswanger, of course, later said he had misunder-
stood Heidegger’s notion of being, though he did say he felt it was a fruitful misunderstanding!
Heidegger, in turn, considered Sartre’s understanding of his (Heidegger’s) work as rubbish! Heidegger
did work with Medard Boss who, some felt therefore, had the nearest possibility of looking at the
implications of Heidegger’s writings for existential practice. Interestingly, the so-called ‘British
school’ of existentialism adopted more of Boss’s work but attempted to drop Boss’s interest and
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strong influence from psychoanalysis (Cooper, 2003). This is again in contrast to those who start
with psychoanalysis and then consider the existential-phenomenological (Askay & Farquhar 2006).
Neither are what is termed here, the ‘post-existential’.

We thus have the most popular currents of existential psychotherapy in the UK (as represented
by Van Deurzen, 1997; Spinelli 2007) and in North America (as represented by May, 1996; Yalom
1980) as not requiring the possession of existential analytic competence as essential and removing,
in general, the political. The existential movement has a history of aristocratic and indeed, some-
times what are seen as Fascist political tendencies. Yet, couldn’t post-existentialism combine, for
example, Foucauldian notions of power with existential concerns and couldn’t post-existential prac-
tice explore the unknown including an unconscious—it seems very different not to wish to start
with psychoanalytic theories as opposed to allowing them to sometimes come to mind. Thus, one
fundamental difference between the post-existentialist and, particularly Anglo-Saxonised, existen-
tialism is the former’s acknowledgement that inevitably we are all subject-to, so the rejection of
psychoanalytic dogma as a starting model does not mean, or indeed is a rationalisation for, an
attempt to be subject-to nothing.

It is here where the post-modern (Loewenthal and Snell 2003) may bring about the greatest
change to what was regarded as existentialism in that we are seen as being, for example, subject-to
language (Lacan), writing (Derrida), ethics (Levinas) and an unconscious (Freud). Thus, Sartre’s ‘I
am my choices’ could be regarded as representing a very narcissistic age. In contrast the post-
existential person would be regarded as only having some agency with an attempt towards a re-
sponsibility. For example, it might be that in growing up someone took a survival path, which may
have been necessary then but may now be redundant and unhelpful to this person or others—
perhaps he was therefore less able to take responsibility for who he was then but has more, but not
complete, agency as to where he finds himself now. Furthermore, whilst aspects of learning theory
may be of help here, though more likely in the context of Polyani’s tacit knowledge (1983), we
might also be able to see constrictions in ourselves and how we constrict others—both politically
with various sized notions of the letter ‘p’—as well as how our intentions are not always clear to us.

Foucault became interested in power and knowledge and the political status of psychiatry as
science. With post existentialism we would now in exploring our well-being, raise questions on
power, knowledge and the political nature of psychology as science. This would be in some ways be
similar to how Foucault and some existentialists questioned the political status of psychiatry as
science and at least a primacy would be given  to first thinking of what is termed ‘mental  illness’ as
dissimilar to a physical illness but instead more to do with relations with others.  Yet there would be
vitally important distinctions: Foucault  (1974) abandoned his early interest in phenomenology. But
was this as Hoeller (1986) points out because he took Husserl’s notion of  transcendental phenom-
enology which does not really allow for the historical and cultural. As further argued by Hoeller
(1986), Heidegger with his dasein as being in the historical/ cultural world with others, enables
phenomenology to be released from Husserl’s attempts to show a pure subjectivity and thus ‘a
universal doctrine of the structures of individual subjectivity and intersubjectivity’ (Husserl 1977:178-
9). This opening up of phenomenology was further developed for psychotherapy by Binswanger,
Boss and Laing, and we term this ‘post-phenomenology’ to distinguish it from Husserl’s original
transcendental phenomenology. Thus if we could both be attentive to what emerges in the between
of client and therapist and be aware of what is regarded culturally and historically as common sense
we could have an interest in how both our clients and those around them have brought and bring
pressures on  each other. This meeting which could include the implications for the present of the
client’s history and the history of the culture, without being caught up in a potentially totalising
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approach (in this case for example, Foulcaudian genealogy) would be an example of post-phenom-
enology and might also be closer to what those such as Wilheim Wundt saw as psychology, though
the post-existential should, it is suggested, always be beyond.

One exception to those existentialists mentioned above, and who may be regarded as leading to
post-existentialism, is R.D. Laing (1990, 1969). He, as with existentialism, was able to keep some-
thing open without defining it in a positivistic way, so that there is not the danger that can happen
through taking away the mystery, of taking away the thing itself (Merleau-Ponty 1962). Laing, for
example suggested that whilst behaviour is important, what is really important is how one experi-
ences behaviour (Laing 1967). Here again, Laing and those influenced by him, are not being put
forward as if their approach is the ideal but that they are able to hold a space which is always only
partially defined where something helpful for our thoughtfulness may at times emerge.

One result of all this concerns what we regard as psychology. For those such as Binswanger,
who might be seen in some ways to be more in keeping with Wundt:

‘When this my, or our, this I or he or we are bracketed out, the result is that psychology becomes
“impersonal” and “objective” while losing, at the same time, the scientific character of a genuine
psychologist and becoming, instead, natural science…In place of a reciprocal, “personal” commu-
nication within a we-relationship we find a one-sided, i.e., irreversible, relationship between doctor
and patient and an even more impersonal relationship between researcher and the object of re-
search. Experience, participation and confrontation between human beings in the present moment
gives way to the “perfect tense” of theoretical investigation’ (Binswanger in Friedman 1991:414)

Thus unfortunately, “good” psychological research is currently determined by publication in
quantitative, primarily American, journals and relations between people are more for English de-
partments where there is usually more chance of studying not only Freud and Lacan but Derrida,
Foucault et al. In the social sciences, there is a historical, cultural shift to behaviouralism, with
desperate concerns for survival by some to quantify experience to show that it is evidence based.
Yet, what is denied keeps re-emerging and questions have again recently been raised as to whether
psychology should really be the science of experience rather than the science of the mind (Ashworth,
2004).

 This Special Issue

So post-existentialism can be seen on the one hand to be attempting to find a place between
existentialism and post, post-modernism. Enabling us to take from the existential and the post-
modern that which can be helpful to us in exploring our existence at the start of the 21st century?
Another dimension of post-existentialism is to find a place between natural and social science, for
by starting with notions of existence is to imply starting with the human soul (Plato in Cushman,
2001) and the historical and cultural aspects of social (rather than starting with the natural) science.
With this emerge the possibilities of a political viewpoint which could engage with various notions
of, for example, democracy and the notion of an unconscious coming more from those such as
Kierkegaard (1941, 1980) and Nietzsche (1883, 1974). Such possibilities open up returning psy-
chology to its philosophical roots and with it, important implications for those practices aimed at
promoting wellbeing—and with it, important implications (including the way we train our stu-
dents). The assumptions underlying such an approach can hopefully be found in this journal.

I have previously attempted to explore some of these dimensions: initially through how indi-
viduals and structures in society conspire to produce a form of alienating escape motivation
(Loewenthal, 2002). More recently I have  been interested in  exploring, on the one hand, how post-
modernism has emerged from phenomenology (Loewenthal and Snell 2003) and on the other, evalu-
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ating the usefulness of qualitative research for exploring relational aspects in therapy with particu-
lar reference to the post-existential (Loewenthal 2007). Furthermore, I have also given an example
of what might be considered post-existentialism in this journal (Loewenthal 2007) suggesting that
whilst Buber is useful, Levinas might be regarded as a post-existential philosopher, but only again
if one can consider his work in terms of implications for practice and not as another totalising
dogma. What follows in this special issue of Philosophical Practice are further developments of
post-existentialism  in terms of work in progress that my colleagues and I are carrying out at the
Centre for Therapeutic Education at Roehampton University in the UK.

In these papers we are using the terms counselling, psychotherapy, counselling psychology and
sometimes psychoanalysis interchangeably. As discussed, we are all interested in developments
from, and after, Heidegger. For example, Julia Cayne and I provide some implications of post-
existentialism and post-phenomenology for practice by examining what might be helpful and un-
helpful regarding aspects of existentialism, psychoanalysis, and post-modernism for an exploration
of the between as unknown. Dennis Greenwood then explores the implications of both research, in
terms of a phenomenological hermeneutic approach, and theory, in terms of intentionality, of post-
existentialism when learning to work therapeutically with someone with a label. Next comes Rich-
ard House, who argues against a ‘modernist’ view of psychotherapeutic theory—describing it as
both unsustainable and antithetical to good practice—and for a spiritualised post-existential phe-
nomenology. Finally, Rhiannon Stamp, in re-examining the case of Lola Voss, shows how some
ideas from existentialism can enhance philosophical practice, when considered alongside structural
linguistics.

So, hopefully not forgetting our phenomenological roots, we attempt to start with practice and
link Heidegger with developments such as those in continental philosophy, education, theology,
structural linguistics, psychoanalysis, psychology, postmodernism, literature, social anthropology,
art history and architecture. The results, we hope are, for good reason, always an incomplete project
which we have termed the ‘post-existential’ in the hope that it may provide an impetus for explor-
ing some implications of philosophical practice for our wellbeing in the 21st Century.
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